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For the kids with abusive parents, 
 
None of it is your fault. 
You deserve to be loved.
You are wonderful and magical as you are.
[image: pasted-movie.png]
 
 
Dad Is Cooking While Headless. Again. 
 
No matter what her dad says, Hollow will never get used to being able to remove her head. Well, it would be more accurate to say she'll never manage her father's grace. He can have his head sitting across the kitchen on the counter and be at the stove cooking without a problem, which is exactly what he's doing now. 
The room around her sways and tilts. She braces a hand on the edge of the counter until the feeling passes. She touches a hand to her neck to make sure her head is screwed on tight enough. It must be; it doesn't wobble.
"There's my favorite daughter," her dad announces with a wide grin. While his head is perched beside the sink, his body is facing the stove, a spatula in one hand. 
Even without his head, he's towering with a broad chest and meaty hands that make anything he's holding look like a stick—spatula included. He's wearing his signature riding coat and button up shirt with the weird gold fasteners. An outfit which Bubble, her best friend, considers at least two centuries out of fashion. 
"I'm your only daughter, Dad." Hollow rolls her eyes. 
"Makes it easy to have a favorite." He winks at her. 
Maybe there's a reason to be thankful he isn't dropping her off at school. It's going to be hard enough without her dad telling "jokes." 
"Speaking of favorites…" he trails off. 
Hollow takes a deep breath, filling her nose with the smell of…pancakes and chocolate. Her mouth waters at the thought of the most dreadful breakfast. 
"With whipped cream?" She scurries over to her Dad just as he shovels two of the pancakes onto a pumpkin shaped plate and flicks a knob to shut off the stove. 
"I'm not new at this." 
With that, he drops a dollop of whipped cream on top of each pancake. 
"You better hurry though," he says. "The carriage—I think that's what it is—will be here soon." 
Right, the carriage that's taking her to her new school. Suddenly, food doesn't seem as appealing. Her stomach flips. It's not only a new school, but one that is outside of Horrorville. She won't be able to leave and walk home or to her friends' houses. Dad might as well be sending her to Mythopolis. 
Hollow looks toward the stack of suitcases sitting beside the front door. The Jack O'Lanterns on the front grin back at her. This will be her first time away from home, from Dad. Before today, the only time she's spent away are for reapovers at Bubble or Obscure's houses. 
"You alright, kid?" He sets a hand on top of her head. 
Hollow nods, not sure what to say. She has to go to school and since what happened to Horrorville Hall, apparently the only option is going to Fairly Fabulous Academy of Fantastical Happily Ever Afters. It was supposed to be the Cryptid school, but they don't have enough room for more students. Hollow would've preferred it. It's closer and she could see herself getting along with Cryptids a lot better than Fairytales. At least Cryptids also prefer the darker side of life. 
"You're going to be alright. Your friends are going with you and there'll be new people for you to meet. Within a couple weeks you won't even want to come back here." His voice falters a bit. Maybe he regrets sending her away. Enough to keep her home? 
That's never going to happen. She can't tell Dad that. He'll just lecture her or worse—decide he should take her to school himself. Besides, Dad has been hexcited about her getting the chance to see more of Storylandia and be one of the first Horrors to set foot in the Enchanted Forest in centuries.
He ruffles her hair, mussing the perfectly laid orange strands that reach her chin. Frowning, she bats his hand away, which causes him to let out a booming laugh. 
"That's my kid." 
Hollow rolls her eyes and gobbles down the last few bites of her pancakes. The taste of chocolate lingers on her tongue. Instead of going to school, why can't she just stay home and eat chocolate chip pancakes all day? 
Her dad grabs his head from the counter, plops it on his neck, and makes his way to the door. He sets her luggage on an odd looking cart covered in gears and curled pipes, obviously a "gift" from Uncle Ratchet. 
"This is one of your Uncle Ratchet's newest inventions." 
She cringes. That means there's a fifty-fifty chance it might explode or turn into a bat like the steam lantern he gave them last year. He said he put a dose too much "witchiness" in it. Her uncle really puts the "Mad" in mad scientist. 
"That's horrific." Hollow forces herself to smile and takes a subtle step back—just to be safe. 
Her dad pulls the lever and the cart sputters and groans. The gears fixed on the side turn and puffs of steam spurt out from the pipe fixed to the back. The cart wheels itself to the closed front door. 
"See!" her dad proclaims with another wide smile. "Dreadful, isn't it. And once you leave it'll return home. I'll have to see him about making one for me. It would make my job so much easier. Imagine not having to carry the bones. I could just put them all in a cart. Cannonball would be thrilled." 
As if able to hear him, a neigh comes from the stable behind their house. 
She can't imagine the black horse appreciating being followed or replaced by a sputtering, groaning, grinding machine. Uncle Ratchet made him an automated feeder one time; Cannonball knocked it off the wall and stomped it into pieces. 
Hollow glances at the cart and back at her dad. This is the last time she'll get to really see him, until Winter Solstice which is months away. She can always call him, but it isn't the same as being home and she won't be able to hang out at Uncle Ratchet's lab or Mama Yaga's apothecary. (She's not really Hollow's mom, but insists that all the "youngins" call her Mama Yaga.) 
"I'll miss you," Hollow mumbles. Tears gather in her eyes. No crying. She promised herself she wouldn't cry. Bubble will scold her if shows up with flushed cheeks and a swollen nose. 
"Oh my little pumpkin, I'm going to miss you too. Remember I'm always a call away." He pulls her into one of his crushing hugs. He gives the best hugs. "If you ever really need me, we'll ride at dawn." He pauses. "Maybe sunset, Cannonball isn't a morning horse." 
Hollow chuckles. "I know." She chokes on the words 
"Well," his voice crackles. He clears his throat. "You better get going. Don't want to miss your ride." 
There's nothing more she wants than to miss the ride. Hollow looks at her dad once more. He smiles, but she can tell he's forcing it. She exits their home, the groaning cart at her heels. 
 
 
 
 
Spiderweb-less Lace? Unacceptable!
 
Hollow smiles up at the gloomy sky. At least the weather is vile. That has to be a wicked sign. She glances around, murmuring the names of each shop she passes under her breath: Cursed Bath and Home, Wicked Spell Boutique, Dracul Game Dungeon.
Across the cracked road looms the towers of the Wolf Family's house. Wild plants spill through the bars of the iron fence while vines coil their way up the bloody red brick of the building. It's odd to see it so quiet. Usually, Mrs. Wolf is chasing one of the Wolf children through the yard, howling her displeasure. 
Further off in the distance, on the very edge of Horrorville, is Mama Yaga's home. Even from this far away, the slanted roof and chicken legs can't be missed. Last week it was parked in the empty lot beside the Wolf home. She spent all of it complaining about said noisy neighbors. 
"There you are!" Bubble shouts, waving a magenta hand through the air. "We thought the carnivorous flowers got you." 
"Bubble thought that, I didn't," Obscure says. 
At the sight of her two closest friends, Hollow grins. They're among the modest crowd of others that, like them, are former students of Horrorville Hall. (Technically, its Horrorville Hall of Atrocious Acadmemics, but no one ever calls it that). Speaking of…this isn't the first time she's seen the school since it burned down two months ago. She saw it the day after and nearly every day since. It's kind of hard to avoid when she lives down the street. 
It looks worse today. Maybe because she can't convince herself it will magically fix itself—something the adults still haven't explained to them. Why couldn't Mama Yaga wave her wand? Or the Fairy Godmother could have fixed it instead of making them all go to school in the Enchanted Forest? 
It's once proud towers and spiked crowns are rubble, piled around the foundation. The black stone is darker than it should be. What was it her dad said caused it? Soot? The vines that once climbed around its walls, sprouting poisonous buds, have been completely destroyed. 
A bark of laughter startles her. It's coming from Alpha who along with her younger brother Fang is talking with Yew Rappaccini, Nightshade's brother. The vampire twins are fixing each other's outfits while Pyra, Casta, and Nightshade are huddled together further down the sidewalk. 
"Your head is crooked." 
Obscure's voice breaks Hollow out of her thoughts. One hand goes to her neck. Beneath her fingers she can feel the nearly invisible seam where it meets her head. 
"Dad didn't say anything." Surely, he would have noticed, right? 
Bubble scoffs. "Your dad walked through town the other day with his head on backwards—literally." 
Obscure holds his hands out, a silent question. Hollow nods and he places his hands on either of her cheeks and twists her head just a smidge. But it's enough to wobble the world. She sways. The path beneath her feet feels as gelatinous as Bubble's body. 
Bubble grabs ahold of her arm. "We got ya."
The feeling passes and Hollow slips free from Bubble's grasp. 
"Now that that's taken care of…" Bubble pauses and mimes the words back to herself. "That made sense. Yes. Maybe. You know what I mean. Anyway." She claps her hands together. "You look fabulous." 
Hollow spins on her heel to give a better view of said outfit, which consists of a pair of black plaid jeans with orange and red lines, and Jack O'Lanterns stamped on each knee. A matching one is featured on the back of her ruby riding coat. Her shirt is split with half being a lighter shade of red and the other half almost the same color orange as her hair. 
She laughs. Leave it to Bubble to hunt for a compliment. She was the one to design the outfit in question. According to Bubble, there is no better armor for the first day at a strange school than an eerie outfit.
The only thing Hollow would change about the whole look is her shoes. While the orange and red wedges are frightful, they don't pair well with spells of vertigo.
"And you look frightful as always," Hollow says with a wink. "So do you Obscure." She bumps shoulders with her friend. 
Obscure blushes and momentarily fades from view. He doesn't like to be the focus of even the smallest amount of attention. It helps being able to turn invisible at will, perks of having the Invisible Man as his father. 
Bubble managed to craft clothes that perfectly embody him. The flowing soft grey suit has billowing sleeves long enough to hide his hands from view which Obscure paired with, on Bubble's instruction no doubt, a pair of simple lace-up white boots. Their color almost matches the paleness of his skin. 
"It's not complete. There's supposed to be a top hat. Where's the top hat?" Bubble plants a hand on each hip and glares at Obscure with as much fury as she can manage. 
Obscure shrugs, fiddling with the strap of his signature messenger bag, his black hair falls across his grey eyes "Not really my style." 
Bubble huffs. "Yes, it is." 
"Bubble," Hollow warns. She loves her friend to ashes, but sometimes she forgets that not everyone wants to be the center of the room. 
"I still don't want to go," Obscure says. 
Hollow sags. At least she isn't the only one. Bubble's been talking so much about going and getting the chance to "study" other fashions, Hollow didn't want to poison her tea, so to speak. 
"Neither do I," Hollow admits, almost whispering. "Horrorville is home. I've never been outside of it. Not even to Cryptid Cove." At least, Obscure has been to the Cove. His family owns a summer cabin. Horrors aren't exactly welcome on the other side of the mountains, in the Enchanted Forest, or at least they weren't. 
"This is an adventure." Bubble sounds weird, like she's trying to convince herself. "And we have each other. And we can call our parents." 
It's not the same and they all know it. Calling and hoping someone has the time to answer isn't like being able to walk into a room and see them. What about Mama Yaga? She abhors Voidscreens. Sure, Hollow's dad wouldn't forget her, but Mama Yaga might or Mrs. Dracul from Game Dungeon. 
"What if they don't want us there?" Obscure mumbles still looking at the ground. 
"Their loss. We're wicked," Bubble states, puffing out her chest. 
Hollow can't tell if the action is natural or if she's starting to figure out how to change her shape. Her parents being the Blob(s), she should be able to (eventually) change form at will. So far, the most Bubble has managed is a hairstyle shift and a limb mishap several weeks ago. 
Hollow's jealous of her best friend's confidence. Hard not to be, when for as long as she can remember the adults have always said Fairytales don't want them around and that they never, ever come here. It was the Fairytales that invited them to attend their school. They wouldn't have done that if they didn't want them around. Right?
"Look!" 
Hollow follows her friends' stare to the sky. A shadow sweeps over them. The source is…wings. Feathered wings belonging to a pair of…horses! They're not horses, they're Pegasi. Hollow's jaw drops. Actual Pegasus! Dad loves stories about them, well, stories about any type of horse or horse-like creature. She's always wanted to see one, but they live in the Enchanted Forest. 
The Pegasi swoop down, their hooves clicking as they skirt across the cobblestone. The carriage on the other hand lets out a loud thump as it lands. Neighing, the pair of Pegasi tuck their wings, each one is taller than she is.
Hollow wrinkles her nose at the carriage. It's…pastel. It's a lovely shade of pale blue and covered in gold swirls and images of fairies and crowns and hearts. Sparkling gems litter the trim along the top and the spokes of the wheels. 
The man perched at the front sets the reins aside and stands. Like the carriage, his uniform is pale blue and the most pleasant thing Hollow's ever seen with ruffles along the wrists, gleaming gold buttons running up his chest, and even a strange triangle shaped hat. 
"What kind of lace doesn't have spiderwebs or skulls?" Bubble whispers to her. 
The man flicks his wrist and a sheet of paper pops out of the air. "Hear ye, hear ye. The Fairly Fabulous Academy of Fantastical Happily Ever Afters welcomes the following students: Obscure Wells, Son of the Invisible Man, Bubble…" he pauses, eyes flickering to her. "Child of the Blob, Hollow Dullahan, Daughter of the Headless Horseman, Casta Spell, Daughter of…" 
Hollow gulps. As much as she wants to, she can't look away from the carriage. It's so…bright, so colorful, so not Horrorville. Is all of the Enchanted forest like this? She hopes not. They'll—she'll never fit in there. 
Couldn't they just stay here and have class at someone's house? Or have school outside? There's nothing that says they have to have class inside. Maybe Hollow can hide out in the stables. Cannonball would help. By the time, Dad did find her it would be too late to take her to the Happily Ever After Academy or whatever the Fairytales call it. 
"If you will all step aboard, single-file please, we shall be on our way, promptly." The man claps his hands twice and the carriage door swings open. 
Alpha and Fang rush for it with Yew right on their heels. Hollow doesn't move, neither do Obscure or Bubble, who she expected to be the first onboard. 
"I got this." Bubble straightens her back, draws in a breath, fluffs the layered skirt of her magenta dress and joins the line. 
Obscure and Hollow share a look. It's a shame Obscure can't share his invisibility. This would be the perfect time to disappear. Bubble must sense it because she grabs them both by the wrist and drags them toward the carriage. 
"We're darkening their doorstep together."
Someone needs to. The Fairytale world is entirely too bright.
 
 
 
Ew…Pastels
 
Flying is weird. The closest thing Hollow has to compare it to is horseback riding (and one very short broom ride) and it's nothing like that. For one, it's much smoother, like the one time Mama Yaga spelled the lake for them so they could skate, but with less falling. It turns out that none of them are particularly graceful. Cannonball also likes to take the "adventurous" path as Dad likes to call it. She's never had to duck a flock of birds when riding Cannonball. 
Hollow grips the edge of the carriage tighter and looks over. From this high up, the trees look like some odd green rug she'd find in Mama Yaga's shop, one that they'd probably have to leap over because it's semi-carnivorous. Horrorville grows smaller and smaller, its ominous shadow disappearing behind the jagged peaks of the Fable Mountains. 
The last of the clouds fade away and blinding brightness replaces them. Hollow crinkles her nose and squints. The sky is so blue. And the sun—how does anyone stand this? Is the Enchanted Forest this bright everyday? How can any of the Fairytales see anything? 
"I should have brought a hat or sunglasses. I've never actually used sunglasses before. I've seen them on the horrornet. They're quite fashionable here. Oh, and sundresses. I wonder makes a dress sunny. Is it made from actual sunlight?" Bubble shields her eyes with one hand or tries to. The light pours through her see-through "skin," dotting the blue cushion of the bench with blocks of pink.
Obscure doesn't say anything, only sinks lower into his seat. He probably regrets not wearing the top hat Bubble made for him, not that he would ever admit that to her. 
"Is that the school?" Bubble asks. 
Gasps and movement ripples through the carriage as the other Horrors all try to catch a glimpse. Hollow leans forward, but she can't see over them. This would be the ideal time to pop her own head off and hold it up. With her luck, she'd probably drop it. What would happen if it fell from this height? How would she find it again? 
Among the crescent moon of forest is a castle. She's seen pictures of similar ones on the horrornet, but it's nothing like seeing it in person. For one, it's huge. There's not a
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