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Foreword

In early 2021, I was on the phone with my editor at Disney Hyperion, Brittany Rubiano (the true mastermind behind the entire A Twisted Tale series, who has overseen and edited the publication of almost every book), going over the finer points of my Blue Fairy Twisted Tale, when I had an idea.

“What do you think about an anthology of Twisted Tale shorts?” I asked out of the blue. “There’s so many more possible twists we could explore, and some might work better in a short-story format.”

Britt’s always been wonderfully open to her authors’ brainstorming and pitching ideas, and she said she’d share it with her team. About a month later, I received an email from Britt saying that Disney wanted to go ahead with the anthology idea and asking whether I’d like to edit it.

Now here I am.

This is my first time editing an anthology, and what a joy it’s been. I grew up on Disney, watched Cinderella and Snow White on my treasured VHS tapes so often that their color faded, and fantasized about writing the next generation of songs to spread magic and laughter across the world. In my wildest dreams, never did I think I’d get to write stories about my favorite characters and, more important, meet and collaborate with a host of authors who share the same love for Disney that I grew up with.

In this anthology, you’ll find stories by veteran Twisted Tale authors Liz Braswell, Jen Calonita, and Farrah Rochon, all three of whom have become writerly sisters to me. I’m also delighted to welcome Livia Blackburne, Megan K. England, Micol Ostow, and Kristina Pérez to the Twisted Tale family.

When I conceived the idea of this anthology, one of my goals was to welcome stories from films that have not yet enjoyed their own Twisted Tale novels. I’m especially excited to spotlight original twists on Bambi, Brave, The Lion King, Robin Hood, The Sword in the Stone, and Treasure Planet.

Something I also hoped to achieve was to further explore the possibilities in new twists for the series. As I write this, there are thirteen published Twisted Tale novels, and each takes a Disney film and reimagines one pivotal aspect to create a new story with the characters we know and love. This was an opportunity to explore fresh what-if scenarios for those beloved films.

In this anthology, you’ll find new twists—some bending only a few scenes in the film or exploring a potential prologue, like how Madam Mim met Merlin before the events of The Sword in the Stone. There are stories that follow characters off the screen into a new adventure, like a tale about the triplets from Brave as teenagers, and stories that twist the entire film in a new direction—for instance, what if Mufasa gave up his throne (The Lion King), or what if Aurora knew the truth about her curse (Sleeping Beauty)?

Twists aside, there are tales of adventure and courage, of romance and growing up, and of love and family—a little something for everyone, with a generous dash of Disney magic.

I present to you A Twisted Tale Anthology.

—Elizabeth Lim
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Cast Out

What if Snow White learned magic?

by Livia Blackburne

The castle’s grand feast hall had a magnificent flagstone floor, made of sleek gray stones from distant mines. The floor was regal and stately, fit for a king.

Snow White loathed that floor.

To be more accurate, she loathed the spaces between the flagstones—cracks that were too narrow to sweep out easily but wide enough for crumbs to lodge inside. Cleaning the floor meant crawling through the hall to remove bits of debris by hand. Even if she bunched up her skirts for cushioning, her knees always ended up black and blue.

“I’m almost done,” she told Dottie. “I don’t think the section over there is very dirty.”

Her conversation partner clicked her beak skeptically. The sparrow was a good listener and enjoyed staying with Snow White as she cleaned. Dottie especially enjoyed eating the occasional cake crumb that Snow White dislodged, and sometimes she’d bring Snow White a sponge if she needed it.

Snow White was battling a fossilized piece of venison when Dottie’s siblings, Blue and Featherlight, flew in, chirping madly. At their panic, a chill ran over Snow White. It seemed that most of her existence could be split between two states: the hours when her stepmother was present, and when she was not.

Imperious footsteps echoed down the hall, and Snow White stood as they neared. She wasn’t sure why she wanted to be on her feet when her stepmother entered. It wasn’t as if the Queen didn’t know what Snow White was up to, since she was the one who’d forced her to work as a scullery maid in the first place. But something in Snow White wanted to send a message that she was more than her current circumstances. Snow White had been a beloved daughter once, and a princess. She still was a princess.

The Queen swept into the room, beautiful as always with her statue-like features and tall, regal frame. The black satin of her hooded gown clung to her arms and head like a second skin.

“Have you finished cleaning the dining room?” She didn’t even look at Snow White when she spoke, as if the princess were not worth even that tiny acknowledgment.

“I’m almost done.” Snow White kept her gaze down and her tone respectful. Humiliation was nothing new, and she could endure any amount of it if she focused on the presence of the animals around her.

The Queen strode through the hall, scanning the floor. “There are crumbs between the flagstones.”

I haven’t had time to clean that part yet. But Snow White bit her tongue.

“Shoddy work,” said the Queen. “I don’t know why I feed and clothe you when you don’t even earn your keep.”

Snow White thought back to that morning, when she’d visited Dottie at the birdbath and watched the sparrow splash water with her wings. She remembered the joy she had felt then. How they’d laughed. She took that joy and held it close.

The Queen slowed in her speech, as if suspecting that Snow White was not completely listening. “You’ll have no midday meal,” she said. “If you remedy your work by tonight, I might think about giving you supper.”

Snow White curtsied. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

Snow White spent another two hours cleaning the feast hall, ignoring the gnawing in her stomach as mealtime came and went. When she finished, she slipped out without waiting for her stepmother to inspect her work. The Queen would always find fault with something. Better to leave and trust she had cleaned well enough to avoid punishment.

Snow White still didn’t understand why the Queen disliked her so, only that the icy glares and edged comments while her father had been alive turned into full-fledged malice after he’d died. For a long time, Snow White had tried to puzzle it out, wondering if she’d done something to offend the Queen. She’d done her best to be an obedient and dutiful stepdaughter, but nothing made a difference.

She checked the position of the sun through the window. If she went to the kitchen now, the cooks might sneak her some bread, but she hated putting the servants at risk. Better if she found something to take her mind off her hunger.

“How about an adventure?” she asked the birds. They tweeted their approval.

Snow White grabbed a dustrag so she’d have an excuse for wandering. If the Queen had her way, Snow White’s world would be narrowed to her room in the cellar, the kitchens, and any halls the Queen had her clean. But whenever she had the chance, Snow White liked to explore the older sections of the castle. There Snow White found artifacts of a happier time: handkerchiefs, baubles, letters left behind by visitors long gone, portraits of the royal family that the Queen hadn’t yet removed. It was a risk, but these wanderings were one of the few things Snow White felt still belonged to her.

Hardly anyone ever bothered her once she was in the old castle, but Snow White had to pass her stepmother’s rooms in order to get there. As a precaution, she asked two of the castle mice to run ahead and play lookout. She stayed alert as she followed.

“Snow White, come in.”

She froze. It was a strange voice that had spoken—hollow sounding, male, and otherworldly in a way Snow White couldn’t explain. The voice came from a side corridor that led to her stepmother’s bedchambers. Snow White did sometimes hear odd sounds when she mopped the hallway floors—rustling, ringing sounds, the occasional shriek.

But Snow White had never heard anyone call out her name before.

“Snow White. Lovely maid. Come in.”

Snow White gripped her dustrag and backed up against the wall. The mice circled back, rising inquisitively to their haunches. Snow White waved them away. Whatever this was, she did not want the animals near it.

“Who are you?” she spoke into the empty air, softly enough that no one should have been able to hear. Still, she suspected she would get a reply.

“I’m an observer. A reflector. An agent of truth.”

“Why do you keep calling me?”

“Truth is hard to come by in the castle, yet I sense it in you. Come in, and we will talk further.”

Was someone playing a trick on her? Snow White wondered what kind of being would lure her into the Queen’s rooms. “I can’t go in. It’s locked.”

“You are mistaken. This door bears the same weakness as the ones you’ve discovered in the tower bedrooms.”

Those words sent a chill down Snow White’s spine. Had this mysterious speaker seen her exploring the castle? Once, in the old wing, Snow White had leaned against a locked door while pushing down on the handle. To her surprise, it had given way. She hadn’t thought much of it at the time, since those chambers were always empty.

“The Queen would punish me if I went into her rooms.”

“You can risk punishment now or face far greater evils later. Dark days are coming for you, Princess.”

Snow White wondered what those greater evils could possibly be. She was already a scullery maid without a father or a real mother. The Queen punished her whenever it suited her mood.

And yet, Snow White couldn’t help feeling intrigued by the mysterious voice. She supposed she had little to lose.

Taking a deep breath, Snow White slipped down the side corridor to the Queen’s bedchambers. A quarter turn on the doorknob until it caught, and then a push. The door creaked open, revealing a cavernous room with high ceilings. For a moment, Snow White stood at the doorway, taking it all in. On one side were a giant four-poster bed, dressers, and cabinets. On the other was an alcove with stairs leading to an enormous wall mirror.

There was no one inside.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“A wall holds me, but it does not limit me.”

A flash of movement caught her eye. Snow White glanced at the wall mirror and jumped back in horror at the face floating there. It looked like a mask one might wear to a ball, and it was illuminated with green light. As Snow White’s pulse slowed, she crept closer.

“Are you an enchanted mirror?” she asked in awe.

“I am truth and honesty, the kernel of everything that is.”

She wondered if it must always speak in riddles. “I don’t understand.”

“You are a princess of royal blood. The true heir to your father’s throne. Your heart is pure and honest, but misfortune and danger stalk and seek you.”

“Misfortune and danger? My father is already dead. I’m a scullery maid. What other misfortunes await me?”

“There are those who mean you harm. You must protect yourself.”

“Who means me harm?”

“Your stepmother is a great sorceress. You, too, can harness magic to do your bidding.”

Was the mirror refusing to tell her who wished her harm, or had it provided the answer? Then the other part of its message hit her. “Harness magic? How?”

But the mirror did not answer, falling silent for the remainder of her visit.

“I can’t stop thinking about the mirror,” said Snow White as she scrubbed at a stubborn berry stain on the kitchen floor. Dottie fluffed her wings in sympathy.

Snow White had long ceased to feel self-conscious about talking to animals. They’d always taken to her, even in the years before her father died. And afterward, when everything changed, it was the animals who’d saved her from despair in the face of the Queen’s cruelty. Their love had convinced Snow White that she was indeed worth loving, and their joy had convinced her there was happiness yet to be found in the world. It was with the strength they lent her that Snow White had chosen joy over bitterness, and their constant companionship kept her on that path. Still, Snow White yearned for the freedom, the familial love, the sense of home of her early years. And now it seemed even this new, dimmer version of her life was in danger.

The berry stain was finally fading. Snow White put down her brush and shook her sore arm.

“What was it the mirror said it was—an instrument of truth? I do feel the honesty of its words,” she said to Dottie, who’d been joined by Blue and Featherlight. The three sparrows stared back solemnly.

But even if the mirror was telling the truth, how could she heed its advice? It had said she must find a way to learn magic, and she had no idea how to do that.

She turned to the sparrows. “I think I need to go into the Queen’s room again. Can you stand watch for me?”

It was midmorning, and the Queen was holding audience until noon. So Snow White had the sparrows stand sentry over the high courtyard window outside the throne room. Then she gathered her courage and entered the Queen’s bedchamber again.

The mirror spoke as soon as she went in, frightening Snow White half out of her wits.

“You are wise to heed my advice, Princess.”

Snow White put her hand to her chest to calm her racing heart. “You scared me.”

“I am not the one you should fear.”

“Then whom?”

“You know the answer.”

There it was again, that shiver across her skin, the instinct she wished she could deny. Strange that Snow White would still resist believing that the Queen would cause her grievous harm, even after years of her cruelty. Perhaps it was a residual wish to believe she still had family who loved her.

Snow White looked around, unsure what she was looking for. Was magic the kind of thing that could be written down? Or perhaps, if the Magic Mirror was here, there would be other enchanted objects, too.

The mirror’s empty eyes followed her around the room. The bedchamber wasn’t as clean as the rest of the castle, probably because the maids were never allowed inside. There was dust in the corners, and the surfaces were cluttered with bottles and jewelry. Snow White saw a wardrobe filled with luxurious gowns and a chest with jewelry, scarves, and blankets.

A bit of white under a dresser caught her eye—a corner of parchment, maybe? Snow White saw that it was one of several sheets that had fallen underneath the dresser. She pulled them out and dusted off the cobwebs. They looked almost like pages from a cookbook, except the recipes were written in fancy calligraphy and were for things she’d never fathomed before.


Colored Flame Potion

Shrinking Charm

Cleaning Charm



Snow White’s heart pounded. “This must be from some sort of spell book.”

The mirror made no answer. Its face had disappeared from the surface.

Ah. So she was on her own once more.

Snow White looked again at the parchment. Could she possibly attempt the spells herself? The thought terrified her. Still, if the pages had gathered that much dust, perhaps they wouldn’t be missed. And it wasn’t as though she had the luxury of being picky. Before she had a chance to second-guess herself, she stuffed the parchments into her bodice and hurried out.

Not all the cellar rooms had windows, but Snow White was thankful that hers did. On nights with a full moon, the moonlight came through in a silver beam. If Snow White placed the pages of spells underneath, she could make out the words without lighting a lamp.

She’d looked through the spells with fascination. The colored flame potion read like a kitchen recipe—like one of the pies the castle cooks taught Snow White to make after her chores were finished and when her stepmother was otherwise occupied. Except the ingredients this recipe asked for—moonbeam from a crescent moon, ashes of a broken heart—were things that Snow White had never seen in any kitchen. The cleaning charm looked practical, but the incantations were written in a script she couldn’t pronounce. She finally settled on the shrinking charm. It seemed to be a poem with a series of hand gestures. Snow White placed a small stone on the floor in front of her to use as the object of her spell.

Snow White squinted at the diagrams. The illustrated gestures were complicated, often requiring both hands to form elaborate shapes. She painstakingly copied the gestures, one after another, until she could remember them all. Was it as simple as saying the words at the same time?

There was a flutter of feathers next to her. Dottie hopped onto her lap and nestled in her skirts.

“You’re supposed to be asleep,” said Snow White.

The sparrow chirped, looking between her and the spell.

“You want to see me try this? I’m worried something will go wrong.”

Dottie looked up at her with clear eyes. The animals had always been more sure of her than Snow White herself.

Well, there was no point in delaying. Haltingly, she spoke the incantation as she worked through the gestures.

Nothing happened.

Snow White deflated. “I suppose it wouldn’t be that easy, would it?”

She looked over the diagrams again. Had she gotten a step wrong? Maybe her little finger was supposed to be straighter. But changing that didn’t seem to help. Neither did stretching the vowels or holding her hands higher up. Snow White tried variation after variation until her hands started to cramp.

“What was that?” Snow White asked. “I felt something.”

Dottie chirped.

“I felt something warm in my fingers. It’s gone now, though.”

What had she done differently? She’d spoken more forcefully, perhaps. Snow White tried again, modifying her voice, raising and then lowering her tone. There it was—the warmth when she spoke from the bellows of her stomach.

A thrill went through her. If she had a way to sense the magic, then she could work her way closer to the spell. Snow White dove in with renewed determination, adding a pitch adjustment here, a curled finger there. The power in her hands grew with each change. She felt it building through her arms, rushing through her fingers as she finished the incantation. The warmth surged to the tips of her fingers and exploded in a flash of light. White-hot pain burned her fingertips.

The stone remained unchanged.

Snow White blew on her fingers. She couldn’t see in the darkness, but she suspected her skin was red and blistered. “I was almost there, Dottie, but the power got stuck. I need to release it somehow.”

Leaning over the parchment, she spoke the incantation again. This time, as she neared the end of the spell, she pointed her finger at the stone. The warmth moved through her finger and out of it. A spark of light arced through the room.

The stone disappeared. Dottie took flight, twittering in alarm.

Snow White scarcely dared to breathe as she moved closer to investigate. Was it completely gone? And then she saw it: a pebble with the same red hue as the stone, but a fraction of its size.

“I can’t believe it, Dottie.”

Dottie hopped around the pebble and pecked at it. Snow White wanted to run outside and shout her victory to the stars. Instead, she picked up the parchment again. “It says here, to undo the spell, you just do everything backward.”

Well, that had some logic to it, though it was easier said than done. Putting everything in reverse felt like a completely different spell, and Snow White ended up with several more singed fingertips. But the learning went faster this time, and soon she spoke the words that restored the stone to its original size.

“Maybe I really can do this,” she whispered. “Maybe I can save myself.”

[image: ]

“I shrank so many things last night!” Snow White finally gave in to the urge to twirl around her stepmother’s room. Who’d ever have thought she would gush to a mirror?

Her eyes were dry and her fingers smarted. She’d hardly slept the night before. Instead, she’d stayed up, charming object after object. She’d shrunk a spoon to fit in her palm and turned her extra skirt into one sized for a doll. Not everything had worked, though. A cut rose from the vase by her bed stayed the same size, as did a leaf and the apple she’d saved from dinner. Perhaps the spell worked only on nonliving things.

“You do well, Princess.” The Magic Mirror’s voice was level as always, its empty eyes devoid of emotion. “But shrinking charms will not protect you from the Queen’s magic.”

Snow White wished that the mirror would at least let her celebrate her victories. “These spells are the only ones I’ve found.”

“There are other sources of magic here. You must find them.”

“If it’s so important, why can’t you tell me where? Aren’t you supposed to see everything?”

“The Queen’s dark magic blocks my sight.”

Not for the first time, Snow White wondered if she should trust the mirror. But everything it had told her about her stepmother fit with what she’d already suspected, or even known, in the way that her bones sometimes knew things that her mind didn’t.

“Why does the Queen want to hurt me?” she asked.

“Your beauty.”

“My beauty?” Snow spoke to both the mirror and her own reflection in it. It was true that many called her beautiful. “But my stepmother is beautiful, too.”

“Your beauty surpasses hers.”

Snow White looked down at her hands, callused and red from scrubbing, and at the rags that hung from her too-thin frame. “Is that really all there is to it? She’s jealous?”

The mirror did not reply. Snow White glared at it, wishing it didn’t have to be so cryptic. Then something caught her eye. The mirror’s surface looked different. Her reflection had darkened, as if the mirror had turned into something like dark glass, and there was a hint of a shadow behind it.

Snow White stepped closer. Was there something behind the glass?

“May I. . .?”

The mirror didn’t respond. Gathering courage, Snow White put her eyes up to the mirror, cupping her hands to block the light. Through the glass, she could see the stone of the wall behind it. She also saw something brighter, like the metal handle of a lever.

“What is that behind you?”

Snow White ran around to the side of the mirror and slid her fingers along where it pressed against the wall. Try as she might, she could not pry the mirror away from the stone.

“There’s a lever behind you,” she said. “It’s important isn’t it?”

Snow White pried at the mirror again, wondering at how far she’d come since the days when she’d been frightened even to talk to it. Still, the mirror stuck tightly to the wall. Then Snow White felt that flicker of instinct, the same intuition that had led her to cast the shrinking charm.

She stepped again in front of the mirror. Its surface still had that darker, less reflective quality. It reminded her of the surface of a lake. Rippling, almost. Liquid.

She reached through it.

It felt like plunging her hand into cool water but lighter and airier, with a thrill of magic within. Eddies caressed her skin. Her fingertips bumped against the smooth rock wall, then the cold metal of a lever. She pulled.

A grating sound filled the room. The sparrows fluttered up in alarm and flew circles around the Queen’s bookshelf. Except it wasn’t a bookshelf anymore. It had opened away from the wall like a door, and beyond it was a corridor, dusted with cobwebs and lit by torches that gave no smoke. Snow White’s heart pounded as she stepped through.

The air smelled like it did right before a thunderstorm. Stairs wound down in wide circles until the passageway leveled out into an underground chamber. The clicks of tiny claws on stone swelled around her, then faded away. Snow White stifled a scream at the sight of a skeleton hanging from a hook. Was that her stepmother’s handiwork, too? It finally dawned on her how much danger she was in. What was a trivial shrinking spell compared to this palpable evil? Snow White took a steadying breath. She’d come that far. And she had a feeling that the magic she sought was ahead.

Across the chamber was a door that opened into a workshop. Shelves lined the room, loaded with tome after tome, strange artifacts, and jars filled with things she didn’t want to identify.

She took a book by the spine, then snatched her hand away when pain lanced through her fingers. Gingerly, she tried the leather-bound volume next to it. This one didn’t attack her, and she hefted it onto the dusty table. There were all kinds of spells here, some to bring sickness and death, some to cause nightmares. Snow White paused at a life-giving spell and a shield spell. These seemed helpful, but she worried her stepmother would notice the book missing if Snow White took it.

Snow White fingered the pages, thinking of the ones hidden under her pillow. Would the tome fight back if she harmed it? She didn’t have time to worry one way or another. Quickly, she took a knife from the table and cut out the pages for those two spells. Then, stuffing the pages in her bodice, she ran back up the stairs, racing through the secret passageway.

“Kill her,” came her stepmother’s voice.

Snow White’s heart nearly jumped out of her chest.

“But, Your Majesty!” It was a man speaking now. After a moment, enough of Snow White’s wits returned to realize that both voices were coming through the wall. She leaned up against the stone to hear better.

Her stepmother’s voice was low and commanding as ever. “You know the consequences if you fail.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

The voices died down, and Snow White backed away, shaken. It was one thing to suspect that her stepmother had her enemies executed, but it was another altogether to hear these commandments spoken. She quickened her steps toward the passageway’s exit.

Her stepmother’s bedchambers were blessedly empty when Snow White came out. She closed up the bookshelf, then fled back to her room. Footsteps sounded on the stairs soon after she shut her door, followed by an imperious knocking.

Snow White struggled to catch her breath as the Queen swooped into her room, her visage like the mythical beauties of legend. Could this otherworldly woman truly be jealous of her? Snow White moved out of the way, hoping she didn’t look nearly as shaken as she felt. It seemed impossible that the Queen wouldn’t be able to see the truth of what Snow White had just done.

“Have you finished all your cleaning for today?” the Queen asked.

Snow White curtsied. “Not all of it. I was just getting back to it.”

The Queen waved her hand airily. “Leave that for now. I wish to have more flowers for the ballroom.”

Her stepmother never let unfinished chores go without punishment. Something was deeply wrong.

“Shall—shall I pick some flowers from the gardens?” asked Snow White.

“No, I want wildflowers. Go gather them in the forest. My huntsman will accompany you for your safety.”

That was when Snow White saw the man waiting outside—bearded, with muscled shoulders and wearing woodsman’s clothes.

He bowed. “Your Highness.”

His was the voice she’d overheard in the passageway. Now that she saw his face, she realized she had seen him about the castle. She believed she’d once made his family some hand pies when he’d told the cooks his young son had grown ill. At once, Snow White knew without a doubt that this man was to kill her in the meadow.

Cold erupted over her skin. She needed to think, to stay calm.

“Thank you, Stepmother.” She kept her eyes down and her expression serene. “The wildflowers should be beautiful at this time of year. May I have a few moments to freshen up and gather my things?” She looked to the Huntsman. “I can meet you at the stables if you’d like.”

The Huntsman bowed. “Yes, Your Highness. I shall await you there.” Did she imagine the tension at the corners of his eyes?

Snow White curtsied again as they left, her skirt fisted so tightly in her hands that it was a wonder it didn’t disintegrate. The moment their footsteps faded, she grabbed her bags and sprang into action. She needed to flee the castle, though she didn’t know where to go. As Snow White frantically thought through her options, she shrank her extra clothes and threw them into a basket.

As Snow White glanced out the cellar window, she saw the Queen crossing the courtyard toward the stables. A harebrained idea occurred to her. If the Queen was down here, then her bedchambers were empty.

Snow White sprinted up the stairs.

“She’s going to have her huntsman take me into the woods and kill me,” Snow White said to the mirror as soon as she charged through the door. Dust danced in sunbeams around her. Her stepmother’s furniture felt sinister in its stillness. Snow White’s skin itched with the fear that something would spring to life and capture her.

A swirl of green fog obscured the mirror’s face. “You must run.”

“Can you come with me? Maybe I could shrink you to fit into my basket.” No sooner had the question left Snow White’s lips than she thought of a hundred reasons why it couldn’t possibly work. Would the Queen have a protection charm on such an important artifact? Would it remain attached to the wall even if Snow White did manage to shrink it?

“You may attempt to bring me,” said the mirror.

That was as much encouragement as she needed. She spoke the shrinking spell. There was a flash, and the mirror dropped to the floor with a clatter that sent panic lacing through Snow White’s chest. She scarcely breathed as she went closer. It had shrunk to the size of a hand mirror, and she saw with relief that no cracks marred the glass. Snow White carefully placed it into her basket and ran back down the stairs. She needed to go out the garden door. From there, she could slip out the back gate.

It was hard to move both quickly and quietly down the back stairs, especially while carrying such precious cargo, but Snow White did her best. At the ground floor, the stairs split into two—one flight heading to her room in the cellar and the other leading to the garden. Snow White took the latter route and threw her weight into the heavy garden door.

“Snow White?”

Her stepmother’s voice echoed through the halls. Snow White froze, unsure whether to answer or run for her life. Perhaps this was the panic that deer felt the moment before a hunter’s arrow found them.

The Queen stepped into view. “What is taking you so long?”

Every muscle in her body screamed out to run, and yet, the Queen’s gaze rooted her to the spot.

Snow White took a shaky breath. “I’m sorry, Stepmother. I’m on my way.”

“Come, then. My huntsman is waiting.”

The Huntsman didn’t look like a murderer. He was older, perhaps old enough to be her father. Strong arms. No malice in his eyes, and he addressed her with respect every time he spoke. But there was a long knife in his belt, and an axe hung from his saddle. He watched her closely as they rode.

Snow White rode sidesaddle, her panic rising as they went deeper into the trees. She’d lost her chance to flee the castle alone. Could she possibly outrun the Huntsman in the woods? He rode a war stallion, and she had but a pony.

The Huntsman stopped. “Will this meadow do for flowers, Your Highness?”

“Yes, thank you.”

He didn’t seem inclined to follow her, and Snow White wasted no time getting to the far side of the meadow. The ground was covered with flowers in every hue—fuzzy cornflowers in pink and blue, shy forget-me-nots with delicate lilac petals. Under any other circumstance, Snow White would have loved to spend an afternoon there. She felt the Huntsman’s eyes on her back as she started gathering.

A small purple flower caught her eye. She couldn’t name it, but the bell-like blossoms looked familiar. Then she realized where she had seen them before. The flower looked exactly like the blooms depicted in the shield spell she’d taken from her stepmother’s spell book. She picked several handfuls.

Snow White looked over her shoulder to see the Huntsman tending to his horse. He was no longer looking at her. Carefully, she brought out the mirror and laid it down in the tall grass.

“Mirror, I couldn’t get away,” she whispered.

The glass reflected the clouds and the trees above. No face appeared.

“Mirror?” She picked it up and looked into it. Her reflection stared back, nothing more. A coldness emanated from the frame, the same chill she’d felt in her stepmother’s spell room. Had the Queen found the mirror missing and cast a spell on it?

Snow White’s hands began to shake. She was out there alone with a man who planned to murder her, and her one ally had gone dark.

“Come back. Please come back.” Her voice broke. She shook the mirror and wiped its surface with her apron, but all she saw was her own distraught face.

Then she saw the blade of a hunting knife rising behind her. The Huntsman’s eyes appeared, cold with determination.

Snow White screamed, throwing up her arms.

A spell. She needed a spell. But her tongue froze in her mouth. She squeezed her eyes shut and waited for the blade to fall.

But no metal pierced her skin. Something thudded on the ground in front of her. Snow White opened her eyes to see the hunting knife embedded in the dirt. The Huntsman stood over her, his face ashen.

“I can’t do it. Forgive me. Run away, Princess. Never come back.”

The next hours passed in a blur. Snow White ran through the trees, fleeing from shadow to shadow as the forest transformed into ghosts from her nightmares. Finally, she calmed enough to realize that her fears were making things seem more frightening than they actually were. It was then that the forest animals approached her and led her to a cottage in the woods.

What followed was one of the strangest yet most wondrous evenings she’d ever experienced. The house belonged to seven kind little men. Not only did they welcome her into their house for dinner, but they agreed to let her stay with them. They even volunteered to sleep downstairs so that she could have the upstairs bedroom to herself.

She was grateful to have found the kind men. The next morning, she awoke feeling fresher and braver. She came downstairs and cooked a big breakfast, then stood by the door to see her new hosts off as they left for work.

“Have a good day, Grumpy,” she said. “I’ll have a gooseberry pie ready for you this evening.”

Grumpy attempted a scowl, but Snow White could see the smile trying to sneak out. She was starting to realize he was not nearly as bad-tempered as he pretended to be.

Doc doffed his hat, solicitous as usual. “Now, Princess, be careful,” he said. “The Queen is a tricky one.”

“I know,” said Snow White. “Don’t you worry. I’ll be just fine.” In the clear light of morning, she could almost believe it.

After her new friends left, the forest animals gathered around her. Dottie and several blue jay friends perched on the windowsill, two deer peeked in through the doorway, a family of rabbits sat around the fireplace, and two squirrels sprawled atop the dining table.

Snow White inhaled. She wished she could revel in this cozy home, but she still had that uneasy feeling that she was not quite free from the Queen’s wrath. “Well, there’s no reason to tarry,” she said, clapping her hands. “Let’s get the washing and cooking done, and then I have some spells to practice.”

She delegated the dishes to the rabbits and the sweeping to the squirrels, then instructed the birds to forage for berries. The only task she didn’t trust the animals to do properly was the baking, so she rolled out dough and assembled the gooseberry pie herself. When everything was clean and the pie sat ready to bake, she collapsed into a chair, giving herself a few moments to sip a cup of tea.

“Shall I try some spells?” she asked after a while.

The fawns shied away, but the rabbits jumped and twitched their ears. Snow White took out her bag and laid its contents on the table: wildflowers that she’d picked at the meadow, the spells she’d cut from the Queen’s book, and the Magic Mirror, still ominously dark. Snow White’s gut clenched at the sight of the mirror. Perhaps if she became better at magic, she’d be able to fix it.

She spread the parchments in front of her.

“What do you suppose a life-giving spell does?” Healing magic would certainly come in useful. The spell itself looked similar in form to the shrinking charm, with an incantation and accompanying hand gestures.

It took Snow less time to learn this spell than it’d taken to learn the shrinking charm. She was starting to get a feel for magic done right, the warmth and the gathering of power that told her she was on the right path. On her fourth try, she felt the familiar surge working toward her fingertips, and she pointed at a cut wildflower.

A spark of light leapt from her finger to the flower, spreading from the leaf where it landed to the very edges of the flower’s petals. Then a new green shoot grew out of the stem. One of the deer nibbled at it.

“Oh, you don’t want to eat that,” said Snow White, but the creature just wagged her tail.

“Well, the spell seems to work,” Snow White went on, placing another cut flower at the center of the table. “Let me try it again.”

Snow White repeated the incantation. The power gathered in her hands.

The deer belched.

Snow White jumped. The spell shot out at an angle and hit the Magic Mirror. For a moment the glass glowed brilliantly, and then it went dark.

Snow White grabbed the mirror and looked over its surface in panic. Had she broken it? No cracks or noticeable damage. And the surface was . . .

Snow White stared. Images flickered across the glass and disappeared again. There was Snow White as a little girl, playing with her father. Snow White older and mourning her father’s passing. Then more recent images of her fleeing the hunter. Was the mirror regaining its magic? But as she watched, the pictures faded away.

A prickle of possibility ran through her. Maybe the life-giving spell could bring the mirror back to life. Snow White drew a deep breath and placed it back on the table. As carefully as she could, she spoke the spell again and directed it straight at the mirror. Once again, the mirror glowed. Once again, images of the past flitted across it, but they were short-lived.

Snow White cast the life-giving spell on the mirror five more times. Each time, the images appeared briefly before disappearing. Was the mirror getting better with each successive casting? As much as she wished it to be true, it didn’t seem so.

Snow White sat back in her chair. Repeating a failed spell over and over again didn’t seem wise. Maybe it would be better to move on to the shield incantation.

This spell required a mirror, and of course, Snow White had one in front of her, albeit a rather extraordinary one. It felt wrong to use what had once been such a powerful artifact as a magical prop, but she didn’t have any other options.

Snow White read carefully through the steps. It was complicated, requiring not just incantations but weaving a garland of flowers around the edge of the mirror. Snow White grabbed two of the blue wildflowers, knotted their stems together, and started to braid. The work reminded her a bit of crocheting without the hooks. After a while, she fell into a rhythm. Her fingers started to smell like perfume.

She was brought out of her concentration by the sun striking her eyes through the front window. She turned her chair and kept weaving. Just a few more knots to go.

Finally, Snow White put down her handwork and admired it. It was a bit messy, but it looked pretty close to the picture. The birds flew in to look.

“Do you like it?”

The birds tweeted their approval. Snow White held up the braid again, but then she looked closer. Wait, that wasn’t right. Somehow she’d woven a pattern that was the mirror image of the one on the parchment.

“Oh . . .”

The dismay must have come clearly through her voice, because the family of rabbits nuzzled her ankles. Snow White rubbed at her temples. Her eyes were tired from such close work, and her fingers ached. Her seven hosts would probably be coming home soon.

“Perhaps it’d be better to start again tomorrow.”

The sparrows and blue jays helped her clear the table of fallen petals, and Snow White carefully stowed the mirror and parchments in the cupboard.

“All alone, my pet? The little men are not here?”

Snow White jumped. An old woman peeked in over the open top half of the cottage door. As Snow White’s heartbeat slowed, she saw that the woman was frail, wrinkled, and stooped. On her arm, she carried a basket of apples. Snow White felt a surge of compassion for her. It must be a hard life, to be so old and to still have to wander the land selling wares.

“They aren’t here,” she answered. “Do you know them?”

The peddler woman sniffed the air. “Making pies?”

The woman certainly was odd. Snow White wondered if she was hard of hearing. “Yes, gooseberry pies.”

“It’s apple pies that make the menfolk’s mouths water. Pies made from apples like these. Would you like to try one?”

The crone held up a perfectly smooth red apple. Snow White could smell its fragrance from across the room.

“Oh, they do look delicious.”

“Go on,” said the peddler woman. “Have a bite.”

There was a flutter of wings. The birds flocked around the peddler woman’s head, pecking at her and pulling at her cloak. The woman cried out.

“Stop it! Stop it!” Snow White shouted over the confusion. “Go away. Shame on you. Frightening an old lady.”

The peddler woman covered her face with her arms as Snow White escorted her inside and sat her down at the table. She didn’t know what had gotten into the birds. Snow White had never seen them give anyone a stern look, much less attack.

“Sit down, madam,” she said. “I’m so sorry. I’ll bring you some tea for your nerves. And would you like some cake?”

“That would be lovely, dearie.”

Something about the old woman’s smile made Snow White uneasy. Or was it simply the animals’ strange behavior getting to her?

There were two slices of leftover cake. Snow White walked to the cupboard where she’d stored them next to the flower-wreathed magic mirror. Sneaking a glance at the old woman, Snow White angled her body so the woman wouldn’t see. Speaking under her breath, she cast a life-giving spell at the mirror and then angled the reflective surface over her shoulder.

The image came instantly: Snow White biting into an apple, then falling lifeless to the ground. The old woman cackling and turning into her stepmother.

Snow White swallowed a cry and hurried to put the mirror down before she dropped it. The images the mirror had shown her before had been of the past, but this one seemed to be a warning. How had the Queen found her so soon? Snow White quelled the overwhelming urge to flee. As weak as the peddler woman looked, Snow White wasn’t sure she’d be able to outrun her. It took everything she had to force a smile onto her face. Then she picked up the cake and brought it to the table.

“It’s not as good as it is fresh out of the oven, but I hope you like it,” she said shakily.

The old woman smiled again. Now that Snow White knew what to look for, she could see her stepmother’s smirk, that bit of ice, beneath the unfamiliar face.

“It’s delicious, dearie. Let me repay you with this apple.” She once again held out that luscious fruit. Even though Snow White had seen the truth of what it was, her mouth watered.

“Thank you,” she said. “I’m not hungry now, but I will keep it for later.”

“You must have a bite now.” The old woman leaned in conspiratorially. “I’ll share a secret with you. This is a magic wishing apple. One bite, and all your dreams will come true. There must be something your little heart desires.”

Snow White looked around for the animals. A few sparrows peered in from the window, and three chipmunks crowded near the door, but the rest were gone.

“Perhaps there’s someone you love?” asked the Queen. “Come now. A lovely maid like you simply must have a bite.”

It was hard to think with the peddler woman pushing the apple so insistently. She was going to get suspicious if Snow White kept refusing. Maybe there was some way of convincing her that her ploy was working.

Gingerly, Snow White took the apple. “Maybe just a bite,” she said. She put it to her mouth, turning away so the Queen couldn’t see that it didn’t touch her lips. Even so, the apple’s fragrance filled her nose, tempting her to have just one taste. Snow White mimed eating it, then made herself go limp, just as she’d seen in the mirror. She slid off the chair and let the apple roll out of her hand.

Had that been convincing enough? Snow White kept her breathing as shallow as possible as footsteps came near, paused next to her, and then headed away. The door opened and closed. She counted to one hundred before finally opening her eyes. Sunlight streamed in through the windows. Everything was quiet. The apple lay undisturbed, several paces away. Slowly she pushed herself up and walked to the door. Where were the animals?

“You’re cleverer than I thought,” said the old woman from behind her.

Snow White turned. There was the crone, next to the stairway.

The old woman stood straighter now. The stoop was gone from her back. Step by resolute step, her stepmother closed the distance between them. “I used to think you were useless and stupid, but you’ve escaped death twice now. Perhaps I’ve underestimated you.”

Snow White should have known right away that something wasn’t right. It had been too quiet. Her animals had not come to her.

The Queen continued her slow advance. “Maybe my mistake was not wanting to get my hands dirty. Perhaps the basest methods are still the most effective.”

She reached a wrinkled hand into the folds of her cloak and drew out a long knife. Then, with a speed that did not belong to any elderly woman, she ran at Snow White.

A cacophony of birdcalls. A blue-and-brown cloud streamed through the windows, straight at the old woman’s face. The Queen screeched and slashed her knife at the sparrows and blue jays. The birds scattered, and Snow White’s heart seized when she saw that one sparrow had fallen to the ground.

“No!” The sight of that limp body spurred her to action. She cast the life-giving spell at the fallen bird, but her aim was off. The spell hit the gooseberry pie, which immediately sprouted legs and walked off the table.

The Queen stared at the pie. “Where did you learn that?”

Three rabbits rushed through the door and crowded around the Queen’s feet as a fawn tugged at her cloak. Snow White cast another life-giving spell at the fallen sparrow and went soft with relief when the bird shook itself and hopped onto its feet.

There was another storm of wings. The rest of the birds surrounded Snow White and pulled her toward the door. As they fled, Snow White heard the Queen chanting the life-giving spell. Was she healing herself? But the Queen hadn’t been hurt, had she?

It didn’t feel right. Snow White dropped behind a water trough just as a bolt of light sailed overhead and struck a tree, which immediately shriveled.

That had been no life-giving spell. The words had been the same, but the Queen had spoken them in reverse.

A killing spell.

“There’s no use hiding,” the Queen said. “I’ll admit I’m impressed you picked up some magic, but I know a fledgling caster when I see one. Come out, and no more of your animal friends get hurt.”

The Queen’s voice dropped as she started chanting a new spell. Snow White peeked around the water trough to see her stepping outside. Overhead Snow White saw the birds gather to fly at the Queen again.

“No!” she shouted. “Save yourselves!”

She should have worked harder at her magic. It seemed so foolish that she had thought she could protect herself with walking pies when the Queen had missiles that killed on contact. Could she flip the life-giving spell herself? She racked her brain, trying to visualize the hand gestures in backward order, but a burst of magic exploded on the grass next to her and her mind went blank. It was no use. She might have been able to flip the spell given a quiet hour to practice, but figuring it out right then was impossible.

Though she did have practice with the backward shrinking charm. Snow White pointed at a pebble between herself and the Queen, turning it into a boulder as her stepmother neared. As Snow White darted farther away, the Queen spoke and the boulder exploded into hundreds of jagged pieces. Snow White covered her head with her arms as sharp rocks pummeled her skin.

So much for that idea. What she really needed was a shield, but she’d gone and braided those flowers backward.

Backward.

A germ of an idea formed in her mind. She had no idea if it would work, but she was out of options. Snow White heard chattering behind her and turned to see one of the squirrels.

“Can you distract the Queen so I can run inside?” Snow White asked.

The squirrel sprinted toward the Queen, circling her and then biting her leg before scampering off. As the Queen screamed and gave chase, Snow White made for the cottage door, ducking inside and throwing open the cabinet. There was the Magic Mirror again, still nestled in its backward-braided nest. It was useless as a shield, but perhaps . . .

Footsteps sounded behind her. The Queen stepped through the door, knife in hand.

“So it was you who took my mirror.”

Snow White turned to face her stepmother. “Why do you hate me so much?”

“It was your beauty that first irked me. But now I see you’re a threat in other ways.”

The Queen advanced toward her. Snow White backed against the far wall, clutching the mirror in one hand and the spell page in the other. She began to chant, starting with the last word and working shakily forward.

As the Queen raised her knife, Snow White ducked and held up the mirror. The birds screamed. Snow White finished the incantation. There was a blinding flash.

And then silence.

Snow White blinked the afterimage of light from her eyes. Everything was so quiet that she wondered if she’d lost her hearing. Cautiously, she looked around. A sparrow limped across the floor with one wing dragging. A squirrel crawled up to nuzzle it.

The Queen was nowhere in sight.

The mirror lay on the floor a few paces away; its surface looked cloudy. Snow White peered into it, only to spring back at the sight of the Queen’s face—her real face, not that of the crone who’d been hunting her. She was surrounded by thick mist, and she was banging on the glass. As Snow White stared in horror, the Queen’s eyes fixed on her, and her features contorted into a snarl. Snow White shrank away and wondered how she could ever have thought this woman beautiful.

“A shield spell is meant to keep things out,” she whispered. “Spoken backward, it becomes something to lock things in.”

Carefully Snow White took the Magic Mirror, wrapped it in cloth, and then slipped it into her bag. Leagues away, her castle stood empty, and her country awaited a ruler.

“Come,” she said to the birds around her. “Let’s get dinner ready. And then it will be time to go home.”
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A First Mission

What if Mulan became the Emperor’s advisor?

by Elizabeth Lim

Mulan drew a deep breath and swept aside the tassels dangling over her face as she hurried down the palace’s cavernous halls. It was her first day as an advisor to the Emperor—an Imperial Councilor of China, as her official title had it—and somehow, the blue silk cap on her head seemed to weigh far heavier than her soldier’s helmet ever had. And the helmet had been made out of iron!

“That’s just because you’re nervous,” she told herself.

She had a right to be nervous. At least when she’d been a soldier in the army, she’d had a clear idea of what was expected of her: fight to defend China. But the war was over, and thanks to her, Shan-Yu had been defeated. It was unheard of for a woman to be a military hero, and the last thing Mulan had anticipated was for the Emperor himself to publicly honor her in front of the entire capital, then ask her to become one of his advisors—the most coveted and respected position in the Imperial City, offered only to the top scholars in all of China!

The invitation had startled her, and at first she’d refused. “With all due respect,” she’d said, “Your Majesty, I’d like to go home to my family.”

“Go home, then,” the Emperor had agreed. “But should you change your mind, my offer will stand. When and if you are ready, return to the palace, and there will be a post waiting for you.”

Mulan had thanked him graciously, but she’d had no intention of staying in the Imperial City. After all, she missed her family terribly and couldn’t imagine being apart from them again.

And so she’d returned home—a hero, but more important to Mulan, a daughter most loved. Three months of eating home-cooked food and sleeping in her own bed; spending time with her parents, Fa Li and Fa Zhou, and recounting stories about training to be a soldier; helping her grandmother with the daily chores; walking down the village streets and being greeted as a person of her own worth, rather than as a girl in need of a husband. What Mulan relished most was how the young girls in her hometown came up to her, whispering, “I want to throw tea on the Matchmaker one day, too.”

How Mulan had laughed.

“What will you do now that you’re home?” the girls asked her.

Mulan stopped laughing. “I . . . I don’t know.”

And then she had started to reconsider the Emperor’s request. For days she’d wavered, sitting in the garden and simply pondering. She grew restless. Before joining the army, she’d never even left her village. How could she expect to come home and not be changed? Every day she itched to go somewhere, to explore the lands beyond her hometown. To do her part for China.

“I want to go,” Mulan had admitted to her grandmother. “But all this time, I fought so I could come home—to my family. It feels like a betrayal to leave you again.”

“It’s an invitation,” Grandmother Fa had reminded her. “Not a life sentence. You aren’t leaving us. You can always come back. Besides, if I were you, I’d miss that handsome captain.”

Mulan had smiled. She did miss her friends from the army. And of course she missed Shang. He had come to meet her family, charming her parents and grandmother over dinner. But his visit had been far too short.

Deep down she knew she’d already made up her mind. She needed to go back to the Imperial City. Not only to continue serving her country but also for the young women in her town, the young women in China. She’d been given the extraordinary chance to set an example for them and for the generations that came after: she could show all of China that a woman was capable of anything—not only of becoming someone’s wife.

For the last time, Mulan fidgeted with her hat. All that would start with her making a good impression on her very first meeting. But . . .

Cri-Kee chirped encouragingly. Why the nerves? the cricket seemed to say. You’ve got this. Come on, now. Pick up those feet, hup hup!

“I’m not nervous,” Mulan murmured under her breath to both Cri-Kee and herself. “I’m lost.”

It was true. The Emperor’s palace was an endless maze of red-painted halls and courtyards and gardens, and though she’d spent all of the previous night studying the map she’d been given, she must have made a wrong turn somewhere. The Grand Council Room was nowhere to be found.

There were only five minutes until the meeting started. Mulan couldn’t be late on her first day! Hurriedly she approached the nearest guard, who was already eyeing her skeptically; he’d clearly never seen a woman dressed in the advisors’ robes before.

“Which way is the Grand Council Room?” Mulan asked him politely.

Before the guard could respond, a familiar figure strutted out of the nearby hallway, and Mulan’s stomach sank the moment she recognized him.

Cri-Kee made an uh-oh squeak and dove behind Mulan’s collar, out of sight.

“Chief Minister Chi Fu,” Mulan greeted, summoning a respectable tone she hoped hid how much she disliked the man.

Their dislike was mutual. From the very moment the Emperor had appointed Mulan into his trusted circle, Chi Fu had made his disapproval of her—a woman—known. But much as the man rankled her, Mulan knew better than to overlook his years of service as the Emperor’s most trusted advisor. Chi Fu certainly looked the part of an important official. There was not a wrinkle in his deep blue robes, his sash was evenly tied and knotted, and even his hat behaved—unlike Mulan’s.

“Come, come, we don’t want to be late on our first day, do we?” he said, tilting his head. He tugged on a long whisker, clearly reveling in Mulan’s helplessness. “Were you just asking the guard for directions?”

“Yes.” Mulan swallowed her pride. “I needed help finding my way.”

She waited for Chi Fu to make some snide remark about how women couldn’t do anything, let alone navigate the intricate passageways of the palace, but he merely looked her over. “I’m going there myself.” Chi Fu waved his fan forward. “You may join me.”

“Thank you.” Mulan had to hide her surprise. Maybe she had misjudged Chi Fu.

The older advisor walked too briskly for them to chat, and when they arrived at the meeting, minutes later, Mulan immediately straightened.

The chamber was possibly the grandest she’d ever entered. The ceilings were impossibly high, held up by slender red pillars with gilded dragons snaking along the sides. On every wall hung tenets from every emperor in the dynasty in the most elegant calligraphy, and statues of China’s greatest sages stood in long lines, a reminder of the room’s commitment to loyalty, justice, harmony, and peace. She was in such awe she almost didn’t notice the Emperor himself, seated at the head of the chamber, waiting for her.

“Welcome, Fa Mulan,” he greeted, motioning for her to come forward.

Mulan obeyed, but once she reached the Emperor’s side, she immediately knelt and bowed deeply.

“Your Majesty, it is my honor to serve you.”

The old man smiled kindly at her. It was a blasphemous thought, which Mulan would forever keep to herself, but the Emperor reminded her a little of her grandfather. He’d passed away when she was a child, but he had been kind and wise, and had a way of encouraging her to know her worth. That was the feeling the Emperor inspired in her, as if he could see through her nervousness and worry.

“Fa Mulan is my newest advisor,” said the Emperor as he faced the men present. “She is a hero of China, and as all of you are aware, I owe her my life.” A long and deliberate pause. “I am very glad that she has elected to join us in the palace. Please make her welcome here.”

“Sir, Your Majesty,” all the officials said in unison.

For the next hour, the council discussed the aftermath of war: rebuilding villages that had been ravaged, shipping rice and grains across the country, and building new roads to expedite the process. Mulan could barely recognize most of the locations discussed, let alone keep up with the subject at hand.

By the time the meeting was nearly finished, Mulan felt completely overwhelmed by so much information.

All the other council members formed a line around the Emperor. It turned out they were complaining to him—about her!

“Your Majesty,” they said in low voices—voices that still carried across the cavernous audience chamber—“every councilman—and woman—must prove himself worthy of giving you counsel. This has been tradition for centuries.”

“Yes, yes.”

“Wait, Mulan,” called Chi Fu. He smiled at her slyly. “This concerns you.”

“Indeed it does.” The Emperor crossed his arms. “Mulan saved all of China from being conquered by Shan-Yu. She saved my life. She does not need to prove herself.”

On every other occasion, Chi Fu immediately deferred to the Emperor’s wishes, but this time, the corner of his lips lifted ever so briefly. The chief advisor made a show of sighing. “I understand, Your Majesty. You are so wise and gracious.” A pause. “However, it would seem like favoritism, wouldn’t it? After all, Mulan has no experience in this role. She has no training.” Chi Fu unrolled a scroll. “According to her records, her studies of the classics are dismal, and she was a poor student.”

Mulan’s face flamed. That was true, she couldn’t deny it. “My being uninterested in the classics has nothing to do with my being a woman,” she said, not caring if it sounded brash. “It’s hard to be interested in what men have to say when all you think we should do is bear sons.”

The advisors gasped collectively.

But the Emperor smiled. “Then tell us, Fa Mulan. What should a woman do?”

Mulan lifted her chin. “A woman is equal to a man,” she said firmly. “She should have the chance
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