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      I’ve always loved fairy tales, and was lucky enough to retain that love into my adulthood. The way a tale can cross centuries and continents, morphing and changing over the years, being told and retold by modern authors, fascinates me.

      I didn’t discover my love of folk songs until I was older, and even then it took me a while to recognize the connection between the two. Like fairy tales, folk songs are passed down through the centuries, changing as they cross time and distant lands.

      The two have similar origins, and reside in the same mental space for me: they are echoes of the past, changelings whose shapes depend on the singer or storyteller.

      Once I had that realization, I knew I wanted to release a book and an album together—not directly connected, but complementing one another. My new album, Once Upon A Time, is both a nod to fairy tales and a collection of some of my favorite folk songs. My new novel, Jack of Crows, is not based on any existing fairy tale, but contains fairy-tale elements: witches, curses, animal companions, wild magic, and ancient gods.

      May they transport you beyond this world, to a place both familiar and strange…
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            JACK AND EVELYN

          

        

      

    

    
      For countless years, the scarecrow had stood in his field alone, a flock of crows his only companions. None of them had any fear of him. Instead, they perched on his outstretched arms and cawed at the world. Only if a farmer came at them with a hoe would they flee to the treetops. But they always returned.

      The scarecrow’s clothes had worn away with the weather and passing of years, leaving filthy brown rags in their wake. Two large black buttons served as his eyes, his mouth a twisted grimace. The fields he protected had been abandoned long ago, their farmhouse left to rot in the sun.

      The crows were horrible gossips, but they kept off the loneliness, as did the fox who sometimes came by. But he was eccentric and secretive.

      And, of course, there was Evelyn.

      “I don’t know how you stand the crows’ infernal racket,” the fox said to the scarecrow on his most recent visit.

      “They’re not all bad,” the scarecrow replied. “They keep me sane.”

      The fox snorted. “More likely to drive you mad. But that’s your affair. What about the human kit? Doing well, I take it?”

      The scarecrow smiled to himself. Evelyn had started visiting him when she was a child, an energetic little redhead with a vast imagination. The passing years had turned her into a curious young woman, the whole world at her feet. That she continued to visit him, even into adulthood, made him love her all the more. She’d even given him a name, one he had never shared with the fox: she called him Jack.

      “She’s doing well.” Though she didn’t visit quite as often as she used to. “What about you? How is life in the forest?”

      “Restless. The wolf packs are going to war, and no creature is safe from their fighting. I’ve considered taking temporary residence elsewhere.”

      “Surely it’s not so bad as all that?”

      “Worse every day. But I won’t bore you with my troubles.”

      With that, the fox sprang away toward the village before the scarecrow could protest. Jack didn’t mind. He was used to the fox’s eccentric behavior.

      Jack hadn’t always been a scarecrow. At least, he didn’t think so. He had memories of being a man once, long, long ago, though the memories were mostly scattered fragments now, too jumbled to make any sense of, let alone a solid past. Often he daydreamed of what it would be like to be human, or even an animal that could move about as it liked. He wouldn’t mind being a fox, or a bird; surely flight was something so extraordinary it couldn’t be described, only experienced. He never told the fox of these fantasies, though. The fox would only laugh.

      More than once he imagined what Evelyn would say if she found not a scarecrow waiting for her in the field, but a man. Would she run? Would she even believe him, if he told her who he was?

      If he could be granted a second, just as unlikely wish, it was for Evelyn to be able to hear him, to know that he wasn’t a mere scarecrow on a post, but a living spirit with thoughts and feelings. But he may as well wish to be a mage in a tower, for all the good wishing would do him.

      “Hello, Jack.” Her voice startled him from his reverie. As if he had conjured her with his thoughts, there she stood, her red hair flying in the wind behind her. She looked over her shoulder, as though to make sure she wasn’t followed, then sat down in the grass near his post and sighed. She was in her twenties now, with skin pale as the clouds and eyes as clear as the sky. She always dressed plainly, with no fine jewels or accoutrements, but today she held a leather-bound book, thick and ragged from use. She leaned against his post as she opened it and began flipping through the pages. “Oh, Jack, where do I begin? I wish that old prude would have agreed to apprentice me. Save me a lot of trouble. I had to practically steal this book, but I should have it back by nightfall.”

      The crows returned and perched on his arms, unafraid of her presence.

      “What’s she got there?” one asked.

      “Nothing good, I’ll warrant,” another said.

      “So this is where she snuck off to! Her da wouldn’t be pleased to know she was in a hay field with a book.”

      “How long do you think before she’s discovered?”

      “Oh, a good while yet. He can’t spare to leave the forge for long. I’d be more worried about the old widow, now that the book is stolen.”

      “Who does the book belong to?” the scarecrow interjected.

      The crows paused in their gossip, unsure what to make of him. He’d never actually spoken to them before.

      “So you do talk,” one finally answered.

      “Some say the woman’s a mage, but what is that to you?”

      “I was just curious,” he said, determined to say no more.

      “Hmm. Well, it will be interesting to see what will become of the girl.”

      “Yes, quite interesting indeed.”

      “That’s it!” Evelyn cried, surprising all of them. “Now I’ll just alter this slightly…” She closed her eyes as she spoke and twirled her index finger in a circle. The breeze picked up and a small whirlwind of leaves and grass rose into the air beneath her hand. Evelyn opened her eyes, laughing. “It worked, Jack!” she said. “I did it!” She sprang to her feet and danced around the field, spinning and performing more hand movements so that the whirlwind grew bigger and spun around her like a cocoon.

      “Magic,” one of the crows said. “This one’s going to have more trouble than we guessed.”

      Magic. Evelyn could do magic. He couldn’t have been more surprised if someone had told him he’d been born a fox. His Evelyn, a mage? He hadn’t even realized she wanted to do magic.

      When she stopped dancing, Evelyn resumed her seat and looked up at him. “I wish you could speak, Jack. I have no one else in all the world to share my secret with; my father would disapprove, and my mother’s long gone, beyond caring what I choose to do. That leaves only my brother and a few distant relatives, but they wouldn’t care either way, so long as it didn’t affect them.” She sighed. “I must be getting back now, but I’ll return. Goodbye, Jack. Goodbye, crows!”

      “I doubt she’ll last till winter,” one crow said. “Someone will wise up to her disappearances and follow her, and then all her secrets will be undone.”

      “I’ll give her a month, no more.”

      Jack watched her disappear across the field, her laughter still echoing in the air, drowning out the omens of the crows.
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t come the next day, or the next, and Jack feared the worst. Had she been discovered after all? Was she at that moment enduring some punishment and wishing she were there with him? The crows didn’t speak of her, and he dared not ask. When a week had passed, his friend the fox appeared again, sporting new gashes in his red fur.

      “Only scratches,” he assured the scarecrow. “The battles have grown fiercer of late. How are things with you?”

      “Well enough,” Jack said. “I’m worried about Evelyn.”

      “Oh?”

      “She hasn’t returned. She’s practicing magic, you see, and I fear she may have been discovered.”

      “Magic is a risky business, to be sure.”

      “Do you think… That is, would you be willing to go to the edge of the village and spy her out? It would ease my mind to know she’s all right. I’ll owe you a favor, anything you like. Only name it.”

      The fox considered a moment, then shrugged. “It makes no difference to me. It’s safer than walking into a wolf battle.”

      He bounded off right then, wasting no time. Jack watched him until he reached the edge of the field and disappeared from view. The minutes crawled by, each more unendurable than the last. What he wouldn’t give to be able to check on her himself! Finally the fox appeared again, leaping across the field.

      “All is well!” he called as he neared. “She is trapped at home, but unharmed.”

      “Are you sure you found the right person?”

      “Positive. A mage is always hard to miss. The magic clings to them, causing a glow. She outshone the sun in these gloomy autumn days, though I daresay she’d give the summer sun a stiff competition as well.”

      “Where was she when you saw her?”

      “Behind her house, chopping wood. Rather skillfully, I might add. From what I could gather, she’s under some sort of punishment, but I do believe it will end soon.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I heard the crows talking. Seems you’re not the only one with an interest in her.”

      “You didn’t speak to them, did you?” Jack asked, worried suddenly that the fox had told them of his interest.

      The fox scoffed. “What do you take me for, a rabbit? I’ll return in a week, if the battles permit. Curse wolves and their incessant pack wars.”

      And with that he was gone, disappearing back into the forest without even a goodbye. But that was his way, and Jack had grown quite used to it. He went back to watching the far edge of the field, hoping he’d soon see a crown of red hair appearing through the tall grass.
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        * * *

      

      Three more days passed before Evelyn returned. By that point, Jack’s anxiety had risen dramatically once more, despite the fox’s assurances. And then she had come, dancing across the field with the wind in her hair, and at that moment he would’ve gladly endured endless days of the same agonizing waiting if he knew he’d see her like that again.

      “Jack, I’m free!” she cried. “If I had to suffer one more day at home, I swear I would’ve gone mad. That’s what I get for not being more careful, I suppose, but never mind that! Sure wish I still had the book, but I think I remember enough.” She raised her hand and twisted her fingers. A gust of wind passed over her, ruffling her dress. She smiled. “It’s mostly willpower anyway. So, what should I practice today? Levitation? Or perhaps a scrying spell? I think I remember enough to try that…”

      The crows returned, gossiping and cackling.

      “She’s a persistent one,” one said.

      “You would think she’d learn her lesson by now. Who ever heard of a great mage being self-taught? Deaths and catastrophes, that’s what you hear about the ones with no teachers.”

      Jack blocked them out, refusing to let them ruin the moment. Evelyn was back.

      “I want to travel the world,” she said. “Become a master mage, be respected and loved. I suppose that’s a lot to ask for, but I won’t give up. No matter what my father says. I’m worth more than a few cows and some land.”

      “Won’t she be surprised?” one of the crows said with a laugh. “I don’t expect she’ll take it well.”

      “Oh, no, not this one. Drudgery is all she has to look forward to, then the final sleep—”

      “Enough!” Jack cried, surprising all of them. Many took flight, thinking some danger had appeared. Unsure what to say, Jack decided to simply continue. “If you don’t speak nicely of her, you aren’t welcome here.”

      “What are you going to do? Scare us away?”

      “I might. I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.”

      “And why for her? She’s not as special as she believes, and she’s got a lot less sense than what should be the minimum.”

      “She’s my friend, and this is my field. I’ll make the rules, and you can abide by them or find another scarecrow.”

      The crows mumbled amongst themselves. They no doubt wondered who this bossy scarecrow was, and what had happened to the quiet one they’d become accustomed to.

      Evelyn was concentrating again, this time watching a pile of dead leaves with focused intent. After a long moment, a thin tendril of white smoke arose from the pile and she clapped her hands. “Oh, Jack, I’ve never been so happy! Just think: in a few months’ time, I’ll have mastered all the basics. Then maybe I can find myself a proper teacher. They say starting off is the most difficult part. But you and the crows will hope and wish with me, won’t you? Don’t think I haven’t seen you following me,” she said, addressing them. “I know you like me.”

      “That’s one way of putting it,” one said.

      “I have to go now.” She stood and brushed off her skirt, running her fingers through her hair to catch any stray bits of leaves or grass. “Farewell!”

      The crows started to chatter about her as she left, but quickly subsided when they remembered Jack’s words. They waited a moment longer, then took off toward the village. Jack watched the path she had taken for several minutes. The sun was sinking earlier and earlier every day as autumn hastened on. The nights would get longer and colder, and then perhaps she’d stop coming, for a while. That had happened before. Or perhaps not. It was still too soon to tell.
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        * * *

      

      The fox returned a few days later, looking much better than the last few times Jack had seen him. His coat had thickened, and even had a nice sheen to it.

      “I’ve decided to stay around here for a bit,” he said. “The forest is too restless with all the wolves stirred up. How are things with you and your lady?”

      “She’s not my—”

      “I’m joking, of course. Does she still come to see you?”

      “Nearly every day. And she’s getting much better at magic. I think she has it in her to become a master.”

      “Too bad humans have to go to school for such things, or risk killing themselves. We animals have it much easier.”

      “Can you do magic?”

      The fox cackled. “You won’t be getting my secrets that easily. We may be friends, but there are some things you’re meant to keep close.”

      Jack looked down at the fox’s shining pelt, at his beady eyes and noble demeanor. Such a creature would have magic, or so it seemed to him. “Do you ever wish you were human?”

      “Why would I wish that?”

      “It’s just that the humans rule over everything, build advanced machines and houses, and more often than not it’s them taking down an animal for food, not the other way around.”

      “So I should wish to be one so I can eat my kin?”

      “No, no, no! I just meant they can do more than we can. More than me for sure. They’re free—”

      “We are free. More so than them, though it may not seem like it. I wouldn’t trade a single lifetime as a fox for a hundred lifetimes as a human.”

      The crows arrived just as the sun started sinking, and the fox slipped off into the woods. Jack listened to the birds’ mindless chatter for a bit, but his eyes watched for Evelyn. The sun sank and the wind blew, ever colder and colder. The trees stretched their long shadows across the field, telling each other tales of long ago. Finally, just as Jack despaired of Evelyn coming at all, she arrived, breathless and wrathful. She breathed heavily and paced in front of him, muttering to herself. At last her voice rose and he could make out her words.

      “I won’t do it! He thinks he can make me, but I would rather die! I am not some piece of farmland to be sold and bought at whim.” She faced Jack, her eyes bright and determined. “He intends for me to marry, Jack. Marry some noble’s son in a town! I’ve never met the man, and it seems I won’t until the wedding. Can you imagine? I won’t do it, but I can’t think how to get out of it.”

      She wrung her hands and turned away again.

      “Death is preferable, but I don’t wish to die. There is still so much to learn! I can’t imagine my intended would approve of my magic studies, but I won’t give them up. If I can’t marry for love, I won’t marry at all.” She stopped and looked toward the village, as though she could see her family and divine their reaction to her decision. “I wish you could speak, Jack,” she whispered. “I need advice.”

      “Scarecrows aren’t much for advice,” a croaky voice answered.

      Evelyn turned back around, but there was only Jack and the crows. “Who said that?”

      “I did,” one of the crows answered. It perched on Jack’s outstretched arm, and he could barely see it through his peripheral vision. It was old and hunched, its coat a flat black. It cocked its head at Evelyn and spoke again. “I can help you, for a price.”

      “How could you help me? Are you a mage in crow form? Is that how you can speak?”

      “I am no mage,” the crow cackled. “I am a witch. Or I was, in human form. I can still help you, though. All you have to do is switch places with me.”

      “Switch places?”

      “Yes. You would become a crow, and I would become human once more. Crows cannot be forced to marry.”

      “Don’t do it!” Jack said, but Evelyn couldn’t understand him.

      The crow could, and glared one beady eye at him, but did not comment.

      Jack remembered many stories about witches, stories he hadn’t realized he knew until that moment, and none of them portrayed such people in a good light. There was something more, too, some important image that wouldn’t completely form in his mind. Something to do with an old woman.

      “That’s all?” Evelyn asked. “We switch places and I’m free?”

      “That’s all,” the crow said. “Do we have a deal?”

      Evelyn frowned and touched one finger to her chin, looking at the ground as she paced once more.

      “Don’t,” Jack tried again, but he couldn’t make her hear him.

      “I can’t see any other way,” Evelyn said. “I can’t run away. My father will find me, I know it. And I don’t truly want to die… I’ll do it.”

      Jack tried to move, to scream, anything to stop her, but to no avail.

      “Good,” the crow cackled. “Just stand there perfectly still, that’s a good girl. Now repeat after me: Of my own will, I relinquish my human form.”

      The spell went on for a bit longer, and Evelyn repeated everything the crow said, oblivious of Jack’s unease. When she finished, she cried out and bent forward, clutching her stomach.

      “Oh, I forgot to mention it may hurt a little,” the crow said. Its voice wasn’t so hoary anymore; it was youthful and musical, and the crow was growing. It hopped down to the ground beside Evelyn and cackled again. Evelyn shrank, falling in on herself, her skin and hair darkening and her nose and mouth elongating. The crow grew paler as its size increased, becoming slightly more human with every passing second. Evelyn cried out again and Jack tried once more to move to her side, but he was stuck fast. When it was finally over, a small crow stood in Evelyn’s place, flopping about wildly, while next to her a young woman with coal black hair looked on. The girl looked at her hands and touched her face, delight plain in her eyes.

      “At last!” she cried, and her voice was soft velvet. She looked at Evelyn still flailing about, then laughed and dashed off across the field without a backward glance.

      “Wait, help me!” Evelyn cried, her voice now high and scratchy.

      “Don’t worry,” Jack said. “It will be all right.”

      “Who said that?”

      “Me. Jack.”

      “The scarecrow?”

      “Yes. You can hear me now.”

      There was no answer for a long moment. Then, finally, Evelyn said, “Have you always been able to talk?”

      “For as long as I can remember. I tried to warn you not to do it, but no human has managed to hear me yet.”

      “I… I see. I can’t seem to get my balance. I imagine I’ll have trouble flying as well. Can you help me? Or one of the crows?”

      “I know nothing of flying. Can any of you help?” he asked the crows. “She’s one of you, now.”

      The crows had remained silent for once, but now they all began speaking together.

      “I can help!”

      “It’s easy, you just—”

      “Flying is truly the best part—”

      “You made a good decision. Crows are clearly superior—”

      “One at a time!” Jack shouted. “She won’t get anywhere at this rate.”

      The crows grew silent again, looking from one to another.

      “Malachi shall help,” they finally announced.

      A young crow stepped out of the flock and landed on the ground next to Evelyn.

      “First, let’s get your balance.” He showed her how to properly stand and shift her weight so she no longer fell over. After a few tries, she managed it, then practiced standing on one foot at a time and hopping about.

      “I think I’ve got it,” she said. “Now what?”

      He practiced with her for a while as Jack watched. He gazed across the field where the young woman—the witch—had disappeared. There was no guessing where she had gone. Perhaps to the village, if they were lucky. As soon as Evelyn got the hang of flying, she’d need to seek the witch out to get her body back. The witch had to make her human again. She couldn’t just leave Evelyn like that.

      “Perfect. Just keep practicing,” Malachi said.

      Jack looked back at Evelyn, who was now fluttering around, rising in the air for short distances. The sun fully disappeared then, leaving only the stars and moon to illuminate them.

      “I’ll pick up again tomorrow,” Evelyn said. “I can’t see what I’m doing.”

      The crows began leaving, heading off to nest for the night. Malachi went with them, leaving Evelyn and Jack alone.

      “You can sleep next to my post,” Jack said. “There’s a lot of grass, and no predators will bother you here.”

      “Thank you,” she said, waddling over to nestle down near his post. She ruffled her feathers and spun in a circle, trying to get comfortable. He imagined sleeping would be difficult, at least at first. For that, he didn’t envy her, but he did feel bad. She should be safe at home, warm in bed, not out in the field as a crow. Finally, she got comfortable and settled down to sleep. Jack listened to her faint breathing for a while, then dozed off himself.
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      “Isn’t this a grand sight?”

      Jack awoke and found the fox sitting before him, staring at the ground near his post. Evelyn was just waking, and she squeaked when she noticed the fox.

      “He won’t hurt you,” Jack assured her.

      “So he says,” the fox replied. “But we all know he’s trapped on that post. He couldn’t help you if I chose to attack.”

      “Will you?” Evelyn asked, her voice small and vulnerable.

      The fox chuckled. “Of course not. This is simply too amusing.” He moved closer, circling around to get a better look at her. “That’s a strong spell,” he commented. “It will take a strong mage to break it.”

      “Who says I want to break it?” Evelyn replied.

      “I’m merely stating a fact. Of course, if you enjoy the crow life, who am I to judge?”

      “But what about your human life?” Jack asked. “Your family, or friends? What about your magic studies?”

      “If I go back, I’ll be forced to marry, and I’ll lose it all anyway. At least this way I still have my freedom.”

      “But there are other ways—”

      “I’m not going back!” Evelyn shouted. “I’m sorry. I know you’re worried for me, but I’m staying a crow. I’ll get used to it.”

      “That’s the spirit,” the fox said.

      Jack didn’t respond, worried he’d only upset her more.

      “So, what do you plan to do on your first day as a crow?” the fox continued.

      “Learn to fly,” Evelyn replied. “What was your name?”

      “Call me Slade,” the fox answered. “Do you have someone to teach you?”

      “Well, there was another crow yesterday—”

      “Crows aren’t reliable. Allow me.”

      He bent over her and breathed on her. She shuddered and sneezed, then ruffled her feathers and lightly flapped her wings. A moment later, she rose into the air and flew a few feet.

      “That’s it,” the fox said. “Let it carry you. It wants to, but it needs your trust. The magic will help, but you have to let go.”

      Jack just watched, wondering why the fox—Slade—had decided to be so helpful. He’d revealed two things about himself to Evelyn—assuming he’d given his true name. That was more than he’d ever revealed to Jack. Not that Jack was complaining.

      Evelyn flapped her wings again and flew another few feet. Slade followed her and they worked their way across the field. She slowly rose higher and her distances increased until Jack counted several seconds between each landing. Then, in a mighty gush, she flew rose, soaring above them. Jack thought he saw a shimmering trail in the air behind her. Possibly more of Slade’s magic. Or the early morning sun.

      Evelyn did a circle, and another, then flew off toward the village. Slade shambled back over, looking mighty pleased with himself.

      “All it takes is a little coaxing,” he said.

      “I’m hoping to turn her human again. She’s not a crow, no matter what she says.”

      “Oh, come now. She seems to be enjoying herself. Let her be.”

      But Jack watched her disappear over the village rooftops and knew he couldn’t.
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        * * *

      

      Evelyn returned later that evening, tired and hungry. “I saw all of my neighbors, Jack, and not one of them suspected! I’m well and truly free at last!”

      “I’m glad you’re happy,” he replied.

      “Where is Slade? I thought he’d be here.”

      “He comes and goes. There’s no telling when he’ll return.”

      “Well, I hope it’s soon. I didn’t get to thank him for helping me.” She hopped up onto Jack’s outstretched arm and preened her feathers. “Everything looks so much bigger. The world is a much grander place, for a crow.”

      “Just imagine what it must be like for ants.”

      She chuckled. “I am pretty hungry, though. Crows have different hungers, and I haven’t quite figured out what it is I crave.”

      “Probably bugs. All birds eat bugs, don’t they?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ve always thought so, but aren’t there some who eat nuts? Fruits? I hope it’s not bugs.”

      “Well, you have to eat something. Why don’t you try finding some nuts in the forest for now and worry about bugs tomorrow?”

      She nodded and flew silently off into the trees. Jack wished he could search with her. Curse his immobility! He loved watching the clouds and the sky change colors, but he longed for new scenes, for the feel of earth under his feet as he walked.

      For warm blood pumping through his veins.

      When Evelyn returned, she landed at the foot of his post and nestled into the grass again.

      “I’m still not quite used to being a crow,” she confessed, “and I’d be terribly embarrassed if I fell in my sleep. I’ll spend another night on the ground.”

      “I don’t blame you. I would probably do the same thing.”

      She took a moment to get settled and then lay still. For a short while there was only the sound of the breeze through the grass and her soft breathing.

      “Jack, have you always been a scarecrow?” she asked after a moment.

      “I…don’t think so. Sometimes I have memories. Human memories, I think. At least, they can’t be scarecrow memories. Anyway, it all seems like a dream from long ago. If I was ever human, I’ve almost forgotten.”

      “How sad. Perhaps you were cursed?”

      “I’m not sure. It’s possible, I suppose.”

      “Why would someone do that, do you think? It seems you’d have to hate someone pretty strongly to cast a spell so powerful.”

      “You’re probably right.” Jack tried to remember, but he couldn’t imagine having angered someone to that extent. It didn’t seem right. Unless he had once been a completely different sort of person. Which was possible, but not likely.

      “I still can’t believe you’ve been alive all this time, and I never knew. You watched me grow up, Jack. I told you all my secrets.”

      “I never told anyone, I promise.”

      That earned him a laugh.

      “It’s strange. Like we’re complete strangers and old friends at the same time.” Her voice grew softer and more relaxed as she drifted off to sleep. Rather than wake her, he settled himself for the night and joined her in the land of dreams.
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        * * *

      

      Slade returned the next day, just before noon. He carried a stick in his mouth, which he dropped at Jack’s post.

      “What’s that for?” Jack asked.

      “Balance,” Slade answered.

      “Really?” Evelyn said, fluttering to the ground. “This is perfect. We were just saying last night that I needed better balance.”

      “I’ll carry the stick in my mouth with you perched on the side. You can even practice sleeping, if you like.”

      “I’ll give it a try.”

      “Why are you being so helpful?” Jack asked, unable to contain himself a moment more. “Not that I’m not grateful for the help, but it’s so unlike you. I mean, you’ve never been so open with me. Why the sudden change?”

      “Let’s just say it’s for the lady’s sake and leave it at that, shall we?” Slade said, grinning back at Evelyn.

      “When do we start?” she asked, barely containing her excitement.

      “We can start now, if you like. If Sir Jack approves?”

      “You don’t need my approval. Teach her all she wants.”

      Evelyn hopped on the stick, which Slade had already lifted in his mouth. With that, they stalked across the field at a leisurely pace, Evelyn bobbing happily with every step. Jack supposed she really did seem content. Perhaps she’d have a better life as a crow, and she’d said it was what she wanted. He just couldn’t shake the image of her excitement while performing magic. Surely, if it made her that happy, she couldn’t just give it up. Could she even do magic as a crow? Slade would know, and maybe if Evelyn did the asking he’d tell her.

      The two circled the field three times. Evelyn bobbed a bit deeper than before, then caught herself. As they came back around, Jack noticed that her eyes were closed. She was learning quickly, so no doubt she’d sleep perched on his arm that night. Perhaps she would start living near him. The other crows hadn’t returned since she’d transformed, probably unsure what to make of things. They would watch the village, listen for gossip, find out what people thought of Evelyn’s disappearance. And the appearance of the young witch, if she’d stuck around.

      It was possible the villagers thought the witch was Evelyn, her appearance changed by some spell, but Jack couldn’t remember how prevalent magic was among the humans. There were great mages, but how common was it for someone to be enchanted? And if the witch was acknowledged as Evelyn, would her family accept her? Would she still have to marry? Why would she want to pose as Evelyn at all? It would make more sense for her to leave the village and go out into the world to see what it had to offer. At least, he supposed that was what he would do.

      Slade and Evelyn came back around and she opened her eyes and hopped to the ground. “I think I have it now,” she said. “Thank you, Slade. How can I ever repay you?”

      “Oh, I’m certain I can come up with something,” the fox said. Jack didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you intend to do now?”

      “Fly,” she said, and with that she was gone, over the field and across the rooftops of the village, until she was just a tiny speck in the sky.

      “I suppose you’re about to start questioning me again,” the fox said.

      “You know me so well. If she tried, can she still do magic?”

      Slade grinned. “Of course. You use the mind for magic. The body is irrelevant.”

      That was it, then. With magic, Evelyn could continue being a crow and live a life of freedom and happiness. There was nothing to tempt her back to humanity. Jack sighed, and would’ve nodded if he could. Everything was just as it should be after all.
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        * * *

      

      The crows returned the next day. Evelyn had already flown out for the morning, and Slade had not appeared. The crows perched along Jack’s arms and head, but he didn’t mind. He’d actually missed their company.

      “How are things in the village?” he asked.

      “Tense,” one said.

      “Quiet,” another answered.

      “Watchful,” said a third.

      “So they’ve noticed Evelyn’s disappearance?” Jack asked.

      “Noticed? Her father threatened to burn the entire forest to the ground. You’re lucky you’re still standing here.”

      “And what of the witch? The dark-haired girl?”

      “Everyone’s taken with her. She claims she’s distant kin to some old couple, and their family’s so big they think it just might be true. So they’ve taken her in, and treat her as their own granddaughter. She has the run of the town, and the eye of every lad younger than forty. Some older.”

      “It’s whispered there’s something off about her. Her features are too perfect, her voice too clear and musical, her eyes too discerning. Folks are already whispering of enchantment.”

      “What exactly do they suspect?”

      “Oh, nothing sinister. Just some young woman who’s been glamoured to appear fairer than God gave her the right to be. No true harm at all.”

      “And what of Evelyn? Has her father given up?”

      “He’s left off the search for now, but it won’t last. He’ll not rest until he has answers.”

      “Then he may be searching the rest of his life,” Jack said, gazing at the distant rooftops.

      “That fool girl,” one crow said. “So brash and reckless. She’ll destroy her life sooner than find it.”

      “But it is hers to destroy, if it comes to that,” Jack replied, unwilling to let them judge her.

      “Who are you to speak? You’re just a scarecrow.”

      “We’re not here to talk about me. It’s Evelyn I’m concerned about.”

      “What did she do to deserve such devotion? Surely you can’t be in love?”

      “Infatuated, more like.”

      “Be gone, all of you!” Jack shouted. The vehemence in his voice startled them to flight, and he remembered why he was glad for their absence. Despite that, their words struck too close to home. Not that he would ever say anything to Evelyn. He wouldn’t risk pushing her away.

      For hours he sat alone in the field, watching the clouds move across the sky and the occasional bird fly by. None of them were Evelyn, though. At dusk, Slade returned, sporting some new cuts and matted fur. He sat facing Jack and licked a cut on his foot.

      “The war?” Jack asked.

      Slade continued to lick his wound. The wolves were getting closer, then, though Jack doubted they’d come into the village. Even with the bloodlust raging, they still feared the humans, and with good reason. They would stop just at the forest’s edge, not daring to come closer for fear of being seen.

      “I suppose you’ll be sticking around here for a while longer,” Jack said. “I can’t imagine you’ll be able to get back through any time soon.”

      “Perhaps not,” Slade said. “Lucky that I have friends here, eh?” He licked his paw one final time, then started in on a place low on his back.

      “Can’t you use magic to heal yourself?” Jack asked.

      “What makes you think I’m not?”

      “I suppose it just doesn’t seem very magical.”

      “Would chanting and bright light feel more magical to you?”

      “Probably. But I can’t do magic, so what do I know?”

      “Not much,” Slade agreed. “Though if I need knowledge of the movements of the clouds, I’ll call on you first.”

      They sat in silence for a bit, Slade pointedly ignoring him. Jack watched the sky until the sun disappeared behind the distant rooftops, leaving a golden impression in the air. His thoughts wandered and images appeared in his mind’s eye of small campfires and a stone cottage, a creek and a watermill, and long brunette hair blowing in the breeze. He didn’t know what they meant, so he simply sat and watched. Perhaps he really had been human once. There were certainly no mills around here that he could see, but his mind could conjure the image as if it stood in front of him.

      “It’s going to be a rough night,” Slade said, jolting Jack from his reverie.

      Jack looked up at the sky, which had darkened with mountainous clouds. Lightning flashed in their depths, followed seconds later by roaring thunder. Slade stretched and took off for the village.

      “Good luck,” he called over his shoulder just as the first drops began to fall. Jack watched the fox disappear and the rain came down harder and faster. Soon it poured from the sky with the strength of a raging river. The village rooftops disappeared behind a gray curtain and Jack stood alone in the torrent. A rushing wind picked up, blowing him to the side, but his post was buried deep in the earth and he stayed upright. Since he could do nothing but endure it, he allowed his mind to wander back to the stone cottage, and to Evelyn, whom he hoped had found some other shelter for the night.
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        * * *

      

      The dawn brought with it a breeze and a heavy fog. Jack had not yet dried from the deluge and stood dripping as the sun rose higher and the fog began to clear a bit, revealing a land that showed little sign of the storm that had occurred. Slade appeared out of the mist, looking well rested and less bedraggled. Behind him followed Evelyn. Or at least, Jack assumed it was her. None of the other crows had bothered to visit him without the whole flock.

      Slade sat on the ground and Evelyn perched on Jack’s outstretched arm.

      “I never knew a storm could be so violent!” she said. “That seems the right word for it. That awning barely kept me dry. And the thunder!”

      “I’m glad you stayed safe,” Jack said.

      “Just barely. I think next time I’ll try to find a barn or something.”

      “Good idea,” Slade said. “Can you imagine having to endure it out in the open?” He cast a cool gaze Jack’s way, but Jack paid him no mind.

      “You’re still enjoying your crow form, then?” he asked Evelyn.

      “It’s…not bad,” she said. “The flying part is nice. The food… Perhaps I’ll get used to it. And the freedom is wonderful.”

      “And your magic?”

      “I…haven’t tried,” she admitted.

      “What better time than the present?” Slade said. “Go ahead, try now.”

      Evelyn ruffled her feathers and then stood perfectly still. A moment later the leaves on the ground rose into the air in a slow spiral. A few seconds more and Evelyn gasped, the leaves falling as she panted. “That was much more difficult than I remember. It felt like it was draining all my energy.”

      “Magic costs more for animals,” Slade informed them. “It’s partly due to size, and partly to species, life span, and natural energy. You get used to it after a while.”

      “So humans have an easier job of it?” Jack asked.

      “In some respects,” Slade said dismissively. “If they survive the basics, which is almost impossible without a teacher. But they are limited by their lack of perspective and imagination.”

      “I’ll get used to it,” Evelyn said in a determined voice. “I have to.”

      “You don’t have to,” Jack said. “You can still find the witch and get your body back. I hear she’s still in the village.”

      “No. Not while my father is still looking for me.”

      “Why do you stay here?” Jack asked. “You can go anywhere now. Unless you do hope to get your body back, why not go?”

      “Maybe I will go,” she said. “I’ll fly to a distant city and nest in a bell tower and have a dozen crow babies.”

      Slade chuckled. “Good luck in a city. I may come along just to watch.”

      “You don’t think I can do it?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve known too many who venture to the city for a better life. I’m sure you can guess how it ends.”

      Evelyn balanced on one foot and cocked her head to the side. “I would be fine.”

      “My dear, even humans have trouble in cities. They are not inviting or comforting places, and even less so to animals. But if you wish to try, I won’t stop you.”

      She didn’t answer for a moment, but she put her foot down and ruffled her feathers once more.

      “What about another village?” Jack suggested. “Or a town? Somewhere where no one knows you. That’s the goal, right?”

      “I suppose…”

      “City, town, what does it matter?” Slade said.

      “You’re both just baiting me,” Evelyn said. “I can make my own decisions just fine, thank you.”

      “Obviously,” Slade said, his eyes creasing in private amusement. “If you need me, I’ll be hunting chickens.”

      He bounded off toward the village, not sparing them a second glance.

      “Sometimes I think we only exist for his amusement,” Evelyn said.

      “We do,” Jack replied. “But I prefer to pretend I don’t. It makes for a more pleasant life.”

      She nodded and looked toward the village in silence. The fog had all but disappeared and the village rooftops were visible once more through the fog.

      “Do you miss being human at all?” he asked. “Even a little?”

      “Maybe a bit,” she admitted. “But if I go back, my father will find me. I just know it.”

      “Maybe he won’t,” Jack said. “You won’t know unless you try.”

      “I don’t think I can risk it.”

      “That’s your choice, but personally, I think you’re letting your fear control you.”

      She stayed silent a moment more, then asked, “What’s it like, always staying in the same place day after day? Don’t you get bored?”

      “Sometimes,” he admitted. “But then I have memories. Or visions, maybe. I’m not sure. And sometimes it’s nice to just sit and be.”

      “If you were able to move, what would you do?”

      He considered a moment, then answered, “Travel. See the far-off places the crows talk about.”

      “Why don’t we try it? Make you move, I mean. I probably don’t have the strength now, but tomorrow? It may take me several practice sessions, but I think I can manage it. I remember some spells from the book.”

      “You’re welcome to try. Whether or not you succeed, it’s kind of you to offer.”

      She ruffled her feathers again. “I’m getting hungry. I better go find some food.”

      “I’ll be here,” he replied.
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      “Let me try again,” Evelyn said, though it was her seventh attempt at the spell and she had long since exhausted her energy.

      “Please don’t,” Jack said. “It’s fine, I’m used to not moving. You can try again tomorrow, if you like.”

      “But I’m sure I can do it…”

      She began the spell once more only to fall over in exhaustion. Luckily, she was already on the ground, so she was unharmed.

      “I’ve lived like this for as long as I can remember,” Jack said. “It doesn’t bother me. Don’t overdo it, okay?”

      She was already falling asleep, which was the best way to replenish her energy, so Jack let her doze off. She had done the best she could, and honestly, he was fine with his current state. He had no complaints.

      “Persistent, isn’t she?” Slade asked, appearing from behind Jack. “I would’ve guessed she’d give up after the fourth try. Or pass out. But she’s resilient, I’ll give her that. She’ll be up and ready to go faster than you can blink.”

      “Can you give her some tips or something? She’s wearing herself out, and I suspect you could help in some way.”

      “Perhaps I can. But why should I? Performing magic is tiresome work, and I can think of dozens of ways my energies could be better spent.”

      “Despite what you say, you keep returning here, and you’ve shown an interest in helping her. Whatever your reasons, I hope you won’t stop now.”

      Slade yawned with disinterest and stretched out on the grass, narrowing his eyes as he said, “She better rest while she can. The villagers will be up this way soon, and they’ll have their dogs with them. Won’t want to stick around for that.”

      “The villagers?” Jack said in alarm. “They’re coming here? Why?”

      “Not here exactly, but through here. This section of the forest is the only one they haven’t searched. Perhaps when they find it empty, her father will finally give up.”

      “We can hope so,” Jack said, looking back down at Evelyn. “I feel bad for him, but it’s her choice.”

      “Well, perhaps if he were more inclined to let her choose her own life, she would not have taken such drastic measures. Or maybe she simply shouldn’t be so stubborn. Who can say?”

      “I suppose we should wake her. How long till they arrive?”

      “No telling. But they were gathering together when I left them half an hour ago.”

      “Evelyn!” Jack called. “Evelyn, wake up.”

      She lifted her head and blinked blearily. “What is it?” she mumbled.

      “The villagers are coming. They won’t recognize you, but they may try to scare you off, or hurt you. It might be best if you hide.”

      “Villagers? Hide?”

      Her voice was still heavy with sleep, so again Jack said, “Hurry! They’re coming!”

      She fluttered up, looking around and tripping over her feet.

      Slade laughed, throwing his head back. “Great job. You’ve managed to scare and confuse her with minimal effort. You are to be commended.”

      “It wasn’t intentional!” Jack cried.

      “What do I do?” Evelyn asked, near panic.

      “Hide in the woods,” Jack suggested. “Any tree should do.”

      She flew into the trees and Slade laughed again. “With you around, it’ll be a miracle if she survives the winter.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing at all,” Slade said, walking toward the trees in Evelyn’s wake.

      Pale gray clouds covered the sky like a blanket, a crisp breeze blowing from over the rooftops, and the scent of smoke permeated the air. It wasn’t long before the villagers appeared at the edge of the meadow, many carrying blazing torches. Jack could see them better as they approached: young and old, male and female. No one who wanted to come had been left behind. Some of the children skipped ahead, circling around and laughing to each other, making a game of it. The adults wore grim faces, but they didn’t stop the children. They slowed only a little as they neared, many glancing at him in minor curiosity.

      “Must’ve belonged to Old Mason. Should we pull it down?”

      “Leave it for the next farmer. They may want to keep it.”

      “It’s an ugly old thing, isn’t it?”

      “So long as it does its job. No crows, you can see.”

      “I don’t think we’re going to find anything. At this point, she’s either dead, or she’s long gone and doesn’t want to be found.”

      “It keeps the old man happy. Figure we’ll search for a bit and head back home.”

      “Not everyone appreciates the country life. She probably took off for a city. That young Ferah, now, she was made for this place.”

      “Aye, a regular farmer’s daughter. A touch of city, mind you, but it compliments her.”

      “Strange how she showed up now, isn’t it? After all these years.”

      They must’ve been talking about the witch. Jack wondered why she wasn’t among them. Afraid to return to the field, perhaps?

      The last of the villagers passed him, leaving only the empty field once more. He heard them entering the forest behind him, already calling Evelyn’s name. Jack wondered which one was her father, how long the man would search, and if he would continue looking late into the darkness when all others had returned safely to their beds.
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        * * *

      

      When Evelyn returned the next morning, she landed on Jack’s arm and sat in silence, staring at the ground.

      “Is everything…okay?” he asked.

      “Am I a bad person, Jack?”

      “Of course not,” he quickly assured her.

      “I think I am. I watched my father look for me, and it never crossed my mind to go to him, even as he called my name. I was glad he couldn’t find me. Even now, I don’t want to go back. But I can’t stop seeing his face.”

      Jack didn’t say anything. What could he say? Nothing that would be of any help.

      “I need to leave this place,” she said. “Maybe if I get away, I won’t think about it so much.”

      “Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe you could go back. Go home. At this point, he may be so glad to see you that he won’t force you to get married.”

      “You don’t know my father,” she said just as bleakly as before. “He’s the embodiment of tough love. He’ll be glad to see me, then pick up as though I never left.”

      “So…leave, then? Where will you go?”

      “Somewhere far away. I wish you could come with me, Jack. You’ve been a good friend to me. If only I could get the spell to work.”

      Jack wished he could, too, for the thought of her leaving while he was stuck there in the field left a cold spot in his heart. Life would be…drearier. Less magical.

      “We could ask Slade,” he suggested. “I think he can do more magic than he lets on.”

      “You think so?”

      “I’m sure of it.”

      “Do you know where he is? He disappears sometimes and doesn’t come back till it suits him.”

      “He’s probably in the woods.”

      “I’ll go look for him.”

      She flew off, leaving Jack alone. Cold wind blew across the field, heralding the slow approach of winter. In a few weeks, he expected to see snow on the ground, and the world would don the enchanting dream-like quality of a faery tale. The crows never seemed to notice, and their visits always continued despite the weather. He suspected Evelyn’s transformation would change that. Not that he would mind the change; she was much better company than the crows.

      He waited only a short while before Evelyn returned with Slade in tow. The fox ignored them both and groomed himself for a minute, only sparing them a glance when he was fully satisfied. “So, what is it you want this time?” he asked. “I know you can’t be craving my warm companionship.”

      “You can do magic,” Jack said, deciding to jump right in. “Please grant me the ability to move so I can travel with Evelyn. I will be in your debt.”

      Slade chuckled in his high fox pitch. “Do you have any idea how great an undertaking that will be? It’s one thing to watch a beginner attempt it, but to expend my own energy? And what will I get out of it? I do not see a benefit for me in this.”

      “But you helped me,” Evelyn said. “I don’t understand.”

      “My dear, you are nothing more than a source of entertainment. Spending a little magic here and there is nothing, but what you ask requires much more.”

      “So it’s always about benefit for you?” Evelyn asked. “Is there not one friendly or charitable bone in your body?”

      “I don’t believe so. I was excluded when those were given out.”

      “Look, will you help or not? I will owe whatever you wish,” Jack said.

      “I’m not convinced you understand just how much that will be. But I will accept.” Jack and Evelyn sighed in relief and he continued, “I take it you both intend to set off into the unknown? Find a ‘better place,’ so to speak? In that case, I will go with you. No arguments. That is my first term. If at any time I add a new term and you do not accept, I will reverse the spell and we’ll go our separate ways. Agreed?”

      “That’s not even close to fair,” Evelyn objected. “You would leave him—”

      “Agreed,” Jack said.

      “No!”

      “Then I’ll begin,” Slade said.

      Evelyn made an annoyed sound and flew off toward the village. Slade closed his eyes to slits and muttered to himself. Jack felt a slight tingle all over his body, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. More like a pleasant numbness after spending too long in the cold. It began at his head and worked its way down. When it reached his post, it grew in intensity and warmth, just on the threshold of pain. It didn’t last long. A few seconds later, all of it dissipated. Jack tried to move his arm and it bent at his command. His head rolled around and turned from side to side with minimal effort. He swung his legs—yes, Slade had created legs for him—but he was still tied to the post.

      “You did it!” Jack cried.

      “What did you expect?” Slade asked. “I may not be the nicest chap, but I know magic.”

      “Can you help me get down?”

      “I suppose.”

      Slade flicked his head and the knots released themselves, causing Jack to fall forward onto the ground. He landed on his knees and rolled over onto his back, looking up at the gray, cloud-covered sky. It was like receiving a new pair of eyes; everything was fresh and new. He could see the clouds moving slowly, directly above him, and then Slade’s face was a few inches from his own.

      “Are you going to just lie there all day?”

      “It’s just…not what I’m used to.”

      “That will pass. Let’s find the crow and be off.”

      Jack sat up slowly. Why the sudden rush? They were in no hurry. At least, he and Evelyn weren’t. He picked himself up on unsteady legs, waiting a moment to gain his balance. He was shorter than he’d expected to be, standing only a couple feet tall. Perhaps that was also the fox’s doing. Slade was already walking toward the village, and Jack attempted to run after him only to succeed in falling face-first on the ground. The fox didn’t stop walking. Jack picked himself up and tried again.

      “Keep close now,” Slade instructed when they finally reached the outer walls of the houses. “The last thing we need is for someone to spot you. Stay in the shadows.”

      Jack obeyed and they crept along, doing more stopping and watching than actual walking. Everywhere he looked, there were new sights and smells, so many that they were hard to keep track of. How could the others stand it? It was enough to make him long for his familiar post, though at the same time it drew him in, daring him to investigate. It amazed him how much he wanted to give in.

      They passed non-magical cats and dogs, who barked in panic at the sight of him. There were humans, gardens, homes, stables, barns… They passed so close to them, but were entirely undetected. Slade took him deeper into the heart of the village, which wasn’t very large, though for Jack it may as well have been a city. At last they came to a small house on the far side of the village. Smoke rose from the chimney and a few chickens pecked in the yard. Evelyn’s father came out of the house, a large, hairy man Jack remembered seeing during the search. He fed the chickens from a sack leaning against the wall of the house, sealing it up tight when he finished. Then he waited a moment, looking toward the village as though expecting someone. Jack and Slade waited, thinking he would go back inside and they’d continue to look for Evelyn. But then her father waved to someone behind them and a young, dark haired woman came into view.

      The witch.

      “Ferah,” Evelyn’s father said, smiling. “How kind of you to visit me.”

      “I can’t bear the thought of you here all alone,” she said, her voice as smooth and sweet as milk and honey. “Since that daughter of yours ran off, I figure I can serve as a stand in, if you’ll have me.”

      “That’s mighty kind of you. I don’t think she ran off, though. She may be strong-minded, but she knows her duty.”

      Jack spotted Evelyn then, perched on a bale of hay behind her father.

      The witch smiled and touched his arm. “It’s cold, Father, and your daughter has abandoned you. Won’t you let me keep you warm?”

      Evelyn’s father stiffened, his eyes adopting a far-off gaze. “Thank you, Ferah,” he said, his voice void of emotion. “Won’t you please come inside?”

      The witch smiled again, casting a sideways glance back at Slade and Jack. Together, they disappeared inside the house, sending Evelyn into a rage.

      “You no-good, scheming witch!” she cawed, flapping her wings angrily. She hovered at the door and pecked at it, finally flying off as fast as she could.

      “Come on!” Slade said, running after her. Jack followed, doing his best to not fall while also watching for people. He quickly fell behind.

      Luckily, he didn’t have far to go. Evelyn had retreated just a short distance outside the village. Slade stood near her, watching silently as she flapped about and cursed.

      “She’s baiting me on purpose. I wish I could change at will! I’d show her.”

      “Very doubtful,” Slade said.

      “Where was Mordecai?” she said. “He wouldn’t leave Father, not now. He’s still too young, anyway.” She finally noticed them and rushed over. “Can you change me back?” she asked Slade.

      “Alas, that is not one of my talents,” Slade said. “We will need a great mage—or another witch. Unfortunately, there are neither in this area.”

      “Where do we go, then?” Jack asked.

      “Into the woods,” Slade answered, nodding at the forest. “There are creatures there wiser than me. I suggest we seek their advice.”

      “Not yet,” Evelyn answered. “I need to find my brother. And I want a word with that witch.”

      She took to the air once more and flew back into the village.

      “She’s only prolonging the inevitable,” Slade said as they followed her. “The witch won’t help her.”

      They found Evelyn perched on the hay bale near her house, eyes focused on the window.

      “I don’t even want to go back,” she said as they approached. “I just want her away from my father.”

      “That will be easier to accomplish as a human,” Slade said.

      She noticed Jack and narrowed her eyes. “I wish you hadn’t made that deal with him. I don’t think it was very wise of you.”

      “That’s how I felt about your deal with the witch,” he retorted. “It is what it is.”

      Her eyes narrowed further for a moment, then she sighed and looked back at the house.

      They waited in silence, each keeping their thoughts close and secret. What more could be said? As the sun began to sink, the witch appeared at the window and opened the shutters.

      “Well, now,” she said. “If it isn’t my dear crow friend. And you’ve brought company. I must say, I’m unprepared to entertain a party. You should’ve mentioned you were coming.”

      “I’m not here to play games,” Evelyn said. “What have you done to my father? And where is my brother?”

      The witch laughed. “Don’t worry about your father. He is quite happy, I can assure you.”

      Evelyn shrieked and flew at the witch, who raised her hand to her mouth and blew, pushing Evelyn back with a thin breath of air.

      “None of that, now. I’ve done nothing but help you, and this is how you repay me? For shame.” She glanced at Jack and Slade, one corner of her mouth turning up in a smile. “And what is your opinion, fox? Why are you here?”

      “Merely looking after my own interests,” Slade said, nodding toward Jack. “Your business is no concern of mine.”

      The witch chuckled. “Very wise. And you, scarecrow?”

      Jack frowned, unwilling to be cowed. “I’m here to support Evelyn, no matter what that may mean.”

      Evelyn had landed on the ground between them, glaring at the witch and ruffling her feathers. “You still haven’t mentioned my brother,” she snarled.

      “Ah yes, that troublesome boy. Your dear father kicked him out when he wouldn’t accept me. No telling where he is now.”

      Evelyn shrieked again and took to the air, but rather than attack the witch, she flew across the village, back toward the field.

      “Hmpf,” said the witch, grinning again. “Either of you have anything more to say?”

      “No,” Slade said, rising to leave.

      “I do,” Jack said. “Turn Evelyn human again. You managed the spell once, so undo it. Give her back her life.”

      The witch furrowed her brow. “Why would I do that? Of her own will, she gave all that up. Silly scarecrow.” And with that, she closed the shutters.
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