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CHAPTER ONE
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'Grandmother dear!' she exclaimed, 'what big arms you have!'

'The better to embrace you, my child!'

'Grandmother dear, what big legs you have!'

'The better to run with, my child!'

'Grandmother dear, what big ears you have!'

'The better to hear with, my child!'

'Grandmother dear, what big eyes you have!'

'The better to see with, my child!'

'Grandmother dear, what big teeth you have!'

'The better to eat you with!'

With these words the wicked Wolf leapt upon Little Red Riding Hood and gobbled her up.

LITTLE RED RIDDING HOOD

* * *
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I remember the day Papa first set the traps. Not because it was the beginning of the longest winter we'd ever seen; no, I remember it because it was the day that changed my life forever. I still wonder how things might have been different if I’d listened to him. "Don't go beyond the grazing fields," he warned.

"Humph," I exclaimed halfway under my breath.

"God damn it, Scarlet!" Papa yelled. "I'm not asking you, I'm telling you! You're only sixteen years old, and you'll do what I say! I've already lost two cows and almost a dozen chickens to the wolves, and there's no way in hell I'm going to lose a daughter!"

Now I don't want you to think that my father is a bad man; we've all faced difficult challenges in life. Some change us for the better, and some change us in unexpected ways. So, if you want to know why Papa can sometimes seem mean or cold, I need to share a few more things with you. First off, my mother died when I was a little over two years old. I can't really remember her all that much. Papa has a drawing of her that he got from one of the gypsy caravans that pass through the Glades during the summer, but when I look at it, all I see is a stranger. He says I remind him of her, but I don't know why. I think we look nothing alike.

Grandma says that he was different back then, calmer, well-liked, and some might even say gentle. Oh yeah, I almost forgot to tell you about Grandma. Since my mom passed away, Grandma Bell, as everyone calls her, even though her birth name is Catherine O'Shay, came to live with us. I guess in some ways you could say she's the mother I never had. She also lost her husband. Some say that he left her for another woman, but others say the Fae killed him. Grandma just shushes me when I ask about the truth, but one night, I overheard her say to Papa that she wished him dead. I don't understand. Is he dead or not? Adults can be so confusing sometimes.

I guess that part of the story doesn't really matter, well, not yet anyway, so let’s get back to the day my father set the traps. I know he told me not to go beyond the grazing fields, but what else was I to do? Grandma was away on one of her errands and said she wouldn't be back before nightfall, and Papa was gone as usual. He came and went like the sun across the heavens, up at dawn, gone before first light, and back just before the sun sank below the horizon. I finished all my chores, and it wasn't even noon. What did they expect? Was I supposed to just sit around the house and twiddle my thumbs? I don't think so. There was a grand adventure to be had just outside my front door. The wilderness, I was told, was the realm of fairies, goblins, and all sorts of mythical creatures. Who could resist?

Before I could read, I was educated on all sorts of tales about the Fae. All the children of the Glades are familiar with the stories. Most kids don't believe them, but I’ve always hoped the stories contained at least some smidgen of truth, and the only way to find out was to conduct my own investigation.

I traveled through the overgrown prairies that encircled the cornfields and headed for the forest. Actually, the prairies, as I call them, are part of my father’s farm. To be more exact, they're plots of land that are out of rotation for the season. Eventually, the tall grass will be cut down, and its nutrients will be returned to the soil to help future crops. But for now, I was happy that they concealed my departure from any undesirable spectators.

I must have walked for nearly an hour before I reached the boundary of the western woods. The sorrel sea of undulating grasses parted before me, giving birth to a gentle rise in the land. A grand old oak sat atop a small hill between the encroaching forest and myself. It was larger than any other tree I had ever seen; its imposing presence seemed to dominate the entire landscape. An endless line of twisted pines stood behind the ancient tree, stretching from one horizon to the other.

As I moved under the shadow of the great oak, I felt it watching me. That old tree scared me more than any ogre, wood sprite, or woodling ever has. I tried to ignore the uncomfortable sensation and set my sights on the squat, gnarled trees along the forest's boundary.

Most of the villagers referred to these smaller trees as guardians of the forest, ancient spirits sent to protect would-be travelers from the dangers that lurked within, but that's not how I saw it. No way, when I passed under their branches, I was mesmerized by the light that filtered through the canopy, sprinkling the fallen leaves on the forest floor with golden-white orbs. At that moment, I realized something wonderful lay beyond the edge of the Western Woods. I realized that the stories told by wise grandmothers and overprotective fathers were meant to frighten children and heroic travelers bent on discovering the mysteries of the Fae. The stories, I believed, were like a locked cabinet filled with chocolate-covered delights, and the only reason the lock existed was to prevent hungry children and people driven by insatiable desire from consuming them.

Once more, I stole a glance at the giant oak on the hill before entering the woods, and even though I was free from its shadow, my heart fluttered as I looked back. Maybe I was nervous because the tree reminded me of a parent, watching me, judging my actions, but once I moved beyond the tree line, the feeling subsided. I rested for a moment while I drank in the sights and sounds around me. The forest gradually fell away, receding in a gentle arc that formed a natural amphitheater. I made my way down the incline, snaking back and forth until I came to rest at the base of the wooded coliseum. Sunlight filtered through the circle of pines dotting the rise I had just traversed. The slender trees swayed to the lilting birdsong, causing the sunlight to slide across every twig, leaf, and plant in sight. I inhaled the musty scent of earth and gasped as I felt the forest pulsate with life. My heart seemed to beat in time with the rustle of wind through the leaves and various musings of unseen fauna. I laughed out loud and spun with my head tilted back. Faster and faster I twirled, my arms spread wide, letting the warmth of the sun paint the backs of my eyelids. Eventually, I got so dizzy I fell to the floor. I couldn't help but smile. A few seconds passed before a strange noise broke the joyous moment. A shadow moved along the tree line. For a second, I feared that one of the Villar had found me. I had been lured into a trap! I almost laughed at the absurdity, for it took less than a minute to realize that the object moving through the woods was not one of the dreaded Fae but rather a small deer, a doe, if I was correct. Papa had brought home many to feed us, but I had never seen one alive. It was beautiful.

I stayed as still as possible and watched it slowly weave in and out of the trees. When it descended beyond the ridge-line, I got up and ran as fast as I could to see where it had gone. I scanned the forest below but saw nothing. Maybe it was there, blending in with the patches of light and dark, so I waited. I waited until a distant call pulled my gaze toward an open expanse of low-lying bushes interspersed with sparse patches of willowy grass. I walked to the edge of the low-lying greenery and stopped, mesmerized by the wavering sunlight shimmering on the leaves, but then the noise returned; it sounded more like the cry of a wounded animal than anything else, and it was coming from the far end of the brush. Slowly, I moved toward the spot where the leaves shook in rhythm with the piercing cries.

Once more, I hesitated and tried to analyze what was happening. Maybe the Fae had lured me here with the hopes of filling their empty bellies, a notion that was easily reinforced by the voice of my grandmother echoing in my head: "The woods are no place for a young girl. You need to be more careful, child. The world is a dangerous place!"

I wanted to turn and run back home, but what kind of adventurer would I be if I took flight at the sound of bristling briars and the wind in the trees? Not a very good one, I think, so I swallowed my fears and inched toward the sound.

"My God," I gasped. I'm not a particularly religious person, but what I saw caught me off guard. Part of me would have been more pleased if it had been an evil ogre hiding in the brush, but the reality of my discovery caused my eyes to water. Just a few steps from where I stood was a young wolf caught in a hunter's trap. The steel jaws of the device clamped shut around the animal’s hindquarters, and blood had congealed over the poor creature’s fur. From this observation alone, I guessed that the young wolf had been trapped for at least one night, if not more.

My father’s voice was the next thing I heard. "Don't go beyond the grazing fields." He had told me. His demand was not only made out of fear that a wolf would get me, but also because he had set several traps in the area to get rid of the "filthy thieves," as he called them.

Looking at this poor animal, I had difficulty seeing it as a thief, let alone filthy. There was something beautiful about it. I can't describe it; it's more like something I felt. I slowly moved forward as the wolf cub snarled and tried to pull away, but the trap tore at its flesh.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The old woman had only pretended to be so kind; she was in reality a wicked witch, who lay in wait for children, and had only built the little bread house in order to entice them there. When a child fell into her power, she killed it, cooked and ate it, and that was a feast day with her. 

HANSEL & GRETHEL

* * *
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Grandma's face hovered before me, her outline shimmering in the soft glow from the fireplace behind.

"Let me see your hand."

I rested my palm in hers as requested, yet found it strange that she continued to stare at me, rather than look at the cut. It was like she was reading the lines on my face, measuring the depth of my deception.

"You say you fell?" She asked with one eyebrow slightly raised.

"Yes, Grandma."

"Hmmm," she slowly exhaled.

I wanted to run and hide, but her grip forced me to remain. "Be glad it was only your hand that got injured," Papa added. My punishment had been decided: double chores for a week and early to bed each night. That I could live with, but the way Grandma looked at me made me more uncomfortable than I have ever felt before.

"You know, child," she continued after letting my hand go. "I was not always an old woman. I know that may be hard to believe, but there was a time when I was young and beautiful as you are now."

"I already said I'm sorry, Grandma. What more do you want?"

Grandma leaned back in her chair, ignoring my surly response. “As I was saying, there was a time when I was considered young and beautiful by many people in the Glades. I, too, had a wily way about me. I questioned everything. My father often said that I should go to the city and become a magistrate for the king. “Maybe he would appreciate your contrary nature.”

"Okay,” I shrugged, “but what does this have to do with me being home late?"

"Patience, child," my grandmother smiled. "Some stories take time. Like a good bowl of stew that needs to simmer until all the flavors blend together."

I nodded and waited while I tried my best to understand why she was saying these things to me.

"I was eighteen at the time. Well past the age that most marry, but no boy had caught my attention in all those years; besides, I was more interested in the healing arts than dating at the time. My mother, as you know, also passed away when I was young, and shortly after, I was befriended by my father’s healer, a woman known as Amrita. I believe I was your age when we first met. Some people in town called her a witch, but my father didn't believe in such superstition; he trusted her and was thankful for her help and wisdom over the years, and was even more thankful for her decision to take me on as an apprentice. It was during my training with Amrita that I met your grandfather.”

"So it's true that he died?" I responded, unknowingly drawn into her tale.

"Just listen to the story, child," Papa interrupted.

I had been so engrossed in Grandmother's tale that I'd forgotten he was in the room. He raised his corn-cob pipe and motioned with it like a finger for me to pay attention.

"As I was saying, it was during my apprenticeship that I met your grandfather. He was several years younger than I, but he made me laugh. I think it was this that first attracted me to him. Amrita said he was from another village, but never told me which one. Besides being funny, he was a bit odd. In addition to his eccentricities, he didn't study like me but rather showed up whenever he felt like it. Over the following months, I often got mad at his lack of commitment to the arts and would complain to Amrita that it wasn't fair. "Mikka gets to have all the fun while I do all the work." Amrita just laughed at me, but I didn't think it was funny. I actually considered ending my training with her, but it wasn't long before I cooled down and thought otherwise. She told me several times that the world isn't fair. "What one person does should not be measured by the other." She also said it was more important to cultivate a respectful appreciation for our differences rather than devolve into judgment. I didn't understand her or even agree with her at the time, but I accepted her words and the simple fact that my training and Mikka's would be different.”

I studied with Amrita for maybe a year or more before Mikka stopped dropping by. I was concerned that something had happened to him, but Amrita assured me he was fine and redirected me to focus on my own studies. Several years passed before I saw him again. The years had not changed his manner, but his features had grown into those of a well-groomed man.”

"Good day to you, Catherine O'Shay," he said as he stepped out from behind one of the trees in the meadow in which I was resting.

"Good Lord, Mikka," I gasped. "You nearly scared me half to death."

"Aye, child, that would be a fate not of my choosing for a woman as fine and delicate as yourself."

I felt myself blush at his words, but tried my best to hide the fact. "Where have you been? It's been forever since I've seen you at Amrita's."

"The world is such a wondrous place with so much to see. I couldn't help myself. I have done so many amazing things since we last met. I’ve seen cities with buildings that touch the sky and sailed over vast oceans with no more than a dolphin as my guide and rode on giant metal beasts that cross countries vast and wide, but
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