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      A wet wind spun leaves high into the air, plastering them to the fourth-floor window. From behind the glass, a lonely girl named Wren peered out.

      She had large, curious eyes and a delicate heart-shaped face. She wasn’t known for much because only three people knew her. This was because Wren had spent most of her twelve years living in near solitary confinement in Mossfell Academy’s locked attic rooms.

      If you asked her why, she’d blame it on her soft, pointed ears. They looked nothing like the children who came and went on the grounds below. Theirs were smooth like any ordinary human’s, but Wren’s curved up into points. Even worse, the backs of her pointed ears were covered with soft, downy fur.

      She hated them.

      They had to be the reason her parents had abandoned her to this place when she was a baby. They had to be the reason she’d been barred from joining the other students. They had to be the reason she’d never been allowed a friend. Scowling, she yanked her thick, tangled curls to cover them. Why couldn’t she be normal like everyone else?

      The school in upstate New York was the only home she’d ever known. It was morning, and soon, Mossfell Academy’s students would arrive in the cobbled courtyard four stories down. They’d pour out of cars, get warm hugs from loving parents, and crowd happily through the school’s front doors.

      Wren would have to hurry if she wanted to play her small part.

      She couldn’t be late because today was a special day.

      The window’s rusty hinges creaked as she cranked it open. She leaned out and three large raindrops spattered her arms. Fastening both hands onto the soggy wooden sill, Wren climbed outside and balanced on the ledge.

      Splinters dug into her bare feet as she inched toward the moss-covered wall. Icy wind whipped at her gray, flannel pajamas and tossed her curls into her eyes.

      The gritty stone footholds were slipperier than usual. But she’d done this countless times. Humming a tune, she scaled upward. After a brief climb, she pulled herself onto the steep roof and kept climbing.

      At the sharp peak, she balanced briefly, happily peering down at the world on either side. To her left lay the woods, deep and green and rustling in the wind. To her right lay the village with its warren of roads and houses. Her heart swelled at this stolen moment of freedom, just as it always did.

      Like a gymnast on a balance beam, Wren ran toward the bell tower. A raven roosted next to a chimney pot. It cawed, annoyed, and flapped into the air.

      “Sorry!” she sang, launching herself up the tower’s crumbling brick wall.

      Yes, today was special and she couldn’t help being excited. Hand-over-hand she climbed, straight to the sheer tip-top.

      And there she sat, dangling her legs as the wind roared past. This was her favorite place. Here, she was queen of her domain. No walls locked her inside and no grown-ups scowled at her. She wasn’t made to feel strange. Instead, she was a distant yet equal part of the crowd.

      Below, right on time, the first cars stopped outside the school’s high wall. Familiar students in navy blue uniforms piled out, calling to one another as they pushed through the gates into the courtyard. Groups of friends shouted with laughter that made her smile and ache with longing all at once.

      The children came in all shapes, sizes, and colors, with only two things in common: none had pointed ears, and none had ever looked up.

      Well, the second part wasn’t exactly true. One child had looked up. A boy around her age. He’d noticed her on his first day, years ago, when they were both much smaller. And he’d noticed her every day since, for as long as Wren could remember. She didn’t know his name. They’d never spoken. They knew nothing about each other. But the boy was her best friend.

      Every morning he waved at her and every morning she waved back. They’d grin as their fingers mirrored the secret greeting they’d invented.

      And that secret greeting was the only thing that kept her from being lonely.

      She watched for him now, waiting for him to enter the gates. Today, she was extra excited to see him. In truth, nothing could be more important.

      She sat and ignored the wind, leaning forward, eyes scanning.

      He wasn’t there.

      Her pointed furry ears flicked with worry. What was taking him so long?

      The students thinned. Soon, they fell to a trickle. Then, they stopped altogether.

      And still she searched for his familiar dark hair and the crutches he used to struggle along. She searched for those wonderful, bright eyes that had grown larger as his face had become thinner and paler these past weeks.

      Where was he?

      An awful thrum gripped her. Wren pushed it down. She wouldn’t be afraid.

      No—she wasn’t afraid; she was angry, that’s what she was. Furious. How could he not come? Today of all days!

      It was her birthday. Her thirteenth birthday.

      She hated him. She wished she’d never waved at him. She wished she’d never seen him in the first pl⁠—

      A noise made her pointed ears perk up. Her sensitive hearing caught the sounds of creaking wheels. Below, a dark-haired boy in a wheeled chair strained to move it ahead. His weak hands pushed at the wheels, turning them slowly but surely.

      It was him. He’d come. Of course, he’d come.

      But the chair . . . it frightened her. Where were his crutches? He rolled into the courtyard, alone as always, moving awkwardly over the paving stones.

      The boy paused mid-push. His chair came to a stop, and he lifted his eyes to hers. His cheeks looked pale in the stormy light and his breath came out in scary wheezes. Yet he wore his familiar grin.

      A torrent of emotion swept through her. Relief at seeing him, fear at what the chair meant—but most of all a bond. They were both different, both alone in their own ways, and somehow that glued them together.

      She grinned back at him and they both waved extra hard.

      A teacher stumped outside, grabbed the chair by the handles and muscled it toward the entrance. Rain misted down as the teacher struggled with the door.

      The boy twisted awkwardly, straining up at Wren for a last look.

      Although they’d never spoken across the distance, he quietly said, “Happy day.”

      Wren’s ears, sensitive to the softest sounds, caught the words as clearly as if he’d been next to her. He couldn’t know she was able to hear him. Normal people had to shout to be heard this far apart. She knew, because her caretakers had made it clear that she was different. Strange and different with hearing so powerful she’d never fit in.

      So why had he spoken softly to her?

      And he certainly couldn’t know it was her birthday. That was impossible.

      Despite her questions, a warm glow spread through her.

      She tried not to think about the wheelchair. Instead, she stared long after he’d gone, hearing the echo of his words.

      Happy day.

      “Thank you,” she called into the wind, seated on her lone perch, her legs swinging in the empty air.
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      The bells startled Wren out of her reverie. She’d never stayed out this long. Not in all the years she’d been locked up at Mossfell. She’d always been so careful to return to her room before the bells tolled. What was she thinking?

      Panicked, she imagined the stern faces of her caretakers if they found her gone. She knew what they’d do. They’d seal her window. She’d never be allowed to see the boy again.

      Only then did she realize that, for once, they’d forgotten to make their secret greeting.

      It felt like an omen, an awful one.

      Panic turned to fear, then anger to outright rebellion. Her friend was all she had. If they blocked her from seeing him . . .

      “I’ll break the window,” she said aloud. “If you take this from me, I’ll break it.”

      Wren scrambled along the roof, past the raven, and over the mossy tiles. Balanced on the wet ledge, she edged sideways. Finally, she slipped back into her bedroom and listened.

      Damp mist slid down her face. Beyond her bedroom door lay her sitting room, where she ate and read books, and her personal schoolroom. They were silent.

      Wren darted to her walk-in closet, shrugged out of her wet pajamas, and hauled on her school uniform. A gray skirt, white blouse, moss green socks, and matching sweater. She was tying her shoes when her caretakers arrived.

      All three hovered outside her bedroom door.

      Matron, stiff-faced as ever, barked, “Hurry now.”

      Not happy birthday, or even good morning. Just hurry now.

      Professor Arden, muscular and as tall as the door, said nothing. He rarely did, outside of her school lessons.

      Professor Finkle, Mossfell’s headmaster was her one ally. He smiled, his crinkled red hair gleaming. “Come out into the sitting room, please.”

      All three stood in a row, waiting for Wren to exit her bedroom.

      She paused to study their strange outfits. This was different.

      Instead of her starched uniform, Matron wore an ancient-looking party dress like something from a Victorian picture book. Oddly, the dress was burned in places and the cuffs were singed black. Had Matron worn it during a fire? Wren bit her lip, knowing better than to ask.

      Professor Finkle and Professor Arden also wore puzzling outfits; formal, dusty-looking jackets over quilted velvet pants. Their clothes stank of mothballs.

      “Should I change?” Wren demanded, confused.

      “No. Please, come out, child,” Matron said.

      So Wren did.

      As always, her caretakers bowed. It was silly. It made her want to shout go away. None of them ever touched her. Not a hug, nor a squeeze, or even a brush in passing. She knew they were terrified of her awful ears.

      Who wouldn’t be?

      She was an abomination.

      Holding her head high to keep her chin from wobbling, Wren strode past and took a seat in her appointed chair. The wooden monstrosity had lion-shaped feet and feathers carved into its surface. Etched high on the chair back was the image of a beast. Part eagle, part lion, the animal was both majestic and frightening, something not of this world. A griffin.

      The chair was so large she could only perch on the edge.

      Matron spoke in a nasal, self-important monotone. “As we know, today is an important day. It is your thirteenth birthday, and as such . . .”

      But Wren tuned her out. Instead, she studied the gift box on the oak table. A buzz started in her head. A hopeful buzz that made her almost sick. The box was ten inches long and six inches wide, wrapped in gold paper, tied with a thick red ribbon.

      Could it be what she’d asked for?

      Could it possibly be?

      There had been an argument over her request. Matron had called it ridiculous. What kind of child asks for such a pointless present? No, she knew they’d never grant it.

      Matron’s voice droned on. Would she ever stop? Professor Arden stared at the wall, stock-still like an enormous toy soldier. Professor Finkle’s rumpled face remained impassive, but when she glanced at him, he winked.

      A fist of hope tightened in her chest.

      If anyone could grant her birthday wish, it would be Professor Finkle.

      “Can I open it?” she demanded, cutting Matron off mid-sentence.

      “Wha—but I—child, I am speaking!” Matron said.

      “Let her open it,” Finkle said. “Today is her birthday, after all,”

      “A momentous day,” Arden said, breaking his usual silence.

      “Oh, very well,” Matron said.

      Wren drew the box to her, paused, and made a wish. Please, oh please, let it be.

      Carefully, she untied the ribbon and pulled off the paper to reveal a long wooden box carved with the griffin crest. The design from her chair. She ran her fingers over it in disappointment. This looked way too fancy for what she’d asked for.

      Still, she lifted the lid and her breath caught.

      Tears pricked the corners of her eyes. Embarrassed, she dashed them away.

      Inside lay a sturdy, forked wooden branch. With a trembling hand, she took the branch from its velvet cushion and clasped it to her chest.

      “It’s perfect,” she said in disbelief.

      “A silly gift for a silly girl,” Matron said. “A stick? Who asks for a stick? You could have had anything, child.”

      This made her pause.

      “Anything?” Wren demanded sharply, thinking of her mysterious parents. Of freedom. Of the children below and the friendship she longed for. “I could have had anything? How about⁠—”

      Professor Finkle cut in smoothly. “Matron, this is what she wanted. It’s her birthday. Let her enjoy it.”

      “Enjoy it?” Matron demanded. “How does one—” She paused, her face tightening. “Well, yes, it is the child’s birthday.” Matron toyed with the burnt cuffs of her tattered party dress. “Breakfast will be up shortly. Will there be anything else?”

      Yes. Tell me why I’m here. Tell me why I can’t go to school like a normal child. Tell me where my mom and dad are. Please tell me how to get them back.

      “You can leave me alone,” Wren said. “It’s my birthday and I want you to leave me alone. And don’t come back until tomorrow.”

      Matron sniffed. “Well then, enjoy your day.”

      Professor Arden wrinkled his nose.

      As for Professor Finkle, he looked wounded, clearly hurt after all the trouble he’d gone through to defend her.

      Wren fingered her gift and stared at her shoes. “Thank you,” she mumbled.

      They shuffled and bowed. Matron and Professor Arden were the first out the door.

      “Professor Finkle?” Wren whispered.

      One hand on the doorknob, he turned.

      “It’s perfect,” she said.

      His cheeks creased into a smile. “Happy Birthday, Wren. You’re thirteen now. Mark my words. Your world is about to change.”

      She felt a strange shiver. What did that mean?

      He closed the door and locked it, leaving her feeling oddly uneasy.

      A sound came from the bedroom, almost like someone sucking in a breath. She spun, her sensitive furry ears twitching.

      Wren . . . came a quiet, desperate voice.

      The sound made her leap from her chair. She ran to her bedroom and peered inside.

      There was her bed with its lofty duvet, her tall set of dresser drawers, her dollhouse now rarely used, and the window she’d sealed shut against the rain.

      Wren . . .

      She dropped the forked stick, forgetting she still held it.

      “Who are you?” she cried.

      Silence.

      “Who said that?”

      Wren . . .

      There was a terrible loneliness in that voice. A loneliness as deep as her own.

      “Where are you?” she cried.

      I need you. Hurry. Please hurry.

      “Just tell me where you are. How do I find you? How can I help you?”

      This time, no answer came.

      Instead, she felt a chilling sense of someone—or something—struggling, clawing, working to reach her.
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      The voice didn’t return. All morning, Wren listened, caught between horror and worry for whoever—or whatever—had called her name.

      She finally gave up, took her forked branch, and set to work on her project. Seated at the dining room table, she carved away the rough bark until only the smooth surface remained. Then she cut the stick down until it formed a perfect letter Y.

      Wren had been collecting elastic bands of various sizes, sneaking them from Professor Arden’s supplies. She selected the sturdiest ones and fastened them to the stick’s upper two points, stretching them from one side to the other. Last, she wound a strip of fabric around the elastics’ center.

      Satisfied with her work, she lifted the device to study it.

      A slingshot.

      It was exactly like she’d seen in a book. Holding it at eye level with one outstretched arm, she pulled back on the elastic until it reached its full tension. When she let go, the band sprang forward with surprising force.

      Yes, this would work. This would definitely work. Professor Finkle was right—Wren’s world was about to change.

      Smiling, she pried up a loose floorboard. It came away with a snick and a burst of dust. Only one object lay inside: a walnut-sized rock. She set the slingshot next to the rock and slid the floorboard back in place.

      Tomorrow would be the best day of her life.
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      The day dawned beneath a leaden sky. Wren tucked the slingshot and missile into her pajama pockets and scaled to her high, lonely perch.

      Below, not a single face looked up as she held the stone and aimed. The missile strained at the elastic, eager for release. Her hand began to ache. The elastic dug into her fingers. She held on, waiting, gritting her teeth.

      Where was the wheelchair?

      Where was the boy?

      Why didn’t he come?

      The last child disappeared into the school and still she waited. Ten minutes, fifteen minutes. She’d be caught. Yet she didn’t move.

      The wretched truth came to her, a truth she knew with all her heart.

      He would not come. He’d never come again.

      There had been a finality in how he’d struggled to look back at her. A finality in those quiet, spoken words. He’d known. It was a gesture of goodbye.

      Wren’s fingers opened and the slingshot tumbled away, falling and bouncing from the rooftops to land forgotten in the bushes. She stared at the missile in her other hand, unwrapping the paper she’d wadded around it. The page fluttered, her handwriting black against the paper.

      There were so many things she’d wanted to say.

      In the end, all she’d written was a simple statement.

      Hello. My name’s Wren.

      She crumpled it in her fist. Picturing the boy’s face, she let it fly away. The paper tumbled end-over-end, finally catching far below in a tangle of weeds.

      Matron’s distant scream pierced the silence.

      Wren was jolted back to the present.

      “She’s gone,” Matron screamed. “Wren! Where is she? Wren!”

      Wren blew out a sigh. It no longer mattered. She took her time returning to her bedroom window. Three furious faces glared as her feet hit the floor.

      “I’m here,” Wren said, sticking out her chin to hide her fear.

      There was no bowing this time, no stiff formality. Her caretakers huddled in a clump, outraged.

      Matron screeched, “How dare you! What are you doing, girl?”

      “I’m standing in my room,” Wren said.

      “This is outrageous. You could have fallen to your death! Are you stupid? Do you think you can fly?” Matron howled.

      Professor Arden, stony-faced, said, “It is her nature.”

      “Her nature?” Matron said. “Her nature? If she’d followed her nature, she’d have learned to listen. But has she? No. Indeed. Let me tell you⁠—”

      Professor Finkle cleared his throat. “As you can see, the child is in one piece. That’s enough, Matron.”

      “Enough? After everything we’ve sacrificed? After everything we’ve given up? Think how long we’ve lived here. And you tell me that’s enough?”

      Wren drew back, startled. What did Matron mean? What had they sacrificed?

      “Pack your things, child,” Professor Finkle said, producing a suitcase. “We’re leaving in half an hour.”

      If she’d been startled before, now, her mouth dropped open. “Pack . . . my things?”

      “Your clothes. And anything else you’d like to take,” he said.

      “Where are we going?”

      “We’ll talk in the car. Now please, we have a long trip ahead.”

      Wren had never been in a car. She took the suitcase, stunned. “Will I be coming back?”

      Matron said, “Enough questions. Do as you’re told.”

      In a daze, Wren surveyed her apartment. Everything she’d ever known was contained in this space. Her books, drawings, and toys. The places she liked to sit and the pillow she clung to every night.

      There was the window, the bell tower, and the raven on the roof. Most important of all, the boy. But he wasn’t coming back. She felt sure of that now. The memory of his wheelchair rose in her mind.

      How he’d struggled across the schoolyard! Her heart squeezed all over again. Yet he’d smiled that big smile of his, one she’d never forget.

      He hadn’t known her name, nor she his, but he was the best friend in the world.

      With him gone, there was nothing left for her here.

      Wren went to her walk-in closet, dutifully carrying the suitcase. Apart from her uniform, she’d been given a handful of casual clothes. She dressed in pants and a T-shirt and pulled on her hooded sweatshirt. Then she returned to the sitting room, her suitcase still empty. Best to make a clean break of it.

      Matron glared, her lips pursed in sullen silence.

      Professor Arden stood like a soldier, staring at a point above Wren’s head.

      “Come along.” Professor Finkle took her suitcase, went to the locked door, and opened it.

      Timidly, Wren approached and peered out. A narrow hall led to a steep set of stairs. The hum of children’s voices rose from below.

      With trembling feet, she stepped over the threshold and paused. Out of habit, she yanked her thick hair over her ears.

      Perhaps this was a joke. A punishment for climbing out the window and all the other reasons they hated her. From what Matron said, they’d hated her for a very long time. Yes, she was sure this was a joke and they’d sneer and shove her back inside, close the door, and forget to feed her.

      Wren glanced back at Matron.

      “Go along, child,” Matron snapped. “We don’t have all day.”

      Wren spun and clattered along the hall, down the stairs, and after Professor Finkle.
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      Wren marveled when she saw the car up close. As she climbed in, it was just like being a Mossfell student!

      Except that unlike an ordinary student, she wasn’t being driven off by her loving parents. She had no idea of her destination. As she settled into the cold back seat, her gaze lingered on Mossfell Academy, the only home she’d ever known. Her heart fluttered with excitement and unease.

      Until today, she’d longed to escape. Now, she wasn’t so sure.

      Professor Finkle got behind the wheel and the engine roared to life.

      The familiar silhouette of her window looked so small. She knew every groove in that windowsill, every handhold in the wall that led her to the top. A whisper of doubt crossed her mind—this wasn't a choice she’d made. They’d made it for her. Like everything in her life.

      Then, the reality truly began to sink in.

      I’m outside. I’m leaving. My life really is about to change.

      Only then did she realize Matron and Professor Arden weren’t coming. Like two mismatched soldiers, they stood on the school steps with eyes like stones.

      Neither had bothered to say goodbye. A sharp jab of hurt made her eyes sting and she blinked hard. She knew she shouldn’t care but she did.

      “Settle in,” Finkle said. “We have a long way to go.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “You’ll see.”

      As Mossfell’s bell tower shrank into the distance, her stomach churned. Out here, the world seemed huge. Loud winds shook the trees and rattled the car. Her rooms at Mossfell Academy had at least been safe and comfortable.

      What would happen to them now? Would Matron lock up and throw away the key?

      And why wouldn’t they tell her what would become of her?

      The world zoomed past at impossible speeds: houses, shops, people, pets. The town grew sparser and the road narrowed. Soon, fields and forests stretched away into the unknown.

      Warily, Wren watched, feeling sick. Finally, she did what she always did when things got too stressful.

      She went to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Wren was lost in a wonderful dream. She was having a picnic with her parents, drinking hot chocolate and playing Crazy Eights. All three were laughing.

      The car bounced heavily, jerking Wren from that perfect, happy place.

      She blinked uneasily.

      The car bumped down a gravel road. Wind gripped the treetops, making the pines creak and sway. Overhead, storm clouds massed like black sheep.

      Finkle slowed at a crooked mailbox and turned into an overgrown drive. “Here we are.”

      Wren was almost afraid to look. Instead, she craned forward to see a huge old house.

      It was the strangest place. One half looked like a miniature castle. It even had a turret and a front door with a golden knocker shaped like a royal crown.

      That half of the house she liked.

      The other half made her shiver, for the left side was in ruins.

      The roof had caved in. A bush sprouted from a crushed window. Shutters hung at weird angles, flapping in the stormy breeze.

      Did anyone even live here? Except for wild bears and wolves? She squinted, but the only animal in sight was a cute little chipmunk. It twitched its tail beneath a patch of red roses.

      As the car passed, the chipmunk paused to watch, eyes shining with interest. Then, it scampered away.

      The car groaned to a halt.

      Wren’s heart fluttered like a hummingbird’s wings. Was she being left to survive alone in this lost place?

      Finkle’s neck had gone all sweaty, staining the back of his shirt collar. “Here we are. I’ll come around and let you out.” He opened her door and bowed. His suit jacket was rumpled from the drive. “Come along, out you get.”

      Seeing no other choice and not wanting to be dragged out by one arm, Wren obeyed. She watched every inch of the house from the corners of her eyes.

      “I’ll just get your suitcase,” he said.

      “I don’t need it,” she whispered, her mouth like cotton.

      He didn’t hear. He went to the trunk.

      Maybe if she begged, he’d take her back to Mossfell.

      Heavy clouds rolled across the sky, casting cold shadows. Thunder rumbled, threatening rain. She didn’t want to be left alone in a half-castle, half-ruined house.

      “Hello, Wren.”

      The woman’s voice made Wren spin so fast that gravel flew. No one had ever snuck up on her before. Not Matron, Professor Arden, Finkle, or even the raven on the roof. She heard everything from miles away.

      And yet here stood a lady with wispy white curls, a softly wrinkled face, and a gaze that held both warmth and authority. She wore a dove-gray dress that flowed like mist. A single silver brooch glinted at her collar—a miniature, intricately carved raven.

      Something about this lady in gray made her seem . . . knowing. About what, Wren wasn’t quite sure.

      One thing was certain: this castle-house wasn’t deserted.

      “H-hello.” Wren took a cautious step back, tightening her hood over her ears.

      The lady said, “That must have been quite a long drive. I hope it wasn’t too bad.”

      “It was . . . fine.”

      The more Wren looked, the more this lady seemed eerily familiar. Was it her eyes? The curve of her cheek? The sound of her voice? Wren felt she’d seen her in a dream, but the details slipped away like smoke. There was something regal about her long, dove-gray dress. She belonged in one of the fairytale books Wren had left behind in the attic.

      Yet this was no fairytale.

      She had to be careful. She wouldn’t be taken in by this stranger who’d snuck up on her so easily.

      Plucking up her courage, Wren asked, “What’s your name?”

      “My name?” She sounded startled that Wren didn’t know and shot Finkle a flash of irritation. Her frown faded so quickly that Wren wondered if she’d imagined it.

      Professor Finkle hadn’t noticed. He was lifting the suitcase from the trunk.

      “I’m sorry.” The lady’s eyes crinkled into a warm smile. “I should have introduced myself. I know your name, and yet you don’t know mine. Why don’t you call me Nan?”

      “Nan,” she said, testing it out.

      “Welcome home.”

      Before Wren could digest those two startling words, the lady bent and did something unexpected. She took hold of her hands in her gentle, wrinkled ones and squeezed them. No one had ever touched Wren before. Not since she could remember. Nan’s fingers were small, the skin dry and papery, yet they held a comforting strength Wren had never known.

      “It’s been too long,” Nan said softly.

      Wren was so alarmed she could only stand there, frozen, until Nan let go.

      She was still in shock when Professor Finkle approached, suitcase in hand, and bowed deeply. “My lady. You’re looking well. It’s nice to see you.”

      “Hello, Finkle.” Nan studied the professor from head to toe. “This is a momentous day. Thank you for bringing her to me. Finally.”

      Finally?

      “I’m doing my job.” Finkle tugged at his sweaty collar. “That was the agreement, my lady.”

      Nan's eyes held a brief glint of recognition at his words. "We all have our roles, don't we, Finkle? Time will reveal the purpose behind each step."

      The agreement? What agreement?

      Abruptly, Nan said, “Wren, you must be starving. Do you like chocolate chip cookies?”

      Who didn’t like chocolate chip cookies? It was an odd switch in the conversation, though, and Wren wanted to know more about the agreement.

      Nan said, “Why don’t you run inside? I’ve left a plate in the front hall. Have as many cookies as you like.”

      Suddenly, Wren wasn’t sure she wanted those cookies, grumbling stomach or not. She hesitated, stepping closer to Professor Finkle. The idea of venturing into the unknown, fueled by Nan's mysterious words, sent a shiver down her spine.

      “You’re not . . . leaving, are you?” she asked the professor, longing to reach for her old guardian’s hand.

      Nan said, “Don’t worry. We’ll find you in a bit. Go on, have a look around inside. Your bedroom’s on the third floor. I’m sure you’d like to see it, wouldn’t you?”

      Normally, Wren would be over the moon at the freedom to explore. She’d been locked away for as long as she could remember. Now, though, Wren didn’t want to go inside. An unspoken tension lingered in Nan's words, hinting at something more, a future waiting to unfold.

      Unease turned Wren’s palms damp. She pressed them to her pants, trying to dry them without Nan noticing.

      Professor Finkle seemed worried, too. “Are you sure that’s a good—maybe we should⁠—”

      “This way, Finkle,” Nan said. “Let’s have a wander in my garden. I’ll show you my rose bushes. They’ve grown quite thorny this year.”
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      Wren watched the regal, white-haired lady lead Professor Finkle into the garden. The air felt heavy—the storm was closing in. Obviously, they planned to whisper about her in private. Well, she’d go inside, find a window, and spy on them.

      Wren strode to the grand front door, and her gaze froze on the symbol carved neatly into its surface.

      How odd.

      The same symbol decorated her chair in the attic—the griffin crest! She blinked at the familiar icon with its lion’s body and eagle’s head. Talk about a strange coincidence. Then again, she’d never left her attic. Maybe everyone used this symbol as a decoration.

      Wren cracked open the door and slipped inside.

      “Whoa,” she breathed.

      The front hall was amazing. Huge and fancy, with swirl-patterned rugs, a grandfather clock, and a sparkling chandelier. The scent of chocolate chip cookies drew her to a glossy round table, on which lay a fancy platter piled high.

      She hesitated, only for a moment. Then her stomach roared, and she shoved a cookie into her mouth. A second followed, and a third. She ate five before pouring herself a glass of lemonade from a pitcher and gulping thirstily.

      Feeling mildly ill, she headed toward a curving staircase that angled upward.

      Paintings of old-fashioned people decorated both walls. Some looked friendly and a few looked eerily familiar. One portrait, that of a young man wearing a brooding, oily smile, gave her the creeps. She made a face at him and climbed upward.

      On the second floor, she paused, then decided to keep going. Spying suddenly seemed less interesting than seeing what kind of bedroom had been reserved for her. Would it be another attic with a lock on the door? Although, if she was to be locked in—why had she been left to wander alone?

      The stairs ended in a long, third-floor corridor lined with dozens of doors. Dark, leafy patterns climbed the walls. She set out down the hallway, trying doors as she went. The first three were locked.

      Wren came to the open door of a bedroom so cozy and inviting that her breath caught. Was this the room Nan had set up for her? A big dormer window held a padded seat piled high with cushions. It was the perfect place to read or look out into the forest. Shelves held puzzles, games, and books. The open closet was brimming with new clothes and shoes, all certain to fit Wren. She even spotted a cheery pair of rubber boots that were perfect for splashing in puddles.

      Most astonishing, the lock was on the inside to keep people out.

      It felt like a dream. Wren’s frozen heart melted a little.

      A worrying thought broke the fuzzy feeling. Obviously, the lady hadn’t seen Wren’s furry ears. Otherwise, she’d have screamed in disgust. Maybe Finkle planned to leave without telling Nan. Then the lady would discover what kind of girl they’d saddled her with. Would Wren still be allowed this beautiful room?

      She recalled how Nan had squeezed her hands. It had felt . . . miraculous. Warm, soft. Safe. Something not meant for her.

      She should have stopped Nan. The poor lady would not be happy when she saw Wren’s ears.

      What kind of place was this, anyway? It couldn’t be an orphanage. There were no children. She’d have heard them. And orphans weren’t given nice rooms like this.

      Before she could investigate further, a voice echoed down the hall.

      Not just any voice—the voice. The ghostly one she’d heard in her locked attic rooms.

      Wren, the voice called softly. Wren, I need you.

      “Who said that?” she demanded, her ears trembling.

      Wren . . . this way. Find me. Hurry.

      What trick was this? Who was doing this? How could she hear someone who wasn’t there?

      Then she scolded herself, for what if they desperately needed help?

      She’d yearned for a friend for as long as she could remember. And now, someone was calling for her. Did it matter she couldn’t see them? They wanted her. Wren. They’d called for her by name.

      Wren abandoned the bedroom and charged down the hallway, rattling doors in search of the voice.

      “Where are you?” she called. “Don’t worry, I’m here. I’m coming to help. Just tell me where you are.”

      But there was no answer.

      “Speak to me!” she called, unwilling to give up until she found them.

      Wren tried more doors until she reached the last one.

      It was closed, like the others. Yet a strange sensation whiplashed through her as she stared at the symbol embedded in its center. The griffin crest, inlaid in gold, glittered like a signpost—to what, she couldn’t say.

      Wren’s heart boomed like thunder.

      “Are you in there?” she whispered.

      Wren tried the handle. It turned.

      She took a breath, steadied herself, and peered inside.
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      The door opened into a large, gloomy room—part study, part library. Dusty shelves held strange curiosities: jars of knobby roots, rolled-up scrolls, massive books, weighing scales, and even a miniature harp. The air smelled faintly of spicy men’s cologne with something rotten underneath.

      Standing on the threshold, Wren cast a glance back down the hall. Familiar griffin symbol or not, she was sure this place must be off-limits.

      “Hello?” she whispered. “Are you in there?”

      Again, the voice didn’t reply.

      Her stomach squeezed. “Maybe you can’t speak any longer, but I won’t stop listening for you. I promise. If you need me, I’m here.”

      Wren tensed her pointed ears. A sound, low and humming, came to her. More of a vibration than a song. She couldn’t pinpoint the source, only that it came from this room.

      How long did she have until the grown-ups came looking for her? Minutes? Less?

      Quickly, drawn by a powerful urge, she stole inside and closed the door.

      Fingers of light pried through the heavy drapes, illuminating a pile of yellowed papers on the desk’s cluttered surface. A massive, curved claw lay atop them. She touched the claw’s smooth, ivory surface in wonder.

      Behind the king-sized desk, a high-backed chair gleamed with a velvety, black sheen that drew her forward. She reached out to touch it, and only then did she realize it wasn’t velvet . . . it was upholstered in hundreds of black feathers. Wren thought of the raven on Mossfell’s roof, and her stomach gave an unhappy flip-flop.

      She snatched her fingers away.

      Familiar voices drifted to her.

      The grown-ups, they were coming. She had to get out.

      As she darted to the door, she realized the voices weren’t in the hall but were drifting up from the garden below. Tiptoeing to the window, Wren pulled it open and listened.

      Professor Finkle said, “Has he entered through?”

      “He has not,” Nan said. “It’s past the deadline. I don’t like to think what could be keeping him.”

      Who were they talking about? Entered through? Entered through what?

      “Don’t fret, My Lady. He’ll come. There’s no need to worry.” Professor Finkle’s voice was soothing. It’s how he spoke to Wren when she demanded to be let outside or to meet the other children.

      Instead of soothing Nan, though, his words had the opposite effect.

      “Finkle,” she said tersely. “Do not. Advise me. How to think. Ever.”

      “Of course not.”

      The storm rumbled, electrifying the air.

      Nan said, “Explain to me what you’ve done with Wren. Or better yet, what you’ve failed to do. Clearly, she knows nothing of herself.”

      Wren stiffened.

      What a thing to say when they’d only just met! Wren knew lots of things about herself. She liked to climb. She loved to read and had read dozens of books, some three times or more. She could tie twelve kinds of knots and land a pebble in a cup from ten feet away.

      “My Lady . . .”

      “Do not my lady me.”

      Finkle’s voice grew bolder. “Fine. You weren’t there. We did what was best. Right from the start, Wren was an erratic and unruly child. She wouldn’t listen. No matter how often we told her, she wouldn’t listen!”

      Wren’s whole body sagged.

      “And how would you know she doesn’t listen, Finkle?”

      A small part of Wren wondered why Nan was defending her, yet being spoken of like this only deepened her loneliness. There was a long moment of silence.

      Finkle said, “She’s shown all the signs of what happened to her father.”

      Her father?

      “Enough,” Nan said.

      “No, you need to understand. Wren gave me no choice. Her uncle ordered me to do it if the signs were there. Malifast wanted her kept in the dark until we brought her to him. On her thirteenth birthday.”

      Wren’s ears flattened under the barrage of shocking bombshells. On top of everything, she had an Uncle Malifast.

      Nan said, “You have failed her. Our future stands on a knife’s edge. This foolishness will hurt us all.”

      “Malifast informed me you’d say that. It doesn’t please me to tell you this, my lady, but Wren is wrong in the head. Over the years, it’s only gotten worse. She asked for a stick for her birthday. A stick, I tell you. The signs are all there. We found her climbing on the roof like a wild animal only yesterday.”

      Wren’s knees went weak. The one person she trusted thought she was wrong in the head. She crumpled against the sill.

      Finkle said, “You know I’m right. It’s her father’s madness all over again.”

      There was a long, heavy beat, broken only by the sound of Wren’s ragged breathing.

      Then, Nan said, “Never speak of my son like that again.”

      Her son? Nan’s . . . son?

      The pieces started coming together, beginning with the lady’s familiar eyes. Wren saw those same eyes every time she looked in the mirror. Then there was the name: Nan.

      Nana.

      Grandma.

      Wren had a grandmother.

      Wonder sparked in Wren’s aching heart. Maybe even joy, but it crashed and burned just as quickly. Yes, she had a grandmother—one who’d abandoned her.

      The cookies churned in her belly. She hated that she’d eaten them, that she’d enjoyed them. As for the rest, her father . . . no . . . she wouldn’t believe it.

      Nan didn’t know the truth, and neither did Finkle. There was a reason her parents had left, a good one. Not this.

      Finkle said, “Her uncle will know what to do. She must be stopped from following in her father’s footsteps. We can’t let her repeat the destruction he caused all over again.”

      What was he supposed to have done?

      Before Nan could reply, Finkle’s phone dinged.

      “That’ll be Matron,” he said. “She’ll want to know we arrived.”

      Wren huddled on the dusty floor, gasping with confused hurt. She pulled her knees to her chest and put her face in her arms. An utter loneliness descended like a smothering hand. Her shoulders hunched around her furry ears, and she pressed her eyes into the crook of her elbow, her mouth wobbling. She wouldn’t cry, she wouldn’t. She’d stay strong, just like always, no matter what. And if her sleeve was a little wet with tears, no one was here to see it.

      From the windowsill came the sound of tiny scampering feet. An instant later, something small and furry nudged her foot.

      Startled, Wren shied sideways.

      A small chipmunk sat near her ankles. He was the cutest thing she’d ever seen. Round eyes, striped back, and a fluffy tail like a big exclamation point. He stared up at her, whiskers trembling, and her heart melted.

      “Hey,” she said, quickly scrubbing at her eyes. “How did you get in here?”

      The chipmunk inched closer. She could hardly believe it. Quietly, so he wouldn’t run away, she said, “I saw a little chipmunk under the rosebushes.”

      The chipmunk’s nose wiggled as if sniffing her. Then he inched right up to her shoe.

      Gingerly, she reached to stroke his fur. He didn’t run away. He was furry and soft, and to her amazement, he hopped onto her forearm and perched there. He smelled clean, like mown grass after the rain.

      “Hello,” she said, laughing as he scurried up her arm.

      At her shoulder, he poked his way under her thick hair and took up residence near her right ear.

      Laughing again, Wren dried her cheeks with her sleeve.

      “Thanks for coming, little guy,” she said as his tail tickled her nose. “Thank you.”
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      The chipmunk still sat on Wren’s shoulder as she got to her feet. Enough feeling sorry for herself. Just like always, she’d get on with things as best she could. If she stayed busy, things were sure to improve.

      Dusting off her knees, she said, “I wonder whose room this is?”

      The chipmunk, of course, didn’t answer. But it felt nice to have someone to talk to. Even a silent someone.

      “Maybe this room was Uncle Malifast’s? The man supposed to ‘come through’ and get me? Whatever that meant.”

      She glanced around with an involuntary shudder and spotted a crude diagram of a giant snake. Despite the interesting curiosities crammed into every shelf and corner, a creepy aura hung in the air.

      Wren moved along the shelves, poking at dusty objects. She studied an unfamiliar map on the wall—a place of mountains and forests, rivers and seas. Was that Earth? The label beneath read Everlea, and all the towns and regions bore foreign names. It didn’t look like any map she’d ever seen.

      She stopped before a glass display cabinet in the room’s farthest, murkiest corner. A single treasure lay inside on a small velvet cushion: a jewel-encrusted, golden acorn. It was no larger than a chicken’s egg and gleamed softly in the half-light.

      The cabinet had a key still in the lock. Wren glanced toward the hallway, then gave the key a quick twist. She’d nearly forgotten the hum in the room, which had remained low and steady. Now, as the cabinet clicked open, the hum increased.

      Oddly, it was coming from the acorn.

      Wren bent to read the display’s label. Except it wasn’t a label. It was a note.

      In a spidery script, the note read: For Wren.

      “For me?” she said, drawing back in surprise.

      Who had left her this astonishing treasure? The acorn was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. Jewels belted its middle. A pearl crowned its top. Strange markings and symbols were etched all over its glittering surface. And all the while, it vibrated with that low, steady hum.

      Ignoring an inner warning, she reached for it with shaking fingers.

      The chipmunk got to it first. He scampered down her arm, snatched the acorn, zigzagged across the room, and out the open window.

      “Hey!” Wren cried, charging after it. “Wait—stop. That’s mine!”

      The chipmunk was gone.

      Wren climbed out onto the sill.

      Finkle and Nan’s voices drifted from three stories below, still safely out of view.

      On the roof, the chipmunk’s fluffy tail twitched near the chimney.

      “Got you.” Wren wiped raindrops from her nose, took hold of a drainpipe, and shimmied upward. The trough screeched in protest. With a groak, it pulled free of its moorings and tilted out into space.

      In a frenzy, Wren grabbed for a nearby sill. Her fingers rattled down a second-floor shutter. Bracing for the worst, she crash-landed on a poofy, flower-scented hedge. She lay gasping, hardly able to believe her luck. Beyond a few minor scratches, she was unharmed.

      From a distance, Finkle said, “Did you hear that?”

      “Quickly, this way,” Nan said.

      Wren cringed. If she were found clambering around the bushes, Nan would genuinely believe she was crazy. Wren leaped to her feet, scattering twigs and leaves. She needed to hide!

      Nearby, a pair of rusty doors were embedded in the ground. What luck. A cellar was the perfect place to disappear.

      Finkle’s voice grew louder. “Someone’s in the yard. And I have a feeling I know who it is.”

      “You’re hearing things,” Nan snapped.

      Wren darted to the doors and her mouth dropped open. There it was again—the griffin symbol—etched into the metal! Why did it keep appearing? And here, of all places?

      Just then the chipmunk arrived, hugging his glittering treasure. He scampered to her side. Too panicked to think, she muscled the doors open with the chipmunk on her heels.

      She stopped on the second stair. This was no cellar. Below, she spotted a giant compass-looking thing embedded in the stone floor. It featured an acorn-shaped groove at its center. The chipmunk scampered toward it, clearly pleased as he hugged the golden prize in his tiny arms.

      Part of her brain wondered if the glittering acorn and the groove that matched its shape and size were related, but she had no time to worry about that now. She needed to shut the doors.

      Except they were jammed open.

      Come on, come on!

      “Wren!” Finkle hollered. “If I catch you back here⁠—”

      As she stood half out of the cellar, he came into view.

      Their eyes met.

      His face turned purple and twisted into an outraged mask, the likes of which she’d never seen before.

      “Get out of there,” he snarled. He’d never spoken like that. “NOW! Do you hear me?”

      The intensity of his rage struck Wren with terror. She tugged harder, stubbornly trying to shut herself inside.

      Finkle shouted, “Let go of that door. Let go and come here! Come here or I will⁠—”

      “Don’t you dare speak to my granddaughter like that,” Nan said.

      “I will address her as I see fit.”

      “You will address her in a way befitting her station. That is your duty.” Nan clamped onto his arm, whirling him to face her with surprising strength. “She is not a child to be scolded.”

      Finkle said. “She is⁠—”

      Nan cut in. “She is the successor to the throne, and you will speak to her as such.”

      Wren’s world seemed to come to a screeching halt.

      Successor to the throne? What throne?

      A violent rushing sound tore at Wren’s ears. It came from the bottom of the chamber.

      Nan’s next words came in a blur of wind. “You seem to have forgotten, Finkle. But my granddaughter is no ordinary child,” she warned. “She is the Griffin Queen.”

      Nan’s words slammed into Wren and her heart seemed to stop. She couldn’t breathe. Her thoughts crashed into one another, each blacker than the next. Griffin Queen? Throne? Destiny? That made no sense. She was a prisoner. A child that no one wanted. A girl abandoned by her parents. How dare they taunt her like this? What game were they playing? She clutched the cellar door, gasping, her knuckles turning white.

      Her eyes darted between Nan and Finkle, searching for answers.

      "I'm what?" Her voice trembled. A horrible foreboding washed over her. One hand went instinctively to her awful, pointed ears. The cellar walls, which had promised safety, now felt like they were closing in.

      “It’s true,” Finkle said, still furious and unlike himself. “Now come out of there!”

      She'd laugh if not so frightened by his odd behavior. A queen? Her? She refused to believe it. This wasn’t some storybook. And anyway, who’d want to be queen? Everyone knew queens had no friends, not real ones. Wasn’t it enough she’d been cursed already? No. They were lying.

      "Listen to me, child." Nan's voice softened, a comforting hand on the storm of Wren's thoughts. “Destiny is a rock we must carry. Some of us are given stones that are darker than others. Yet even the blackest pebble shines when you hold it to the light.”

      Wren's gaze flicked to the chipmunk, who was still clutching the golden acorn. The treasure vibrated with an energy that seemed to connect with the hum in the air. Was this acorn, this strange symbol, her "rock of destiny"?

      As Finkle's furious words clashed with Nan's soft ones, Wren wanted to shout at them both. She thought of the boy in the wheelchair. All she’d ever longed for was a friend; now that felt impossible.

      “I’m not a queen,” she screamed at them. “You’re lying. I’m a girl, that’s all!”

      The cellar floor beneath her feet seemed to shift. She turned to see that the chipmunk had pushed the acorn into the slot. The whole floor was giving way, dissolving. A dark forest appeared in its place, and a great wind sucked at Wren.

      The chipmunk, round-eyed with terror, leaped toward her. He didn’t get far.

      Over the roar came Nan’s voice. “Wren, wait!”

      Nan didn’t sound angry, she sounded sad. The wind sucked harder, a whirlpool tugging Wren toward that gaping hole.

      “Please,” Nan cried. “Don’t go. I can’t lose you again. Stay. Please!”

      The agony in Nan’s voice stirred Wren’s heart. Even over her terror, she felt it—the part of her that longed to be loved. Those words held the promise of everything she’d ever wanted: to have a home, a family, to belong. To know that she truly had been lost, and now she was found, and Nan wanted her to stay.

      She tried to hold on against the gale. “Nan!”

      Her grandmother reached out a hand. By some miracle, she seemed to catch Wren on an invisible lifeline.

      “Pull me back,” Wren cried.

      Nan’s voice swirled around her in the gale. “It’s too late, child. You are strong. Alone you found the door, and alone you must find the way.”

      But Wren wasn’t strong and didn’t want to find anything except home.

      The line between them snapped.

      “Nan!” Wren cried.

      It was no use. Wren and the chipmunk were ripped over the threshold and swept into the hole. A thick forest, dark with murky trees, swallowed them. As if caught in a hurricane, they flew between branches, hurtling until the trees blurred into green streaks of light.

      She held the chipmunk tight, blinking hard, the speed pulling tears from her eyes.

      When she felt sure she couldn’t bear it a second longer, everything began to slow.

      Out of the green gloom, a spark of light appeared. It came closer until it grew into a circle, like a round picture on a far wall. They zoomed toward it until the picture was mere feet away. The image showed a rustic dirt lane flanked by towering pine trees and thick bushes.

      As she was pushed up against it, she flinched, waiting for the crash of glass.

      Instead, with a quiet pop, they fell through.

      Wren slammed belly first into the damp dirt, hard enough to knock the wind from her lungs. She gasped, seeing stars and wheezing.

      She thought she heard a second pop, heavy footsteps, someone running away.

      Her head throbbed. She tried to raise it, rolled over with a groan, and blacked out.
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      Wren blinked awake and peered dreamily up at the sky.

      She was outside. Had she fallen from the school roof and landed in the woods behind Mossfell Academy? Well, it was bound to happen eventually.

      The ground felt so smooth. She’d never lain in the dirt before. It was almost velvety under her fingers.

      How quiet it was! Class must be in session.

      She breathed the misty air, marveling at her freedom. The clouds hung like heavy anvils over the treetops. Rain would be coming. Lovely as it was to be outside her locked attic rooms, it was best to return before she got caught. Wren wiped her dry mouth and thought she tasted chocolate chip cookies.

      Slowly, she sat up.

      Then, she froze and stared along the unfamiliar, rutted dirt road. Towering, ominous pine trees swayed on either side. Their tops reached so high that only the smallest patch of gray sky was visible.

      She wasn’t behind Mossfell Academy.

      What was this place?

      She shivered and wrapped her arms around her middle. Frowning, she tried to puzzle out what had happened.

      Bits trickled back, all fragmented and jumbled.

      She’d been at that half-tumbledown castle house . . . there had been a woman. And a mysterious study and a chipmunk. And there was something else. Something important. She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts. It wouldn’t come.

      Where was she?

      Was this a dream?

      Wren got to her feet and stumbled over a rock, stubbing her toe. She sucked in a breath. Ouch. Not a dream, then.

      Fear set in.

      Muffled squeaks and chatters came from the roadside.

      She spun, trying to figure out what was making it.

      The squeaks came again, louder and more insistent.

      Cautiously, she approached a tail sprouting out of a rabbit hole. The chipmunk! He was here. Clearly, he’d landed so hard he was stuck. He chattered angrily, growing more furious as his tail wiggled back and forth.

      “Hold on little fellow, stay still a minute.” Carefully, she dug away some earth.

      The chipmunk popped free, backed up, and whirled to face her. Sitting on his hind legs, he clasped his paws above his white belly. He looked indignant.

      A thought came to her. “Wait, there was a golden acorn. What happened to it?”

      She knew she needed it, although she couldn’t recall why.

      Wren got down on all fours and peered into the rabbit hole. “Maybe it’s in here.” She shoved her hand inside. Her fingers met something hard and oval. “Found it.”

      Wren jammed the golden, jeweled acorn into her pants pocket. Big as it was, it took a moment to stuff inside. At least it wouldn’t be falling out any time soon.

      Overhead, the trees groaned. Only now did she notice the stinking sap that oozed from the bark in yellow rivulets. Shadows flitted amongst the branches. Screeching bird calls sent chills slipping down her spine. This forest was eerie. It gave her the creeps.

      She tried again to remember the woman at the mixed-up castle house—who was she? What had she said that had seemed so important? The answers wouldn’t come. All she knew, with every fiber of her being, was that she had to get back. She had to find that woman. She couldn’t stay here. This place was all wrong.

      A fast-moving shadow swooped over the lane before she could make more sense of things. It was a bird, a massive raptor with wicked talons and a brutal, sharp beak. The chipmunk chattered in alarm and zigzagged off down the lane.

      Not fast enough.

      The raptor dive-bombed, zeroed in, and snatched the squealing chipmunk in its claws. Just as quickly, it began to rise, taking the terrified animal with it.

      Wren moved without thinking. She grabbed a stone and hurled it. The first one missed, but the second struck home. The raptor screeched angrily, and the chipmunk tumbled free, dropping through the air. Wren ran toward him, screaming at the bird, throwing more stones to keep it from attacking again.

      The chipmunk landed on all fours and crouched warily, staring upward.

      “Get away, monster! Get away from here!”

      The raptor watched her with one beady eye, almost as if it understood her words. A chill crept down her spine. After studying Wren a moment longer, the massive raptor wheeled around and flapped away down the lane, returning the way it had come.

      Wren bent over the chipmunk. “Are you alright? It almost got away with you. I thought⁠—”

      Then she felt it—a distant vibration shook the ground. It came from the direction the raptor had flown. The noise grew to a faint rumble, like the roar of a faraway avalanche. Soon, it clarified into distinct sounds—creaks like the turning of hundreds of wagon wheels. A rhythmic pounding that sounded like thousands of booted feet. The snuffles of animals—horses maybe, but that wasn’t quite right.

      Wren . . . came a thin voice.

      Suddenly, she remembered that voice. It had spoken to her in the attic at Mossfell Academy. And in another place, in that strange house—yes! In the creepy study where she’d found the acorn . . .

      Wren, you’ve come.

      “Who—where are you?” Wren asked. Her earlier determination to help this friend in need faltered slightly. How had the voice followed her here? “What is this place?”

      Don’t worry, I am close. You will see me soon. Very soon.

      “Hurry, something awful is coming.”

      Do not be afraid, child.

      Child? The word caught her off-guard.

      They’re not awful. They are my friends. And yours. Your arrival is a celebration. A momentous day. We are coming for you.

      This was no friend in need. The now powerful voice belonged to a grown-up! A man. It was her own fault for thinking otherwise. Still, it stung like a betrayal.

      She didn’t want adults coming for her, and she hated momentous days. Wren flashed on her attic prison and a stubborn streak reared its angry head.

      “Leave me alone,” she said, fisting her hands.

      Don’t be silly. We’ve come to honor you.

      “Well, I don’t want your honor!”

      The monstrous sounds grew louder.

      Worry turned her insides to jelly.

      She couldn’t let them find her. She had to hide. But where?

      Wren ran toward the wall of trees. She tried to push through and cried out in pain. Their thorns stabbed straight through her thick hoodie.

      She snatched her hands away and gasped at her palms. “I’m bleeding!”

      Panicked, she ran a dozen paces and tried a new spot. Again, the branches resisted.

      “Let me in, trees!”

      But they wouldn’t. They formed a wall. She tried carefully pulling branches apart. Instantly, new ones grew magically into place. She tried crawling on hands and knees—impossible. There was no way in.

      The birds had fallen silent.

      Unsure where to go, she started left, then right, eyes peeled in search of cover. The approaching noise hammered louder and louder. The hill shuddered. Pinecones peppered her head and arms.

      Something enormous, something monstrous, was approaching.

      There was nowhere to hide. She’d have to run for it right out there in the open.

      Ten feet away, a branch trembled.

      Out of the forest slipped a slender girl.

      Tangles of the girl’s blue-green hair clung to the branches behind her. Her skirt, as delicate as flower petals, fluttered around her legs. She must have been sprinting, for her chest rose and fell with rapid breaths. It gave the illusion that the wild symbols down her jacket were twirling of their own accord.

      The girl’s eyes found Wren’s, and her delicate brows shot up in surprise. It seemed she’d been expecting to find someone—someone who wasn’t Wren. The stranger’s shock wavered, and she gestured frantically.

      “Quickly!” the girl shouted, her tone alarming. “Come with me. This way!”

      Wren stood frozen in place. What if this was a trap?

      From down the rutted lane, the pounding drew closer.

      Wren, we’re coming for you, came the ghostly voice. Do not run away.

      “Hurry!” the strange girl shouted.

      “Hurry where? Who are⁠—”

      “Run!” the girl urged, almost angry now. “Follow me, my friend!”

      Maybe it was the word friend or perhaps the urgency in her voice. It spurred Wren into a run. She swept up the chipmunk, and he dashed onto her shoulder, hiding under her hair.

      “Give me your hand.” The girl snatched Wren’s wrist and pulled her along, rushing straight at the dagger-sharp wall of pine trees.

      “They’ll cut us to pieces!” Wren dug in her heels, but the slender girl had a powerful, vice-like grip. Unable to pull free, she threw up an arm to cover the chipmunk and turned her face sideways in a desperate attempt to shield it.

      But instead of goring her, the branches brushed over her like feathers.

      Somehow, the stranger had pulled her through!

      In the forest, the air felt close and stuffy. Ghoulish-green light bathed the narrowly spaced trees, and eerie yellow sparks darted this way and that. An overly sweet odor of flowers blended with the pungent decay of fallen fruit. The ground squashed underfoot, and roots seemed to move like snakes, sending her slipping.

      The forest girl stopped abruptly, steadying Wren by her elbow. Now that they were off the road, she sized Wren up. She might have called Wren ‘friend,’ but she didn’t look particularly impressed with her. She looked disappointed.

      As for Wren, she could only stare.

      The stranger was fairy-like . . . ethereal. Her skin was so translucent that veins could be seen pulsing softly underneath. By some trick of the light, her blood looked green. And there was something wrong with the shape of her irises. They weren’t round. They definitely weren’t normal.

      They were . . . daisy-like.
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      The forest girl shot a worried glance into the woods as if hoping to see someone else, a friend, perhaps. No one appeared.

      “What were you doing out there?” the girl asked.

      “I was trying to hide. Something awful is coming.”

      The daisy-eyed girl pursed her lips, looking oddly annoyed. “Obviously.” Her eyes weighed Wren and clearly found her wanting. “Follow me. We’ll watch the lane through those branches. They’re almost here.”

      Not wanting to seem stupid, Wren didn’t ask who ‘they’ were. She inched next to the forest girl and peered at the dirt track through the branches, her armpits damp with sweat.

      “What should I call you?” the girl asked.

      “Wren.”

      “I’m Nessa.”

      “Thanks for helping me,” Wren said.

      Nessa shot her a baffled look. “Er—right.” Turning away, she again glanced anxiously over one shoulder into the dark forest at their backs.

      Wren followed her gaze and felt her stomach twist in fear.

      Behind their crouched position, gloomy trees stretched away in a dark tangle. Branches grew in ugly twisting patterns. Leaves gleamed black and brown, coated with dusty mold and mildew. A spider with too many legs skittered down a yellowed silk strand and swung into a sticky hollow. The stink in the air made Wren’s skin crawl.

      She was glad to be off the road but didn’t feel much safer in here. The forest seemed sick, as if decaying under some enchanted curse. The chipmunk leaped down and nervously darted around Wren’s ankles. After a moment, he disappeared beneath a bush.

      Nessa said, “You’re not what I expected.”

      “What did you expect?” Wren asked, offended.

      “A warrior.”

      Wren could only stare.

      “I saw you come through the Herald’s Arch,” Nessa said. “So you must be the herald—because anything else would be impossible.” Those daisy eyes were fastened on Wren, looking for answers.

      Wren held her tongue, an inner sense warning her to stay quiet.

      Nessa said, “But you don’t . . . look like a warrior. I don’t see how you can stop the army.”

      Wait—stop an army? Wren did not like where this was going.

      “You’re supposed to be a brave knight, a wise warrior. That’s what all the ballads say.” Nessa stopped herself. “I’m sorry, that sounds awful. I’m just—well, I ran a long way to meet you, I left my people fighting on the other front, and when you came through the Arch, I⁠—”

      Wren said. “I didn’t see any arch.”

      Nessa seemed thrown by this sudden shift. “But you entered it somewhere to get here.”

      The clamor and rumbles grew closer. The creaking and shrieks, the thunder of boots and hoofbeats—all shook the ground. Clouds of brown flies appeared, filling the lane, whirring and buzzing.

      Wren had no clue about this whole herald business. She only knew she had to play along for now. She could set the record straight when the monsters were gone. This herald seemed important. If Nessa realized Wren was an imposter, she might toss her back onto the road.

      Quickly, Wren said, “I meant on this side. I didn’t see the Arch on this side.”

      Relief seemed to wash over Nessa. “Of course, you can’t see the Arch on our side. I hid it with forest magic. It’s true our power has grown weaker, but we’ve kept the concealing spell strong.” She worried a strand of her green hair. “You should know that, though.”

      “Yes—it’s just that I . . . well—I go through a lot of arches.” Wren had no idea where the lie came from.

      “I see.” Nessa’s daisy eyes gleamed in the dull light. “As the herald, I suppose you must.”

      “Since you keep the Arch hidden, does that mean you’ll need to remove the spell if I want to go back through?” Wren asked, trying to hide her dread.

      “Yes. When the time comes, after the battle is fought and won, I will help you.”

      Gulp.

      So, she was trapped. Wren’s stomach went all fluttery. “And if I have to go back, now?”

      “Now?” Nessa shot her a horrified stare that bordered on anger. “Go back now?”

      “I—the thing is, there’s some stuff I forgot . . . on the other side.” It sounded lame even to Wren’s furry ears.

      “What kind of things?”

      “Er, weapons and things.”

      “No—no, that’s not possible. The army will be here at any second. It’s too late to go back. There’s no time.”

      Wren’s armpits pooled with sweat. If she could return, she could tell Professor Finkle about the herald—or Nan. There was something mystical about her grandmother, starting with how she’d silently appeared next to Wren. No one had ever done that before! And she knew things. What had she said? The future rests on a knife’s edge.

      Nan would know how to fix this. She probably knew the herald and could send him here.

      Nessa crossed her arms over her colorful, patterned jacket. “Somehow . . . this doesn’t feel right. I know you’re the herald. I saw you come through. But looking at you, well, you must have pretty powerful magic if you’re going to stop that army. And now you want to go back?”

      Of course she wanted to go back!

      A distant horn bellowed, its wail eerie. It warned of approaching horror.

      Wren swallowed hard. She hoped Nessa couldn’t hear her pounding heart because it was hammering like a battle drum.

      “Well?” Nessa asked.

      “Well what?”

      “What’s the plan?” Nessa pointed at the road. “The army’s almost here. How are you going to stop them?”

      Wren drew back. That seemed like a lot to ask of one person. Even some famous warrior herald.

      Nessa was glaring now, those daisy eyes fierce.

      “Getting upset helps no one,” Wren blurted. It’s what Matron often said.

      Nessa narrowed her eyes. “My people have spent twelve years in fear. And today, just as the prophecy foretold, our worst nightmare is coming true. They’ve come to claim the Griffin Crown and finish what they started.” Her voice rose in fear. “First, they’ll destroy the rest of my people. Then, they’ll spread their shadow across the whole of Everlea until all are enslaved or dead. We can’t let that happen! We can’t let the successor claim the dreaded Griffin Crown.”

      Nessa kept talking, but Wren no longer heard.

      Successor to the throne? The dreaded Griffin Crown?

      It all came rushing back—Finkle’s accusations. And Nan’s words.

      Wren is no ordinary child. She is the successor to the throne. She is the Griffin Queen.

      I am the successor, Wren thought.

      I am the Griffin Queen.

      I am the monster.

      Nessa touched her arm. “Are you listening?”

      Wren jolted, her heart slamming.

      Nessa said, “My people built the magic barrier around this cursed forest. We have blocked the successor from entering, as promised.”

      A whisper of dread trickled down Wren’s neck. If she truly was the successor, Nessa should never have let her inside the trees! “Because it would be terrible to let the successor in, right?”

      “Obviously!” Nessa said. “The Griffin Crown is still hidden in these woods. Yet it waits, all-powerful, for its chance to reawaken.”

      Oh no! Wren gulped. Queen or not, she wouldn’t awaken it. She’d leave for everyone’s sake and never return. Worst of all, Nessa had no idea that she’d helped the enemy walk right through. This was wrong in so many ways.

      The forest girl gestured at a branch blackened with mold. “Our spells are weakening and the barrier’s dying. We’re in trouble. The trees won’t hold against a prolonged assault. That’s why our survivors have kept watch for the herald’s arrival. I shouldn’t have to explain how urgent this is!”

      “I told you the truth,” Wren said. “The only way I can help is for me to go back.”

      “I left my squad fighting for their lives to fetch you. The battle’s out of control on the wood’s far side. This forest is almost surrounded. And now you want to desert us? The successor will claim the crown, and doom will spread until none are safe.”

      Wren wouldn’t do that! She’d never spread doom. And this army wasn’t hers! She had no clue who they were.

       If she was this feared Griffin Queen, she’d want to fix any evil.

      The army’s noise grew to a fever pitch.

      Wren felt frantic, wanting to fix things but not knowing how. Worst of all, the first girl she’d ever met was already an enemy. After all those years staring down at the schoolyard, she’d believed that meeting someone her age would make them instant friends. How wrong she was.

      Suspicion clouded Nessa’s strange eyes. “You should know all of this.”

      If Nessa learned the truth, Wren was dead. She’d be tossed onto the road to face the monsters alone.

      Hiding her shaking hands, she said, “You’re right. Sometimes, coming through the Arch, I’m confused for a minute. I’m fine now, though.”

      The girls studied one another, mute and wary.

      And into Wren’s mind slithered the voice.

      Wren, I am close. I’m coming . . .

      No, Wren thought. Stop it!

      There’s nothing to fear. The dryad girl will tell you lies . . . You mustn’t listen to them. This is your time of triumph. Do not be afraid.

      But Wren was afraid.

      Her knees shook. She wrapped her arms around herself and swallowed down a shriek of fear.
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      The chipmunk emerged from beneath the bush and clambered into Wren’s arms. She held onto him for courage, glad of his warm fur.

      Nessa twisted her fingers and then stuffed them into the pockets of her embroidered jacket. In a soft, worried voice, she said, “Something has gone very wrong here. Come, we must leave the forest. We must regroup with my people. They’ll be looking for us.”

      “No!” Wren cried, terrified to stray any further from the portal home.

      Plus, that dreaded Griffin Crown was waiting in these woods. She shuddered.

      “What do you mean, no?”

      “I’m not leaving.” Desperate for a reason, Wren added, “I have to see the army for myself, don’t I?”

      “Do you?”

      “I’m the herald.” Guilt twisted her insides at the lie.

      Nessa bit her lip. “We’ll stay, then.”

      The dryad girl stared through the leaves toward the growing noise on the road.

      Wren’s eyes widened as the first figure appeared. A beast of a man—eyes like black holes and armed to the teeth—strode along the lane.

      “A gorron,” Nessa whispered.

      “He’s coming this way,” Wren gasped.

      “Hold your ground. The gorron can’t breach the barrier.”

      The creature growled. His pig-like nose sniffed, and he cracked his knuckles, forearms bulging against his spiked wrist guards. He glanced around, heavy-browed eyes searching. Slowly, he approached the trees and headed straight toward their hiding spot!

      “He sees us,” Wren breathed.

      Nessa squeezed Wren’s wrist to silence her.

      The gorron quickened his pace. Two filthy scabbards banged against the crusted gore on his armor-clad thighs. An ax handle jutted above one bulging shoulder. His face was straight out of a nightmare—piggy nose, broken lips over brown stubby teeth, tattooed fangs in the corners of his mouth.

      He stopped short of the trees and started sniffing harder.

      Wren was afraid to swallow. What if the barrier didn’t hold? Her trembling legs screamed at her to run.

      Ten feet away, something caught the gorron’s interest: a branch. He drew a knife and wiped the curved blade on the pine needles. A red smear darkened the metal when he straightened, and he smiled.

      With a sickening realization, Wren knew it was her own blood, left behind when she’d tried to push through the spiky barrier.

      The gorron tore up a spongy clump of moss and smeared it with Wren’s blood as if buttering a piece of bread. He repeated this three times. Collecting a sample.

      Wren’s frightened gasp broke the silence.

      The gorron’s gaze flicked to where she crouched. Sweat beaded on her neck. Too late to run now. The monster leaned forward, sniffing the air again. Then he did something terrifying.

      He laughed.

      “That’s right. Laugh, ugly beast,” Nessa said, her tone vicious. “The herald’s blood won’t help you. You’ll never catch her.”

      Wren felt a shock of admiration at Nessa’s reckless taunt, even as the beast’s snarls sent chills curdling down her spine. She mimicked Nessa’s stance, knowing she’d have to toughen up to survive.

      The gorron was still laughing as he walked away, shoving Wren’s blood sample into a pocket. On his back, the gory, unwashed ax glittered in the watery light.

      That’s when the army surged into view.

      Down the lane, hundreds of crazed-looking gorrons poured into the roadway—like a demonic flood surging into a dry riverbed. These gorrons wore armor—but not the bright, shiny kind you read about in books. Theirs was greasy, inlaid with bones, and mottled with grime. Steel claws jutted from their hands, fastened at the wrists with manacles. But the smell, somehow, it was the smell that sent Wren’s heart into overdrive. Sickly and rotting. She struggled to keep from gagging.

      Metal clicked and screeched. Boots thundered, churning up brown clouds. Gorron soldiers neared on massive horses with twisted tusks and frothing jaws.

      The monster next to the bushes, meanwhile, hadn’t moved. What was he waiting for? Why didn’t he go?

      Then, the haunting voice from the house spoke inside her head. Come out, child. It is safe. He is your friend.

      Wren didn’t believe that for a second. How could someone like that be a friend? Whatever shred of trust she’d once had in those strange whispers turned to revulsion.

      Anyway, why did he want her to come out? None of this made sense.

      She loosened one arm and felt for the acorn in her pants pocket; as long as she had it, she could hope to return to her world. The smooth jewels were reassuring to the touch. By accident, her thumb pressed the pearl. The acorn started to open. Shocked, she quickly squeezed it shut.

      Outside, the demon army pounded out its disjointed rhythm.

      She was out of her mind if she thought she could pull off being the herald.

      Wren was still reeling when she spotted something unthinkable.

      A cage rolled into view. Human arms and legs flopped against the bars. Clothing hung in tatters, black with dried blood. Prisoners.

      “Nessa,” Wren gasped. “Are they still alive?”

      A faint movement answered her question—some were small, just children, all huddled together in fear. Seeing them trapped flooded her with painful visions of the years she spent locked in her rooms. Of her constant, frantic need to escape. Of people who stole away her freedom and didn’t care what that did to her.

      Tears sprang into Wren’s eyes.

      No one should be held against their will. Ever. And the people who did it had to be stopped so they’d never do it again.

      Amongst the bodies, Wren caught flashes of bright green hair. Like Nessa’s hair.

      No. No!

      They were dryads!

      She glanced sideways as Nessa cried out in alarm. The sound was short and sharp and made Wren’s chest ache.

      In the cage, one of the green-haired figures stirred. He roused himself and pressed his forehead to the bars. The dryad’s features were elf-like, and his green hair was matted to his forehead. He looked as if he’d put up a powerful fight before they’d caged him, for his embroidered jacket was torn, and he was still breathing hard.

      His daisy-like eyes shot them both an intense look. Wait—he could see them through the barrier? Of course he could—he was of the forest, like Nessa.

      The dryad looked shocked to find Nessa there. Then his features hardened, and he shook his head.

      “Beldar,” Nessa gasped, tensing.

      Was that his name?

      Two more green-haired figures peered out. A boy and a girl, their eyes haunted.

      And just like that, something inside Wren woke up. A fierce determination. Not just for the dryads but for herself. No one should be trapped by anyone, ever. Not in a cage, not to be something they didn’t want.

      She was seized by a powerful urge—a raw need to do something, to act—she had to stop that cart! Fury blinded her. She had to get those people out.

      A key dangled from the cage, just out of reach. There was so much noise. So much commotion. Maybe if she moved fast, she could get past the gorron and grab it. Perhaps no one would notice. A kind of madness took hold, forcing her forward.

      In the cage, Beldar shouted, “No!”

      He made a fist; as he did, the forest’s branches thickened into knots. The last of his energy seemed to drain away, and he fell back into the mass of bodies. Wren redoubled her efforts. Beside her, Nessa was fighting too, ripping at the trees, calling out magical words, desperate to reach the cage.

      But Beldar’s knots held fast.

      The cart disappeared into the distance. Wren’s heart filled with a darkness she’d never known. She’d let them down. She’d done nothing. She’d once been a prisoner and had simply let those dryads be carried away to their doom.

      Waves of helpless anger washed over her, filling her with self-loathing. “I’m sorry.”

      Nessa sank against a tree, her green hair falling over her face.

      Had those people been her friends? Her family?

      And then a sick feeling made her nearly double over in agony. Was she somehow attached to that demon army? She was the successor. Was her family evil? Was she evil? Is that why they’d kept her locked up? Because she was a monster and didn’t yet know it?

      She thought of her caretakers and their strict lessons in her solitary schoolroom. Etiquette and proper manners. Literature and math. But no history. She was the Queen. Nan had said so! They should have told her.

      Sudden rage billowed to life. But it blew out instantly at the agonized look on Nessa’s face.

      “Tell me why you’re here,” Nessa said softly. “Tell me the truth.”
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      Wren and Nessa faced one another.

      The truth.

      Wren opened her mouth, trying to come up with a believable lie.

      Before she could speak, Nessa inhaled sharply, her face bright with alarm. She shook her head to silence Wren.

      On the road, a majestic, wheeled cart had rolled into view. It was guided by a curious group—twelve unarmed girls, all with stick-straight black hair. Six walked on either side of a massive, thirty-foot-long iron box. Narrow vents had been carved along its rectangular metal sides. Whatever was in there pressed its body up against the vents.

      “Warvil,” Nessa breathed.

      “A what?” Wren whispered.

      Nessa’s face had gone pale, and her hair had faded to a dull, murky green. She stood frozen, her eyes fastened on the scene outside.

      Power seeped outward from the warvil’s box. It engulfed Wren with strange sensations. Danger. But there were other sensations, too—feelings of hope and longing. They warred inside Wren until she felt pulled in all directions. Worst of all, its presence felt disturbingly familiar.

      “What’s a warvil?” Wren demanded.

      “The Warvil. There’s only one.”

      “But what is it?”

      “It is the creature that destroyed my ancestors. The worm that crawled from the depths of this earth and was tamed by the Griffin King to do his bidding. It is the source of our sadness and the deadliest monster to have ever lived. You know this, herald. How dare you toy with me? What game are you playing? Or are you lying?”

      “No! No, of course not. I’m sorry.” Cold sweat trickled down Wren’s sides. She no longer cared that Nessa doubted her. That she could live with. It was the revelation about her father, the King. It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t!

      She tried to hold onto her dreams of her parents, of their loving goodness. With each passing moment, though, that dream was slipping out of reach.

      One of the black-haired girls cocked her head; she was slightly taller than the others. She looked to where Wren stood. Her expression was bland, almost bored. Yet a light shone in her eyes, a spark that betrayed her interest.

      The girl raised one graceful hand. Her gesture brought the whole army to a grinding halt. Who was she?

      “Time to go,” Nessa gasped.

      “You said we were safe in here.”

      “Not from her. This changes everything.”

      “But she’s just a girl!” Wren said.

      An unarmed girl. Why was Nessa so afraid?

      Wren’s eyes flicked over the girl again, studying her elbow-length gloves of bloodred leather, her tall red boots, her stiff black cloak that hung from erect shoulders. The girl, like the others in matching clothing, was beyond interesting to look at. She was mesmerizing.

      The gorron still stood guard nearby. He waved the clump of moss with Wren’s blood. The girls’ heads jerked up in unison. Their twelve perfect smiles fastened on the gorron.

      Twelve perfect smiles that dazzled Wren.

      She couldn’t run if she wanted to. And she didn’t want to. She wanted to keep watching, to never stop watching. To get closer. To feel those smiles on her.

      The taller girl drifted uphill, her raven-feathered cloak barely moving. She approached the gorron with surprising swiftness. The man-beast threw the bloody clump of moss at her. Like throwing a vicious dog a bone. She caught it and kept coming to him.

      “Get back,” the gorron snarled.

      He stumbled and fell, but she seized the man-beast before he hit the ground. He screamed, and she pressed a gloved finger to his mouth, silencing him. Her laughter jingled like tiny bells. “We have no more need of you, my dear.”

      Smiling down at him, her feathered cloak smothered him in an embrace.

      No—not a feathered cloak. Wings. Black wings.

      The girl had living, moving wings.

      There was a brief struggle. The girl looked so delicate; surely she couldn’t win against this war-hardened, muscular beast! The gorron’s knees buckled. In horror, Wren watched his big, filthy hands flop out from beneath the feathers.

      She felt sick—the gorron’s hands were limp. Lifeless. Empty. Was he dead?

      The girl rose, bright with strength, as though she’d drawn the gorron’s life into her.

      The chipmunk began running around Wren’s ankles, zigzagging between them as if trying to stir her into action.

      She could only stare, frozen, as hundreds of snarling gorrons massed along the tree line and began hacking at the barrier with their axes.

      “No!” she gasped, wondering how long the enchantment would hold.

      The twelve winged girls drifted uphill, their pretty mouths smiling at Wren. Tinkling with laughter, they melted through the trees, drifting effortlessly into the forest.

      Nessa said, “Run!”

      The trance broke, and Wren took off. Nessa’s blue-green hair flashed between the trunks. She could hear Nessa chanting, could hear trees groaning and winding into knots behind them. Closing their passage. Keeping the winged girls back.

      “Faster!” came Nessa’s shout. “It won’t hold!”

      Ahead, the chipmunk leaped from branch to branch, carefully matching Wren’s pace.

      “Go!” Wren shouted, knowing the chipmunk could move faster than her. Maybe he could escape—even if she could not.

      Gloom half blinded her. Branches grabbed at her clothes and jabbed her skin; roots snagged her toes, and hollows sent her tumbling. From behind came the wrenching sounds of trees being clawed up. Giggles and tearing noises.

      The girls were gliding ever closer.

      Wren’s legs went into overdrive; her heart would explode. She slammed through dense branches and burst out onto a wide path.

      Looking around, she saw no sign of her companions.

      Icy sweat stung her eyes.

      Wren was alone.
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      Shadows cloaked the path in semi-darkness. Wren’s sweat-soaked hair stuck to her forehead.

      “Nessa!” she shouted. “Where are you?”

      She plunged back into the gloomy forest, losing herself deeper in the woods.

      “Nessa,” she cried. “Where did you go?”

      The soggy ground pulled at Wren’s shoes. Mist oozed upward in spirals. She tripped over a root, tumbled down an embankment, and smashed into a stump. White hot pain exploded, making her yelp.

      Shivering, she got to her feet and rubbed her throbbing shoulder.

      The winged girls couldn’t be far behind—they were tracking her with that clump of moss.

      Where was the dryad girl?

      Water dripped from sooty leaves, trailing black rivulets.

      “Nessa!” she called, scanning the murky glade.

      Nothing.

      “Nessa!”

      Suddenly, everything felt hopeless. She tried to keep her chin from wobbling. She’d never escape this awful place alive.

      Green hair flashed in the distance.

      “Nessa!”

      “This way,” the dryad called.

      Relief washed over Wren. “I thought you ran off!”

      “No. I’ve been searching, and I’ve found the entrance.”

      “The entrance to what? Where are you?”

      “Over here.”

      Wren struggled into a gloomy clearing.

      Nessa stood at the base of a mossy cliff, peering into a tunnel. Unfortunately, the tunnel entrance was blocked by a massive iron gate. A chain and padlock held the gate closed.

      “Locked?” Wren whispered.

      “I’m afraid so,” Nessa said.

      Together, they peered through the thick bars.

      “Look,” Wren cried. “Inside, there’s a key on that hook. Can you stick your arm through and reach it?”

      “It’s too far.”

      Wren had to agree. Wait, where was the chipmunk? Worry clenched at her stomach. Had he been caught?

      Her pointed ears pricked at the flutter of approaching wings. “They’re coming.”

      Inside, the key glittered, mocking them in the darkness.

      Nessa looked at her sharply. “Don’t you have a key? If you are who you say you are⁠—”

      “Look, I’ll just smash the lock.” She grabbed a stone.

      “No—no! Stop!” Nessa commanded in horror.

      Alarmed, Wren froze. “Why?”

      With a furrowed brow, Nessa said, “The gate’s enchanted. Without the right key, it will kill you. Watch.” Nessa tossed a stick at the bars. It struck with an explosion of sparks that burned the stick to ashes.

      Wren paled.

      From nearby, shrill laughter filled the trees. The winged girls were closing in.

      Terrified, Wren eyed the gate again.

      “I have an idea.” She approached the cliff.

      “Whatever you plan to do, hurry,” Nessa said.

      “I will.” This would be the ultimate climb for her life. If she could reach the top of the gate, she could wiggle through the gap and drop down on the far side.

      She launched up the wall, her movements deft and familiar. In seconds, she was ten feet off the ground.

      “I’ll cover you,” Nessa shouted and started chanting—fast and lyrical.

      Instantly, magic vines sprouted along the clearing’s edges. They twisted upward, forming a protective barrier as the winged girls arrived. The girls slammed into it, shrieking in fury.

      “Hurry,” Nessa said. “My vines won’t hold long.”

      Wren climbed higher.

      She reached the top of the gate where the bars ended in sharp metal spikes. She’d have to squeeze above them very carefully. One mistake . . . if she touched those spikes . . . she gulped in terror.

      The ghostly voice came to her. Wren. Don’t go in there—it’s a trick. The dryad girl means to harm you!

      “Leave me alone!”

      You’re frightened, I see that. I should have come for you myself. Let me help you.

      “I don’t want to be here. I want to go back!”

      Wren—

      “Stop talking to me!” She tensed her ears so hard that something strange happened: the tips curved down, and the voice stopped. Odd as it was, only one thing mattered now—getting inside.

      Nessa shouted, “Hurry! If you’re going to open it, do it now!”

      Wren inched left and tucked her head through the gap above the gate. The tunnel smelled musty. Twisting and arching her back, she clung to whatever she could, awkwardly edging her way through.

      Wren’s muscles started to shake with the effort of trying to avoid the spikes.

      Concentrate!

      She could do this; she would do this.

      Something sharp scraped her back. Cold and hard. Had she brushed the bars? She froze, waiting for the sparks, waiting for death. Nothing happened.

      “Wren!” Nessa screamed.

      Wren half fell down the inner wall, slamming into the tunnel floor. Her shoulder throbbed with pain, but she had no time to check if she was injured.

      Outside, the enemy was nearly through the vines, their stunning faces gleaming with anticipation

      Nessa kept chanting, trying to block them out, but her new vines wilted. Her magic was clearly spent.

      Wren grabbed the enchanted key as Nessa’s wall of vines collapsed.

      She unlocked the gate and it whispered open.

      Just as the winged girls burst into the clearing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Nessa darted inside. “Lock the gate!”

      Wren slammed the gate shut but still had to wrap the chain around the bars and fasten the padlock in place. The winged girls shrieked, closing the distance.

      She had to hurry!

      Shaking, she fumbled with the padlock.

      “Lock it!” Nessa shouted.

      “I am,” Wren cried, going to insert the key.

      In a moment of horror, it slipped from her fingers. She tried to catch it. As if in a nightmare, it bounced across the tunnel’s stone floor with a metallic clink. Wren screamed in frustration. How could she be so stupid?

      The winged girls giggled, their coal-black wings beating the air. Their feathers stirred up a gray mist that drifted over the bars. Clearly, it was some kind of evil spell for it tasted of metal and blood, and it was making Wren numb.

      She shook her head and tried to clear it. She couldn’t.

      Nessa seemed frozen, too, for she made no sound.

      At least Wren could still move her eyes. The Valkyrie paused in the clearing, smiling. Mist pooled at their small, booted ankles, and tendrils slithered across the ground.

      Wren could only glare.

      “Look, Bellagoria! She’s trying to sneer at us,” said a girl.

      “Silly girl,” said another. “And she seemed so friendly.”

      “It’s always the polite ones,” said a third.

      “I thought she’d be impressive. She’s terribly disappointing, isn’t she?”

      She wanted to shout at their cruel taunts, but her lips stayed frozen.

      They didn’t notice the chipmunk zipping quietly across the shadowy glade. He bounded along, eyes fastened on the shiny key. The chipmunk snatched it up, darted to Wren’s ankles, and clambered up her side.

      Had the shiny object simply captured the chipmunk’s interest, or did he somehow know to help her? Either way, his scampering feet broke the spell that held her frozen. Fast as lightning, Wren took the key and bent toward the lock.

      At once, the girls growled, a collective rumble of anger that shook the earth. They shot forward, black wings spread.

      Wren, meanwhile, shoved the key home.

      She turned it and sealed it with a click.

      Gloved hands reached through the bars and ripped at Wren’s arms—fingernails or wings, she couldn’t tell. Because at the same moment, it seemed like the whole world exploded. The shockwave threw the Valkyrie backward. It slammed Wren to the ground and sent the chipmunk somersaulting.

      “Take that!” Nessa shouted from where she’d landed deeper inside the tunnel.

      “Yeah! Take that!” Wren leaped to her feet, elbows and knees throbbing.

      Three feet away, the chipmunk chattered in agreement. The blast had cost him half of his whiskers, but luckily, he otherwise seemed fine. Wisps of smoke rose from Nessa’s jacket, and she smacked at three sparks, putting them out. Miraculously, Wren wasn’t burned at all.

      As for the winged girls, the charge from the enchanted gates had thrown them halfway across the clearing. Gracefully, they drifted upright, helped by their rapidly beating wings.

      “Look at us,” one called in a meek voice. “You hurt us.”

      "It's your fault for chasing me!"

      They stood in a row—small, pale, and fragile. Black wings pulled pathetically around their beautiful shoulders. The feathers were singed in places, but clearly their magic had protected them.

      Wren met the gaze of the tallest one. Bellagoria. Before she could resist, she was tumbling into the abyss of those large, purple eyes. They held her spellbound. The winged girl whispered three magic words. Instantly, it was as if she could see into Wren’s soul and unlock everything hidden inside.

      The desperate longing for her parents, which she’d held caged in her heart, flew free.

      “Get out of my head,” Wren gasped. “Stop!”

      “Give your worries to me,” Bellagoria whispered, soothing.

      “I won’t!” But she couldn’t hold Bellagoria out.

      Together they entered her most secret dream . . . They stood together at Mossfell as a car pulled into the courtyard. The door opened and Wren’s parents stepped out. She ran to them, into their open arms, and they hugged her tight. It was all a mistake, her mother told her. We lost you and have been trying to find you for all these years. Her father hugged her with tears running down his kind face.

      Wren hated that Bellagoria was witnessing this private moment. It was hers and hers alone. And everyone was wrong about her father. He wasn’t the evil dreaded Griffin King who’d destroyed Nessa’s people. It was a lie. She wouldn’t believe it. It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t!

      “I know where your father is,” the tall girl whispered so that only Wren could hear.

      Wren could barely breathe.

      “I know where your mother is,” she said.

      It was true. The winged girl did know. Wren could hear it in those words!

      “Let me in,” Bellagoria said softly. “I can help you. Let me into the tunnel. You know you want to.”

      “No,” Wren managed.

      With a sudden screech, Bellagoria cried, “Open the gates, Wren. Open them.”

      “How do you know her name, Valkyrie?” said a voice from behind.

      Nessa! She broke Wren’s trance.

      Wren jerked back. “Yes, how do you know my name?”

      “I’ve come to take you to a friend. Have no fear, he’s waiting near.”

      Wren licked her parched lips. Bellagoria could only be talking about the ghostly voice. But he was no friend. What if the winged girl really did know about her parents, though?

      As if sensing Wren’s weakness, Bellagoria said, “All your wishes are at hand.”

      Wren’s voice came out in a dry croak. “I don’t believe you.”

      “You know I speak the truth.”

      “No! You don’t. So get lost.”

      The winged girl hissed in rage. “What a disgusting little orphan you are. No wonder your parents abandoned you.”

      Her words cut deep. Worst of all, they were true. Her breath caught on a sob and she blinked hard, feeling foolish.

      “The enchanted forest won’t keep him out for long. Neither will these gates. He’s coming. Enjoy your new home, but know this . . .” The rest of Bellagoria’s words came directly into Wren’s mind. “Your reign will be brief. Your death will be dire. And the Griffin Crown will be his.”

      Wren wanted to shout that she was wrong. She wouldn’t have a brief reign because she wouldn’t reign at all! She didn’t want some cursed Griffin Crown! All she wanted was for her parents to love her! And to have a friend, to not be shunned and alone, a cursed freak with furry ears.

      Nessa spoke up, her voice sharp. “The herald beat you, Valkyrie.”

      At the word herald, Wren shifted uncomfortably. Bellagoria shot her a knowing sneer.

      Nessa said, “You can’t get in. These gates are enchanted. So I suggest you leave.”

      With a last snarl, the winged girl fled, taking her crew.

      Wren sagged as she watched their fading forms. She’d never felt so shaken.

      Nessa wore a curious expression. “That was some feat, climbing inside, herald.”

      Wren managed a weak smile.

      “You really did know how to get in.”

      Wren winced. “Barely. And only because you brought us here.”

      Nessa said, “I know this forest.” With a wry smile, she added, “Which isn’t saying much. I live right next to it, and it gives me the creeps.”

      Wren couldn’t help a relieved laugh. Nearby, the chipmunk was grooming his singed whiskers. Crouching, she scratched behind his ears.

      “Here’s the real hero. He saved us with that key.”

      The chipmunk straightened as if listening.

      Nessa said, “You sure are lucky to have an auld one as a companion. I’ve never seen one before.”

      “An auld one?”

      Nessa knelt and held one hand toward the chipmunk. With one tiny paw, he touched her finger.

      “Look at that! He’s greeting me!” Nessa cried.

      Was the chipmunk really greeting her?

      Nessa glanced at Wren. “You’re so lucky.”

      Lucky? Wren had never once felt lucky. Now, though, as the chipmunk turned his bright, friendly face to hers, she nodded. “You’re right. I am.”

      Nessa wore a genuine smile. The tension that had gripped Wren for so long began to ease. Standing alongside them, she felt what could only be described as fellowship. A sense of wonderment washed over her.

      All else was forgotten—the prophesy, the strange whispers, the scene on the road. Even the evening chill seemed to fade in the glow of her companions.

      Finally, Nessa smoothed her glittering skirt. “So what’s the plan?”

      Wren rubbed one ear. An icy breeze blew through the bars as she lifted the chipmunk onto her shoulder. “Let’s get away from these gates. Maybe if we head inside, we can find a way to get warm for the night.”
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      Wren set off up the tunnel. After a few feet, she realized Nessa wasn’t following. The dryad stood inside the locked gates, looking torn.

      Outside, the murky glade had grown dim. Eerie pinpricks of lights zipped amongst the ghoulish trees. Ominous wails rose and fell, and the rain-soaked air worked its way through Wren’s hoodie.

      “Come on,” Wren said. “What are you waiting for?”

      Nessa eyed the gloomy tunnel. “I’m not sure that’s wise.”

      “Why? This place is empty. You said no one could get in.”

      “It’s best if we wait here. What if my people come looking for us?”

      Wren thought of the caged dryads. The awful memory twisted her stomach in knots. How big was Nessa’s fighting brigade? Were they just a handful? Was it possible they’d all been captured?

      She forced a bright voice. “Yes, I’m sure they’ll come! But it’s almost nighttime. They’re probably hiding in a safe place until morning.”

      Nessa seemed to hang onto Wren’s words. “Perhaps you’re right.”

      From outside, a wretched howl made them jump.

      “Let’s go. I’m freezing, and standing here is giving me the creeps,” Wren said.

      With a last look outside, Nessa gave a reluctant nod.

      As the tunnel’s velvet blackness enveloped them, Wren realized this might not be such a great idea.

      Out of the darkness came Nessa’s voice. “I spotted a bin of lightsticks earlier. I’ll get us some.”

      Lightsticks? Did she mean flashlights? Here?

      Wren’s furry ears pricked up as she listened to what sounded like Nessa sorting through a bunch of canes. As her eyes adjusted to the blackness, she spotted Nessa’s shadowy form carrying two long poles. She tossed one to Wren.

      This was a lightstick? It looked like a normal wooden pole with a fist-sized rock strapped to one end. How did you turn it on? Wren rubbed the leather cord that anchored the rock in place.

      Nessa twirled hers in an arc, slamming the rock into the floor. It smacked with a loud crack . . . and the stone burst into light! Nessa’s skirt sparkled like dragonfly wings.

      Quickly, not wanting to seem ignorant, Wren lit hers, too.

      Moisture beaded the arched walls, dripping in silvery streaks. The stone floor shone as if polished by countless footsteps. Who had used this tunnel? Where did it lead? Curiosity pulled her forward. That and something else—a force she couldn’t name.

      Nessa meanwhile dragged her feet.

      “What’s wrong?” Wren asked.

      “Is this wise? We should stop. You know where this tunnel leads.”

      Wren didn’t, so she said, “We’re not stopping. I’m the herald.”

      “Yes . . . that’s true.”

      Wren shoved down a twist of guilt. “So come on. Let’s go.”

      The truth was, she couldn’t stop now, not even if she wanted to. The force had grown stronger. It pulled her forward, filling her with a desperate, bewildering need.

      Finally, Nessa yanked Wren to a halt. “Why is this so important to you?”

      Because it was! Did she need an explanation? In a strangely stubborn voice, Wren said, “I’m the herald! I’m the one who got us in here.” She had to keep going—she didn’t know why. And no one would stop her. “I have to see what’s at the end of the tunnel. Or . . . or I won’t help you.”

      Nessa drew back, startled.

      Instantly Wren felt horrible. She wished she could take it back; she didn’t mean it. She truly wanted to help Nessa.

      The forest girl stared, stricken, as if her world had been turned upside-down. In many ways, it had been.

      If Wren was courageous, she’d say sorry. She’d squeeze Nessa’s hand like they did in stories to show she meant it. Wren had never squeezed anyone’s hand, though. The thought made her hair nearly stand on end.

      She tried for an encouraging smile instead. “We’ll stay right beside each other. And if there’s something dangerous, we’ll turn around. We won’t go any further. I promise.”

      Nessa’s shoulders softened. “All right. I suppose it makes sense you want to go up there.”

      Really?

      “Thank you,” Wren said.

      They resumed walking, their footsteps perfectly matched.

      Nessa pointed her lightstick along the passage. “The delivery tramway should be close. Do you think it still works?”

      What was a delivery tramway?

      “Uh . . .” Wren tried to look thoughtful. “It might.”

      “The tram would be faster than walking.”

      “Definitely.”

      Nessa said, “We might even want to disable it. In case the gates don’t hold?”

      “Good thinking,” Wren said, completely lost at this point.

      Nessa nodded, offering up her first genuine smile. “I’ll follow you.”

      “Right.” Wren set off, hoping the tunnel led in the correct direction.

      Their lightsticks sent shadows bobbing against the rough passage walls. Wren’s wet shoes squelched, leaving muddy footprints. The chipmunk scampered alongside, zigzagging this way and that.

      That bewitching force Wren had felt grew stronger and stronger the deeper they went. She decided it was curiosity and nothing more, even as a warning chill plucked at her skin. She rubbed her arms and kept going.
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      The little group rounded a corner and stopped short.

      Wren had read a picture book about a gold mine that featured a mining cart on a railroad track. What she saw up ahead looked a lot like the images in her book.

      “Here we are. The tramway,” she said.

      For what else could it possibly be?

      Together, the girls approached the dusty cart, stepped onto the tracks, and peered inside. Nothing apart from grit and a few pebbles. Nearby, empty wooden crates littered the ground.

      Nessa said, “I wonder if it works? I don’t see a way to power it.”

      Wren was more curious about where it led, but she said nothing. She was supposed to be the herald, after all. And this cart would definitely be faster than walking. Her excitement grew.

      She studied the contraption, making a rapid inventory. She liked engineering devices. Living in her lonely, boring attic, she’d developed a knack for tinkering. She’d outraged Matron by destroying five alarm clocks before she finally managed to take one apart and put it back together. The slingshot, though, she got that right on the first try.

      Something about this delivery tramway reminded her of that slingshot.

      The back of the delivery cart butted up against a giant metal spring. The spring was in its relaxed position, fully extended. It looked like a cone, with its nose pressed against the cart’s backside. If that spring could be tightened, squished until it was flat, and then released . . . yes! It would shoot the cart forward! Just like pulling back on a slingshot and sending a stone flying!

      But how did you tighten it?

      A person wouldn’t be strong enough to do it by hand.

      She was missing a piece of the puzzle. It had to be here somewhere.

      Wren said, “Give me a minute.”

      She swept her light around. Sure enough, off to one side stood a giant spoke-armed wheel. Upon closer inspection, it appeared in excellent condition. She tested the wheel out and it rotated easily. Behind the cart, the spring began to tighten.

      Nessa frowned. “What are you doing?”

      “This is so neat! See? When you turn it, the spring tightens. Then, when you’re ready, you pull that locking pin and zoom. We’re going to launch ourselves like a rocket.”

      When the spring was fully compressed, Wren said, “Everyone in.”

      Nessa eyed the cart warily as Wren and the chipmunk climbed inside. After a moment, she settled in next to them.

      “Hold on!” Wren said and pulled the pin.

      The spoke-armed wheel let loose, the spring released, and the cart took off like a shot. The wheels sang as if happy to be back in action. The cart flew along the gleaming track, over a rise, and raced into a dip. Wren gasped, laughing as her stomach bottomed out, and then they were going up again. She forgot that she was damp, cold, and muddy, that her shoulder hurt, and that she was worlds away from home.

      “Woo-hoo!” she shouted, hands up, as it zoomed down the other side.

      Nessa grabbed Wren’s arm from the air and held on, wide-eyed and breathless, as the cart teetered on a hill. For a long breathless moment, it stood frozen in place. Then, it plunged over the edge. The forest girl’s green hair streamed out behind her and she began to laugh. The sound was so unexpected that Wren laughed, too.

      They sailed over a bump, veered right and left, screeching and shuddering along the track.

      “Emeralds!” Nessa shouted in delight, pointing at the ceiling.

      “Amazing!”

      The dark passage glittered green in the light of their sticks.

      The tram whooshed upward, and the girls shared an excited glance. It felt like flying, careening ever higher, headed for who knew what. Was this how it was to have a friend? It was the best feeling in the world.

      It suddenly dawned on Wren that her furry ears hadn’t scared Nessa. Not at all. In fact, in the chaos, Wren had actually forgotten she was different! Then again, Nessa had daisy eyes and green hair. Maybe her ears didn’t matter. She let out a long, amazed breath.

      Nessa shouted, “Look, I see a door! I think we’re almost there.”

      “I see it, too!”

      “We’ll be the first ones to go inside since the night of the Destruction.”

      Wren glanced at her sharply. “The—the Destruction?”

      Nessa said, “I wonder what the Griffin King’s castle looks like inside after all these years.”

      The Griffin King’s castle? The words smashed into Wren. Her joy dissolved and her smile faltered. For Nessa’s sake, she plastered it back in place.

      Is this why the tunnel had called to her—because she was the successor? Was some awful force dragging Wren to her dreaded throne?

      If only she’d listened to Nessa and stayed by the gates!

      They reached the end of the track. The cart stopped at the foot of a stairway and an arched door awaited them at the top. Wren knew without being told that they were beneath the castle. She wondered how monstrous it looked from the outside. Was it a mass of jagged towers?

      Nessa climbed out and looked at her expectantly with those now familiar daisy eyes. The forest girl smiled, and so few people had ever smiled at Wren. Her heart clenched. When the dryad learned Wren wasn’t the herald, that she was the dread Queen, would she smile at her then?

      She simply had to make this precious friendship last until morning. The laughter they’d shared felt like a miracle, one she’d cherish forever. Tomorrow, she’d disappear from this world, and Nessa would never know she was a monster.

      Wren stepped out on wobbly legs and the chipmunk jumped onto her shoulder.

      Nessa said, “I’ll follow you. You’re the herald, after all. If anyone has a right to open that door, it’s you.”

      “I don’t know about that,” Wren said awkwardly.

      “Well, I do.”
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      A sign above the door, engraved in gold swirling script, read Knock First.

      Wren ignored this and tried the handle. She hoped it was locked and that they couldn’t find the key.

      Unfortunately, the handle turned easily, and the door swished open.

      The faint odor of bread, spices, and dried fruits drifted out. Smelling such a delicious scent in this long-forgotten place made Wren start in surprise. Her stomach grumbled. She hadn’t eaten in a very long time.

      Were the smells an enchantment to draw her inside?

      She peered into the abandoned castle, expecting a narrow passage, or a dungeon, or a library with mouse-eaten furniture.

      Instead, she saw a well-kept storeroom. Neatly stocked shelves bulged with sacks of flour, cured hams, root vegetables, jugs of apple cider, fruit preserves in glass pots, baskets of salted fish, and most impossible of all, fresh loaves of bread.

      From behind, Nessa asked, “What do you see?”

      “It looks like a giant pantry.”

      “So, the stories about the tunnel were right. They did make deliveries through here.”

      “Everything smells fresh. How strange.”

      “It’s not strange. Have you forgotten?” Nessa said. “Until you broke the enchantment, this castle has been under a sleeping spell. Frozen in time since the night of the Destruction.”

      The night of the Destruction.

      An awful understanding swept through her. Ignoring the inner warnings to stay away, her feet stirred. She had to see, had to know!

      Throwing all caution to the wind, she left the relative safety of the tunnel and stepped inside. Frantic, she ran in search of the pantry’s far door.

      Would people still be here in the castle? Dazed and beginning to awake? The King, the Queen . . .

      Mom? Dad?

      She sprinted between boxes and barrels, knocking things sideways, and burst out into a vast kitchen. The ceiling was at least fifty feet high, and the long counters were spotless. Near one sink, a mountain of pots gleamed on a drying rack.

      Hazy moonlight pricked through distant skylights as storm clouds rushed outside.

      The kitchen was deserted. Not a soul in sight. The only sounds her sensitive ears detected were those of the wailing wind.

      “What happened back there? Why did you run?” Nessa gasped when she caught up.

      “I thought there might be people.”

      She didn’t add: not just people but my parents.

      Nessa’s brows furrowed. She gave Wren one of those curious stares. “No. No, they’re gone. Everyone’s gone. They’ve been gone for twelve years.”

      Twelve years, she thought. And I’m thirteen, the King and Queen’s daughter. Was this my home once?

      “I guess . . . I wasn’t sure. That’s all.”

      “You’re not sure about a lot of things.”

      The girls stared at one another.

      “I was just testing you.” Wren raised her lightstick, pushing away her disappointment. “Creepy, isn’t it?”

      Nessa shivered, wrapped her arms around her middle, and scanned the room warily. “It’s probably the safest place tonight in all of Whiteshadow Forest.”

      So that’s what the bewitched woods were called.

      There were so many questions. They pressed in, demanding answers. About her parents and what had happened here. About Bellagoria’s frightening prophecy. About the man’s haunted voice who spoke in her head, and the demon army destroying Nessa’s people.

      She recalled that awful cage with the dryads trapped inside. “I’m sorry we couldn’t help the forest people in the cart. Who were they?”

      Strangely, Nessa couldn’t meet Wren’s eyes. Color rushed up her neck. Not red, though; instead, she blushed a deep shade of forest green. The girl opened her mouth, snapped it shut again, and shot an anguished glance at the floor.

      Clearly Nessa was distraught, but it was more than that. She looked—guilty.

      “What is it?” Wren said. “Tell me!”

      Nessa fisted her hands and lifted her chin. “All right. You deserve to know. The man you saw . . . he’s my squad leader. The others are part of my squad. We’re in the vinework division. We’re a defensive unit. This was my first battle, and I . . . I messed up.”

      “What do you mean? How?”

      “We were coming to meet you when we were ambushed. I was in the rearguard. The front was taking heavy losses. I thought . . .” She raked one hand through her green hair. “I went against orders. I thought that if I could get you, if I could bring you back⁠—”

      “I could save your people,” Wren said. “Must have been a shock to see me instead of a warrior.”

      Nessa nodded. “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry,” Wren said.

      “Why?”

      “That I couldn’t help you.”

      “I’m the one who abandoned my unit. If I’d stayed there, maybe I could have done something, maybe one extra fighter would have made the difference⁠—”

      “You don’t know that. We’re free now and we’re going to help,” Wren said. The words came out of nowhere.

      Nessa raised her daisy eyes to meet Wren’s. “Do you promise?”

      Wren’s mouth had gone dry. There were a million reasons she should say no. Above all, she wasn’t the herald; she was the evil throne’s heir. After a long moment, though, she nodded. “I swear it.”

      “I want to believe you.” Nessa’s shoulders relaxed a little. “You did break the enchantment at the gates. You got us inside. No one else has been able to do that.”

      A frantic rustling came from the storeroom. The girls spun around.

      Cautiously, they approached, aiming their lightsticks like spears. Side-by-side, they squeezed through the pantry door.

      It was the chipmunk, tearing at a massive burlap sack. He turned to look at them, whiskers twitching, just as the bag toppled and sent him somersaulting. A ball of fur, he was caught in an avalanche of tumbling walnuts. Was he all right? After a moment, he popped his head up, stuck a nut in his cheek, zigzagged between two barrels, and disappeared under a shelf.

      Wren smothered a laugh.

      Nessa’s mouth twitched with the hint of a smile. “We haven’t seen chipmunks in these parts in a long time. He’s a funny companion. Do you always travel together?”

      Wren had never traveled in her life. She scratched one ear, feeling a sudden surge of warmth toward him. “Yes.” This, at least, was the truth.

      Nessa nodded her approval.

      Wren’s stomach let out a loud rumble. They shared a glance.

      “I guess I’m a little hungry,” Wren admitted. “Are you?”

      “I shouldn’t be. Not with my unit out there. But the truth is, I’m starving.”

      “Want to poke around for some dinner? We won’t be much good if we’re fainting from hunger.”

      Nessa nodded. “You’re right.”

      They began lifting lids, uncorking jugs, and opening burlap sacks. The sights and smells worked their magic as food often does, soothing their fears for now. Wren’s worries receded amongst the dizzy array of delights. She oohed and aahed over a box of marzipan dolls nestled in candied rose petals; she inhaled the warm scent of soft dinner rolls shaped like tiny flower bouquets.

      It was a royal pantry in every way.

      This food was so unexpected, so delicious, all of it fit for a queen.
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      The girls grinned as they laid out their picnic in the kitchen’s tidy workspace. There were no chairs, so they sat on a tablecloth on the floor. The chipmunk scampered around Wren’s ankles, chattering busily. 

      She smiled at him. “You survived the walnuts, then?”

      He gave her a stern stare and twitched his tail.

      Wren laughed, her breath making white puffs in the rapidly cooling air.

      For once during this crazy day, she felt safe. The demon army and the Valkyrie were outside beyond the castle’s thick walls. For now, that would have to be enough.

      Still, they’d have to find a way to stay warm.

      The kitchen had a giant hearth, large enough for a person to stand in. Nearby, logs and kindling were stacked to the ceiling. The girls piled logs into the grate but couldn’t find a way to light it. They searched high and low for a flint with no luck.

      Nessa stared around, puzzled.

      Finally, Wren said, “Let’s wrap ourselves in tablecloths. They’re thick.”

      “Good idea. They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” Nessa draped herself in a purple tablecloth trimmed with gold tassels. “We look like we’re ready for a party!”

      “I know, I feel so fancy,” Wren cried and spun in a circle.

      The girls settled in their picnic spot, looking ridiculously festive and happy. They tucked the extra fabric around their feet for warmth. Wren made a gold-trimmed, regal nest for the chipmunk using more tablecloths. From his soft perch, he surveyed the kitchen as if taking inventory. It was funny how he followed her everywhere and listened to every conversation. Funny how he’d known to grab that fallen gate key from under the Valkyries’ noses. He’d saved the day!

      Were chipmunks always so clever and friendly? She’d never met one before.

      Odd how together they’d been flung into this world.

      “I’m warmer already,” Nessa announced.

      “Me too,” Wren said, dismissing her musings.

      Nessa held out a hand-sized pie. “Have you tried these? Try it, it’s delicious.”

      Wren took a bite and spoke with her mouth half-full. “Yum! That is sho good.” She swallowed. “What is this?”

      “I think it’s pears and pecans.”

      They opened jars and boxes, murmuring over delightful discoveries. Flavors—some savory, some sweet—many surprising and new. Salted almonds, crunchy oat biscuits, rich cheeses, and spicy dry salami. Puffy sugar meringues that floated on their tongues, blocks of milk chocolate that melted in their mouths.

      The storm dropped to a gentle rain that played against the tall windows.

      This feast was the best thing that had ever happened to Wren. It was a far cry from sitting alone in Mossfell’s silent attic. Here, with the glow of their lightsticks pooling across the worn stone floor, she let out a happy sigh. This was living!

      Finally stuffed, Wren zipped her hoodie tighter. Her thoughts drifted, and she wondered what Matron, Professor Arden, and Finkle were doing. Did they care Wren had disappeared? Her grandmother had seemed upset. Wren bit her lip. Nan had both abandoned her and defended her. Why? She said she’d lost her—what did that mean?

      And what of the boy in the wheelchair? Her thoughts lingered over the memory of him smiling up at her that last time. Happy Day, he’d said, as if he knew she could hear.

      Where was he now?

      It was too painful to think of him.

      She plucked at her tablecloth, her mind returning. “What’s it like where you live, Nessa? Is it far from here?”

      Nessa sat back. “It’s a glade called Beechwood Barrow on the edge of Whiteshadow Forest.”

      “Tell me about it, please? What’s it like? Have you lived there all your life?”

      As the forest girl spoke, her words conjured visions in Wren’s mind. Of a dappled forest and thatched homes where rays of sunlight warmed the earth. Where Nessa and her friends once played together. She talked about school, chores, and how their families lived happily despite living by the dark forest.

      Nessa spoke of her military training and the urgent reason both young and old joined in. She talked about skirmishes in the hills and the growing monster threat.

      She spoke of the vinework division led by two old trainers: Tigrid and Radican. Tigrid, with her green-gray braids, had drilled them day and night on lattice-blockade training—which meant growing fences. With his creaky old voice, Radican had shouted endless commands on how to sprout trailing vines—which could be used to trip the enemy or even bind them up and hold them captive.

      Wren listened spellbound, lying with one elbow tucked under her head. “Do you like your teachers? Are they nice?”

      “Hmm. Well, Radican’s got this craggy face, these huge mossy eyebrows and his beard comes down to here.” She pointed to her belly button. “He’s bent over like an old stick, but when he throws vines, you better watch out. And if you’re in trouble, he’ll wrap you up so fast that all you see are flying leaves. Then you’re stuck, standing there like a dummy, with everyone laughing at you until he decides you’ve probably come to your senses.”

      “He wraps you up in leaves and vines?” Wren stared. “That sounds awful!”

      Nessa’s eyes danced. “Maybe. But none of us actually cared if we got into trouble! We were all madly trying to invent magic knots to impress him. Or to grow the longest vine. Once, a bunch of us vinewalled his whole cottage, and he was twenty minutes late for class.”

      “No. He must have killed you!” Wren said. “You weren’t scared?”

      “Terrified!”

      “Why did you do it?”

      “Because. We wanted to show him how strong, clever, and inventive we were. Once in a while, he’d nod and say, ‘Good work, Nessa. I’m impressed.’ And that’s the most amazing feeling ever.”

      “I bet.” Wren mulled this over. Then she grinned. “Was he impressed that you vinewalled his house?”

      Nessa wrinkled her nose. “Not so much.”

      They both laughed.

      “What about Tigrid? What’s she like?”

      “Oh, you don’t want to get on her bad side. Nothing good comes of that.”

      “She sounds like Matron,” Wren said on a laugh.

      “Was Matron one of your teachers?”

      “Sort of,” Wren said.

      “And she’s scary?” Nessa asked, leaning in with bright eyes.

      “Very. She has long black hair and scrapes it into a bun like this.” Wren piled her hair on top of her head and twisted it tight.

      “Ow! That looks painful,” Nessa said.

      “And if a strand comes loose and she doesn’t tuck it back in, that’s how you know she’s furious.”

      They giggled.

      “Were there others?” Nessa asked.

      “There’s Professor Finkle. His nose looks like a beak, and his suits are always wrinkly. He’s mostly nice. Except when he’s complaining that I never listen.” She imitated his gruff voice. “Wren, you never listen. When are you going to listen?” She scratched her head. “I suppose I probably don’t. Which is funny because I should be good at listening, you know—since my ears are so big?” Wren stopped abruptly, coloring. She’d never spoken about her ears before.

      “Are your ears big?” Nessa frowned, tilting her head. “They don’t look big to me. I think they’re nice.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes! They’re furry and they’re pointed. I wish I had ears like that.” Her voice turned wistful. “I’d be the most popular girl in Beechwood Barrow. Instead, I just have boring, regular old ears.” She plucked at one and made a face. “Your eyes are different, too. They’re really neat. I’ve heard of round irises but I’ve never seen them before.”

      “And I’ve never seen daisy-shaped ones before.”

      “Really? That’s so funny!”

      “I couldn’t stop staring when I met you,” Wren said.

      “Me neither!”

      The chipmunk had been watching this exchange with his head on his paws and one eye open. Now, he straightened and chattered away at them.

      “Uh oh, sorry, are we keeping you awake?” Wren said, smothering a grin.

      The chipmunk twitched his tail and shot her a look.

      “I guess that’s a yes,” Wren said.

      Nessa yawned. “He has a good point. We should probably get some rest.”

      Wren pulled her tablecloth to her chin. They talked a bit longer in hushed voices until they finally said goodnight.

      Exhausted after her long, eventful day, Wren fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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      Wren woke with a start.

      The storm had grown fierce, and winds grabbed at the glass panes, shaking them hard. She blinked up from her huddled spot on the floor. Shadows stretched across the vast kitchen.

      Wren threw off her tablecloth and sat upright. Hair stuck to her forehead, damp with sweat despite the frigid air.

      The lightsticks had winked out. Wreathed in moonlight, the striped chipmunk slept with his head curled under one paw. Nessa dozed on her side with her legs tucked up to her chest. 

      Wren rubbed her face. What woke her? Had her sensitive ears picked up a noise beyond the storm? Footsteps, perhaps?

      Was someone here? Inside the castle?

      No. 

      That wasn’t possible. She’d locked the tunnel gates herself.

      Wren shot a wary glance at the windows. The patterned glass made it impossible to see out. She had no way of knowing if someone—or something—was looking in.

      Wren draped her tablecloth around her shoulders like a cloak, knotting it at her neck. Quietly, so as not to wake Nessa and the chipmunk, she lifted a lightstick from the cold stone floor and crept away from their cozy circle.

      First, she checked the pantry: empty.

      Then, she headed for the only other set of doors, ones they’d not yet investigated. They lay at the far end of the kitchen and could only lead in one direction—into the main rooms of the dreaded Griffin King’s castle.

      No good could come of wandering out there.

      And yet, all along, she’d known she’d have to explore it. The bewildering pull she’d felt in the tunnel still tugged at her. She’d been able to distract herself with food and talk. Now, it wouldn’t be ignored.

      On the floor, Wren’s companions were two unmoving lumps.

      Swallowing hard, she hurried to the exit. Despite its size, the door swept open on silent hinges. A stone passage stretched into the gloom.

      Her free hand moved along the wall.

      After turning a sharp curve, she brought the lightstick back up to full power with a quick slam. When she reached a door with a peephole, she pressed her eye to it and tried to see out.

      Too dark.

      Something scuttled over her ear and down her neck.

      “Whaah?” She swatted at her shoulder.

      A big spider fell to the ground and dashed off, its long hairy legs scurrying. Wren shuddered. Calm down, she scolded herself. It was just a spider! But the biggest one she’d ever seen. She hoped there weren’t more.

      The door swung open easily. She could imagine kitchen waitstaff coming and going with heaped platters and trays.

      After stepping out, the door whooshed shut behind her.

      A grand hallway stretched in both directions. The ceiling soared overhead, painted with vines and unfamiliar woodland creatures.

      Oddly, music jingled in the distance, a strangely pleasant sound. Why was it playing in this empty castle? The bright notes sent shivers trembling down her neck.

      After checking she was alone, she turned right and padded along a plush carpet. Her tablecloth cloak dragged in a long train.

      An arched doorway opened into a colossal dining room. Banqueting tables held hundreds of ornate chairs. Sweet perfume drifted from massive flower bouquets, the blooms still fresh. And the candelabras were still lit, their flames flickering. Awestruck, she drank in the enchanted sight.

      It was both spooky and wondrous.

      This castle seemed like a joyous place. Had there been a party? A banquet?

      Wren backed away, confused. What about the Destruction? The awful stories? The warnings about the dreaded Griffin King? About her father . . .

      Was this really where he’d lived? With her mother? It was wonderful!

      Somewhere deeper in the castle, the music played on. A dancing waltz.

      Again, she shivered, this time with anticipation.

      Drawn to the melodious strains, she wandered further.

      All manner of regalia decorated the hall. Suits of armor. Wall-mounted shields. Crossed swords. A statue of a woman on horseback holding a trumpet to her lips. A painted stag with enormous antlers. Endless glittering objects in cabinets.

      But the floral perfume had given way to an odd, sooty smell. Wren stifled an urge to sneeze. Alone or not, she didn’t want to make any sharp, sudden noises.

      It was the fancy shoe that caught her attention.

      The shoe lay in the middle of the corridor, turned to one side. High-heeled and trimmed with velvet ribbons, it was beautiful. The kind a rich lady would wear to a fancy party. Who would leave a shoe behind? Had the lady kept the other one? How did you walk in one high-heeled shoe?

      With a creeping sense of danger, Wren gave it a wide berth, moving with a careful sweep of her cloak.

      The music was much louder here.

      It was coming through a nearby door. She inched it open, and the music burst out.

      Cautiously, she pushed the door wider.

      And gasped.

      It was an enormous ballroom. Hundreds of lords and ladies must have danced here once. But now it was in terrifying disarray.

      Broken goblets littered the floor. A chandelier had crashed down, scattering splintered crystals everywhere. Rich curtains had been pulled from windows, rod and all. They trailed through the smashed goblets as if held by victims being dragged away. The strange smoky smell of soot mingled with a metallic odor that she couldn’t define. She pressed her sleeve to her nose and breathed through the fabric.

      To one side lay a torn paper fan. A walking cane snapped in two. A purse. A shattered mirror. A hat and a lady’s lace handkerchief. A floral-print shawl that seemed eerily familiar. Bloody handprints everywhere.

      Panic whiplashed through her. Wren’s eyes flicked toward a curtain still hanging against a towering window. Could something be lurking behind it? Alive? She took an unsteady step backward, nearly falling.

      No, whatever had happened here was over—long ago.

      Wren mustered her courage and crept forward, heart in her throat. She passed an overturned drinks cart and a puddle of something red . . . wine, perhaps.

      And just beyond crouched what looked like a giant hairball. At least three feet long. She froze. Was it an animal? A monster? When it didn’t move, she edged forward and stared. What had seemed like a giant hairball wasn’t hair, or at least not all of it. It contained patches of silver and green cloth. Maybe a dress or a jacket, with buttons. And bones, too. The smooth curve of a skull. She blanched.

      This had been a person. Something had chewed this person up and spit out his remains. Or hers.

      Wren stared for a long time, unable to tear her eyes from the dire scene. Her throat ached with unshed tears.

      She whirled, needing the music to stop. A large music box lay open on a sideboard. Trembling with horror, she slammed the cursed thing shut.

      The waltz cut off abruptly.

      Only the rain sang a bleak song now.

      She turned to leave when something fluttered against a window.

      It sounded like wings.

      Every nerve firing, Wren gasped and squinted at the dark panes, expecting to see Bellagoria grinning through the glass.

      The windows reflected only her own pale face, staring with horrified eyes.

      Shaken, Wren escaped into the corridor. She was breathing hard, as though she’d run far. Her heart pounded out a dizzy rhythm. She closed her eyes, bent forward with her hands on her knees, trying to blot out what she’d seen.

      What had happened to all the people?

      The smoky smell clung to her nose and mouth. It reeked like a smoldering fire. Out of nowhere, her mind flashed to Mossfell Academy, to her birthday and Matron’s odd party dress with those burnt cuffs.

      Wait. That’s why the flower-print shawl in the ballroom had looked familiar. It matched Matron’s dress!

      Had Matron been at the party? Had they all been here?

      Had they kept this secret from her? Why?

      She deserved to know her family history. Instead, they’d locked her away in that attic. Anger flared, raging hot. She wanted to shout at someone, to scream and howl at the unfairness of it all.

      Did they think she was a monster and would do this to people? If so, they should have told her to her face. Because they were wrong.

      Wren kicked at the hall carpet and soot ballooned into the air.

      She reeled back a step, surprised. At her feet, a sooty stain darkened the rug. Curious, she knelt to study it. A chill crept over her.

      This stain was a trail—the trail of something monstrous. Some foul beast had snaked through the castle, burning the floor as it went. Wren recoiled. What monster could do this?

      A foreboding instinct warned her to turn back while she could.

      Instead, she followed the trail, driven by an urgent, all-consuming despair.

      For long moments, she trod softly in the stain’s wake. She turned one corner and then another, hurrying along the vast corridor. Finally, the stain veered toward a massive column.

      Here, behind the pillar, she found a door. It sagged open on broken hinges. Mustering her courage, Wren raised her stick—partly for light, partly as a weapon, and stepped through.

      It was a tower.

      She was standing at the base of a round tower.

      Stone steps spiraled upward. That awful pull wrenched at her, urging her to climb. She tried to turn away, to run back to the safety of the kitchen and the friends she’d left behind.

      The call, however, demanded to be obeyed.

      Try as she might, Wren couldn’t resist.

      She set her foot on the first step, took hold of the charred railing, and began to climb.
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      The staircase hugged the curved walls, and Wren’s footsteps echoed into the tower’s distant reaches. Soot clung to everything. It filled her nostrils and tore at her throat.

      The stairs grew broken and uneven, but climbing was second nature. She hopped and scrambled ever higher until her foot landed on a cracked step. The stone caved in half, taking her right leg down with it.

      “Gah!” she shouted, flailing and catching the railing before she fell through.

      The clattering stones echoed loud enough to wake the demons of the underworld. Maybe her sleeping friends, too. She cringed.

      What if the monster lay curled and sleeping at the top, waking even now?

      Her first thought was to run and warn Nessa and the chipmunk, but when no sounds came from above, she breathed out a shaky sigh.

      Carefully, she resumed her climb.

      The sooty trail thickened. Wren touched the charred powder, then studied her fingertips. Yuck. They smelled of sulfur and smoke. Why had the monster come up here?

      In a horrified flash of understanding, she realized it must have been chasing someone. And that someone had nowhere to go but up.

      Wren gulped.

      She could almost hear the victim’s desperate sprint—their panting breath, their rasp of feet, their brush of hands against walls. She held her lightstick to the stone and was startled to see blurred handprints in the soot! Climbing a few steps, she found a clearer one. It was large, the hand of a man. Wren pressed her own palm to it.

      Her heart went out to that poor soul. Had he escaped?

      Wren climbed faster. She had to know, had to see what lay at the top.

      Ten steps. Then twenty. Then fifty. How high did it go?

      The air grew cooler. Drafts howled downward, whipping her hair.

      She rounded another spiral. Abruptly, the stairs ended.

      “Finally,” Wren breathed. She stepped out of the stairwell and onto the circular tower room’s drenched stone floor.

      The roof was gone—ripped clear by a massive explosion. The shattered wall jutted skyward like a ring of jagged teeth. Massive clouds rushed overhead. Icy wind raked her face and rain spatters fell in sporadic bursts.

      Wren pulled her hoodie over her wavy hair and tightened her tablecloth cloak around her neck.

      Bits of furniture were charred beyond recognition. She picked her way to a low section of broken wall and peered over the edge. Far below, tangled treetops shook and swayed.

      Lightning illuminated the castle grounds, and she spotted a walled garden carved out of the murky forest. At its center stood a massive, solitary tree. Once, the garden must have been a lovely escape.

      Now, the castle loomed above it all, its towering spires dark and jagged against the stormy sky, the stone walls slick with rain and covered in creeping vines that clawed their way upward. It was as though the castle itself had grown out of the forest, a part of the gloom and decay that surrounded it.

      The wind tugged at Wren on her dizzy perch until she’d seen enough. She sank down with her back against the wall. Tendrils of curly hair whipped free from her hood. Her lightstick glowed like a cold star in the night.

      Wren closed her eyes in disappointment.

      There were no answers here.

      Only the screams of the frenzied storm.

      As she hugged her knees to her chest, the golden acorn in her pocket pressed into her thigh. While she didn’t have much use for it away from the portal, she hadn’t forgotten that the enchanted acorn was her only way home.

      Now, she tugged it out, holding it in her wet fingers.

      “Why did you bring me here?” she demanded in a fierce whisper.

      Angrily, she gripped it, wanting to crush answers from the enchanted thing. The jewels banding its middle felt sharp. Her thumb squeezed the pearl crowning its top. As it did, the acorn popped open.

      She’d forgotten it opened!

      In the chaos, she’d forgotten about snapping the acorn shut while watching the demon army on the road!

      Excited, she brought the lightstick closer.

      The acorn’s lid had flipped back on tiny hinges. Nestled inside lay a monocle—a single eyeglasses lens. The monocle was no larger than a silver dollar. It was set into a wire ring and fixed with a small handle.

      Wren plucked it up and held it to her right eye.

      Instantly, she knew it was enchanted.

      Magically, the world changed.

      The tower room’s broken walls repaired themselves and the roof tiles snapped into place. A carpet shimmered into existence underfoot. Upon it grew a regal throne. A familiar symbol etched itself into the throne’s backrest: the griffin crest.

      The throne was identical to Wren’s chair in Mossfell’s attic.

      Unlike hers, though, this one was stone and seemed part of the tower itself.

      What magic was this?

      Had she been transported in time to when the castle was still whole?

      Wren held the seeing glass tight, fearing if she dropped it the spell would break.

      A great noise shook the tower. Shouts from below, hundreds of people crying and screaming. Smoke began to billow from the stairwell.

      And then footsteps. Heavy footsteps. Rising fast.

      Someone was coming!
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      The footsteps grew louder, rising toward the tower room.

      Wren ducked behind the impressive throne. Despite her terror, she peered out and pressed the monocle tight to her eye. Maybe now she’d get her answers.

      A man burst from the stairwell into the round tower room. His jaw was set, and curly brown hair tumbled over his brow. He brushed it out of one hazel eye with a soot-stained hand, streaking his cheek black. His broad chest rose and fell beneath a regal velvet jacket. Yet it was the golden object on his brow that drew her attention.

      A crown.

      The crown wasn’t large and gaudy. No heavy pointed thing that promised to make your neck ache under the weight of it. Instead, he wore a simple circlet with seven green gems set at even intervals.

      The King.

      It couldn’t be . . . him . . . could it?

      In those fancy clothes, the soot-covered King looked like he’d come from a party.

      He shot a determined glance at the smoky stairwell. As he turned, Wren shot to her feet, staring.

      His ears.

      His ears!

      They were pointed and their backs were covered with soft fur. He wheeled around and she stared into his face, into those eyes so like her own.

      “Father,” she said quietly.

      Too quietly. He didn’t hear.

      Wren stepped into the open. “Father! It’s me, it’s your daughter. I’m here.” The seeing glass trembled in her fingers as she held it to her eye. She didn’t dare let it go.

      He said nothing.

      “Look at me. I’m here. I’m right here! Why won’t you look at me?”

      He strode to an open window, clapped both hands on the sill, and leaned out as if searching for something.

      From the stairwell came a low, powerful hiss. Smoke billowed upward. Whatever monster had chased him up here was closing in.

      Wren said, “Father! Hurry, we need to hide.” She ran to him, her free arm outstretched to grab his coat. But her fingers plunged right through. She tried again. “Please. Look at me! I’ve come so far. Please, see me. Please!”

      He stirred. Maybe it was the approaching monster that made him turn, or maybe by some miracle he’d heard his daughter through the veil of magic. For he gazed down.

      His eyes met hers. Hazel irises, strong brows, creases in the corners.

      His lids flared open ever so slightly.

      A cry caught in Wren’s throat. “You do see me.” Tears sprang into her eyes. “I found you. I came, I⁠—”

      But then her father brushed past her.

      He leaned out the high window and shouted, “Gavindor!”

      Impossibly, a voice called back as if someone was floating in the air outside. It sounded like a boy. “I am near.”

      “Hurry,” bellowed the King.

      “Stand ready to listen,” shouted the boy.

      What did that mean?

      And who could be out there so high up? Were they climbing? Wren abandoned her father’s side, ran to a window, and leaned out. A bright moon shone in the velvet-dark sky. No boy clung to the vertical stone walls.

      Before she could try another window, the King returned to the stairwell and shouted into it, “To me, come!”

      He was calling the monster.

      Her stomach bottomed out.

      This was an enchantment; she knew that now. She’d stepped into a sort of memory that belonged to this tower. A vision of a time long past. The monocle had brought her to this moment.

      Why?

      And then she understood.

      This was the night of the Destruction.

      This was the night her father had sickened the forest and destroyed Nessa’s people.

      Those sooty handprints she’d seen climbing up here—they were his. They weren’t the prints of some terrified soul desperate to escape.

      No. Her father wasn’t afraid at all.

      He was something much worse.

      He was evil.

      Just like everyone had said.

      People kept screaming downstairs. She thought of the ballroom with the person’s gruesome remains and of the single lonely shoe.

      Her sadness turned bitter in the pit of her stomach. It bubbled with the resentment she’d held for as long as she could remember. For him leaving her behind. For the years locked in the attic. For the truth they’d hidden from her.

      Worst of all, for him being . . . this.

      No. He hadn’t been chased. He wasn’t afraid. He hadn’t escaped here in fright.

      He’d come in triumph to his throne room.

      She found her voice and it came out loud and sharp.

      “How could you?” she screamed. “I hate you. Do you hear me? I hate you!”

      But he didn’t hear.

      She strode into his eyeline, trying to force him to see her.

      “You killed them!” she shrieked in fury. “How could you? Where is my mother? Where is she? Answer me!”

      To him, clearly, she was no more than air.

      A spitting hiss exploded from the stairwell.

      Wren spun as a massive snake thrust its head through the door. The reptilian face was so evil and ancient that it looked to have crawled from the very depths of the underworld. Its tongue flicked through fangs as tall as Wren. Smoke poured from slit-like nostrils.

      The Griffin King and his monster faced one another across the chamber.

      “It’s time, Warvil,” her father said.

      Warvil . . . Warvil!

      Here was the monster from the massive, ornate iron box—the one the Valkyrie had been guiding along the road!

      This was her father’s instrument of destruction? This repulsive monster was his friend? Was she also supposed to accept the Warvil as her personal weapon of destruction when she ascended to the throne?

      She wouldn’t allow it. She’d never wear the crown.

      She’d never become the dreaded Griffin Queen.

      The Warvil eased its thick body through the door until its neck became visible. The gargantuan snake’s scales glittered like dark jewels—each shifting, alive. Like eyes, one scale winked, another opened and closed. It was as if every scale had an eye of its own, able to see in all directions.

      “It is time, Warvil,” her father thundered. “Witness the power of listening as I bring this to an end.”

      What did he mean?

      Suddenly, his pointed ears stiffened. Was he hearing something? Wren copied her father’s movements.

      To her horror, at that moment the enchanted vision began to slow. It was like watching a movie playing at half-speed. She noticed the curtains first. Their fluttering turned to sluggish flaps. The Warvil’s tongue extended inch-by-inch in a long, drawn-out flick. Everything was grinding to a halt.

      Was this the end of the vision?

      Was she to be shown no more?

      She still had questions! She held the seeing glass so tight it ground into her brow bone. “Not yet!”

      As if in reply, a high-pitched note cut through the chaos. It pierced her ears with such violent ringing that she cried out in pain. The noise felt like knitting needles jabbing into her eardrums.

      Her father heard it, too.

      In slow motion, the Griffin King staggered back. He clamped his hands to his ears, brow furrowed in surprise.

      The vision jerked forward again at normal speed.

      Quickly, the Griffin King returned to the window. “Gavindor!”

      A great flapping of wings beat outside, sending the curtains flying. Something was out there! Another of her father’s monsters? She spotted a massive, feathered head and curved beak. Powerful wings and a fluffy lion’s tail.

      A griffin.

      Wren’s father still held his ears as he stepped onto the window ledge. Behind him, the Warvil reared upward, fangs dripping. Black smoke poured from its throat.

      “Come,” the King commanded.

      Without another glance, he leaped from the ledge.

      And was gone.

      The Warvil didn’t hesitate. It followed its master, gliding across the floor, burning the tower room as it went. The curtains flared up in shooting flames. The floor and walls shimmered with heat. The vast throne glowed bright white. Every stone and tile glowed brighter and brighter until they burst into a thousand white-hot suns.

      “Oh no,” Wren gasped.

      The Warvil surged out over the windowsill, its countless eyes alive and watching.

      When the explosion came, it blew the roof clear off the tower.

      Wren was thrown to the ground. Her head smacked into the blazing floor. And her whole world went black.
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      Rain slid down Wren’s face as she came to. She lay sprawled on her back, facing the thundering sky. Everything was back to how she’d first found it.

      What did the vision mean? Was her father still alive?

      No, that didn’t make sense. One thing she knew about royal crowns from her fairytale books was that you only inherited them when the previous king or queen died. Which meant her father couldn’t still live.

      The knowledge left Wren numb. It was too much to process.

      Rolling over on the wet floor, she got to her knees.

      Nearby, her lightstick gleamed softly. It illuminated the golden acorn, which lay hinged open. And empty.

      Heart suddenly thrumming, Wren searched for the monocle. Where was it? The magical seeing glass was her only connection to her father. Maybe her mother, too! With it, she might be able to visit the whole castle and witness the past. Maybe even see her mother holding Wren in her arms, stroking her hair, whispering kind words.

      She had to find it!

      Her eyes swept the slick, wet floor.

      There—the round wire frame that held the seeing lens—there it was.

      She half crawled, half ran the short distance and swept it up.

      Her thumb poked through where the glass should have been.

      The lens frame was empty.

      No. No!

      Wren fell to her knees before a pile of tiny shards. Scraps of wet, broken glass. Half-mad with hope, she swept them into her hands, scraping her palms, willing them to come together. They were magic. They had to come together. They just had to!

      Nothing happened.

      She held the largest piece to her eye. It was too small to see through.

      “It’s not fair,” she whispered, fighting the wobble in her chin. “That’s all I had of him.”

      He might be the dreaded Griffin King, but he was her father. She hated him and she needed him, and she desperately wanted to see him again. It was all muddled together. A sob escaped her.

      How could she have broken it?

      The loss opened a black pit inside Wren’s heart.

      The years of waiting for her parents to rescue her seemed laughable now. Every sharp place inside Wren grew more jagged.

      Was this how people turned bad?

      She thought of Bellagoria and the gruesome marching army. Both were bent on capturing Wren, thirsting for a cursed crown she didn’t wear.

      “It’s over,” she whispered hoarsely. “All of you, you’re marching for nothing. There is no crown. Not anymore.”

      Her father had leaped from this room and carried the mythical crown away. There was no dread rule to be feared. Wren had been locked up for nothing. All that remained of this place was a burned-out husk.

      She thought of the ghostly voice that had spoken inside her head. Why was he silent now? Could he see the fabled throne was gone? Was Wren useless to him without her cursed crown?

      Despite the rain, a grim satisfaction warmed her heart.

      She raised her chin, eyes flashing. “If you can hear me, come and face me, whoever you are. Come and see my power. Isn’t it grand?” She stretched out her arms. “Look at me. Aren’t I impressive? Whatever I have is yours. Because guess what? I’m the Queen of Nothing.”

      Are you?

      The voice startled her. Wren jerked around and searched the empty doorway. After a pause, “Yes. And I’m glad that I’m the Queen of Nothing. Because that’s exactly what you’ll get.”

      Soft laughter.

      Infuriated, Wren tried not to show it. “Why don’t you come greet me?” she taunted. “On my lovely throne?”

      She marched to the raised dais that had once held the glorious stone chair—the one she’d seen through the monocle. All that remained now was a cracked seat and four crumbling lion’s-paw legs. The regal crested chairback had been blown to smithereens.

      Wren climbed defiantly onto the broken throne. It was cold and hard, and her feet barely touched the ground. “Here I am! The all-powerful Griffin Queen.”

      As she spoke, an unexpected twinge pinched her brows.

      The pinch twisted into a sudden pain.

      It flared behind her eyes. Hot and stabbing.

      She grabbed the cracked seat edges to keep from toppling.

      She tried to stand but couldn’t move. She was stuck fast. Fear burst inside her; she never should have sat on this horrible thing.

      It felt like a circular band was squeezing her skull. Vise-like, the pain crushed her head tighter—ever tighter! She tried to scream but gasped instead.

      Blazing light streamed from her arms and legs, haloing out through her clothing. The searing brightness blinded her.

      “Stop,” she begged.

      From the chair there came a roaring sound. A force lifted her from the throne. Wren rose until she hung in the rain-slashed air. Snatches of words came to her; someone far off was speaking quickly, excited, calling her name. Wren . . . Wren! Her heart slammed, pounding to the beat of a distant drum.

      But it wasn’t a drum—she realized that now. It was a second heartbeat beating far away. Yet, somehow, she could hear it.

      A foreboding screamed along her every vein.

      “Aaaargh!” she shouted, her hands in fists, bent on making it stop.

      The pounding heartbeat only grew louder, blending with her pulse, until she could no longer separate which was which.

      In a loud, imperious voice she shouted, “Enough!”

      Wren barely recognized the powerful tone of her voice.

      “I said, that’s enough!”

      She didn’t know who she was commanding.

      All that mattered was that she be obeyed.

      And she was.

      Shockingly, the distant drumming heartbeat faded away. Her body was lowered smoothly to the seat. The torturing pain around her skull released, leaving only a dull ache.

      She sprawled forward, catching herself from falling.

      The horrible spell was gone. She stared at her trembling palms. They looked the same. Even the tower room was unchanged. Dark and wet and windy.

      But Wren didn’t feel well.

      She longed to be in her attic bed, curled under the covers. To hear Matron’s annoyed tut-tut as she frowned and took her temperature. To be fed hot soup and ginger ale. To hear the raven crowing on the roof and the school bell tolling its reliable, comforting chimes.

      All her life she’d wanted to escape Mossfell, but now she yearned for its stable familiarity.

      A faint, scratching noise came to her over the rain.

      The chipmunk crouched near the stairwell, watching her. His tail twitched nervously, back and forth. Back and forth.

      “You found me,” Wren whispered.

      The chipmunk didn’t scamper to her, though. Not like he usually did.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “Everything’s okay.” But it wasn’t.

      Had he seen her rise from the seat and float in the air? Heard her shouting? He must have, for his small face was a mask of worry. Maybe even fear. She couldn’t bear to think of scaring him. Of losing him.

      “It stopped. I’m fine.”

      He came no closer. Instead, he hugged his tail to his chest with his tiny paws.

      “It’s me. Don’t you recognize me?” she asked.

      His eyes moved nervously to her forehead.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” Her hand moved to her brow and her fingers met a cold, metallic band. “Wha⁠—”

      She broke off. A narrow band encircled her whole head. At intervals, rough rounded objects, seven of them, were set into the metal. Without even looking, she knew what they were. Gems. Precious gems.

      She could even guess their color.

      Emerald green.

      It was easy to picture, for she’d seen this band only a short time ago.

      It was her father’s crown.

      The Griffin Crown.

      Mortified, she tried to pry it from her head. To her horror, it wouldn’t come free! Wren tried again, pulling and tugging. Tearing at her hair, wrenching with all her might.

      “Get off me,” she cried. “Get off!”

      The crown wouldn’t budge.

      Wren stared at the chipmunk.

      “But I don’t want it,” she said lamely. “I’m not like him. Why won’t it come off? What’s Nessa going to say?” Stricken, she put her face in her hands. “What am I going to do?”

      The chipmunk approached her tentatively. He crawled up her leg, climbed into her lap, and chattered softly.

      Wren sniffled. “You’re not afraid of me?”

      He blinked up at her solemnly.

      Her heart melted in gratitude. She picked him up and held him to her cheek. “There must be some way to get rid of it.”

      From far away, the powerful, ghostly voice came to her, and she started in her seat.

      There is a way to get rid of it.

      Wren stiffened. “Tell me how.”

      I will. But first, I must thank you for doing my bidding. For awakening the crown as foretold.

      “Just get on with it,” Wren said. “I don’t need your fancy talk.”

      All right. When you die, you will be released of your duty.

      “When I die?” Wren squeaked. “I have to die to get rid of this crown?”

      Yes, child, that is the unfortunate truth. You must die for the crown to pass on to its next successor. To the new Griffin King.

      To me.

      Wren leaped to her feet, her fists clenched. “To you? The first time I heard you, I felt sorry for you! But you’re evil. That was your study at my grandma’s, wasn’t it? With all the creepy stuff. You left me that note beside the magic acorn to lure me here. Because of this—prophecy—right? So that I’d awaken this crown!” She was panting with fury.

      Indeed, my darling niece. A binding one at that.

      “I’m not your darling anything, Uncle Malifast. Because that’s who you are, isn’t it? I heard Professor Finkle say you were going to ‘come through’ and get me.”

      Yes, but you found my bait and came through on your own. Very convenient.

      Angry tears squeezed from her eyes. She fisted them away. “It all makes sense now. You needed me to make this crown appear. So that you could rip it from my head.”

      All hail my coming.

      All rejoice in the future King.
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      Wren ran from the tower room.

      Her uncle’s poisonous words rang in her furry ears. She paused in the upper stairwell, gasping with shock and betrayal. Malifast was her family, her own uncle! He’d played on her sympathy, and she’d fallen for his tricks every step of the way.

      Back in Mossfell’s attic, she’d longed to know the truth about her family. She’d dreamed of a mother and father who loved her and would find her someday.

      Now, she wished she could forget what she knew: her family was evil. Her father was a monster. Her uncle was supposed to care for her. Instead, he thirsted after her crown and laughed about killing her.

      She felt sick. She was just a kid. She had only just escaped her attic prison. She’d only just made a friend. She was too young to die!

      How could he do this?

      Outrage welled up. She wanted to find him and force him to take his words back. She wished she was twice her size, no, ten times her size so she could crush him in her fist, squeeze him like a bug, make him regret he’d ever⁠—

      Wren paused, frightened by her blinding anger.

      “I’m not evil,” she whispered, hoping it was true. “I hate you but I’m not evil. I’ll never be like you.”

      You’re exactly like me. You’d kill for the dread crown. For the glory and the power of being queen. You’ve felt it, now, and there’s no turning back. You can’t help it. It’s in your blood.

      Wren squeezed her eyes shut, trying to force down her despair. She had felt the power when she’d been lifted from the throne. When the light had poured through her, and she’d heard that distant heartbeat matching her own. She’d felt like somebody. No longer a forgotten orphan but a mighty, enchanted queen.

      Do you see now?

      “Shut up,” she hissed.

      You would kill me to keep that power. But I will kill you first.

      “Leave me alone!” Wren’s hands went instinctively to her crown. Pressing her fingers to the cold metal, she spoke through gritted teeth. “I order you out of my head. Get out and never come back!”

      A sharp pain shot through her ears and quickly faded.

      The world went silent.

      Out of nowhere, into that stricken silence, a comforting face rose into her mind. It was a soft image of the boy in his wheelchair, smiling at her with steady strength. Waving to her and calling, Happy Day. She held onto the vision for as long as she could until it finally slipped away.

      The shush of rain returned.

      “I’m not evil,” she repeated, begging herself to believe it. “I never wanted this.”

      Even if the crown was cursed, she’d find a way to be good. She owed it to the boy to be good. To Nessa. To all the people Wren’s wicked family had hurt.

      But how?

      Uncle Malifast was out there with Bellagoria and countless monsters, hacking at the enchanted woods. How long would the tree barrier hold? Bellagoria must be working to undo the forest magic. How long until the Valkyrie breached the forest and the castle walls and let Malifast and his demon army inside?

      As if to confirm her fears, Wren heard a new sound over the storm. The far-off cracking of trees. Had they broken through?

      Desperate to see, Wren left the shelter of the stairwell and ran back into the throne room.

      Below lay only darkness, rain, and swaying branches. No figures moved amongst the trees.

      Not yet.

      Stricken, she returned to the lonely stairwell and dried her face. The chipmunk sat waiting for her, nervously flicking his tail.

      “I think we’re safe for a little while longer,” she told him, squeezing water from her hair.

      He leaped onto her shoulder, chattering impatiently in her ear.

      “I’m sorry, I wish I could understand.” Wren stroked his back. “We’d better find Nessa. I have to tell her what happened. She’ll know what to do.”

      At this, the chipmunk’s chatter grew more urgent.

      “What’s wrong?” She glanced sideways; he looked frustrated. “I bet you’re cold. That must be it. We’ll warm up when we reach the kitchen.”

      He seemed to give up, for he fell silent.

      “Let’s get downstairs, fast.” She perched on the railing and began to slide. The old wood was slick, and her wet clothes made it even slicker. Down she went, corkscrewing at a dizzying speed.

      Her thoughts raced as she glided ever lower. When she’d first learned about the cursed crown, she’d been terrified of finding it. But suddenly, she realized—now that she wore it, she felt . . . fine! Better than fine, she felt refreshed. Stronger somehow.

      It was her uncle she feared.

      Anyway, Nessa would help her get the thing off. They’d find a way to destroy it together. Everything was going to work out.

      The chipmunk crouched on her shoulder, his tail whipping out behind him, and she felt a sudden burst of gratitude that he was there.

      The railing’s final flourish came into sight. Wren flew off the end and nailed a perfect landing. Quickly she wiped her soot-stained hands on her rain-soaked clothes. Down here, the air felt cold as ice.

      She tiptoed back out into the castle’s vaulted main corridor.

      Shivering, she set out toward the kitchen, retracing her steps in the thick carpet. Glimpses of the royal Griffin crest were everywhere—on the wall-mounted shields, on jewel-encrusted vases. A strange flash of electrifying power surged through her, making her legs shake. Wren paused to steady herself, waiting until it stopped.

      She rubbed her head—she was tired, that’s all.

      She kept walking.

      Nearby, a giant tapestry hung on the wall. It was labeled Town of Mistyhop. Woven into the fabric was an image of a bustling village with beautiful, thatched cottages and shops. Children played in bright parks and sunlit streets while happy-looking adults worked busily away. Some pushed carts piled high with fruits and vegetables. Others cobbled shoes. Still others baked bread. It was a delightful place. And in its center was a shining castle marked Castle Grimlock.

      Wren bent closer and gasped. It was this castle, this very castle. She recognized its distinctive turrets from when she’d peered out of the tower throne room. But where had the village of Mistyhop gone? Why were there no ruins in the forest? What had happened to the homes and happy people?

      A warning chilled her. The crown felt cold as ice around her temples. Wren hurried away, her tablecloth cloak fanning out in a long train.

      She rounded a corner and faltered. Someone was here.

      The small figure took a step before kneeling in the distant hallway, head bowed.

      Who was it? Had the crown awakened someone in this castle? Surely they weren’t kneeling before her, the newly crowned Griffin Queen were they?

      Then she caught a glimpse of green hair gleaming in the figure’s lightstick.

      Nessa.

      Wren felt foolish. Worse. Uncle Malifast’s taunts about her desire for power burned in her ears. She never wanted anyone kneeling before her!

      The dryad lifted an object from the floor. The dancing shoe.

      Wren’s stomach twisted.

      Nessa called out in a low, worried voice, “There you are. Where did you go? Look at this, it was just lying here.”

      “I know,” Wren said.

      Suddenly, she didn’t want Nessa to see her crown. She covered her lightstick with her hand, plunging herself into shadow.

      Nessa rose warily to her feet. “What’s wrong?”

      Wren swallowed hard, wondering what to say.

      “Why are you in the dark?” Nessa’s daisy eyes took on that old suspicious look.

      With a sinking realization, Wren knew Nessa would never understand. Worse, with that single look, the frail thread of their friendship seemed to snap.

      But friendships could never be built on lies.

      In a croaking voice, Wren said, “Tell me what happened here.”

      Nessa regarded her, trying to see into the shadows. “I don’t like that question. You should know what happened here.”

      “I don’t. And I need you to tell me. Please.”

      “How can you not know?” Nessa demanded, her voice rising.

      Frustration welled in Wren and her words came out more powerfully than she intended. “Tell me what happened here!” she ordered. It sounded ugly, scary even. But it worked. Before she could take it back, Nessa nodded.

      “Yes, I will tell you. It’s clear you’re not the herald. I don’t know who you are, but this is one horror everyone should know. It’s why my people fight. It’s why I wanted to believe in you.”

      In a hoarse whisper, Wren said, “Then tell me. Please.”

      Softly, Nessa said, “Centuries ago, long before my time, this was a shining castle surrounded by the most breathtaking city in the land. Its king and queen were loved by their people. They were famous in lands far and wide. Those were the fabled days of glory.” She took a deep breath. “But something was rotting at the kingdom’s core. Frightening things started to happen around Mistyhop. According to legend, the first attack happened on a local farm. Something with monstrous claws killed their sheep. Days later, a flying beast breathed fire on a travelers’ carriage. Soon, monsters roamed the countryside. Creatures out of nightmares. Some had wings, some skittered like gargantuan spiders, while others twice as tall as any dryad ran upright on hairy legs with gnashing jaws.

      “According to ancient records, that old King stayed silent. Word spread that, every evening, hideous beasts perched along the castle’s ramparts like pets. Villagers wanted to believe the rumors were lies. They loved their good King. He would never allow such wickedness in the land.”

      Wren could barely breathe. This King was a great-great-grandfather of hers. Finkle and the others should have told her!

      “One night, the old King destroyed Mistyhop,” Nessa continued. “It started with the sound of a high trumpet. People looked up to see something awful: the King flying from his castle on a winged demon. He rode a griffin with powerful wings and claws of steel. He appeared for a mere moment before hiding in a flash of magic. But they knew now what he was. A dark sorcerer.”

      Wren didn’t want to hear what came next. But she forced herself to remain still and listen.

      “That night, the old King and his monsters destroyed the city with fire and brimstone. And the terror didn’t end there. He brought forth gorrons to roam the land—destroying the farms, polluting the rivers, and burning the mountains—until nowhere in all of Everlea was safe. My ancestors stood as guardians on the edge of Whiteshadow Forest. Although the dryads could do little to defend themselves, let alone anyone else.

      “The ruined city of Mistyhop was forgotten. Trees and vines grew, claiming homes and shops and streets. After centuries, all that remained was the castle, the royal family, and its mysterious, loyal court. No one knows why, but the attacks grew less frequent, and the fear faded until, eventually, most of Everlea forgot about the old demon King. A line of demon royalty followed, but the court was cloaked in secrecy, living alone in shadow for hundreds of years.”

      Nessa paused, startling Wren, who had been so caught up in the story she’d nearly forgotten they were facing one another down. So, this was her legacy? Centuries of secretive kings and queens cloistered in a cursed castle? This was the family she’d longed for? She’d been better off in the attic, ignorant and alone.

      Their wicked bloodline ran in her veins, maybe just waiting to unleash itself.

      Still, something wasn’t adding up. What about the banquet and the dance? Guests had come. Why, if it was supposedly closed to outsiders? Was it a last hurrah before the castle was abandoned?

      “Why did you stop?” Wren said. “There was a party here for a lot of people. Where did the shoe come from? All the food?”

      Nessa’s daisy eyes flickered with something dangerous. “I will get to that. When my parents were young, word spread about a new king. A handsome youth, who now wore the ancient Griffin Crown.”

      Wren startled. Was this her father?

      “They said the young king was unlike those who had come before. He was a good king, a friendly king. The days of old were long gone and best left to the past. My people were wary, but he set out to make peace with all the forest elders. Mistakenly, they trusted him. He then set out to reconcile with every kingdom in Everlea. He was well-liked and his popularity grew. So, after a time, he threw a party.”

      “A party,” Wren said, her stomach flipping nervously.

      “A birthday party. To celebrate the birth of his first child. His successor. A baby girl. Thirteen years ago.”

      “Thirteen years,” Wren echoed, her mouth going dry.

      Nessa’s eyes had turned steely. They were the eyes of a warrior. “Royalty, nobles, and dignitaries came in droves, for the queen was well-liked, too. And they all wanted to see this mysterious place. There would be music and dancing and a feast that would go on for days. Judging from the food, it must have been quite the spread. Don’t you think?”

      Wren could only nod as her hand closed tighter around her lightstick, keeping her face in shadow. Her crown, light as it was, felt heavy, so heavy.

      “Just tell me,” Wren whispered.

      “He’d fooled them all. Led them like lambs to the slaughter. As the guests dined and danced in their best clothes and jewels, toasting one another, laughing and singing, the Griffin King opened the doors to the Warvil. His family’s worm slithered into this very hall. And then the worm opened its demon mouth and swallowed the guests one by one. With each victim, a new eye appeared on the Warvil’s body. A fresh, staring scale popped into existence, its gaze one of eternal horror.”

      Wren recoiled, thinking of the countless eyes that had winked along the serpent’s length. “They still live?” she asked.

      Nessa nodded. “Yes, in some way, they didn’t die. They only made the Warvil larger and stronger. They live on inside it. Kings and queens, ladies and gentlemen, their torment filling the Warvil with power. That night, the demon worm swallowed and grew until few were left standing.”

      If Wren had been hoping she was wrong about her father, that hope was lost. He’d tricked the good people of this world and trapped them in an eternal nightmare.

      “Wh—what about the Griffin King? What happened to him?” She clung to the stick, feeling so dizzy that her knees threatened to collapse. It was horrific hearing that the man who’d given her life was a murderer of the worst kind. But she had to know it all.

      There was a long silence, broken only by the distant wind and rain.

      Finally, Nessa said, “Malifast, the King’s brother, was the only one capable of standing against him.”

      Uncle Malifast.

      “Armed with a bow and arrow, Malifast chased his brother and the beast into the tower. The King tried to escape by leaping from the top window onto his flying griffin. But Malifast raised his bow and loosed a single silver arrow. The arrow flew true. It struck home, tearing first through the griffin’s wing. Then straight into the Griffin King’s heart.”

      Wren couldn’t help it. She let out a small gasp. Uncle Malifast had killed her father, his own brother.

      Nessa was still talking. “As the Griffin King lay dying, he uttered a prophecy, a deathbed oath that could not be broken. In thirteen years, my newborn child will claim the Griffin throne and avenge my death.”

      A chill spread through Wren until she began to shake all over. How could he bind her like that? It was true her uncle had sworn to kill her. But she, too, was sworn to kill him, a man of her own flesh and blood. Sworn by an unbreakable deathbed oath. For what else could her father’s words have meant?

      “My newborn child will claim the Griffin throne and avenge my death.”
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      Wren stood in the castle’s shadowed hall, breathing hard.

      Once again, the anger came, bubbling up inside her. Who was her father to have bound her to this oath? He had no right. Worse, her heart ached, knowing this was what he’d left to her. He’d never cared about her, he’d only cared about being avenged!

      And no wonder her uncle wanted to kill her. It was kill or be killed in this family.

      She hadn’t noticed Nessa drawing closer until the forest girl was mere yards away. Nessa closed the gap with three quick steps. She raised her lightstick to Wren’s face, casting away the shadows. The girls glared at one another.

      As they did, Nessa’s eyes flicked to Wren’s forehead.

      The dryad took a rapid step back, her face a mask of shock. Whatever she’d suspected, clearly, it wasn’t this.

      “You!” Nessa gasped. “You’re wearing the—that’s the crown⁠—”

      “Wait.” Wren’s stomach bottomed out at the look in her friend’s eyes. “Just let me explain⁠—”

      “It’s you? It’s been you all along?” Nessa’s voice turned from shock to horror. “Why did I trust you? I knew something was wrong! I knew you weren’t my friend.”

      “Listen to me.” She was desperate to make Nessa understand. She couldn’t bear this awful feeling tearing her apart, even as she knew it was all over. The laughter they’d shared and the quiet hours in the kitchen were all gone as if they’d never been. “Please. I’m not evil. I’m your friend. We’re friends, Nessa!”

      But Nessa wasn’t listening.

      The forest girl moved into a fighting stance. From her sleeve, she drew two compact green wands. So, this was how she did her magic. Wren had been too frantic in the woods to see them.

      Nessa aimed her wands and began to chant. “Fortis vine, reach and bind . . .”

      “Stop,” Wren shouted. “I’m not your enemy!”

      Vines shot from Nessa’s wands. Long and vibrant, green and twisting. They flew at Wren, who leaped sideways with such speed even she was amazed. The vines blasted past, hitting the carpet.

      Nessa kept chanting and sent the vines twisting, doubling back toward Wren’s ankles.

      “Nessa, please!” Wren screamed and leaped clear again.

      The chipmunk chattered at them both in frantic, outraged-sounding squeaks, darting along the carpet.

      “I’m your friend!” Wren cried.

      Vines writhed as Nessa shouted, “My friend? You lied. You said you came to help the dryads.”

      “I said I wanted to help you.”

      “You said you were the herald.”

      “You’re the one who kept saying it,” Wren shot back. “I’m not! I wish I was, but I’m not. I should have told you. I’m sorry.” Wren’s voice broke. “I’m sorry. I’m on your side. We’re friends, Nessa!”

      “Never say that.” The girl whipped her wands and two new vines blasted toward Wren’s head.

      With a shriek, she darted left. She leaped onto a side table and, barely thinking, ran a few steps along the wall. How was this happening?

      The minute she questioned this strange ability, it all fell apart. She tumbled straight down and landed flat on her face on the floor.

      “Oof,” she gasped as a vine snapped inches from her nose. Jumping to her feet, she ran for the wall again.

      Nessa launched a fresh assault. Wren vaulted sideways and her shoes hit the wallpaper, three feet off the ground. She ran at a forty-five-degree angle, skirting around portraits until she reached a mounted sword and shield. Snatching them free, she somersaulted through the air, landing a hundred yards away.

      “Stop this!” she gasped, swinging her sword and sending leaves scattering. “We should be fighting together.”

      “Shut up!”

      “I’m on your side! I helped you escape the Valkyrie, remember? I could have locked you outside.”

      Nessa locked eyes. “How do I know what an evil queen would do?”

      “I didn’t know I was the Griffin Queen until yesterday.”

      “Sure.” Nessa laughed. “Oh sure.”

      A sound came to Wren’s ears. A scratching, tapping sound, like someone at a window trying to get in. She froze, her hearing shocking in its clarity.

      “Wait,” she said, and her alarm was so genuine that even Nessa obeyed. “I hear something.”

      “Do you?” Nessa said, wands at the ready. “Is your demon army here?”

      “They’re not my army,” Wren whisper-shouted. “If they were, I would be with them right now.”

      The chipmunk chattered as if in passionate agreement.

      Nessa scowled at them both, her face tight with disgust.

      The scratching sound came again.

      “Someone’s here,” Wren said. “And if it’s that army, they’re not on my side. They’ve come to kill us both.”

      “Liar. I don’t hear anything.”

      “It’s coming from the dining room. Sounds like someone’s scratching at a window.”

      Nessa kept her wands trained on Wren. “You can hear that? Please.”

      “Have you seen my ears? Yes, I can. So, do you want to check it out or not?”

      She sneered. “You know where the dining room is, do you? Curious. Sounds like you know this place pretty well.”

      “I wandered past it. What did you think I was doing when you were asleep?”

      Nessa glared meaningfully at Wren’s crown. “I’m not even going to answer that. Where’s this dining room?”

      “Back that way.”

      “Drop the sword and shield,” Nessa commanded.

      “But—”

      “I said, drop the sword and shield. I don’t trust you.”

      The noise was growing more insistent.

      “Fine,” Wren said. “If that’s the only way you’ll believe me. But what if we need them? You’re making a mistake.” She lay them carefully on the carpet.

      Nessa shouted a sharp command.

      Before Wren could move, a vine wrapped first around her right ankle and then her left. They tightened into manacles, connected by a short length. Wren tried to take a step and nearly fell over. She was hobbled.

      “How am I supposed to walk?” she demanded, outraged.

      “Very carefully.”

      “And what if it’s Bellagoria?”

      “Walk,” Nessa said. “And no funny tricks. Remember, I’m watching your back. One wrong move and I’ll wind you up so fast you won’t be able to talk, Griffin Queen.”

      With those words, the pain of losing her friend finally hit home.

      Wren swallowed hot tears. “I understand. It’s this way.”

      Then she stumbled toward the furtive sounds with Nessa close behind.
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      The girls crept into the dining room with the chipmunk on their heels. With her ankles bound, Wren struggled to keep from falling on her face.

      The flickering candles caught glints of gold and silver in the cutlery, trays, and vases. Wren’s ears twitched as the furtive scratching noise came again.

      “Over there,” she whispered, pointing to a window.

      “Go,” Nessa said, poking her in the back.

      They edged around the long tables.

      Gray mist dampened the windows, making it impossible to see out. Then—movement! A blur against the glass. Nessa sucked in her breath and Wren froze.

      Nessa hissed, “Someone’s there.”

      “I told you!” Wren whispered.

      The scratching noise turned to a wrenching groan of wood. Someone was opening the window.

      “Who is it?” Nessa said in a low voice.

      “I don’t know! I can’t see.”

      “You’re lying,” Nessa whispered. “You planned this all along. Didn’t you? Who are they?”

      “If I planned it,” Wren said through gritted teeth, “I wouldn’t make them climb in a window. I’d let them in through the delivery tunnel or open the front door.”

      “Shh,” Nessa warned as the hinged window creaked open.

      Wren felt half-sick with fear. “I needed that sword.”

      To this, Nessa said nothing.

      A damp wind gusted inside, making the candles flicker. A grubby hand followed, clamping onto the sill. Nessa didn’t wait. Her two green wands reached past Wren’s shoulders. With a shouted command, vines shot from the wands’ tips.

      The vines snaked toward the intruder, wrapped around one grimy wrist, and yanked the figure through.

      There came a startled yelp, a flash of bright green hair. A skinny boy tumbled, airborne in a leafy swirl of vines, before landing on the dining room floor with a loud thump. It was a dryad!

      “Ow!” he said in an offended voice.

      “Pippin?” Nessa said.

      “The one and only. A little help here?”

      “I got it,” came the voice of a second boy from outside.

      A larger boy climbed over the sill, and Wren instinctively tightened her hood to cover the Griffin Crown. The boy picked Pippin up by his collar like he weighed nothing. Then, he began ripping the vines from his friend’s body one by one.

      Half-lost in a flurry of leaves, Pippin shouted, “Easy, Brix! I’m a kid, not a rag doll.”

      “Could’ve fooled me,” Brix said. Job done, the bigger boy set Pippin on his feet.

      Talk about strong. Brix was no taller than Wren but built like a fortress. Thick arms under an embroidered jacket. Legs like tree trunks in sturdy brown pants. Short green hair cropped close to his skull. Intense green brows over alert, daisy eyes.

      Nessa pressed her wand harder into Wren’s spine, making her stiffen. “Brix, how did you find me?”

      Brix shrugged. “Got separated from my squad and ran into this one.” He indicated Pippin with his thumb. “Lost, as usual, this guy.”

      What a mean thing to say!

      Pippin didn’t look offended, though. He shrugged, grinning a gap-toothed grin. “It’s an art.”

      Brix said, “We saw the light in the tower. Came to investigate. I’m surprised to find you here. With someone else, no less.” His daisy eyes lighted on Wren, pausing to study her face.

      She felt glad she’d pulled her hood up. Something about that steady gaze made her nervous. She tried to look calm, but her swallow betrayed her.

      “I’m Wren,” she replied before Nessa could speak. “Nice to meet you.”

      Pippin said, “Hi! Always nice to meet a friend. What are you doing in these parts? Don’t you know there’s a war going on?” He wrinkled his nose, which was smattered with dark green freckles. “Weird time to come and visit, if you ask me. No offense meant.”

      Brix said, “She didn’t ask you.”

      In a tight voice, Nessa said, “Wren isn’t a visitor. She came through the Herald’s Arch.”

      Brix’s brows went up. “Wait—the Herald’s—” He shook his head. “Her? No. No way.”

      “I saw her step through with my own eyes,” Nessa said.

      “Whoa.” Pippin looked impressed.

      Brix scoffed. “She’s the herald? Good luck to us, then.”

      She might not be the herald, but she wasn’t invisible. “Uh, I’m standing right here?”

      Nessa pressed her wand more firmly into Wren’s back. “We’ll talk about her in a minute. First, how were you two able to get in?”

      “Up the wall, obviously,” Brix said, shrugging his huge shoulders. “Didn’t you come that way?”

      “No. We rode up the old delivery tunnel,” Nessa said. “In the cart.”

      “You’re joking. How did you get inside the tunnel? That gate down there is deadly!”

      “Wren unlocked it.”

      This made Brix pause to study Wren with fresh eyes. “Seriously? She was carrying the herald’s enchanted key to the castle?”

      “Not exactly. She fetched it from inside the tunnel.”

      “That’s . . . impressive.” Brix drew his thick brows together.

      Wren felt the chipmunk brush her ankles and climb onto one shoe. An inner sense warned her not to look down.

      Pippin said, “So this really is the fabled herald?”

      Wren said nothing, waiting with dread for Nessa to spring the news.

      But Nessa changed the subject. “I’m confused—is the spell that guards the castle broken? The walls should be as deadly as the tunnel gate! Why didn’t they repel you? This is worrisome news. If you got in, anyone can.”

      “Easy.” Pippin’s eyes danced. He bent toward Wren as if letting her in on a little secret. “Brix here is in the stonework division—he can detect the spell’s weak spots.”

      Wren couldn’t help being drawn in. “The weak spots?”

      Brix said, “In the castle stones. Some of the enchanted sections have grown weaker. You’re right to be worried, Nessa. The castle’s guarding spell is breaking down. And I have worse news. The forest barrier along the road is failing, too.”

      “How?” Wren said. “When I tried to leave the road, the trees cut me. They were like a wall.” She thought of her blood on the pine needles. Of the gorron who’d used his knife to take a sample, which he’d tossed to the Valkyrie so they could hunt her.

      “It’s not like a wall anymore. The Valkyrie and the Council of Wraiths have joined forces to fortify the enemy blades with dark sorcery. The gorrons are hacking their way inside. The trees won’t keep the demon army out much longer.” To Nessa, he said, “My squad fanned out to try and reinforce the barrier. That’s how I got separated. But the trees are too sick to hold our magic. It’s only a matter of time before the enemy reaches the castle and breaches the walls.”

      At this, Wren could feel the trap closing.

      Uncle Malifast was out there. Brix and Pippin would soon learn who Wren really was. Both sides wanted her dead. And for what? Until yesterday, she knew nothing of this place, these people, or their troubles.

      She wished she could break free and run. Far, far away.

      That wouldn’t help, though. She had no way to escape this world.

      Nessa controlled the Herald’s Arch. Only she could make it visible again.

      Even with the golden acorn, Wren⁠—

      Wait. The acorn! She felt frantically in her pocket. No lump. Her pocket was empty. Her skin prickled with a sickening terror unlike anything she’d ever known. Had she left the acorn in the tower throne room? Or had it fallen in her battle with Nessa? She couldn’t remember picking it up after the crown had appeared on her⁠—

      “So, herald, is it?” Brix said, tearing Wren from her frantic thoughts. “Let’s hear your plan.”

      “Uh . . . my plan?”

      Pippin cocked his head at her uncertainly and scrubbed at his scruffy green hair. “Is everything all right?”

      It was Nessa who spoke up. “Wren, aren’t you going to tell them?”

      Wren had no words. Instead, her heart was breaking at the hate in Nessa’s voice. For twelve years, she’d dreamed about having a friend, only to mess it up in the first five minutes. And Nessa was the best kind of friend a person could wish for: loyal to her people, serious about all the right things, but funny and goofy when they were just hanging out.

      If only Wren could make her understand—they needed to stick together! Things would be much worse for the dryads if her uncle took Wren’s crown. He’d destroy them!

      Let Nessa hate her, Wren felt sure she deserved it. But she could still help them. She wanted to, desperately.

      Wren’s sensitive ears perked at the soft sounds rising from her ankles. Chewing. Small teeth, chewing through the bonds.

      Her sore heart melted a little. She did have a friend. The chipmunk. He’d stuck by her through thick and thin.

      Nessa prodded her. “Well? What’s your plan, herald? Aren’t you going to say something?”

      When she didn’t answer, Nessa yanked back Wren’s hood.

      There came two loud gasps as the boys stared in horror.

      Wren caught her reflection in a dozen shiny objects around the dining room—a polished urn, a glass-fronted cabinet, a long window.

      She saw her wild, wind-strewn hair. Soft ears poking up. Eyes large, brimming with fear. And gleaming upon her brow, the telltale golden crown.

      Even Wren was startled by the glittering jewels and the strange aura it gave her face. She barely recognized herself.

      Brix roared, “You’re dead!” From his sleeves, he drew two compact wands made of stone. The boy took aim as Wren threw herself sideways. Round pebbles shot from the wands, scattering the polished floor with a flood of stone marbles. They sent her slip-sliding.

      But the chipmunk had done his job. The broken vines around her ankles fell away and she somersaulted under a table. Crawling on all fours, she scuttled to the other end. The chipmunk scampered beside her, his soft round eyes urging her onward.

      She burst into the open.

      Vines whipped overhead. Skidding left, she dodged them and grabbed a chair, swinging it to and fro. A vine ripped the chair from her hands and sent it flying.

      “I’m not your enemy!” she shouted. “Please just listen!”

      But Wren was useless with people. She was out of her element with no idea how to convince them.

      “Give up, monster,” Brix snarled.

      She made a hopeless dash for the door.

      “Cut her off!” Brix shouted. “Pippin, take the left. Nessa, that way!”

      Brix sent more pebbles scattering from his wands. They carpeted the floor, tripping Wren and sending her slamming onto her behind.

      As she leaped up, Nessa shot vines at her ankles, nearly catching her. But Wren was faster. She jumped impossibly high, so high that she shocked herself. How had she done it? She landed on a table and threw a candelabra at her attackers.

      “You’ll never escape,” Nessa shouted, ducking.

      “I want to help you!” How could she force them to believe her?

      A fallen candle lit a tablecloth on fire. Pippin dashed for it and stamped it out.

      Brix shouted, “Leave that and get her. She’s the Griffin Queen, idiot!”

      Wren said, “I saved you from the Valkyrie, Nessa! We’re on the same side.” She was ten feet from the door, nearly there.

      Nessa shot a flurry of greenery at the opening, sealing it shut.

      Wren turned with desperate eyes. “Please.”

      “W-wait,” Pippin stammered. “The Griffin Queen saved you? What’s going on, Nessa?”

      Nessa ignored him. She was breathing hard, her face green with anger, glaring at Wren.

      Wren knew she’d betrayed her by lying, and she read hurt in those eyes. Thinking of how she’d hurt her made Wren want to cry.

      No one wants to feel like a fool, and Nessa must feel that way now, having dined and laughed and shared stories with her sworn enemy.

      Brix raised his stone wands, his whole body bent on destruction. “The Griffin Queen didn’t save her, it was a trick. It’s time to end this and save our people.”

      Did the boy really mean to kill her? He wouldn’t. Would he? From the serious look on his face, it seemed he would.

      Pippin said, “But what did she mean, Nessa?”

      Wren said, “I want to help you⁠—"

      “Stop talking,” Brix said. The young warrior’s muscles clenched as he began whispering a strange, guttural incantation.

      As he spoke, a stone in the dining room’s outer wall magically began to shift. With a crack, it popped free and hung in the air five feet above the floor. He held the stone hovering in place with his wands as he glowered at her cursed crown.

      Was he going to hurl the rock at her? To destroy the evil line of kings and queens forever? Part of her wondered—could she blame him?

      The wind and rain whistled through the freshly torn gap in the wall.

      “I’m not evil,” Wren whispered, unsure which way to run.

      With one sweep of his arm, he hurled the giant stone toward Wren’s head. As she lunged, it moved with her, changing course.

      There was no way to escape.

      She kept running, but the flying stone moved to the command of Brix’s wands. His hands shook as he tried to control its weight as it hurtled through the air.

      She gave up. “I wanted to be your friend,” she whispered on a sob.

      The dear little chipmunk pressed himself against Wren’s ankle as if to shove her aside. But the stone would only track her.

      She could hear her loyal companion’s heart beating. A rapid thump, thump, thump. She held onto that sound, listening until his pulse was all she heard.

      And as she concentrated, something strange began to happen. Magically, the world slowed, like a movie playing at half-speed. It was just like in the vision with her father, when she thought the enchanted seeing glass was failing!

      Three feet away, the stone hung in the air, barely moving.

      It came to a full stop, hovering in place. The candle flames froze.

      What was this? Was she going mad?

      Nessa stood with her arms partially raised, wands pointing. Oddly, though, the wands’ tips weren’t pointed at Wren. They were pointed at Brix’s stone. Even frozen, Nessa’s eyes flickered with uncertainty.

      Without warning, time started moving at half-speed again.

      Nessa sent a vine spooling toward the stone. It snaked through the air as if through molasses. From her expression, she seemed to be warring with herself as she used her wands to wrap the rock in vines.

      What was she doing? Why was she stopping the rock in its tracks? Did she mean to hit Wren with it herself?

      Or . . . or was she possibly trying to stop Brix from killing her?

      The question startled her so much she lost focus.

      As she did, inexplicably, the world turned full speed. Nessa’s vine yanked Brix’s stone to the ground. It smashed heavily, shaking the floor.

      All four stood there, breathing hard. Even the chipmunk’s heart was going thump, thump, thump. Did the others know time had slowed? Why had Wren been the only person not frozen?

      “What the heck?” Brix shouted. “Nessa!”

      The dryad girl ignored him, looking furious as she aimed both wands and cuffed Wren’s wrists and ankles in vines.

      Wren staggered, falling back against the wall.

      Brix said, “What are you doing, Nessa? She’s the Griffin Queen!”

      “Why didn’t you let him kill me?” Wren said.

      Nessa glared. “Because.” She grated her jaw. “I have questions. So you’ll get to live a few more minutes. Tell me why you saved me from the Valkyrie.”

      “I know I keep saying it, but it’s because I’m on your side.”

      “Why didn’t you kill me when I was sleeping?”

      “Why would I?”

      “Because you hate my people. Because of the prophesy!”

      “I never even knew about the prophesy until the other day. It’s the truth!”

      Brix kept both wands trained on Wren’s crown and scowled. “Something strange is going on here. That’s a good question, why didn’t you kill Nessa earlier when you had the chance? And if you are the all-powerful Griffin Queen, how come I could have crushed you so easily?”

      Wren thought of how time had slowed, of how she’d had the chance to run. She kept this to herself, though.

      Instead, she felt a tiny flicker of hope. Nessa had saved her life—even if for just a brief moment. Had it really only been to ask questions, or did a tiny piece of their friendship still remain?

      She tried to hold onto that fragile thread.

      Finally, in a shaky voice, she said, “Until yesterday—” Was it really only yesterday? It felt like another lifetime!

      She began again. “Until yesterday, I lived alone in an attic.”

      Slowly and carefully, she told her story.

      The three dryads listened, their eyes widening.

      Finally, as she came to the end, she said, “I didn’t know about any of it. Nessa, you’re the first person my age I’ve ever talked to. And when we rode in that cart and laughed and had that picnic in the kitchen . . . it was the best thing. I don’t want this crown. I don’t want to be queen. I just want to be your friend. And I’m really sorry I lied about being the herald. I was scared, and I didn’t know what else to do. I meant it, though, when I said I wanted to help you. Because I do. What happened to your people was wrong. And I need to help set it right.”
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      Nessa, Brix, and Pippin’s faces glowed in the candelabras’ golden light.

      Wren said. “I swear on my life to do anything to help you.”

      She held her breath, awaiting their judgment. She knew she didn’t deserve Nessa’s trust.

      Brix stood shuffling his large, booted feet. Nessa kept opening her mouth as if to say something, closing it, and then opening it again. Pippin eyed the Griffin Crown nervously.

      “I tried to get rid of it,” Wren said. “The thing won’t come off. You try it.”

      Pippin’s large, daisy eyes popped open as if in terror. “Er, me?”

      “Yes.” She bent her head to him. “Just pull on it. Maybe you can get rid of it.”

      “It’s probably a trick!” Nessa said, scowling.

      “How could offering him my crown be a trick? Try it, Pippin, please?”

      Gingerly, Pippin stepped forward, all elbows and knees. He gave the golden circlet a quick tug and yanked his hands away, fast.

      “Harder, you barely pulled,” Wren said.

      Pippin screwed up his courage and yanked again.

      “Let me.” Brix elbowed Pippin clear. The warrior boy took hold and tugged so hard he lifted Wren off her feet.

      She yelped in alarm.

      “Put her down,” Nessa cried. “For lights’ sake, you’ll break her neck.”

      “Sorry.” Brix set Wren down.

      She staggered and he steadied her with one big hand.

      “Thanks,” Wren said, regaining her footing.

      “Can I try?” Nessa asked.

      Wren, whose neck was getting sore, felt she couldn’t refuse. Besides, maybe Nessa would have the magic touch.

      No such luck.

      “It really doesn’t come off,” Nessa said, pulling and giving up.

      “I know. It’s like a curse.”

      Brix eyed her carefully. “I’m not sure what to think.”

      Pippin’s teeth chattered. “It’s even colder in here than out in the forest.”

      “There’s a hearth in the kitchen,” Wren blurted. “We could light the fire with these candles and get warm.” She stopped, wondering if she’d spoken out of turn. If they still didn’t trust her, they wouldn’t want to sit around a fire with her.

      “There’s a kitchen here?” Pippin looked eager.

      “Yes, with lots of food.”

      Brix loomed large next to Wren. “I’m starving. I’m not saying I fully trust you, but . . . lead the way.”

      Nessa’s shoulders sagged as if dropping a huge burden. But she didn’t smile at Wren. Instead, in a stiff voice, she said, “I guess we could regroup and decide what to do with our prisoner.”

      That didn’t exactly sound promising, but Wren still felt relieved.

      They each grabbed two burning candelabras. Nessa took the lead, with Wren shuffling between her and Brix. Pippin came last.

      Despite all that had happened, the familiar kitchen felt oddly homey. Nessa set the fire roaring by pouring hot wax from the purple candles onto the logs and setting them alight. Delicious heat blazed from the hearth. Wren’s frozen limbs relaxed.

      Pippin filled a kettle from a bird-shaped faucet, depressing the bird’s tail so that water poured from its beak, then hung it on a hook to boil. “Is there hot chocolate in the pantry? Where is this pantry?”

      Nessa pointed the way. Brix and Pippin raided the supplies, leaving the girls sitting awkwardly together.

      Clearly, neither knew what to say.

      It was a relief when the boys returned, thrilled with their haul of crusty bread, yellow butter, honey-baked ham, vegetable tarts, and a tray of iced cakes.

      While the boys ate, Wren fidgeted, and Nessa paced.

      The dryad’s pale, slender arms were crossed, her gossamer skirt fluttered, and to Wren, it looked as though she carried the weight of her people on her shoulders. Maybe she did. Without planning to, she’d helped Wren claim the crown.

      Watching her mutely, Wren remembered their wild ride in the delivery cart when they’d grabbed onto each other, laughing, as they flew over a rise. She remembered how they’d joked about teachers, danced in their tablecloth capes, and giggled until tears came to their eyes.

      She wished that they could laugh together again. It was an impossible wish.

      The chipmunk stayed close to Wren, mostly keeping to her shoulder. She was so glad to have him there. Anyway, it seemed he didn’t entirely trust the others, just like they still didn’t quite trust her.

      Brix found brocade cushions in a cupboard for everyone to sit on, and Pippin fixed them all cups of hot cocoa.

      Brix said, “Tell us your story again, Griffin Queen. I want to hear it a second time.”

      “Call me Wren, if you like. That’s my real name.”

      “Wren, then.”

      She nodded. The others held their silver chalices, blowing and sipping the sweet, rich cocoa as they listened.

      In the warm firelight, Wren told them how she’d been abandoned at Mossfell Academy as an infant, and how she’d grown up in her attic prison with its locked door. She described the boy in the wheelchair and even her slingshot with the note, a story so personal her voice shook.

      Brix said quietly, “But how can we believe you? You claim there’s some other world, one not related to this place at all, where no one has ever heard of the Griffin Queen.”

      “I—I don’t know.” Then, she had an idea. First, she pulled off her running shoes. With their molded soles they looked almost futuristic in this castle. “Have you ever seen anything like these before?”

      Nessa frowned over them, baffled.

      “And my watch.” She tugged up one sleeve. It was digital, with a picture of a cat on the face.

      “What’s a watch?” Brix asked.

      “It tells the time.”

      “It’s glowing, look, the numbers changed!” Pippin cried, spilling his hot chocolate in surprise.

      Nessa said, “Maybe you’re telling the truth. But the crown still found you. And you lied.”

      Wren turned hot with shame. “I was afraid. It’s no excuse and I’m sorry.”

      Nessa plucked at her skirt, her lashes hiding her eyes.

      Wren said, “I didn’t try to find the crown.” Her voice rose. “I was coming to tell you, Nessa. I was coming to tell you everything. I didn’t even think you’d be mad or scared of me because I thought we were friends. I’d never want to hurt you, any of you⁠—”

      She faltered when Nessa’s daisy eyes bored into her.

      “How could you think we were friends knowing my people are your enemy?” Nessa demanded.

      “How could I be your enemy if I knew nothing about this world?” Wren felt an awful ache, a loss so deep it hurt. Nessa would never forgive her.

      Brix cleared his throat. “We’re running out of time here. We can’t just sit around debating whose side she’s on. There’s a demon army killing our people out there. It’s all upside-down. Wren is the Griffin Queen, but she’s here with us. So, who is leading that army?”

      Wren had told them her story, but not quite everything. She’d left out the part about Uncle Malifast, and with good reason. According to Nessa, Malifast was a hero for killing her father, the Griffin King. Malifast shot him with an arrow on the night of the Destruction, killing him as he flew away from the castle on his flying griffin.

      Somehow, they didn’t know that same man was leading the army against them. But it seemed much too risky to bring it up when she’d only just gained their trust.

      Pippin said, “Word is they’ve got . . . the Warvil.” He gulped. “How come they’re in control of that monster—shouldn’t she be?” He wouldn’t quite meet Wren’s eyes.

      Slowly, Brix said, “Yes, why isn’t she in control of it? That is a very good question.”

      “Bellagoria,” Nessa suddenly breathed.

      Just mentioning the haunting winged girl made Wren’s hands tremble.

      Pippin seemed to catch her fear, for in a high voice, he said, “Bellagoria? What do you mean?”

      Nessa said, “The Valkyrie were hunting Wren! A gorron tossed Bellagoria a piece of moss with Wren’s blood on it . . . why?”

      “Because they want to capture me and control me. They know I’m on your side, not theirs.” About the rest, Wren held her tongue. And as she did, her stomach ached.

      Pippin said, “I believe you.”

      “Thank you,” Wren mumbled, feeling awful.

      Nessa blew out a sigh. “I do, too. But pieces of this puzzle are missing. Down at the gates, Bellagoria spoke to her. I only caught a few words. It sounded like she wanted to bring her to someone, to a man. Who’s the man, Wren?”

      “Uh . . .” Wren scrambled for an answer. A blazing log popped, the sparks making her jump.

      Brix said, “How’s she supposed to know? She’s been in this world all of a few hours. You saw her arrive. But it’s a good question. The army wants her. I’d say they plan to use her for something. Whatever powers she’s got, probably.”

      Pippin pulled his bony knees to his chest. “Then it’s a good thing she’s on our side.” He shot Wren a hopeful glance. “You can use your powers to help us instead, right?”

      Glad she’d been let off the hook, Wren nodded energetically. “Yes! Anything to help. I don’t know how—but I won’t let you down. I swear it.”

      The fire was warm and nervous sweat beaded at her temples. Somehow, she’d have to keep her uncle from taking her crown without letting the others know who he was. Again, she thought of telling them, but the risk was too great. She’d have to figure out how to access the crown’s powers, whatever they may be, and hope that with the dryads, they could win this awful battle.

      Brix glanced at Pippin and Nessa. “So, are we agreed? For now, we trust Wren?”

      Nessa said, “For now.”

      “Yes,” Pippin said.

      “Then we can do away with these.” He cut Wren free of her shackles. “You’re on probation, remember that. Now, we need a plan. How do we fight an army? Ideas?”

      Brix and Nessa talked in circles, unable to agree on anything. Wren didn’t know what to add and Pippin stayed out of it. He crouched next to the chipmunk and patted the little guy’s head. The chipmunk chirped agreeably despite having only ever come to her before. Wren caught Pippin’s eye and he grinned at her, a grin so happy and easy that she found herself grinning back.

      “What’s funny?” Nessa demanded, looking between them.

      “Nothing,” Wren said, straightening her expression.

      “You said you were going to help,” Nessa snapped.

      Wren racked her brain. “What if . . . could we somehow contact your dryad squads and tell them we’re inside the castle? If they came here, instead of fighting outside in the forest, we could use this place as a stronghold. That would be helpful, wouldn’t it?”

      A stronghold. Where had the idea even come from? She sounded like she knew more than she should.

      For a moment, the castle fell so silent you could hear a crumb drop. Even the rain had stopped.

      Brix said, “That’s a brilliant idea. I should’ve thought of that.” He jumped to his feet, brushed off his massive arms and legs, and ran a hand through his short hair.

      Nessa was on her feet, too. Willowy and delicate next to him, her skirt shimmered in the firelight. Yet her small size was misleading, for she’d proved she possessed great powers and bravery.

      Nessa said, “We’ll leave right now. We’ll bring as many of our people as we can.”

      Pippin’s face beneath his unruly mop of hair turned a paler shade of green. “Should we all go, do you think? Really? I mean, we might get lost out there, or⁠—”

      Brix said, “Don’t worry, Pippin. No one’s asking you to come. Actually, I should go alone.”

      “Alone!” Nessa said, “No, I’m coming⁠—”

      “Someone needs to hold down the fort,” Brix said. “It won’t be Pippin. No offense, friend.”

      “None taken,” Pippin said in a singsong voice.

      “And Wren should stay, of course,” Brix said. “But she should be . . .” He trailed off.

      She should be what? Watched over by someone stronger than Pippin? So, there it was. He didn’t fully trust her.

      Nessa read his meaning and nodded. “You make a good point. I’ll stay. I’ll try to increase the guarding spell around Castle Grimlock.”

      “Excellent. Then I’ll be off. I’ll bring back everyone I can find.”

      Nessa and Brix raised their right hands and pressed their fingertips together.

      “May the four elements guard you,” Brix said.

      “May the four elements guard you,” Nessa repeated.

      When Pippin did the same, Wren guessed this was their customary goodbye. Should she do it, too?

      Brix turned to her. Despite his bulky size, they were the same height, with Wren perhaps a hair taller. Before she could raise awkward fingers, he rested a heavy hand on her right shoulder. She no longer flinched under a person’s contact. Finally, it was starting to feel less strange.

      He searched her face, for what, she wasn’t sure. Some guarantee that she was a friend?

      Wren spoke first. “Good luck, Brix.”

      He squeezed her shoulder gently. “Thanks. I’ll need it.”
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      Wren and the others watched Brix disappear down the dark corridor. An awkward silence filled the space where he’d been.

      With the plan in place, Nessa clearly had no interest in spending a second longer with Wren. The forest girl wandered off to a rain-drenched window and sat with her back to the room, staring out at the stormy night.

      Wren bit her lip, wanting to run to her, to apologize again and again until Nessa finally forgave her. Deep down, though, she knew that wouldn’t work. There was no mending this. She slumped onto her cushion, put her head in her hands, and groaned when her fingers met the cold crown.

      Pippin stood fidgeting, shuffling his feet like he longed to be anywhere but here. He seemed to be questioning his earlier trust. She could almost hear him wondering if this Griffin Queen was really their friend.

      Wren met his daisy eyes. Beneath his fringe of green hair, they were wide and worried.

      “Sit if you want,” she said. “I won’t bite. Promise.” Instantly, she regretted her words. What a dumb thing to say! Now he probably did think she’d bite him. Oh, she wasn’t good at this! Not at all.

      Pippin sat quickly as if commanded. “I shouldn’t sit—I mean, not right here—I don’t want to bother you.”

      “You’re not!” Wren blurted.

      Pippin glanced at Nessa as if searching for an excuse to get away. “Nessa, do you want more hot chocolate? I can bring you some. Or anything, really. Something from the pantry? Yes, that’s what you need, I’ll get you a slice of⁠—”

      “I’m busy,” Nessa snapped and pointed out the window. “I’m trying to strengthen the guarding spell.”

      “Oh, right. Sorry.” Pippin wrapped his long arms around his bony knees and shoved a half-eaten muffin into his mouth. He chewed quickly, gulped it down with a loud swallow, and gave Wren a nervous smile. “Nice castle you have here. Er—what I mean is, the fire. It’s hot. It feels good after being outside.”

      “It does,” Wren agreed quickly. “It is hot. A nice fire.” Ugh, she sounded silly!

      And that was the end of it. There seemed to be nothing more to say.

      Until Pippin burst out, “Do you have brothers or sisters?” Dark color surged into his cheeks as if he felt foolish.

      “No. At least not that I know of.”

      “Right. I forgot. Because of the attic and everything. That must have been . . . awfully quiet. Having no siblings.”

      “Oh! I guess . . . I never thought about it. Is it noisy, having brothers and sisters?”

      He took a moment to stare, as if in disbelief. After a moment, his freckled face stretched in a grin. “Very.”

      “How many do you have?”

      “Five sisters and four brothers.”

      “Wow.” Wren tried to picture this. The best she could come up with was the schoolyard in the morning. “That does sound noisy.”

      “Oleander, one of my sisters, she never stops talking. And Quill, he never stops playing pranks. It’s crowded, we’re always in each other’s way. Half the time we’re laughing, half the time we’re arguing. It’s pretty much chaos.”

      “Arguing?” Wren thought she’d be too happy having brothers and sisters to argue with them. “About what?”

      Pippin’s grin widened. “Everything! Who borrowed whose hat without asking. Who’s hogging the outhouse. Whose turn it is to do the dishes. Or who left our bakery door open and let the neighbor’s goat in—my kid sister, Flora, by the way—and it ate three pounds of flour. Oh, and the burlap sack it came in. Or that time I promised to watch the oven for my big brother. He almost killed me when I burned fifteen loaves of holiday egg bread because I was playing sticks and bones with my friend Huck in the storeroom. That was a loud day.”

      “Your family owns a bakery?” Wren said, doing her best to follow this absolutely fascinating picture of family life. It sounded wonderful.

      “Dillydale Bakery. The best birthday cakes, breads, and currant buns in all of Beechwood Barrow. I’m a twelfth generation Dillydaler, and the bakery’s been in our family for over two hundred years.” When he talked about it, there was no trace of the frightened boy she’d first met. He seemed to glow all over.

      “It must be an amazing place. I’d love to see it someday.”

      From her post near the window, Nessa snorted. So, she was listening, even as she worked her spell.

      Wren tried to focus on Pippin. “And you’re all bakers?”

      Here, Pippin’s face fell a little. He tried to paste his smile back on. “Not me, not anymore.”

      “Why not?” she asked.

      The chipmunk scampered to sit in Wren’s lap and watch the boy.

      “I joined up. Made it into the vinework squad! My family’s pretty excited. I’m the first Dillydale to enroll.” He busied himself, jabbing at the fire with a fancy iron poker. Sparks flew out onto the stone floor and he slapped at them with a cloth napkin. The napkin burst into flame. “Shoot, oh, shoot!”

      As a frantic Pippin tossed it on the fire, Wren grabbed the broom next to the woodpile and swept the embers into the hearth. Pippin’s face was green with embarrassment.

      “Your family must be pretty proud,” she said, pretending not to notice.

      He groaned. “You might as well know the truth. I’m awful at it. And they don’t know! I wish I was brave like Brix and Nessa. And you.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You are! It was three against one in the dining room and you were brave. Anyway, my family will probably be dragged into the fight, and at least if I was with them . . .” Pippin trailed off.

      “No one knows what’s going to happen,” Wren offered, stroking the chipmunk’s back. “Maybe everything will turn out all right.” In a quiet voice, she added, “I’m scared, too.”

      Pippin regarded her for a long moment. Then, he nodded. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe everything will turn out.”

      They sat in hopeful silence as if sharing this wish could make it true.

      Wren’s thoughts wandered. According to Nessa, the monsters appeared centuries ago—but why? Why had the ancient King brought them here? Why had he turned evil? The town of Mistyhop had been a beautiful, happy place, along with this once shining castle. What had happened to spawn a bloodline of heartless kings and queens? The same cursed bloodline that ran in her own veins?

      Wren shivered. What if she suddenly snapped and turned evil, too?

      Pippin picked up a currant bun. “Have you tried these?”

      Wren shook herself. “No, how are they?”

      “Pretty good! Not as good as ours, of course,” he said with a shy grin. He split the bun into three pieces, handing a large piece to Wren, a small one to the chipmunk, and saving the last one for himself.

      Wren took a bite of the soft, sweet creation, marveling at its freshness. Hard to believe magic had kept it fresh since the night of the banquet. How could a place so cruel produce a treat so wholesome and delicious? It made no sense.

      The chipmunk nibbled at his usual frantic pace, sending crumbs flying. Wren was learning he had a bottomless appetite.

      “What a mess!” She swept the bits into her hand.

      He chattered at her with an outraged glare.

      “Sorry,” she said, chastened. “I didn’t know you wanted those.” She opened her palm and he climbed onto it, nibbling at the crumbs one by one.

      Pippin watched with open-mouthed amazement. “You two sure are close. I didn’t know chipmunks liked people. I mean, to hang out with. What’s his name?”

      “His name? I don’t know. He’s the chipmunk.”

      Nessa scowled in their direction. Wren flinched.

      “I know but he’s your friend,” Pippin said. “You have to call him something, don’t you? It seems—well, no offense—it seems a bit rude to call him ‘the chipmunk’.”

      “Is it?” she asked, mortified, and shot the chipmunk an apologetic grimace.

      A few crumbs hung from his whiskers. As if suddenly self-conscious, he brushed them away quickly.

      “What do you want to be called? I wish you could tell me if you have a name.” Wren and the chipmunk looked at one another.

      Oddly, as if by magic, a name popped into her head.

      “What about Zigzag?” Wren asked the chipmunk. She laughed. “I don’t know where that came from. It suits you, though. Doesn’t it? Because you’re always zigzagging around. You know, when you run?” She quickly added, “In a good way. You’re good at it.”

      The little creature chattered something she couldn’t understand. He seemed happy, though.

      “It does suit him,” Pippin said.

      “Sir Zigzag,” Wren said, bowing to the striped chipmunk with a flourish. “The smallest, bravest knight in the whole realm.”

      Pippin saluted him. “Sir Zigzag the Brave. It’s an honor to meet you.”

      A happy silence fell over their little group. The fire’s glowing embers reflected in Zigzag’s eyes as he stared into the flames while sweet woodsmoke hung in the air. Even Nessa seemed to have stopped scowling and looked lost deep in meditation.

      Pippin turned to Wren; under his wild green hair, his freckled face had grown serious. “I’m going to be brave, too,” he said. “I’m done running away, even if I am scared out of my wits. No matter what it takes, I won’t leave you and Nessa—and Zigzag—to fight alone.”

      “No one would blame you if you⁠—”

      He reached out a hand. “I want to swear on it.”

      “All right.” She clasped her fingers around his.

      Pippin said, “Let this handshake be my promise to stand by your sides. I swear it as a son of the forest people and as your friend.” The fire blazed up, and he seemed dazzled by a gleam from her crown. He faltered. “If I can . . . call you that?”

      Wren blinked at him. Softly, she murmured, “You want to be my friend? After I lied about being the herald?”

      Pippin tightened his grip. “I abandoned my squad. I ran away from my post and hid in the woods until Brix found me.”

      That might be true. Still, Wren felt she didn’t quite deserve his offer. She ran a finger along her crown, wishing for a way to pull it off. Across the room, Nessa’s back had stiffened, as if she was listening in again.

      Wren sensed she should say no. But she didn’t want to.

      Unable to meet the boy’s eyes, she nodded. “Thank you. I’ll try to be a friend you can be proud of.”

      “Deal. I’ll be brave, and you’ll be my friend.” Pippin shook her hand vigorously. “I guess that’s a promise for us both.”
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      Dawn was coming. It felt like ages since Brix had left. A thick mist blocked their view outside. Raindrops pinged and plopped off the windowsills.

      Wren grew more worried with each passing minute.

      What could be taking Brix so long?

      Nearby, Pippin lay dozing. Zigzag was curled into a ball, his round eyes alert. Nessa, focused on her spell, hadn’t moved for hours. It was as if she’d forgotten that Wren, Pippin, and Zigzag were even there. All Nessa seemed to see was the mist outside that glass pane. Was she growing walls of vines in the shrouded forest below, working to keep the demon army away? Whatever the case, her efforts were costing her. The dryad’s hair had faded to a dull green.

      Wren tried to picture what was going on outside. All she knew was that her horrible Uncle Malifast was tearing through the woods with his dark-magic-enhanced weapons.

      Despite Nessa’s efforts, it seemed only a matter of time before the sickly trees gave way and then the walls of this castle. Malifast would storm this place with his demon army—would he kill Wren the instant he saw her? And then kill her friends? Her heart clenched.

      Where was Brix?

      They just had to get those dryad squads inside while there was still time to make a stand!

      What could be keeping him? Something wasn’t right. She felt sure he should have been back by now.

      An awful thought struck.

      It had been ages since her uncle had used his ghostly voice to speak inside her mind. Not since she’d somehow blocked his voice in the tower. Or so she had believed.

      Was it possible that she . . . hadn’t shut him out?

      Fear stretched like a hand around her throat. What if he’d tricked her into thinking it had worked? He might have been listening this whole time. Heard their plan.

      Sent Bellagoria to ambush Brix the moment he left the castle!

      How could she have been so stupid?

      Wren placed a shaking hand over her mouth. She’d witnessed first-hand what Bellagoria and the Valkyrie did to their prey. She should have warned them that her uncle could speak into her mind. Why had she kept it secret? She’d been afraid because the dryads believed Malifast was a hero—the man who’d killed the King. And maybe he had, but he was evil, too.

      This was her fault.

      “No,” she whispered. “Oh no!”

      Pippin’s eyes flickered open. “Did you say something?” he asked, yawning and scrubbing at his floppy green hair.

      Her heart was slamming with dread, and she opened her mouth to speak when she heard a faint, welcome sound. Her pointed ears tensed, and she focused harder.

      The noise was coming from the distant dining room—so sensitive had her ears become that she recognized the creak of the window the dryad boys had climbed through. Brix was clearly returning the same way. Oh, thank goodness!

      “What is it?” Pippin asked.

      “I heard something.”

      The boy scrambled up as if preparing to scuttle, crab-like, into hiding.

      “It’s all right,” she whispered, not wanting to disturb Nessa. “Everything’s fine. He’s back!”

      Pippin frowned. “Brix? What do you mean? I don’t see him.”

      Wren flicked her ears. There it was again. The soft scuffling of hands on the outer wall. “I hear him. He’s at the dining room window.”

      Pippin looked so relieved he practically collapsed onto his rear end.

      Wren whispered, “I’ll go help lead the dryads to the kitchen so they don’t get lost.”

      “Should we tell Nessa?” Pippin said.

      They glanced at the forest girl by the distant window. Oblivious to them both, she stood with her pale hands pressed to the glass, a vinework wand in each fist. She hadn’t turned or acknowledged the sounds of their voices. Perhaps she could no longer hear them at all, so focused was she on her desperate task.

      At least Brix was here now. Nessa would finally be able to rest and regain her energy. Her green hair had lost all of its color.

      Wren whispered, “You stay in case she wonders where I went. This will only take a minute.”

      Nodding, Pippin whispered, “I can’t wait to see Brix and those stonework wands of his. And everyone else he’s brought. You’d better take a lightstick.”

      “Thanks, good idea.” Hope swelled. Brix was here, and they’d soon be standing alongside squads of forest people behind the castle’s thick walls. For the first time since her uncle had threatened to kill her, she let herself believe they could win.

      Buoyed by gladness, she ran into the kitchen’s narrow passage. Zigzag leaped onto her shoulder to crouch by her ear.

      Wren reached the end of the twisting passage, stopping at the door with the peephole. Instead of exiting into the main castle, she paused, ears twitching. Odd, through the thick wood, she heard only silence.

      Wren slid open the peephole and put her eye to it.

      The castle’s main hallway was not dark like before. She frowned in confusion. A flickering candelabra rested on a far table. Above the flames was a massive, gilt-framed portrait of an old king wearing Wren’s crown. His eyes seemed to glimmer in the candlelight, making her shiver. Which in her line of great-grandfathers was he? The first? The evil one who started it all?

      Something felt off—she didn’t remember leaving a candelabra on the table. They’d each carried a pair to the kitchen earlier, and all were accounted for. Weren’t they? Or maybe Brix had taken one when he left. Maybe he’d set it on the table to mark the kitchen entrance.

      That must be it. It was the only explanation.

      She slid the peephole closed. Zigzag crouched on her shoulder, body tense, eyes alert. He sniffed the air, his trembling whiskers tickling her cheek.

      “Brix must be in the dining room,” she said, wondering why she was whispering. Louder, “He must be helping his people climb the wall.”

      Zigzag sniffed harder.

      “We’d better give them a hand,” she said brightly.

      She abandoned her lightstick against the wall and hauled open the door.

      The candelabra flickered and sent up twists of black smoke. On the wall, the old king stared down from his portrait. Thick curly hair almost hid his soft, pointed ears; his hazel irises were striped with green and gold. Fixated on his face, she stepped closer, studying those features so like hers.

      “You’re the old Griffin King,” she whispered, oddly sure now. “The one who turned bad. Am I—am I just like you?”

      The painting, cracked and faded with age, towered over her. The King stared down, silent and unreadable.

      “Will I turn evil? Will I hurt my friends?” she asked, touching the ornate frame.

      The movement disturbed a torn bit of black fabric on the table. The ink-colored scrap fluttered, twirling briefly before floating to the floor. She bent to retrieve it.

      When her fingers met something eerily soft and insubstantial, she recoiled.

      Not fabric.

      A feather. A coal-black, exquisitely beautiful feather.

      Wren’s breath caught, and Zigzag uttered a cry of alarm.

      She jerked upright and spun around. From every corner and from behind every cabinet, winged girls melted out of the shadows. Eleven stood circling her, their tall red boots gleaming, their eyes bright with delight.

      “We surprised her,” one said with a giggle.

      “Yes! Look at her funny face.”

      Terror stole Wren’s breath away. She tried gulping for air.

      “Like a fish, she is. A fish on a line.”

      A twelfth girl loomed into view, drifting forward on raven-black wings. She stopped less than a dozen yards away. Her strange, horrible beauty made her the most striking of all.

      Bellagoria.

      Even as Wren longed to run, she found herself transfixed, just like in the forest. There was a power in Bellagoria’s presence that made her want to look upon that face and never stop. Finally, with great effort, she wrenched her gaze away.

      Her eyes slid to the kitchen door. Maybe she could sprint for it. Get into the narrow hall and shut them out.

      “You’ll never make it that way.” Bellagoria laughed. “Don’t be silly.”

      Licking her dry lips, Wren sensed the fierce portrait of her evil ancestor hanging behind her. He never would’ve let himself get trapped.

      And now she wore his dread crown. She mumbled, “I am the Griffin Queen. And this is my castle.” Louder, she said, “You don’t belong here.”

      A beat of awful silence followed. Any magic she’d hoped to draw out through her words failed to appear.

      “I don’t belong?” Bellagoria folded graceful arms clad in long, bloodred gloves. “What a nasty thing to say.”

      “She’s very bossy,” said one of the winged girls. “Isn’t she?”

      “Terribly unwelcoming,” said another.

      “And what is that awful cloak? It looks like a tablecloth. It’s all grubby.”

      “Disgusting. What kind of queen wears filthy table linens?”

      “What’s she been doing in here all this time?”

      “Couldn’t she find a mirror?”

      “Or a hairbrush?”

      “She’s an embarrassment to her family.”

      Wren listened, growing ever more wretched. The worse she felt, the more radiant they grew. Her misery fed them, made them stronger, prettier. They drew it from her, drank it in like a magic elixir. She was an embarrassment. She’d done everything wrong.

      “Her grandmother—now she was one to be feared, not like this little mouse.”

      Nan—they were talking about Nan! Of course, she’d been here once. Why had Wren never thought about that? If only she could call on her grandmother for help. Yet Nan was worlds away.

      A winged girl said, “No one loves her. No one wants her to be queen.”

      “It’s lucky she has an uncle.”

      “The forces of the dark adore him.”

      “He unites them.”

      Wren shuddered. What did that mean?

      One winged girl met her gaze. Her irises were pools of deep purple in which black pupils slowly swirled. Eerily, she said, “Under Malifast, the shadow people will claim their rightful lands. All others will be cast out, and glorious darkness will blanket the world.”

      Cheeks glowing, the girls’ giggles rang off the stone walls and scraped at Wren’s ears. She wanted to clamp her hands over them to make it stop.

      So, that was her uncle’s plan? To make this castle his stronghold, a home for his demon followers? She knew it to be true. Just as she knew he’d spread his power far and wide, destroying the good people of Beechwood Barrow, destroying the distant places Nessa had spoken of until her uncle had all of Everlea in his grip. She’d sensed Malifast’s thirst for control. He’d told her of it himself in the throne room.

      She felt sick.

      Despite her panic, a question arose. How had he united those gorrons and monsters? Why did they adore him? Powerful as he was, he was only a man.

      As for Bellagoria, she seemed formed from the mythical fabric of this world. Both young and as old as time. Unlike the demon army, she was a force unto herself. Why would she agree to Malifast’s commands?

      In despair, Wren backed away. “Why are you his servant?”

      Bellagoria’s eyes flashed. “Fool! I serve no one.”

      Wren swallowed hard. “If you don’t serve my uncle, then why are you doing his bidding? Why did you agree to capture me and hand me over?”

      Because Bellagoria had captured her. Fair and square. With the crown upon Wren’s head, inside the castle Malifast planned to make his own.

      “Your uncle has promised me a gift.”

      “It must be a good gift for you to act like his slave.”

      Bellagoria smirked at this dig. “Some say it’s the most valuable object in all of Everlea.”

      “What is it?”

      In triumph, Bellagoria said, “The Skrillix.”

      If she expected Wren to know what that was, she was wrong.

      A Valkyrie said, “Look at her. She knows nothing of it!”

      “You’re right, I don’t,” Wren said, desperate to form a plan.

      She tried to summon her dread crown’s magic. It seemed like she’d made time stop in the dining room when everyone froze. Was that a power she could call upon?

      She squeezed her fists, focused on the golden circlet around her head, and willed the world to stop.

      It didn’t.

      She couldn’t bear the thought of Nessa and Pippin trapped inside the castle, too. The Valkyrie would kill her and go after her friends. She’d brought this on them! Had they already killed Brix? She held back a sob.

      Outside, noises thrummed and boomed. Disturbing ones. The tramping of heavy feet, the grunts of demon soldiers, the cracking of trees, and the creaking of weapon-laden carts. The army was nearing the foot of the castle.

      They’d soon be surrounded.
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      Wren studied the faces of her captors in despair.

      Why couldn’t she make that magic work again? She longed to freeze Bellagoria and the girls. Freeze them so they were good and still, and she could run away, warn the others before it was too late.

      With the thick castle walls between here and the kitchen, her friends wouldn’t hear this far. Pippin and Nessa must think all was still safe.

      What if Pippin burst out here unaware? She could picture his freckled face blanching. The Valkyrie would probably kill him on sight, and Nessa, too. She had to warn them!

      Wren’s only plan was to keep talking and buy herself some time.

      Bellagoria studied Wren with interest. “Is it possible you know nothing of the Skrillix?”

      “Like I told you. I don’t. But if you’re happy to be someone’s slave in exchange for a trinket, well, I’ve got a castle full of stuff.” She waved at the treasure-laden cabinets. “Take your pick and join my side. I’m the Griffin Queen. I’ll give you more than he ever can.”

      “Silly girl,” Bellagoria hissed. “The Skrillix is no trinket. It’s older than memory—a plaything of the gods, lost in a bet to a wily sorcerer.”

      “A plaything?” Wren laughed loudly, hoping to warn Nessa and Pippin. “That’s what you want? A toy?”

      Bellagoria sneered. “To me, it is no toy.”

      Outside, the noises thundered ever closer. Wren clamped a hand on her leg to keep it from jogging in terror. She needed a plan! Should she run? Try to fight? They’d overpower her.

      “Then what is it?” Wren asked.

      Bellagoria gave her a wicked, imperial grin. “The Skrillix behaves like a key yet looks nothing like a key.”

      A riddle . . .

      Recognition niggled at Wren’s mind. What behaved like a key yet looked nothing like a key? Terrible understanding dawned. She forgot the army; she forgot her uncle. In a strangled voice, she whispered, “A key to what?”

      “To another world. To my future queendom, you fool.”

      The acorn.

      Wren’s key to escape.

      The Skrillix was her golden acorn.

      A plaything of the gods, and she’d kept it stuffed in her pocket.

      Only one existed. And now, like some nightmare, she’d lost it.

      Briefly, she wondered how Uncle Malifast came through the portal without it, but she let the question go.

      If Bellagoria claimed the Skrillix, Wren would be responsible for destroying two worlds. Her uncle would rule in Everlea, and Bellagoria would destroy the place Wren called home. For despite everything, that’s what it was—home, with the boy in the wheelchair, the raven on the roof, the bell tower, and her attic. Here, Mossfell seemed like a haven, with grumpy Matron, stern Professor Arden, and the once kindly Professor Finkle.

      It struck her that they’d been trying to protect her from the prophecy. Her grandmother had tried to protect her, too, by letting Wren be hidden away.

      Was that why Nan looked so sad to lose Wren? Was it because she loved her? Despite her cursed inheritance?

      How could Wren have lost her only way back?

      Her mind went to the last time she’d held the Skrillix. Had she left it in the tower throne room?

      Or had it fallen in her fight with Nessa? If so, it rested mere yards away. Sweat prickled along her hairline.

      Bellagoria tilted her head, gaze calculating. “So you do know of what I speak.”

      “I told you, I’ve never heard of it.”

      Bellagoria’s eyes raked Wren from head to toe, studying the folds of her clothing. “Where is it?”

      Mouth like cotton, Wren whispered, “I don’t know.”

      “Liar!” Bellagoria shrieked, her voice ringing in the vaulted corridor. “Give me the Skrillix. Give it to me and I’ll let you live.”

      “I—I don’t have it,” Wren stammered, trying to block out an image of it glimmering in the shadows nearby.

      Bellagoria launched at Wren. A violent flap of her wings and she was airborne.

      With a cry, Wren vaulted into the air. Zigzag held on, his claws gripping her collar. She landed on the table, nearly knocking over the candelabra. The flames shuddered as she crouched in a fighting stance.

      “Give up, fool!” Bellagoria screamed and flew at her.

      “No,” Wren squeaked, running sideways up the wall, praying her feet would stick like before. It worked.

      She needed a weapon. She wrenched the King’s portrait free and spun on her heel to face her attacker. With a scream, she slammed the frame’s sharp corner into Bellagoria’s shoulder.

      Perfect strike.

      The winged girl fell to the floor, smacking hard onto her back.

      The others closed in, shrieking in fury, a mass of dark wings and clawed fingers, reaching. Wren swiped the portrait back and forth, holding them off as best she could. But it was a losing battle, they were too many.

      Then, the portrait broke in two.

      Dismayed, Wren threw it at the Valkyrie as hard as possible. Two fell. The rest kept coming.

      Bellagoria was on her feet, hissing and spitting like a cat. Wings flapping furiously, she vaulted up the wall. Tapestries threw up clouds of dust as she closed the distance.

      Wren’s legs went weak—maybe her magic was losing strength, or maybe it was plain fear. Bellagoria was a mere three feet away. Desperate, Wren somersaulted upward to stand on the ceiling. From this upside-down angle, the world was confusing. She spotted the kitchen door and ran toward it. Gravity made her cape hang straight down. The Valkyrie saw their opportunity—one flew up and tried to grab it.

      She missed.

      Wren tried to remove it before the girl tried again. Too slow.

      With a wild laugh, the Valkyrie yanked Wren from the ceiling.

      Then all twelve were on her, wings beating, voices taunting.

      Stunned, she could only lay gasping as they pummeled her with fists, causing agony to bloom in her ribs.

      She thought of Pippin and Nessa, of Brix maybe still alive in the forest, of Beechwood Barrow and the bakery, of her little friend Zigzag. A sudden rage grew inside her, a fury as hot and bright as the sun. It pounded in her veins. It leaked out through her clothes, blazing and golden, just as she’d glowed on the throne. Filled with desperate strength, she ripped at her attackers, tearing out feathers by the handfuls.

      Mournful cries shredded the air, but they held her down.

      Wren’s strange glow was starting to fade.

      “Get off!” she screamed. “Get off!”

      Her crown pulsed against her temples; fresh shivers of fury rushed down her arms and legs. The glow flared a second time. Her muscles surged with a strength she’d never known. She rolled over, got onto one knee, and then the other. She shoved them off with all her might. With a shout, she broke free.

      Gasping, half-drained from exertion, Wren leaped for the ceiling. Her hands smacked down as if it were the floor. She clung for a moment, dizzy and upside-down.

      Shaking her head, she spotted Zigzag shivering atop a massive cabinet, his eyes frantic. Three leaps, and she was standing atop it.

      Bellagoria began to swoop upward.

      With a battle cry, Wren tipped the enormous cabinet over, sending it plunging toward the winged girl. Bellagoria swerved as Wren leaped clear.

      That’s when Wren saw how clever Zigzag had been. In her confusion, she’d lost sight of the kitchen door. Now it was mere feet away.

      Bellagoria realized it, too. The Valkyrie tried to spin, tried to fly up and block her.

      Too late.

      Wren and Zigzag were through.

      Wren slammed the door shut and dropped to the ground. Her lightstick was still in the corridor. She grabbed it and wedged it like a doorstopper.

      From outside, the Valkyrie howled and tried to bludgeon the door open. Wren braced her back against it, digging her heels into the floor. The wood shook under the Valkyrie’s assault. A powerful slam sent Wren’s heels sliding. The wedged lightstick screeched as the door opened a quarter of an inch.

      Uh oh.

      Fists and booted feet hammered harder, and her feet slid again.

      Wren’s chest rose and fell in terror; she could barely catch her breath.

      There was no time to waste. The makeshift doorjamb wouldn’t hold for long.

      Running down the passage, she screamed, “Nessa!”
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      Wren flew down the narrow hall and burst into the kitchen.

      “Nessa!” she screamed again.

      Pippin jumped so high from his cushion near the fire that he got airborne. He let out a yelp that would’ve been funny if they weren’t facing death.

      Nessa moved slowly, turning from the window. Her hair had gone pale and her face looked drained. She took a step, but her legs had gone all wobbly. “The spellcasting drained me. But I couldn’t stop them. The army’s outside. They’re massing below.”

      “We have a bigger problem!” Wren cried. “Bellagoria’s in the corridor! I wedged the door, but it won’t hold.”

      Emotion rippled across Nessa’s exhausted face; the faintest green color flooded her cheeks. Outside, the morning fog was thinning.

      “Pippin,” Nessa said, “Block them out, hurry, use your vines.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “Do it!” Nessa found the energy to cross the room and grab Pippin by the arm. She dragged him toward the hallway. “I’m too weak. It’s up to you.”

      “I don’t remember the spell,” Pippin gulped, his hair wild as he looked from Nessa to Wren and then to the gaping opening.

      “Help me in there,” she said, leaning on him.

      Wren dashed to Pippin’s side and they half-carried Nessa into the claustrophobic hall. The hammering of fists and boots grew louder. The partly open door loomed ahead, eerily lit by the wedged lightstick. One of Bellagoria’s eyes pressed against the gap, peering through.

      “Three of you!” She hissed in delight. “I’m coming for you, my lovelies.”

      The door screeched open another half-inch.

      “Do something!” Wren shrieked, her insides cold and trembling.

      Nessa said, “Pippin, follow my lead.” She raised her twin vinework wands in shaky hands. Pippin did the same. His shook even worse.

      Nessa began to chant, and Pippin echoed her words. Slowly at first, then gaining speed. Vines shot from Pippin’s wands with such force they almost knocked him over. He stumbled and caught his footing. From Nessa’s wands came only wilted leaves on spindly brown cords. Yet when they touched Pippin’s, they bloomed into a flowering vine that snaked through the air and slammed into the door.

      Their twisting vines fastened onto every surface, spreading into a tangled web of greenery. Soon, Bellagoria’s face disappeared behind a riot of yellow flowers. The winged girl screamed in rage, but her screams grew muffled.

      “You did it,” Wren gasped. “Come on, let’s go before they tear through!”

      When she turned, Nessa collapsed to the floor.

      Pippin didn’t need any urging. He scooped Nessa into his wiry arms and lumbered off at an awkward run. Wren and Zigzag darted at his heels, snatching backward glances every few feet.

      In the kitchen, Pippin looked wildly left and right. “What now?”

      “The delivery tunnel is that way, on the other side of the pantry. Go!” Wren cried.

      Nessa spoke in a weak voice, her eyes fluttering open. “Need to break the window.”

      “What? Why? There’s no time.”

      “Do it, quickly,” Nessa croaked.

      “Argh!” Frustrated or not, Wren had to trust the forest girl. She owed her that. “Okay!” She found a cast-iron skillet. Holding it like a bat, she cracked the glass panes. The window exploded outward, crystal shards flying.

      “Pippin,” Nessa managed, “Send a vine ladder down, hurry. You can do it. I know you can.”

      Wren said, “You want to climb out the window? We’ll never make it, it’s too far down.” Why wouldn’t Nessa listen to her? They should be using the delivery cart to escape!

      “Just hurry,” the forest girl said.

      Pippin screwed up his face. He looked close to tears, but he swallowed them down and stuck out his wands. Stuttering, he began chanting, stopped, and started again. Nothing was happening.

      Nessa said, “It’s like a song, you know the song, the words start with⁠—”

      And then Pippin had it. “I know it!” He shouted the spell at the top of his voice. Miraculously, a vine ladder wove itself outward from his twin vinework wands, dropping over the sill, away down the side of the castle.

      Wren watched, wanting to tear her hair out. They’d never escape this way. “We have to use the tunnel! The cart we came in is sitting there, waiting to carry us out of here!”

      “Perfect, Pippin,” Nessa said. “We have our decoy.”

      “Decoy?” Wren cried. “Wait, this is a ruse? Oh! I get it, so they’ll think we went out the window. To buy us time. They don’t even know the tunnel leaves from the pantry!”

      “Exactly. Now like you said,” Nessa panted, “Let’s get out of here.”

      They ran for the pantry door. Pippin and Wren carried Nessa between them while Zigzag raced on ahead. Once inside, they sealed the door behind them. Pippin even managed to add a web of vines to lock it shut. Then they were dashing between pots of jams and honey, past loaves of bread on towering shelves, and over sacks of dried beans and nuts.

      Out the far door they ran, with Pippin lashing this one shut, too.

      “Into the cart!” Wren shouted, her legs vibrating with the sheer terror of being hunted. Not only by the Valkyrie but her own uncle and his demon army. “Hurry!”

      Pippin got Nessa inside while Wren worked the controls. She turned the winch, straining to make it as tight as possible. Then she jumped in alongside the others. Zigzag clung to her shoulder as she released the locking pin.

      For a moment, the cart hesitated, frozen in place.

      Wren’s ears bent, listening. From deep in the castle, Bellagoria’s shrieks of rage shattered the silence. Please let Nessa’s ruse work, she thought, her nails digging into her palms.

      The cart gave a warning creak.

      Then, it took off like a shot.

      Wren, Zigzag, Nessa, and Pippin were nearly thrown clear. They clung on for dear life, heads thrown back, fingers straining, breaths ripped from their throats. The cart plunged down the sloping track so fast its wheels screeched and sang. Careening around a corner, the track sent up blue sparks that blazed in the gloom.

      Pippin’s eyes were jammed open so wide they were watering.

      Wren shouted, “I think I overtightened the spring.”

      His reply was lost as the cart sailed over a rise, getting airborne. It slammed back down onto the rails so hard Wren’s teeth rattled.

      Pippin’s hair stood on end, and he raised both wands, shouting a frantic chant. Vines flew from his wand tips, fastening them all in place like seatbelts.

      “Good work!” Wren shouted.

      At this, he looked immensely proud. “I’m getting the hang of it!”

      “You really are! Tigrid and Radican would be impressed.”

      Onward they flew, the walls a blur. Overhead, the emerald-studded section whooshed into view. Wren blinked up in amazement, just like she had the first time they’d passed under it.

      It seemed ages ago that she and Nessa had admired the gems together in wonder. Now, her friend lay on the bottom of the cart, bathed in the jewels’ reflected glow. Wait—was Wren imagining it, or was Nessa’s color returning?

      Yes—her cheeks were losing their gray pallor. Her dull hair was turning green.

      “The emeralds,” Nessa croaked. “They’re so beautiful.”

      “They’re making you better!”

      “I think—I think you’re right,” Nessa said, tilting her face back and closing her eyes as if to better draw in their power.

      Yet the section was almost at an end. They needed more time under the emeralds to return Nessa to her old self! Wren searched for a brake without luck, and they quickly left the glowing green ceiling behind.

      She bent toward Nessa and shouted, “Are you alright?”

      “Better,” Nessa managed, although it was clear she was nowhere near a hundred percent.

      The cart barreled toward a sharp corner. Too fast.

      “Hold on!” Wren shouted, her eyes peeled wide in dread.

      The cart slammed them all sideways. Screeching, it tilted onto two wheels.

      “Lean this way!” Wren cried, leaning her back into the side like pictures she’d seen of sailors when their boat was tilted into the wind.

      Pippin copied her, holding onto his seatbelt vine for dear life as he hung halfway out, desperate to right the cart. Nessa tried to crawl and join them. She got to her knees and a second sharp turn sent the cart veering the opposite way. It swerved, the wheels catching briefly.

      Then everything broke loose.

      The cart sailed off the tracks. They were airborne, mouths wide, shouting, arms flailing. The seatbelt vines snapped, and they flew even higher. Suddenly Wren was somersaulting, caught in a tangle of everyone’s arms and legs, as the broken vines and leaves swirled around them.

      With a collective oof, Wren, Nessa, and Pippin landed in a heap. Zigzag dropped lightly onto Wren’s head, chittering in alarm. The cart tumbled away and smashed into the wall.

      “Oww,” Pippin moaned.

      “Ungghh,” Wren said, slowly sitting up.

      Zigzag darted around her in circles, tail twitching, touching her arms and legs as if making sure she was still in one piece.

      “I’m okay,” Wren groaned, wincing painfully and stroking his head.

      She rose and went to Nessa.

      The forest girl’s eyes were closed, and Wren feared the worst.

      But then Nessa made a face and said, “Please tell me we’re there.”

      Wren almost laughed in relief. She glanced around, sobering as she realized she had no idea how far they still needed to go to reach the tunnel’s exit. “Not there yet. Can you walk? Pippin, are you alright?”

      “Ow, yes, ow,” he groaned, rubbing his side. “Bruises. Couple of bruises, but I’ll be fine.” He picked up the lightstick. The long staff had snapped in two, but the stone still glowed. He held it aloft. “At least we still have light. I wouldn’t want to go wandering around in the dark down here.”

      “Me neither,” Wren said.

      She helped Nessa to her feet. The four set out again on foot.

      “Hopefully no one will be waiting outside the gate,” Wren murmured. “Hopefully we can run outside and hide in the forest.”

      At this, Pippin looked newly afraid. “Someone might be waiting?” The lightstone trembled in his hand.

      “I don’t know.” Wren listened hard. Even with her powerful ears, the thick stone muffled the outside world. She thought of her evil uncle and then glanced at gentle Pippin and poor Nessa. Her stomach twisted. He’d kill them all to get her crown. How would they escape him and his monstrous army?

      Somehow, this all felt like her fault.

      Maybe they’d be lucky. She crossed her fingers and kept walking.

      They were silent for a long time, trudging onward. The walls grew mossy, and the rank odor of decay filled the air. The forest must be near.

      Then, as if the conversation had never stopped, Nessa said, “Whatever’s waiting outside, I guess we’ll soon find out.”
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      The little group reached the spot where the delivery track ended—where Wren and Nessa had first discovered the cart the night before. With the cart lying abandoned on its side somewhere up the tunnel, they’d made it useless for the time being.

      The gate was still out of sight but couldn’t be far.

      Suddenly, Wren heard ominous growls drifting from that direction. She pricked up her ears.

      “Hear something?” Pippin asked and gulped.

      “Yes, but I don’t know what’s making it.”

      Nessa said, “I guess we’ll just have to find out.”

      They crept along shoulder-to-shoulder. Watery gray light appeared up ahead—they must be nearly out. Still, Pippin held the lightstone aloft, clinging to it like a weapon.

      He said, “Now can you tell what’s making it?”

      Wren said, “I’m not sure. Sounds like trees groaning in the wind.”

      “Is that all?” Pippin asked in relief.

      “Or, sorry, maybe those are growls.” She licked her dry lips.

      “Growls?” Pippin whispered. “That’s a whole lot different than trees groaning!”

      “Shh,” Nessa said. “Stop and let me catch my breath.”

      The forest girl put her hands on her knees, breathing hard. Her embroidered jacket was torn from when they’d been thrown from the cart, and grime muddied her gossamer skirt. She pushed her green hair from her daisy eyes and straightened again. “Once we get outside, we’ll need a hiding place until dryad reinforcements arrive. If they arrive.”

      Pippin said, “Do you think Brix made it through? Think he’s bringing help?”

      “I don’t know,” Nessa said. “I hope so.”

      Wren bit her lip. What if he’d been caught? It seemed the only explanation. Otherwise, he’d have brought the dryad squads ages ago. That’s not what Pippin needed to hear, though. Aloud, she said, “I think I know a hiding place outside if we can make it.”

      “Where?” Nessa asked. “And how could you? If you’ve never been here before?”

      “I saw it from the tower throne room. There’s a walled garden. The walls are all overgrown from the outside. There’s a good chance the enemy won’t see it. We can hide and wait for reinforcements.”

      Nessa nodded, hope lighting her tired eyes. “Are you sure you can find it?”

      Wren felt how much Nessa needed her, and she desperately didn’t want to let her down. “There’s a massive tree in the center. It’s taller than all the others. I should be able to spot it from the tunnel’s exit.”

      Pippin said, “Then let’s go! We’re like sitting ducks in here.”

      Nessa said, “Wren, can you hear the army?”

      She focused her enhanced hearing, picking out sounds. “Yes, but it sounds far away like it’s on the other side of the castle. The growling noise is gone. It must have been the trees. I think we’re safe. Let’s go.”

      “Wait, I don’t like this,” Nessa said. “It might be a trick.”

      She was right. Wren stopped in her tracks, and icy shivers ran down her limbs. “Maybe it’s better if one of us checks what’s down there.”

      Pippin made an audible swallow. “Er⁠—”

      “I meant me,” Wren said. “I’ll go. Wait here. I’ll be back.”

      She was glad of Zigzag’s weight on her shoulder as she tiptoed off, leaving her friends with the glowing lightstone. At first, she had to squint to keep her footing. Yet as pale dawn light pricked the gloom, the floor grew easier to navigate.

      She poked her head around a corner and stopped.

      The gate lay fifty feet away, still padlocked shut. Her eyes raked the familiar clearing beyond the thick bars.

      Deserted.

      Somewhere out of view, the army thundered closer. They must be massing at the base of Castle Grimlock’s steep walls. Or maybe they were storming the front door, planning to smash it down.

      But here, no enemy stood in sight. There was no sign of the winged girls.

      Wren saw only a monstrous stone statue. Last night, in the darkness, she must have missed it.

      Wren sighed in relief. Zigzag tugged on her ear, and she stroked his soft head.

      “Just a statue,” she murmured.

      And what a gruesome statue it was. The granite figure was hunched like a rabid dog waiting to spring. It had huge, muscular shoulders, sharp ears, cold stony eyes, and demon horns. Hunched forward, its bumpy spine ran like a ridge down its dog-like, straining back. Her eyes flicked to the clawed hands planted in the earth and she shuddered.

      Only Castle Grimlock would have a statue like that guarding the delivery gates. She felt sorry for the people who’d had to pass by it, bringing things up the tunnel.

      For some reason, she was holding her breath.

      She kept holding it as she tiptoed away and only exhaled once she’d gone a good twenty yards.

      To Zigzag, she said, “I’d better hurry and tell the others the coast is clear.”

      Nessa and Pippin listened as she delivered the good news, describing the empty tunnel and the strange statue. But her friends, instead of looking relieved, gaped at her in alarm.

      “What is it?” Wren whispered.

      Nessa winced. “Keep your voice down!”

      Pippin squeaked, “Gargoyle!”

      “But it’s a statue,” Wren whispered.

      “Last full moon, there were two gargoyles outside of Beechwood Barrow,” Nessa said in a choked voice. “They look like statues. They’re not. They’re alive. They came into the village and—” She stopped, glancing at Pippin.

      He’d curled into a quivering ball on the ground. Zigzag went to him and the boy scooped the chipmunk close, holding him to his chest.

      Nessa’s voice quaked. “We’ll never get past that gargoyle.”

      “We have to,” Wren said.

      The tensions between them were thrust aside. The girls put their heads together and came up with a desperate plan. Thinking of it made Wren’s skin crawl in terror.

      “Pippin,” Nessa said, “We need you for this. We can’t do it alone.”

      When he didn’t answer, Wren said, “I know you can do this.”

      The boy unfolded himself, his cheeks a pale shade of green. “I’ll try. I promised I’d stand by you, and I won’t let you down.”

      Instinctively, Wren wrapped him in a hug and Pippin hugged her back. Before she could let go, Nessa reached around them both. They held each other, all three, foreheads pressed in a circle. Zigzag wiggled up between them and leaned against Wren’s ear. A lump of gratitude lodged in her throat and tears pricked her eyes.

      So this was how friendship felt: like a circle with no beginning and no end.

      One she would hold onto until the last.

      They finally broke away, wishing one another good luck.

      It was time for Wren to go. She pulled Zigzag close and whispered, “Would you stay with Pippin? He needs your knightly courage. Please?”

      If there was any question about whether Zigzag understood, he cleared that up immediately. He went to the boy and clambered proudly onto Pippin’s shoulder. Pippin, looking suddenly braver, joined Nessa and got to work.

      Alone, Wren set off toward the looming gates—and the silently waiting gargoyle.

      She reached the final corner. Before she could lose her courage, she marched into view. “Wake up, monster, I’m here!”

      There came a low whoosh, like flames alighting. The creature’s stony eyes began to glow fiery red. Its granite shoulders swelled. Its spine rippled, and steam billowed beneath its claws.

      Wren swallowed a whimper of terror. This plan was the only way. Unless she acted, they’d be trapped in this tunnel until Malifast found her.

      The gate key still hung where she’d left it the day before. Wren sprinted for it, her shoes squelching along the damp tunnel floor. She snatched it up and unlocked the chain.

      “C-come and g-get me!” Wren managed, giving the gate a hard tug.

      It swung inward.

      Muscle’s rippling, jaws pulling into an evil grin, the gargoyle sprang. It lunged inside, its hot breath stinking of rotting meat.

      Teeth snapped, inches from Wren’s elbow. She took three running steps back the way she’d come. Somersaulting into the air, she landed on the ceiling. The gargoyle heaved its massive, wolf-like body upward. Its slobbering mouth snarled, snapping.

      “Missed me,” she gasped.

      Still upside-down, she darted along the ceiling, praying the others were ready. Only at the last minute did she shout, “I’m coming!”

      Nessa and Pippin were not where she’d left them. She felt a moment of panic. Then, they melted out of the shadows and raised their net of vines.

      The gargoyle careened into their trap, bellowing in rage. It thrashed, tearing with its steaming claws in a crazed fury. Pippin was pulled off his feet but held on.

      “Hurry, Nessa!” the boy shouted, “I’m losing it!”

      Aiming her vinework wands, Nessa tried to get a clear shot at the gargoyle’s meaty wrists.

      “Do it!” Pippin shouted.

      “Hurry,” Wren shouted, wishing she had the power to help. Where was the magic that came with her crown? Beyond letting her run on the ceiling, it was useless! If she was this dreaded queen, why couldn’t she do anything?

      Vines shot from Nessa’s wands and wrapped a dozen times around the gargoyle’s arms and legs. Last, she muzzled the monster’s stinking, bellowing jaws. It thrashed a few moments longer. With one final spasm, it went still. The gargoyle’s flaming eyes dulled, its body turned gray, and finally, it turned to stone.

      “Is it dead?” Wren asked in awe.

      “No, it’s just conserving energy.” Nessa wiped her brow. “We’ve bought ourselves time to clear out of the tunnel.”

      Briefly, the friends slumped to the floor, catching their breath.

      “Wow,” Pippin said. “We did it.”

      “One obstacle down,” Wren said.

      Nessa nodded. “Let’s get to that garden.”
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      The friends reached the end of the tunnel, walking in tight formation. Together, they stepped outside.

      Nessa said, “I hear the demon army, it’s close.”

      “We’d better hurry. Hopefully, they don’t know we’re outside,” Wren whispered.

      Overhead, clouds drifted like mucky sponges across a dishwater dawn sky.

      Pippin said, “Which way now? Do you see the huge tree we’re looking for?”

      “Not yet.”

      They tiptoed across the clearing for a better view.

      From here, the early light made it possible to see Castle Grimlock in its full glory. Wren stared in awe at her family’s ancient home. It was a high nest of bristling stone towers and heavy walls. A frightening place, and yet a flicker of longing rose in her heart. Perhaps because she’d made her first friends inside.

      “There!” Pippin tugged on her arm. “Is that the tree?”

      She followed his gaze as unfamiliar footsteps crashed through the sodden woods.

      “Yes,” she whispered. “Run!”

      “The open gate,” Nessa warned. “They’ll know we came outside!”

      There was no time to close it. They’d barely ducked behind a dense bush when two gorrons tromped into view. Thickly muscled beneath grime-smeared armor, they each carried an axe and a studded whip. Beady eyes set too close together stared out from long, hairy faces.

      “Where’s the gargoyle?” one growled.

      “Musta gone in there,” said the other, pointing toward the open gate.

      “Unless he’s out here, chasing our quarry.” The gorron started to sniff, the nostrils of his bulbous nose flaring.

      The other gorron did the same. “I smell a human.”

      Wren nearly fainted from terror. They’d never get away now.

      Nessa grabbed Wren and Pippin’s arms and whispered, “Let’s go.” She pointed to a low tunnel made of vines that hadn’t been there a moment ago.

      Pippin was already inside, crawling away.

      Wren followed, hastily moving on hands and knees across the root-covered ground. Zigzag scampered alongside and Nessa took up the rear. When Wren glanced back, she saw Nessa collapsing the tunnel behind them as they traveled. Ahead, Pippin muttered what sounded like a spell.

      Wren started in surprise—he was building this thing as they went along! Weaving them around tree trunks and boulders, pausing now and then to get his bearings. Pippin had worried he wasn’t skilled with his wands. He couldn’t say that anymore! A surge of pride welled in her chest for her friend, even as she feared the tunnel wouldn’t be enough to hide them.

      The gorrons’ heavy boots came within inches of her elbow. She flinched and kept moving, hearing them sniffing.

      “Where are they?” one snarled.

      “Gotta be around here somewhere.”

      Pippin froze and she landed on his trembling legs, her heart slamming. Had the gorrons heard? She swallowed down a scream and stayed stock still.

      Finally, the boots veered away, accompanied by confused growls. As the gorron’s snarls faded, she untangled herself from Pippin’s legs and they struggled onward.

      Their trek went on for ages. Cramped low, every part of her was growing sore.

      “Found something!” Pippin cried in a shaky whisper. “I think we’re at the garden wall.”

      “Great job,” Wren whispered.

      “Good work,” Nessa agreed.

      “And we’re in luck, here’s a door!” Pippin cried in triumph.

      “Is it locked?” Wren whispered.

      “Let’s find out.” He turned the knob, the door swung open, and the little group tumbled onto an overgrown patch of grass.

      Nessa rubbed her nose and struggled to her feet. In a whisper, she said, “I’ll add some vines to hide the entrance from outside.”

      When that was done, they shut the door.

      The army’s distant rumble sounded muted in here. For long moments they stood listening, expecting the gorrons to sniff out their trail and raise the alarm. But no one came. Wren’s shoulders relaxed.

      “Now what?” Pippin said, still looking worried.

      “I—I’m not sure,” Wren said. “But at least it feels safe. Maybe we can stay hidden until the army leaves.” Would they give up, though?

      “Great idea,” Pippin said.

      Nessa said, “I wish we could see if the dryad squads are out there.”

      Wren glanced at the massive tree that had led them here. It stood some distance off in the middle of the vast garden. “I could climb that and try to spot them.”

      “Good idea,” Nessa said.

      “Have you noticed something strange?” Wren asked as they walked. “The garden’s not sickly, like the forest. It’s beautiful.”

      “That is odd,” Nessa said. “You’re right.”

      The grass grew to her knees and flowers tumbled in profusion. The garden held large lawn areas for playing and relaxing, along with statues, birdbaths, fountains, and even a pretty gazebo.

      At the center, raised upon a mound, stood the largest tree Wren had ever seen.

      “That’s a Tumblewood tree,” Nessa said in amazement. “I didn’t know they were real.”

      Pippin said, “They’re supposed to be a symbol of hope! Maybe it’s a good sign.”

      Wren wasn’t so sure. “I’d better start climbing.”

      The lowest branch was far out of reach. But she sprang upward with every ounce of her magical strength. It carried her ten feet, twenty, higher, flying into the air. She stretched out her arms, and just when she feared she’d fall back to earth, her hands caught the lowest branch.

      Wren clung to it. With a heave, she straddled the branch and hauled herself into a sitting position. Zigzag easily caught up, scampering alongside her.

      “See anything?” Nessa shouted.

      “I need to go higher.” It was easier here, and she quickly made her way high into the canopy. Peering out through the leaves, her heart sank.

      A gruesome scene stretched out in all its horror.

      First, she saw Castle Grimlock embedded in its stony crest. Below the castle, the sickly woods stretched in all directions. A raw gash had been cut directly across the forest—a newly torn road.

      Uncle Malifast’s road.

      Gorrons, gargoyles, and nameless monsters surged along it—a hundred creatures across and a thousand long. All were marching. Gorrons in black armor pushed the Warvil’s giant box on squealing wheels. It was followed by a man-like creature who glided through the air, his head glowing with a ghostly, purple aura.

      And at the front, astride a monstrous black horse, rode a man in bloodred armor.

      The rider’s head turned as if sensing her eyes upon him.

      She knew, without a doubt, that the rider was her flesh and blood.

      “Uncle Malifast,” she whispered.

      He saw her. She knew he saw her in the tree.

      Across the space that divided them came his sharp laughter.

      Knowing the powers of her ears, he shouted aloud, “You make it too easy, niece. Get ready, I’m coming for you.”

      To this, she had no reply.

      The army wheeled toward them, traveling at speed. Within moments, the first assault would arrive. They’d never outrun the horses and gargoyles with their swift legs. She felt foolish as she glanced down at the weak fortifications behind which they hid. These walls wouldn’t stand against an army. She never should have suggested they come here! How could she have been so stupid? Her decision would kill them. They should have run—as far as they could!

      But where?

      If she hadn’t lost the Skrillix, she could have taken Zigzag, Nessa, and Pippin through the magic portal. They could have escaped this world together. How could she have lost the golden acorn?

      The Valkyrie weren’t out there with Malifast’s army.

      Had Bellagoria found it? Wren imagined that beautiful face shining in wicked glee, holding her prize aloft and laughing in triumph.

      Wren had failed.

      Everyone she cared about was in trouble. Even Nan.

      And there was nothing she could do to save them.

      The demon army surged toward the sheltered garden. The noise was deafening. Dirt clods flew as the monsters gained speed.

      Zigzag sat silent on her shoulder. She touched his soft fur, wanted to hug him in her arms, close her eyes, and pretend this was a dream. A nightmare. She longed for the strength to lie and say they’d be alright; that they’d get through this, and she’d keep him safe.

      “Scamper away,” she whispered to him. “Scamper away where they can’t find you.”

      He hunkered closer against her neck.

      “Please, Zigzag?” When he wouldn’t budge, she said, “I’ll never forgive myself if I lose you. Promise me you’ll run if there’s no escape.”

      Her tiny friend sat silent, staring off toward the army. The smallest, bravest knight in the realm.

      It was time to tell the others.

      As she began her frantic descent, she spotted movement on the horizon. Flashes of green hair moving between the trees. Small factions of heroic dryads were racing to join the fight.

      Yet the demon army dwarfed the green-haired forces ten times over.

      Heartsick, Wren dropped, branch by branch, wondering how she could possibly deliver the news.

      All hope was lost.
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      Wren climbed down to land next to her waiting friends.

      “They’re coming,” she said through dry lips. “We’re in trouble.”

      Pippin went so pale green he was nearly white. He glanced this way and that, his daisy pupils shrinking to pinpoints. “What now? There’s nowhere to hide. These walls won’t stand.” His voice rose to a panic.

      Nessa took hold of him. “Remember your training. Stay calm or we’re lost!”

      Pippin gulped and gave her a shaky nod. “What do we do?”

      “Maybe we’re not totally lost—help is coming. I saw squads of dryads,” Wren said.

      The forest girl turned to Wren. “How many?”

      “Hard to say. Probably not . . . not enough. The demon army, it’s . . . huge.”

      The girls’ eyes locked in mutual horror. Wren reached for Nessa’s hand and then Pippin’s, and all three clung tight.

      Sounding defeated, Pippin said, “Can we climb over the back wall?”

      Wren said, “We’ll never outrun the horses.”

      Nessa nodded. “Then we’ll hold this place as long as we can. We’ll give them the fight of their lives. Pippin, help me fortify the walls. Hurry.”

      The dryads moved around the garden, weaving nets of thick, ropy vines all along the perimeter. The effort was costing Nessa, though, who still hadn’t regained her strength.

      The ground shook from the approaching army.

      Wren wanted to scream at her powerlessness. What point was this dread crown if she couldn’t use it to protect her friends? All it offered was the ability to jump high and walk on ceilings. She gritted her teeth in bleak fury. There had to be more, had to be a way to access its magic.

      Why else did Malifast want it so badly?

      If only she’d been given some kind of instruction!

      Maybe that was the purpose behind the magic monocle hidden inside the acorn. It was supposed to show her how to use her crown. She could have looked through it to watch and learn. Yet she’d broken it. One more way she’d failed everyone. Including herself.

      From across the lawn, Nessa shouted, “Ready yourself! They’re outside!”

      A great crash slammed the far wall where the door lay hidden. The boom of armored shoulders bashing the stones. Wren held her breath. The barrier stood fast.

      A second attack came, heavier than the first. The wall bulged inward. With a sharp command, Nessa sent vines shooting out in a web. Pippin screamed a spell and sent more vines to link with hers. They fastened in place as the stones sagged three feet forward.

      Over the wall’s rim, blackened helms of demon gorrons could be seen, surging in for another charge.

      Wren’s knees wobbled even as she tried to steady herself. She never knew fear like this could exist. Every part of her shook.

      Across the lawn, beyond the fountain and the graceful statues, the garden wall groaned under the strain. Nessa’s arms worked in a frenzy, her hair flying out behind her, growing ever paler.

      Wren dug her fingers into her palms, willing the wall to hold, please let it hold, please don’t let them come in, please⁠—

      The wall fell.

      With a thunderous crash, Wren’s world was turned upside down.

      There, high on his sweat-drenched horse, sat the man she’d seen from the treetop, dressed in battle armor.

      Wren gaped in sudden confusion. Wait, this wasn’t her uncle. She’d been wrong. He wasn’t Uncle Malifast. He was the man from the tower room. The man with eyes like hers. The one who, all her life, she’d wished would come back.

      And he had come back for her. He was here—right now. Right in front of her.

      Father!

      Wren stepped forward, stumbling on a thick root.

      Or . . . wait . . .

      It was his ears. They were different, wrong. Not soft brown and curving like her father’s. This man’s ears were without fur, tall and red and pointed like those of a demon. And the eyes—they weren’t brown. They were snake green and gleaming.

      The reality hit her like a brick wall.

      It was Uncle Malifast after all.

      The truth made her sag with utter loss. She was sure it had been her father. Instead, it was the monster who wanted to kill her for her crown.

      Despite the chaos, Malifast remained calm, studying her as if nothing else mattered. As he did, a change came over him. His wicked grin faltered and his eyes softened, growing almost misty. His words echoed in her mind like a haunting whisper.

      I didn’t know you’d look so . . . much like him, Malifast said.

      She raised her chin. “And I didn’t know you looked like my father,” she whispered, but he heard.

      He was my twin.

      It took a moment to find her tongue. “No one told me.”

      Oddly wistful, Malifast said, I see now you should’ve been told at least that much.

      Nessa and Pippin were running toward her, still too far to hear.

      You stand like him, niece, with that same stubborn set to your shoulders. The way he faced me down cycle after cycle.

      Wren’s mind raced with confusion. What did he mean by “cycle after cycle”?

      Before she could ask, he went on.

      But now the cycle is broken. You brought it to an end. This was never your battle, child. It was mine and your father’s. You were never to blame.

      Her uncle’s admission filled her with an overwhelming sense of bewilderment. Was that regret in his voice?

      Malifast’s proud face softened. We’re family. What are we doing, fighting like this?

      Wren’s heart pounded in her chest as she struggled to control her emotions. “I—I don’t know. I don’t want to fight. I want this to stop.”

      I’ve been a fool. We’re home, this is our home. You and me. Together, child.

      Tears threatened to spill from her eyes as Malifast beckoned to her.

      It’s time to end this battle. I’ve been fighting for far too long, Wren. I’m tired. Come, let me see you.

      Wren’s mind raced. Could she trust him? Was this a trap? Despite her doubts, the promise was too great. He was family, her family, something she’d so desperately wanted. She found herself drawn to him, taking hesitant steps.

      Frantic, tiny paws tugged at her collar. Zigzag chattered with such alarm that she twisted to look at him and froze at the fear on his tiny face.

      Glancing back at her uncle, she spotted a familiar man ten paces behind him. A man in a rumpled suit. He sat astride a small gray horse, dwarfed by her uncle’s massive stallion. Wren’s strength leaked away.

      “Professor Finkle?” she rasped.

      Was she dreaming? How?

      Then, the memory came flooding back. The moment when she’d first arrived in this world, she had been thrown to the ground, her face slamming into the dirt. But before getting up, she’d heard footsteps running away . . . clearly he must have come along with her! Finkle must have jumped into the cellar and been ripped into this world alongside her.

      But instead of staying by her side, he had abandoned her.

      He’d run away to Uncle Malifast.

      And now she understood. Finkle knew how to find Malifast, which could only mean one thing—Finkle was on her uncle’s side. Her blood froze as all became clear. Finkle must have been using the Skrillix to travel between worlds for years, reporting on her life at Mossfell. All the while, he’d kept Wren trapped in an attic. He was a jailer, not a caretaker.

      The betrayal made her knees crumple and she struggled to steady herself.

      Malifast and Finkle had planned this together. They’d kept her locked up until she could produce the crown. That’s what the Professor meant when he said, You’re thirteen now. Mark my words. Your world is about to change.

      By change he meant he’d bring her here to die.

      Finkle had never cared for her.

      Not even a little bit.

      Wren’s heart broke in a way she didn’t know was possible.

      The one person she’d believed in had turned out to be her worst enemy.

      “You monster!” she screamed at Finkle, bending to hurl the words as tears ripped her throat. “I hate you!”

      The wall to her right fell in a massive explosion of rocks and stones, caving inward. Gorrons trampled the blocks underfoot.

      “No,” Wren gasped.

      Nessa and Pippin aimed their wands and sent desperate vines flying.

      The enemy kept coming.

      In terror, Wren watched her friends, unable to help them.

      She didn’t see the monstrous bird swoop down from the sky. It screeched, plunging like a missile.

      Zigzag leaped from Wren’s shoulder, diving under the tree’s roots.

      Not fast enough.

      The raptor caught the little chipmunk in its sharp claws, pulled him from the ground, and winged upward. Past the lowest branches of the tree. Higher.

      Wren shrieked in alarm. She leaped with all her might, launching thirty feet into the air. The raptor swooped higher, winging out of reach. Still airborne, she met her brave, little friend’s round, frightened eyes. Then the raptor veered hard, and Zigzag was lost from view behind the creature’s wing. They disappeared beyond the garden wall and out of sight forever.

      Wren fell from the sky, arms and legs windmilling, screaming, “No. No!”

      She crashed into a mass of roots. With a wail of despair, she struggled to her feet, searching for Zigzag, desperate to track him.

      Malifast watched from his horse, clearly enjoying himself.

      Then she saw a new threat. An ogre-like monster launched a stone shard at Nessa’s back. The shard flew straight and true, even as the forest girl looked the other way, her trembling wands pointed at two snarling gorrons.

      “Nessa!” Wren screamed.

      The girl half-turned. Her eyes widened a fraction. And the shard struck her in the chest. She toppled backward, arms splayed, gossamer skirt swirling as she fell.

      “Nessa!” Wren screamed again.

      The forest girl didn’t move.

      Wren started running toward her fallen friend. That’s when she noticed Pippin wasn’t there. He’d been near the Tumblewood tree a moment ago. Where was he? Frantic, she spun just in time to see him escaping alone over the garden’s rear wall.

      “Oh, Pippin,” she sobbed, thinking of how he’d sworn to stand by them no matter what.

      Yet how could she blame him? Only a fool would stay now. She hoped he would run as far and as fast as he could.

      Wren hurried to Nessa’s side. “Wake up.”

      Nothing.

      She screamed at her uncle, “You did this, you monster. You killed her! My friend.”

      “It wasn’t me,” he shouted. “I didn’t throw the shard.”

      Professor Finkle sat on his horse alongside Malifast, pretending to look worried.

      “Nessa was my friend,” she screamed at her old Professor. “You’ll never know what that’s like. To have a friend. For real. Never!”

      “Wren, I—” Before he could finish the thought, Finkle broke off as enchanted vines snaked through the air toward him. “Help!” he cried, slashing at them with a short blade. His horse neighed, rearing up on its hind legs as more vines shot toward him.

      She didn’t care what he had to say. Help had finally come. The forest people were finally here.

      Masses of vines flew, looping around enemy fighters, pulling demon soldiers to the ground. Green-haired figures swarmed, moving in formation, protected by a barrier of shining leaves.

      A second group of dryads raced to join the battle. Instead of vines, swirling pebbles surrounded them like shields. These friendly fighters must be from Brix’s stonework division. The green-haired fighters levitated rocks from the ground and used them to take down a cluster of gargoyles.

      With a surge of hope, Wren spotted Brix.

      He’d made it. He was alive.

      He’d done it, gotten through and brought help.

      Brix, short and broad, wearing his patterned vest and boots, stood among a group of daisy-eyed forest people. Young and old, they all wielded stone wands. Chanting together, they raised a large portion of wall and slammed it into a horde of vicious gorrons.

      When Wren met Brix’s gaze, they nodded to one another, sharing a moment of unspoken determination.

      Yet the demon forces were too strong. For every gorron taken down by rocks and vines, ten more took its place. The same with every lunging gargoyle. The forest people in their shimmering clothes were tiring quickly. It was clear they’d be overwhelmed long before they made a dent in Malifast’s army.

      Wren’s uncle continued to sit untouched on his horse. No vines or stones reached him. Was he protected by magic? He had to be.

      Then she saw who was protecting him. An ominous figure drifted nearby like a bodyguard. It was the tall, wraith-like creature she’d spotted earlier from her perch high in the tree. Part man, part mist, he was dressed in a hooded robe with that strange purple halo swirling around his head.

      As the dryads focused their attacks on her uncle, the wraith repelled them, twisting and moving around Malifast like a shadow. Then something truly awful happened. Chanting in an ancient-sounding language, the wraith brought fallen gorrons back to life. They rose and kept fighting.

      Goosebumps ran along Wren’s arms.

      She had a sudden flash of understanding. Only by taking Malifast and his wraith down would the demon army fall. Their magic was keeping the army going.

      But how could she do that?

      It would be impossible to win.

      Today.

      Ever.

      Brix was lost in the melee. She searched, trying to catch sight of his short hair, his broad shoulders. She saw only gargoyles and gorrons, their hairy faces grinning with the thrill of battle.

      The last standing wall, the one at the back over which Pippin had disappeared, finally fell with a boom. Through the gap, twenty gorrons pulled a mammoth wheeled cart carrying a massive, ornate box.

      The same box she’d seen on the road. The one containing the worst monster of all.

      The Warvil.

      It was over. Malifast meant to cause the desolation all over again. Right here and now.

      He couldn’t be allowed to open that box!

      Maybe if she begged, her uncle would spare the dryads. If she let him claim her crown, maybe he’d leave the forest people alone.

      Wren hooked her hands under Nessa’s armpits and hauled her toward the shelter of the Tumblewood tree. She had to get her away from that monster.

      “Nessa, speak to me!”

      The forest girl’s eyes remained closed.

      Wren put her ear to Nessa’s mouth and listened over the battle’s roar. Faintly, ever so faintly, came the softest breath.

      “Don’t die,” Wren begged. “Please!”

      She held back a sob, thinking of her friends; of Zigzag and Pippin, of Brix fighting for his life, and of Nessa at her feet, barely hanging on.

      Riding his massive stallion, Malifast advanced at a steady trot.

      He studied her with rapt fascination.

      No—not her.

      Her crown.

      He was licking his lips and staring at Wren’s crown.
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      Wren stood on the mound beneath the Tumblewood tree with one foot planted on either side of Nessa’s limp body.

      They were hemmed in on all sides. She glared in defiance as Malifast approached from the front. From behind, the Warvil’s cart creaked ever closer.

      All around, she caught flashes of green-haired dryads fighting for their lives. The thick air smelled of fear, and the sky rang with shouts.

      Fifty yards away, Malifast reigned in his horse. Beside him drifted the wraith, eyes glowing gold beneath the dark hood, his halo a crown of purple mist.

      “Open the box,” Malifast commanded over the din. “Release the Warvil!”

      The gorrons roared in approval.

      “Don’t,” Wren said. “Please! You can have my crown. Don’t let them open it.”

      “Release the Warvil,” Malifast shouted.

      At this, the fighting paused.

      Helplessly, Wren watched two gorrons lower the crate’s ornately carved front section. It dropped open, grating with the squeal of hinges long-shut.

      A monstrous face stared out.

      Wren could only gape as terror ricocheted up and down every limb until she shook from head to toe.

      The snake.

      The Warvil.

      With slitted eyes, ancient evil eyes gleaming with hatred.

      Malifast snarled a command in a strange, guttural language. The gorrons nearest the ornate box scattered and the Warvil inched out, slithering into the open. The serpent lowered itself to the ground and watched its master.

      How had Malifast gained control of the snake? As the Griffin Queen, shouldn’t the Warvil be hers?

      “Stop, Warvil,” she commanded, hearing the tremble in her voice.

      The monster ignored her, and the hooded wraith let out a whispery laugh.

      “Bring the prisoners!” Malifast called over one shoulder.

      The prisoners?

      Caged dryads were wheeled onto the lawn by grinning gorrons. Wren shrank in dismay, staring with awful recognition. It was Nessa’s captured squad, the one they’d seen on the road. The people Nessa had abandoned to find the herald and bring help.

      The herald.

      Wren’s stomach wrenched. She was never that.

      “The Warvil can have them first,” Malifast said. “To get a taste of what’s to come.”

      “Uncle don’t do this,” she pleaded. “Take my crown. Have it.”

      “I will. We both know that. But I can’t have these forest scum polluting my kingdom.” He raised his voice and swept his arms wide, smiling at the gathered monsters. “It’s our land now! No longer will we hide in the shadows, hated by all. This is our home. Our kingdom.”

      The gorrons roared their agreement.

      “Just as all Everlea will be ours. And those who stood in my way will die. It’s time. Let the desolation begin.” His next words slithered out in a violent hiss, the language unfamiliar and eerie.

      A low wind began to whistle. It sucked at Wren’s tangled hair, drawing it out behind her. As the cursed wind strengthened, the caged dryads wilted. Their exhausted bodies went slack against the iron bars.

      With sudden understanding, Wren whipped around.

      This wasn’t the wind.

      It was the Warvil sucking them in. The snake’s mouth was a giant black hole. Round and as tall as a man. Lined with layer upon layer of teeth.

      “Make it stop!” she shrieked at her uncle.

      “How annoying you are,” Malifast said. “It’s time I shut you up.” He fetched his bow from his saddle and drew a silver arrow from his quiver. Holding it to the light, he said, “The fabled Fate-Breaker. The arrow I used to kill your father.”

      She glared at his callous face. “He was your brother! Your own brother.”

      Malifast turned the arrow in his fingers as if mulling her words.

      It was pointless to run.

      Not wanting his face to be the last thing she saw, she closed her eyes and let her mind wander back to yesterday. To the most wonderful day she could ever remember. When she and Nessa had stood in the castle kitchen tying tablecloth capes around their necks and dancing in circles. Laughing and eating their grand picnic on the floor.

      She let her mind roam to the fireside and Pippin telling his tales of Dillydale Bakery, home of the best birthday cakes in all of Beechwood Barrow.

      And she thought of Brix as he set out into the forest alone.

      Most of all, she thought of Zigzag, of feeling his soft weight on her shoulder, of him leaning against her ear and chattering away.

      A familiar voice startled her out of her reverie. It was quiet, a whisper. Still, she’d recognize Professor Finkle’s voice anywhere.

      “Listen, child,” he whispered. “You need to listen.”

      Her ears flickered at the familiar scolding, and she jolted to stare at him.

      On his horse next to Malifast, Finkle spoke again, quieter, so that even her enchanted ears had to bend to catch it.

      “Why won’t you ever listen?”

      Was he trying to tell her something? Even if he was, she didn’t trust him. Why was Finkle scolding her now?

      Malifast, midway through raising his bow, wheeled to stare at Finkle.

      “How dare you?” Wren’s uncle snarled. “Traitor!” He swept Finkle from his horse with inhuman strength, striking him to the ground.

      The wraith, too, seemed to swell in rage at Finkle’s quiet outburst.

      What on earth? She couldn’t make sense of it!

      Did her uncle not want her to listen? Why?

      Well, if that were true, then she’d do the opposite. She’d listen like never before.

      She’d use the ears she hated. She’d listen for her friends, for Brix and Nessa and Pippin. She’d try to hear Zigzag’s tiny pitter-pattering heart, wherever he was.

      Bending her ears, she focused with all her might, tuning into each sound and separating them one by one. The shush of leaves, the cracks of footfalls on twigs, the scrape of stone.

      And something strange started to happen.

      The world began to slow.

      Here was the key Finkle had been trying to hand her all along.

      She simply needed to listen.

      To listen the world into silence.

      But why had he given her the key? He was on Malifast’s side!

      Malifast was half-frozen in shocked fury. He turned to the wraith-like man and shouted a command, his words drawn out and distorted. “Plaaay . . . the . . . flute . . . Reaper!”

      The wraith—the Reaper—struggled and began to move. One of his bony hands pulled a golden flute from his robes. The object glowed like an otherworldly weapon.

      Sensing danger, Wren bent her ears harder, frantically willing the world to settle. She had to stop him from playing that flute; she knew it with every fiber of her soul. Listening was the key! Using her enchanted hearing, focusing hard, was how she’d been able to freeze the world.

      “Hurry!” Malifast managed.

      The Reaper raised the golden flute to his mouth.

      A sharp musical note cut the air.

      It was the same awful note she’d heard when she’d witnessed the vision of her father through the monocle. The sound drove like twin knives into Wren’s intensely focused ears. Just as she and her father had done, she clapped her hands to the sides of her head and fell to her knees, crying out in agony.

      Instantly, her freezing spell broke.

      The world resumed its forward motion, rapidly gaining speed.

      From behind Wren, the Warvil’s magic inhale began again, drawing her hair out behind her as if in a powerful gale.

      Straight ahead, Malifast leaped from his horse and planted both feet firmly on the ground. “Nothing will stop me from killing you,” he snarled, struggling with his bow.

      Next to him, the Reaper played on.

      Yet a slender green tendril was snaking across the grass toward the cloaked wraith. The tendril was so thin and weak that it was barely noticeable in the chaos. Squinting in agony, Wren tore her eyes from her uncle’s weapon and stared down at her friend.

      Nessa’s pale form hadn’t stirred, and her eyes remained closed. The only sign she still lived was her outstretched hand tightly clutching one vinework wand. From its tip, the feeble tendril of vine spooled out. Stretching . . . stretching.

      It reached the drifting hem of the Reaper’s black robe . . . just another bit of greenery in the long grass.

      But then the vine whiplashed upward and wrapped around the flute. In one swift movement, it wrenched the flute from the Reaper’s grasp.

      In the sudden, aching silence, Wren raised her head to Malifast. His mouth gaped; he was too startled to react. Using the brief chance she’d been granted, she bent her ears hard, listening with every ounce of concentration.

      She could do this. She could freeze them. She had to hurry.

      And then, it was done.

      Her uncle’s face was a stony mask of rage. He stood, motionless, with his bow and silver arrow aimed and ready. A moment longer, and that arrow would have flown straight into her heart.

      She whispered, “Thank you, Nessa.”

      All around, not a branch or a leaf moved.

      It felt eerie and impossibly unreal. The massive demon army stood frozen in battle positions. The caged prisoners lay limp against the iron bars, making Wren’s heart squeeze in despair. The rest of the dryads were stock-still, fighting a losing battle.

      When she found the courage to look at the Warvil, her despair was replaced with naked fear. No one could survive this evil creature.

      The snake’s huge mouth gaped like a tunnel of death. All along its body, the eyes of thousands of victims stared out from each glittering scale.

      She was glad of the pause, but it was only that. A pause.

      What good would it do?

      She couldn’t hold the world still forever.

      Her fingers found the cold metal of her crown.

      “Help me,” she whispered. “Whatever strength you have, I need you!”

      Nothing.

      Out of desperation, she thought of how spells were conjured in her favorite old book of fairytales. Too terrified to feel silly, she squeezed her eyes shut and spoke.

      “I am the Queen of Castle Grimlock. I call upon the powers of the Griffin Crown!”
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      Nothing happened.

      All around Wren, time stood frozen.

      She waited in the stillness, hoping for a buzz of power or to be lifted skyward, glowing, as she had on the ancient throne in the castle’s tower. She waited for knowledge to flood her mind—a clear understanding of some spell she could use. Better yet, a whole host of spells.

      They had to exist; they just had to!

      Wren sensed nothing except worry.

      If she stopped listening, the battle would rush back to life. She had to keep her ears bent. She kept them so bent they ached.

      That’s when she heard the distant sound.

      A far-off rhythmic flapping. Like the wings of a giant bird whooshing through the air.

      She shrank low and scanned the sky. Dark thunderheads hung against a watery sun. Suddenly, an ominous winged shadow emerged from behind a black cloud. Massive, even at this distance.

      Mouth dry, Wren watched it approach.

      Realization dawned. So this was the power of the crown.

      The power to call upon a monster.

      Not the Warvil, something else. A beast with wings. And she suspected she knew exactly what kind of beast it would be.

      A griffin.

      Would she be able to control it?

      Frightened for Nessa, Wren dragged her beneath the shelter of the Tumblewood tree and laid her friend in a hollow between two big roots.

      Then she hurried to face the oncoming danger.

      She tried to be brave. Her legs trembled so hard she could barely stand. The monster flew harder, faster. It was huge.

      It had massive wings, a gleaming beak, a sleek feathered head, and the body of a lion. Furred paws and a long swishing tail. Here was the creature from her family’s crest.

      A griffin come to life.

      And she knew this griffin. She’d seen his tawny tail from the tower throne room window when her father had called out his name.

      Gavindor.

      The griffin’s left wing moved with powerful strokes. His right wing, however, struggled to keep pace. He flapped awkwardly, causing him to heel sideways as he flew. Onward he limped through the sky, moving with dogged determination to reach her. To respond to her call for help.

      Maybe she was foolish—she couldn’t explain why—yet the careworn sight of him struggling hard made her horror fade. The deadly majestic beast, both powerful and broken, loomed closer. Colorful feathers shone iridescent in the gloomy dawn. As he neared, she saw that his soft brown fur was damaged in patches along his back and ribs.

      Mostly, though, Wren stared at the ragged hole in his beautiful, broad wing and knew what had made it.

      Fate Breaker. Uncle Malifast’s cursed silver arrow.

      There was just enough space for the griffin to land on the lawn with a whoosh. This close, he was enormous and noble-looking. His lion’s paws sank deep into the grass and his good wing closed, while the other hung twisted at his side.

      Wren’s heart slammed as she licked her dry lips.

      “Gavindor,” she whispered.

      The griffin seemed to sag with relief. Round eyes met hers. Friendly eyes. Oddly, they struck her as familiar. From where she couldn’t think.

      The griffin’s torn wing shook as if the effort of flying had damaged it further. “Wren.” His voice was that of a boy.

      “You know my name,” she said, astonished.

      “Of course I do,” the griffin said. “And I just knew you’d get us here.”

      Wren stared up at him, at this mighty creature looming over her, and her mouth opened. No sound came out. A warm, fuzzy feeling of familiarity washed over her.

      She recognized that voice!

      Then, she found she was blinking back tears, and she didn’t even know why.

      “You’re him,” she said.

      He nodded.

      “You’re the boy from the wheelchair. My friend.”

      She stumbled forward and wrapped her arms around his soft neck. “It’s really you.”

      “I tried to stay as close as I could,” he said earnestly. “I tried to never leave you.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured in a thick voice.

      All along, she’d had a friend, a true friend at school, but she’d never understood.

      Emotion swept through her. Happiness, gratitude, surprise. Memories of all those years that he’d come and waved at her and made her lonely days better. All those mornings when she’d waited in the bell tower, and he’d grinned up at her and she’d felt like he truly cared. He really had, and now he’d found a way to come here to be at her side.

      Scrubbing at her eyes, she stepped away to study him anew.

      He was no monster; anyone with a heart could see that. He was her friend and a griffin. Her father’s friend, too.

      But what did it mean?

      Wren said, “You’ve been hurt ever since the night of the desolation? From my uncle’s arrow? Is that why you were sick in my world? In a wheelchair?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m so sorry,” she said.

      “It’s not your fault! You never asked for this,” he said in his boyish voice.

      Together, they surveyed the battle.

      “We’re losing,” she said.

      “The winner is not decided yet.”

      “Isn’t it? Look how big their army is.”

      Gavindor said. “You still wear the crown. I doubt your uncle expected you’d put up this fight. I believe you still have a chance.”

      “But he has all the power, as soon as the spell fades it’s over. I don’t know anything about my powers, I grew up locked in an attic. No one told me anything.”

      “And yet here you are, holding him frozen.”

      Speaking of the attic, a peculiar thought struck, one completely at odds with their dire situation. “I’m just . . . realizing—you went to Mossfell. As a student. They had no clue you were a griffin! They just thought you were an injured boy.”

      Gavindor paused, blinking his gentle eyes as if momentarily thrown. Then, he grinned. A big griffin grin. “I did.”

      She said, “I can’t believe you went to school. With teachers and classes and everything.”

      “It wasn’t so bad. Well—there was a lot of homework.”

      She smiled with him. Only for a moment. Then their grins faded.

      Gavindor said, “We don’t have much time.”

      “How long will the listening spell last?”

      “It’s easier to keep the world frozen when we’re together. Still, it’ll fade, and when it does, I have to leave.”

      “Leave! Why?”

      “No one can know I exist.”

      “I don’t understand!” Wren said.

      “I’m the last of my kind in Everlea. What the enemy can’t see, they can’t kill. If I die, only the dryads will be left to fight the darkness.”

      She nodded slowly. “Then what can we do?”

      “Come up with a plan.”

      “A plan?” She figured Gavindor would have all the answers. “What kind of plan? I don’t even know where to start.”

      He turned his soft feathered head toward the Warvil and her uncle’s demon army. “We need to stop them.”

      “My uncle said he’s been stuck in a cycle with my father. What did he mean?”

      “It’s an old story and too long to tell.”

      “Try, I need to know, Gavindor. Please.”

      “You’re right. I’ll tell it as quickly as I can.”

      Wren listened closely as he spoke.

      “The nightmare started four hundred years ago when a great-grandfather of yours had twin boys.”

      Wren frowned in confusion. Twin boys? Surely her father and uncle hadn’t lived for four hundred years.

      Gavindor said, “The King was happy to have two sons, but the younger twin was jealous. He wanted the crown and decided to kill his older twin to get it.”

      Wren said, “What did the older twin do?”

      “He didn’t know his life was in danger. But seeing how unhappy his younger brother was and how he desperately yearned for the crown, the older boy offered it to him. This made the King furious. He banished his younger son for coveting the crown and kept his successor by his side.”

      “What happened then?”

      “The banished son was sent across the Shattered Straits, where he grew greedier and angrier. He swore to get the crown at all costs. He became a sorcerer, summoning dark powers that had been waiting for a leader to unite them. The Council of Wraiths anointed his evil mission. And so, the battle for the crown began.”

      Wren shook her head. “But that was four hundred years ago.”

      “Yes. There’s more. When the King died, the first son became king in his place. He married and his wife fell pregnant. But before she gave birth, the brothers met in battle and killed each other. One month after the King’s death, a set of twin boys were born. New twins, just as the brothers had been twins before them.”

      “You mean—the cycle? Are you saying my father and my uncle were reborn?”

      Gavindor nodded. “Evil sorcery had set a curse in motion, dooming them to a never-ending cycle. You are the first non-twin born into the line in hundreds of years.”

      “And that’s good?” she said in wonder.

      “Yes. It was fated that only if the king and queen were truly in love, soulmates, their bond pure and selfless, could they produce a single child. And that child would be granted a chance to break the curse. To end the rivalry between the twin brothers.”

      “That’s me?” she said.

      “Yes. You’re the first single child in four hundred years. Until now, the twins have been trapped in a pattern of death and rebirth, vying for control. With each new turn of the wheel, the Council of Wraiths has stolen the second son, raising him as their own. Malifast has grown stronger. He may not wear a crown, but he has become the shadow’s leader. They will follow him to the death.”

      Stunned, she tried to digest all this. “And what about you?”

      “My kind left this continent eons ago when I was still an egg. I was placed in the care of a trusted wizard with the intention that one day I’d follow my kin. I never got the chance.”

      “Why?”

      “When the wizard learned that the jealous son had awakened the Warvil, he made a decision. He approached the firstborn and together they hatched me in secrecy. The wizard bound the young King to me with a magical oath. We were granted special powers. Ever since, through every cycle, we’ve fought together under the spell of silence, unknown to anyone.”

      “So you weren’t allowed to follow your kind?”

      “I made peace with that centuries ago. Someday, perhaps  . . .”

      Wren glanced at his broken wing and swallowed. She suspected he’d never be able to fly that far. Seeing his pained expression, she quickly changed the subject. “You said you were known to no one. You were seen, though. Once. By the dryads and the people of Mistyhop, when you flew over Castle Grimlock with the King on your back. Nessa told me.”

      Gavindor looked surprised. His lion’s tail paused mid-flick. “The dryads have long memories. It was because of the Reaper’s flute. The Reapers fashioned a golden flute to break the listening spell and when they played it that night, we were seen.”

      “And all this time, people thought you were evil.” With his scruffy coat, soft paws, and bright, eager eyes, who could have ever thought he was evil? “Why couldn’t you just tell the truth?”

      “The demon forces are immense and I’m only one griffin. Like I said, what they can’t see, they can’t kill. That’s our one advantage.”

      “And my father really was fighting for good? The desolation wasn’t his fault?”

      Softly, Gavindor said, “All he wanted was for Mistyhop to live in peace. From the start, he tried to give away his crown, Wren. He’s always been a good man. The best.”

      She wanted to sink down, put her head in her hands, and sob with relief. The weight she’d been carrying fell from her shoulders and she blinked back tears.

      “And now he’s gone,” she said. “And my mother, too.”

      “Somewhere, they’re proud of you, Wren. More than you’ll ever know.”

      “Somewhere?” Her heart quickened. “What do you mean?” She glanced at Gavindor.

      His noble face was unreadable, even as a single crystalline tear slid down his feathered cheek. It soaked into the earth, turning the grass a brilliant green. “We’re out of time,” Gavindor said. “We need a plan.”

      “Tell me what to do.”

      “I wish I could take this burden from you. I can’t, Wren. You must tell me.”

      “I don’t understand. Help me!”

      Gavindor held her in his luminous gaze. He touched her shoulder with one huge lion’s paw. “I can only follow your lead. You wear the Griffin Crown, and it is up to you. Find a way to stop your uncle. For all of us.” He paused, face stricken. “There’s something else you need to know.”

      “Tell me!”

      “If Malifast claims your crown, he will be bonded to me, and I to him. And I will become a creature of the dark side.”

      “What? No—no!” She nearly staggered under the news. The responsibility felt crushing. She couldn’t bear it. “Are you sure?”

      “It’s the truth. That was the flaw in the good wizard’s spell. I serve the Griffin Crown, the ruler of Castle Grimlock. If Malifast bonds to me, Everlea will fall. No force will stand against us.”

      “But—”

      “You have to stop him, Wren. You have to find a way.”
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      Wren stared at the griffin and licked her dry lips. “But I know nothing about war. I just want it to stop. How do I make it stop?”

      This was too big, too impossible.

      She said, “Can’t you make the demons leave? You have powers, you must.”

      Gavindor surveyed them, his damaged wing hanging, half-broken. “Even if I were whole, I couldn’t stop an army.”

      They sat in hollow silence, losing precious seconds.

      In a whisper, she said, “If I destroy my uncle, this nightmare will end. Won’t it.”

      “It will,” he agreed.

      “He’s my family. How could I live with that?”

      Gavindor wisely held his tongue.

      “Either way, I’m evil, aren’t I? If I kill my uncle in cold blood while he stands frozen and defenseless—no matter what he’s done—I’m a murderer. He’s my family, Gavindor! And if I don’t kill him, others will die. My friends. Their families. I’m not allowed to be good. I can’t win. That’s the curse.”

      He crept closer until his giant feathered head was next to hers. She leaned into him, just as Zigzag used to lean against her ear. He was warm and soft.

      She said, “Even if Malifast is destroyed, the demons will attack the dryads, won’t they? I just wish we could protect them!”

      “Maybe at first. But after they realize their master is—” Gavindor’s gaze sharpened with a hopeful look. “Wait. We could strengthen the dryads with a shielding spell.”

      “Would that work?”

      “Enough to let them run away unharmed.”

      But would they run away? Wren felt bleak with despair. It was all they had. “Yes,” she said finally. “Cast your spell.”

      “Climb on my back.”

      “Why? And what about your wing?”

      “Let me worry about that.”

      “Do you mean . . . you want to fly with me? Up . . . there?”

      “That’s how this works. We’re a team.”

      A team. She liked the sound of that.

      “Step onto my good wing and I’ll lift you up.”

      Hurrying, she did as he instructed. Gavindor deposited Wren on his soft lion’s back with one mighty upward swoop. She fell into place with ease.

      The griffin crouched and leaped skyward. The movement was so swift and unexpected that she yelped in alarm. She started slipping and tried to grab his fur, but it was too short and sleek. The ground zoomed away.

      “Hold on,” Gavindor called.

      “I’m trying!” Frantic, she slid further.

      He rose higher, tilting to one side.

      “I’m going to fall!”

      “You won’t,” Gavindor called.

      “Yes, I will!” She grabbed his neck feathers, holding on for dear life. One came off in her hand, and then another.

      “Ow! Not the feathers,” he hollered. “Use your agility!”

      Her agility? Of course! Her agility! It felt like a light switch being turned on. If she could run across a wall and walk on the ceiling—well, she could stay on Gavindor’s back. She could probably tap-dance up there. Even if he was flying upside-down. That’s exactly what her magic was for!

      With sudden ease, she righted herself. “Sorry. I think I’m fine now. I’m ready. What do we do next?”

      “A flyover to map out the battle.” He dove at an angle.

      Wind whistled through the jagged hole in his right wing. It moved up and down in tense, jerking strokes. The place where it connected to his lion’s back was hot and swollen in a huge lump. A ragged scar marked his side, one that hadn’t fully healed.

      She recalled him as a boy, straining to push the wheelchair. Why hadn’t he healed after all this time? She didn’t like what it meant.

      “Are you seeing this?” he said.

      Below, the world spread out like a frozen painting. The garden, the sickly forest, the dark castle. The frozen, battling forces.

      “Yes.” She shuddered.

      The griffin’s ribs heaved as he worked to fly.

      “Ready?” Gavindor called, his boyish voice strained.

      Hiding her worry for him, she said. “Tell me what to do.”

      “Memorize this spell. You’ll have to speak it while I fly.” Gavindor recited it slowly and clearly. “Draugus luxem.”

      “Draugus luxem,” she repeated.

      “Good, be ready to say it on my mark.” The griffin angled toward the dryads, starting with the caged prisoners.

      “On my next breath,” he shouted.

      The griffin breathed out.

      “Draugus luxem!” Wren cried.

      The instant she said the words, his breath became a long stream of sparkles. They fell from his open beak, tumbling and shining. Wren watched in stunned amazement as they landed upon the motionless dryads and seemed to glue themselves in place.

      “Wow,” she said.

      “Again.”

      They kept moving. On the fourth pass, Gavindor faltered and careened out of control toward the Tumblewood tree. He veered seconds before they crashed.

      “Are you okay? What happened?” she cried.

      “I’m fine.” He limped across the sky to the next group.

      “Gavindor,” Wren cried, “You need to stop. It’s hurting you.”

      Nothing she said changed his mind. He flew onward until every green-haired fighter shone like diamonds. Last, growling in his effort to exhale, Gavindor flew toward Nessa.

      Seated atop his back, Wren’s eyes widened. They were going to crash. If he didn’t pull up, they were⁠—

      Gavindor hit the ground beak first. He plowed through frozen gorrons. His massive, powerful body tumbled head over paws, tearing up clods of dirt and grass. Wren leaped clear, rolling away over lumpy roots and stones.

      Ignoring the pain in her leg, she jumped to her feet.

      The griffin lay ominously still.

      She ran to him and touched one of his big, furry paws. When he didn’t move, she grabbed it with both hands and shook it. Then she pushed against his furry ribs.

      “Gavindor!”

      “I’m here,” he managed.

      “I thought you were dead.” She pressed her face into his side.

      “You were pretty heavy,” he said.

      “Seriously? You’re joking right now?” she said, half-laughing, half close to tears.

      “Sorry, it was a pretty bad joke.” He winced as he righted himself amidst the frozen battlefield.

      They’d landed yards from her uncle.

      Wren blurted, “I don’t want to hurt him, I can’t. I just want to be a normal girl. And for you to be my friend. I don’t want this crown.”

      “I know.”

      A blade of grass trembled at their feet.

      Gavindor’s eyes widened in fear. “The listening spell. It’s breaking. I have to go.”

      “No, wait. I’m scared!” It was a selfish thing to say; she couldn’t keep him here.

      Nearby, a lock of hair stirred on Uncle Malifast’s forehead.

      Gavindor said, “I believe in you. Nessa believes in you.”

      The promise she’d made to help Nessa came rushing back.

      Despite her terror, she said, “Go!”

      Gavindor tried to rise and fly away. His damaged wing wouldn’t respond.

      “What’s happening?”

      “My wing, I’ve really broken it now.”

      She felt frantic. She had to get him away. He couldn’t be here! It wasn’t safe. He was too injured to fight, even if she stopped her uncle. The Warvil would destroy Gavindor.

      “Get up,” she cried.

      “I can’t.”

      “You have to.”

      His eyes grew sad. “Wren, I don’t want to go. But this cycle is ending for me.”

      “What do you mean, this cycle?” Her mind struggled to understand.

      “I’m glad we were at Mossfell together. It’s been an honor to stand by you. You’re the best partner I could ever wish for.”

      Then she understood. “You’re like my father and my uncle? Trapped in a cycle of living and dying? You, too, have been reborn, just like them?”

      “Yes.”

      So he was dying. It was too much to bear.

      In a stricken whisper, she said, “You’ll come back to me, though, right?”

      But how could he, if the cycle he belonged to ended? With Malifast gone, Gavindor would be gone, too. Forever. And she’d be the one to make them all disappear.

      When he didn’t answer, she said, “Even if the cycle has ended, you’ll come back, won’t you?”

      “I don’t know.” Despite his mighty size, she read fear in his face. Then he grew calm. “This is your destiny and mine. To bring peace to this world. You must do that, Wren. For your parents’ sake, for the forest people, for all who live in Everlea. We have a duty, you and I.”

      Trying to be strong, blinking back tears, she said, “We’ll see each other again. I know it.”

      A leaf on the ground fluttered, making Gavindor’s eyes widen in alarm. “Step back, quickly.”

      “What are you going to do?” Wren cried, obeying. “Gavindor?”

      “Don’t try to help me. I don’t want you getting hurt. Promise me.”

      Tiny, colorful flames shimmered along his feathers.

      “What’s happening?” Wren demanded. “Tell me!”

      He tried to speak as the flames grew into a blaze of sparkling color. There was no heat, no smoke, and yet he was disappearing in a shimmering fire. His wings glowed white hot, his feathers smoldered and dissolved. He was fading piece by piece before her very eyes.

      Wren longed to reach for him, to keep him in this world. It was an impossible wish.

      As Gavindor dwindled away, she kept her eyes fixed on his. She saw how tired he was, knew he’d been tired for a very long time.

      His mouth moved again, and he shouted, “End the cycle for all of us. You still have a chance to be good—there’s another choice. Find the way.”

      “Another choice? What do you mean?”

      His eyes flashed in sudden urgency. “Your wish,” he said, and his words turned all garbled. “Panem elithar . . .”

      His feathers shimmered and sparks shot into the air. The sparks soared into the sky, surging across the twisted treetops, dusting them with glimmers of light.

      “No!” Wren screamed as a part of her she didn’t know existed winked out. “No!” she screamed again, feeling her heart turn cold and dark and empty.

      By flying with the last of his strength, he’d protected the dryads with his spell. By staying near her in Mossfell, he’d made her feel cared for. By coming here, he’d gifted her with the truth about her family.

      But Gavindor was gone.

      All her dear friends were injured or gone—Zigzag, Nessa, Pippin, Brix.

      Yet there was no time to mourn.

      Around her, the demon army began to awaken. And there stood Malifast, evil and unharmed. She steadied herself, dashing her tears away with angry fists, and ran toward the wicked, jealous twin who’d started this war four hundred years ago.
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      Wren closed the distance until she stood toe-to-toe with her uncle. The man who had set this curse in motion.

      Fists clenched, she said, “You might look like my father but you’re nothing like him.”

      Malifast’s body remained frozen, yet a spark of life had entered those familiar hazel eyes.

      Gavindor’s words rang in her mind: You still have a chance to be good—there’s another choice.

      Time was running out and so many people were relying on her. This man had killed her parents. He’d terrorized the dryads for centuries. He planned to destroy them all and to keep on destroying until Everlea was shrouded in darkness.

      There was no other choice; she could see no other way.

      Malifast kept an ornate dagger on his belt. Wren reached for the bejeweled hilt and pulled it from its golden sheath. Shaking, she held it in one sweaty hand. She felt sick. She wanted to cry for all that she’d lost. For Gavindor, who would never return. For the person she was about to become.

      “We’re family,” she said. Tears blinded her. “But you give me no choice.”

      She stood, unable to raise the dagger, unable to act.

      “I can’t,” she cried.

      In a rage, Wren turned and flung the dagger into the earth. The vile thing embedded itself in the ground up to the hilt.

      Her eyes sought Nessa’s limp body. “I’m sorry,” she sobbed.

      Beyond her friend, the Warvil loomed—its mouth a gaping black tunnel.

      A weak wind arose.

      No. Not a wind. An inhale. The monster was inhaling, coming back to life.

      Gavindor’s words came to her again. There’s another choice.

      What did he mean? Another choice? It didn’t exist.

      And then, she had an idea. Maybe not a good one, but it was something.

      Grabbing her uncle’s arms, she began to reposition him. He was like a human-sized doll. She moved the bow until she was happy with where the arrow was pointing. Then, gasping with effort, she drew his arm back until the bow strained under the pressure.

      “This one’s for you, Gavindor,” she whispered.

      Fate Breaker, the silver arrow that had killed her father, had a new target.

      The tip was pointed straight into the Warvil’s mouth.

      If she destroyed her uncle’s deadliest weapon, the dryads might just win. They sparkled with Gavindor’s protection spell. Maybe it would be enough.

      It was time.

      She couldn’t keep the world frozen forever.

      Wren relaxed her ears, no longer bending them in that magical way she’d discovered. It felt almost natural.

      Here and there, eyes blinked in slow motion.

      But what would happen when the arrow struck its target? With sudden foreboding, Wren ran for the shelter of the roots and threw herself to the ground beside Nessa. With a start, she noticed her arms, like those of Nessa and the other dryads, were sparkling like diamonds. Gavindor had protected her, too.

      The world leaped into motion.

      After the stillness, it felt like a hurricane.

      Malifast wore a look of surprise as he came to life amidst the roaring chaos. Fingers poised and unable to stop, he let the arrow fly.

      In a flash of silver, Fate Breaker tore through the air.

      It arced toward the Warvil’s waiting jaws. The snake saw it. Eyes glittering, its teeth began to snap downward. It wasn’t going to work. The arrow wasn’t going to make it!

      Come on, come on!

      All would be lost. It would be her fault, she should have⁠—

      The arrow slid into the tiniest gap between the snake’s closing fangs.

      For a moment, the snake only glared. Then, the Warvil smiled, its tongue flicking in and out as if in laughter.

      It had swallowed Fate Breaker just as it had swallowed all of those poor souls.

      Although it looked different. Fatter.

      Were its sides swelling? Yes, they seemed to be bulging outward. Its expression grew startled, and the creature’s mouth hinged open. Wider, wider until it threatened to peel back on itself.

      All around, the raging battle slowed. Everyone, gorrons, gargoyles, and dryads alike, stared at the strange sight. Except for Finkle. He climbed onto his horse and disappeared into the crowd. Wren watched him go and thought she saw sparkles shining weakly in his hair.

      But there was no time to think of him now.

      The air pulsed with an eerie, sinister foreboding.

      Malifast threw down his bow and strode toward Wren screaming, “What have you done?”

      The ghost-like Reaper let out an unearthly shriek of rage and flew away up the hill. His golden eyes shone bright, and his purple halo shuddered and whirled. Then he was gone.

      But before Malifast reached Wren, something astonishing happened to the Warvil. A shadowy ghost of a man flew out of the monster’s open mouth. The ghost howled and zipped through the air—flying straight at Wren’s uncle! The spirit slammed into his chest, sending black mist exploding out around them both.

      Malifast staggered.

      Purple lines spread across his face like forked lightning, and his eyes widened in fear.

      A second ghost, a beautiful woman in a swirling ballgown, flew at Malifast. Her shrieking, vaporous form was as powerful as it was frightening.

      They kept coming, more ghosts surging from the Warvil’s gaping mouth: a howling man in a velveteen evening jacket, striking his cane from side to side. An elderly lady wearing a hat. A boy not much older than Wren. And countless others. Like a river, they poured out. These trapped spirits, once swallowed by the snake, were full of fury and sadness.

      Malifast shouted what sounded like a spell, throwing his arms over his head. The specters were sent shrieking and tumbling.

      But they didn’t stop. Hundreds more came streaming in a frenzy over the massed army. They poured from the Warvil’s jaws in a shrieking fountain and surged across the battlefield.

      These poor souls had been trapped in an endless nightmare, and now they were free. The ghostly faces at first seemed like masks of rage. Looking closer, though, she saw a great welling of relief. Their misery was at an end.

      Finkle’s horse had long since disappeared. He’d given her the key to the freezing spell. Why? Had he been on her side in some way? Had he changed his mind at the last minute? Maybe she’d never know.

      She glanced at Uncle Malifast as he shouted his strange chant, leaped onto his horse, and fled through the ranks.

      The nearest demon soldiers were lost to view under the mass of ghostlike forms. The rest broke ranks, escaping in every direction.

      The dryads watched in shock, all of them glimmering and untouched. They were safe. Nessa’s people were all safe.

      As the spirits drained from the Warvil, it began to shrink. It grew smaller and smaller. One by one, each eye along its scales winked out.

      At last, no more spirits remained. The monster was a mere snake in the grass, a black viper as long as a man’s arm. With a hiss, it slithered out of the garden, leaving a burnt trail of soot in its wake.
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      Wren knelt next to Nessa. The dryad’s once glorious, patterned jacket was torn, its sleeves crusted with dirt. Her long green hair was a mess of brambles and clung to her sweat-damp cheeks.

      She held her friend’s hand, which glittered with Gavindor’s enchanted sparkles.

      Then something started to happen: Nessa’s lids fluttered open. She peered up with those daisy-pupils, and Wren’s heart swelled.

      “Wren?” Nessa croaked.

      “I’m here. You’re alive,” she said with a trembling smile.

      “Barely.” Nessa managed to prop herself onto one elbow. Her brow furrowed. “What’s happened? Where’s the demon army?”

      Wren turned. They were gone. The ghosts had driven the evil army back into the darkness, shrieking all the way. She offered them a silent thank you.

      “It’s over,” Wren said. “We did it. We won.”

      Nessa blinked. “How? We were surrounded.”

      A sturdy dryad called out gruffly, “That’s the girl! Right up there. She moved like lightning.”

      “I saw her, too,” cried a slender woman with long braids. “She aimed the silver arrow that killed the Warvil.”

      So, they had seen her in the brief moments when time restarted. In their half-frozen state, she would have appeared impossibly fast.

      “It was like watching a whirlwind!” someone cried. “She destroyed the Warvil and the evil army along with it!”

      Cheers rose and the crowd pushed forward, eager to reach the little hill. As they neared, though, the mood shifted. The joyous shouts faded, and happiness turned to fear.

      A finger pointed in Wren’s direction. “Look, she’s wearing the crown.”

      Wren’s hands went to her hood. She yanked it up. Too late.

      “She’s the dreaded Griffin Queen,” someone gasped. “Get her!”

      Wren jumped to her feet and started to back away.

      “Wait!” Nessa called to the crowd. “Don’t be afraid.” With effort, she stood and put one arm around Wren’s shoulders. “This is Wren. She’s my friend, and she saved us.”

      A gnarled old dryad fought his way to the front. “Nessa, you of all forest people shouldn’t be fooled. You’re too clever for that.”

      “I’m not fooled, Master Radican,” Nessa said.

      Master Radican, Wren thought, the old teacher whose house the students once vinewalled.

      Master Radican eyed Nessa sternly. “The Griffin Queen has you tricked.” He raised both wands, preparing to strike.

      Wren barely had any fight left. Still, she tensed, preparing to leap into the Tumblewood tree’s branches.

      Nessa shouted, “Stop!” and raised her wands for a counterattack. “Everyone stop. Wren’s the truest, most loyal friend I’ve ever had.”

      Wait, really? The truest friend she’d ever had? Wren’s heart swelled.

      “She’s my friend, too!” shouted Brix, pushing his way through the ranks. “Great job, Wren! You did it.”

      “Brix?” Radican roared in a grumpy, confused voice. “You also know this girl?”

      “I do.” Brix charged up the hill, lifted Wren by the scruff of her hoodie, and gave her a huge hug. “Well done.”

      Muffled against his chest, she said, “You, too, Brix.”

      The staring dryads let out a collective gasp.

      As for Wren, she squeaked, “Too tight!”

      “Oh, right, sorry. Sorry.” Brix set her down and dusted her off.

      An elder dryad female with a long braid spoke in a commanding voice. “Something strange is going on. I, too, saw the girl destroy the Warvil. I’m not sure what it means.”

      Nessa said, “Well, I can tell you, Mistress Tigrid.”

      Mistress Tigrid studied Nessa, Brix, and Wren. She nodded. “Go ahead.”

      “Wren broke the Griffin Crown’s curse.”

      The woman’s eyes flickered with doubt.

      “It’s true,” Brix added. “Wren’s magic protected us. Look at your arms. You’re all shining. Everyone is. That’s why the ghosts didn’t attack us.”

      At this, Tigrid, Radican, and the dryad warriors studied their fading sparkles, clearly at a loss for words.

      “Because of her, the evil army is gone. And there’s more,” Brix said, waving one muscled arm. “Look around! At the forest.”

      Wren followed his gesture to stare at the twisted, sickly treetops. Except they weren’t twisted and sickly any longer. The uppermost branches sparkled with the fallen glimmers of Gavindor’s departure. His colorful flames lit the treetops with bright shades of green.

      As she watched, flowers began to bloom from every branch and bush, from stalks of grass, from ferns and vines. A divine smell perfumed the air. Fresh and clean. As Wren inhaled, it filled her with hope. With goodness. With strength.

      Mistress Tigrid gasped. “They’re right. The forest is healing!”

      Wearing a look of awe, Radican lowered his wands. The crowd made a collective gasp of amazement. Suddenly, everyone was talking in excited voices. Their faces shone with joy and reverence. Some were even shedding tears.

      This forest, their home, had been trapped in a nightmare for generations. Now, it had all changed. Because of Gavindor. Because Wren, her friends, and the dryads had fought together.

      The old teacher ascended the mound. He approached Wren until they were eye-to-eye. “For four centuries, Whiteshadow Forest has been dying. For four centuries, my people have lived in fear. Someday, you’ll tell us your story for the history books. For now, please accept our thanks.”

      Wren thought of Gavindor. She wanted to tell everyone he was the true hero. He had protected them with his spell.

      Instead, she said, “A wise friend told me there was a way. Turns out he was right.”

      And then people were cheering, their shouts of joy rising into the clear, flower-scented air.

      Nessa threw her arms around Wren. “We won.”

      “We did!” After a moment, she said, “I still have one question, though. Why didn’t the herald come?”

      “I don’t know. But even if you weren’t the herald, you found a way to destroy the enemy, and that’s what matters.”

      Wren made a face. “It’s confusing. But yes, you’re right.” She hugged Nessa back, and Brix joined in, half-crushing them both.

      If only Zigzag and Pippin were here.

      She looked to the sky, thinking of them, eyes damp as the sun shone brightly and flowers bloomed on every branch.

      Everywhere, dryads spread out across the garden’s battlefield, helping the wounded. Cuts and scrapes were bandaged, and more than one broken limb was set using a combination of leaves and vines.

      Nessa went in search of her squad. Brix went to check on his friends in the stonework division.

      Left to herself, Wren wandered to where Gavindor had disappeared. The ground where they’d crashed was still torn in big clumps. She clambered over a clod of earth and stopped.

      There, half-hidden in the long grass was a smooth oval.

      An egg.

      The shell’s myriad colors shifted playfully in the light.

      “Gavindor,” Wren whispered.

      After looking both ways to ensure she wasn’t being watched, she pulled her tattered tablecloth cloak from her shoulders and threw it over the precious egg. It was large—too large to fit into her pocket. Quickly, she lifted it into her arms. She needed to hide it.

      The Tumblewood tree, Pippin’s symbol of hope, was the only place she could think to go. Wren had just hidden the carefully wrapped egg in a hollow when Nessa appeared.

      “What’s that?” Nessa asked.

      “Nothing,” Wren said quickly. Too quickly.

      Looking disappointed, Nessa said. “It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me. I understand.”

      “Wait.” Wren grabbed Nessa’s wrist. Maybe she couldn’t tell the truth, the whole truth. But she was tired of secrets and lies. She pulled back the cloak just enough to offer a glimpse of Gavindor’s glorious shell.

      “Whoa,” Nessa said.

      “This is going to sound strange.”

      “Try me,” Nessa said.

      Wren laid a gentle hand on the egg. “Inside here is someone who means as much to me as you and Brix and Pippin . . .” Her chin wobbled. “And Zigzag.”

      “I miss them, too.” Nessa paused. “And what you said about this egg doesn’t sound strange. I believe whoever’s inside means the world to you.” She glanced from its beautiful shell to Wren’s crown. “You’re the Griffin Queen, after all.”

      “I—really, you mean you’re not freaked out?”

      “After all the good you’ve done? No. I wondered if you’d had . . . help.” Her daisy eyes sparkled.

      “You can’t tell anyone. It’s a secret.”

      “You have my word.”
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      As the day wore on, a gentle, cleansing rain began to fall. The green leaves grew greener, and the sooty mold that had plagued the forest was washed away. A fresh breeze made the garden smell new.

      Wren, Brix, and Nessa guided the dryads toward Castle Grimlock’s delivery tunnel. Some clever forest people had fixed the delivery tramway, and the wounded were being ferried up in groups. Others headed for the castle’s main entrance, climbing a winding pathway.

      Brix said, “I think it’s great we’re all staying in your castle tonight.”

      Wren laughed, coloring. “It’s not my castle.”

      “It is,” he said. “Good thing it’s so big. And think of all that food. Listen to my stomach. I’m starving!” He gestured at his sturdy middle as it let out a loud roar.

      Wren grinned. “That sounds like an emergency.”

      “Definitely,” he said in mock seriousness. “Urgent.”

      Nessa rolled her eyes. “Who knew you two were such jokers?”

      Brix dipped his head and grinned with Wren.

      Smiling wistfully, Nessa said, “I only wish Pippin made it. You should have seen him, Brix. He was the bravest vineworker. We built a tunnel of vines and crawled into the garden! Oh, and there was the gargoyle, I didn’t tell you about that!”

      “You fought a gargoyle?” Brix said.

      “Wren got the monster to chase her.”

      “Now I’ve heard everything. You two are crazy. And amazing.”

      Nessa said, “I can’t understand what happened to Pippin. He was there the whole time. And now he’s just . . . gone? Wren, did you see anything?”

      “Uh—” Was lying to protect a friend’s memory okay? After all the good he’d done, she didn’t want Pippin to be remembered as the boy who ran away.

      Brix said, “What’s important is that we tell everyone he was a hero. He deserves that.”

      “He does,” Wren agreed. “Listen, I—I think I’m going to go for a walk. Do you mind if I disappear for a bit?”

      “No!” Nessa said quickly. “Not at all. I get it. It’s been a lot.”

      “Thanks. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      Brix said, “Shout if you get lost. I’ll be there in a flash.”

      Wren smiled. “Thanks.”

      As she wandered away, she thought of how Brix had called the castle her home. It would have to be if she couldn’t return to her own world.

      The Valkyrie were gone. Bellagoria must have found her Skrillix, the key to her grandmother’s home. Had they used it? Her heart trembled for the woman she barely knew. They might have won the battle here, but she hadn’t been able to stop the Valkyrie.

      Wren would think about that later. For now, she had a mission and set off into the forest alone.

      The tangled greenery was startling in its vibrance. Masses of yellow blooms dusted her cloak with bright pollen. She followed the route the gigantic black raptor had flown when it stole Zigzag away.

      How far had it gone?

      She clenched her fists, thinking of the frightened chipmunk.

      Maybe Zigzag had survived. Maybe he’d fought himself free and had fallen to the ground. She kept walking, nursing a tiny flare of hope.

      Next to a towering, dripping fern, she bent her furred ears to listen.

      There were so many sounds, a riot of noise. Birds twittering, bugs buzzing, branches swaying. How did one sort through such chaos? What was the point of having enchanted hearing if it was all just a big mess?

      She took a breath and released her clenched hands, taking care not to listen so hard that the world stopped.

      One by one, using her magical ears to identify the sounds, she let most drift into the background. Slowly, the turmoil calmed itself.

      And that’s when she heard it.

      The tiny heartbeat, weak and faltering. Could it be him?

      Abruptly, the heartbeat stopped.

      No. No!

      Wren turned, pointed her ears, and ran.

      Suddenly, she saw something. Feathers.

      The monstrous raptor lay broken in a clump of bushes, wings splayed, head twisted at an angle, its sharp beak open as if in a screech of outrage. No sound came out, though. It was dead.

      “Zigzag,” Wren gasped. “Where are you?”

      She spun around, searching, climbing over boulders and stumps thick with moss. Peering into holes and under grasses, frantic.

      The chipmunk was nowhere to be found.

      But she’d heard his heartbeat. She’d heard it!

      “Where are you?” she screamed, her voice echoing to the treetops, sending startled bluebirds fluttering into the air.

      She ran to the raptor.

      “What did you do to him?” she demanded, knowing she’d get no answer.

      She forced herself to look at the massive claws, wondering if she’d see blood there, fearing to look but needing to know. Something green was wrapped around the raptor’s legs.

      Were those . . .

      Vines?

      Vinework wand vines? Fastened around its claws?

      Yes—they were! Thick and powerful. They trailed to the ground and she marveled at their length. This was no accident—this was a lasso.

      These vines had torn the raptor from the sky.

      Barely daring to move, she scanned the forest floor. Clearly, the demon army had come through here, for even with the new growth, a deep path was churned into the dirt.

      There, off to one side, woven like a thick protective blanket, was a large, lumpy mass of vines.

      Wren threw herself next to it and began tearing with all her might. Was that cloth underneath? Yes, the shoulder of a dryad’s jacket! She kept clearing the covering away, ripping until she saw long, skinny arms and legs, scruffy green hair. He was curled into a ball, lying on his side.

      “Pippin!”

      There was no reply.

      She rolled the boy over. His face was pale and silent, eyes closed.

      In the hollow that had held Pippin’s body lay another familiar form. The dryad had been curled protectively around the soft, furry chipmunk.

      Her lower lip trembled, and her eyes grew damp.

      “Zigzag. Oh, Zigzag.”

      He looked so tiny with his striped fur and limp tail.

      Pippin hadn’t run away.

      He’d stuck by them just as he promised. He’d gone after Zigzag to bring him back.

      Pippin hadn’t run away from danger—he’d run toward it! Straight into the oncoming army.

      Half-blinded with tears, she knelt over them both. The rising breeze ruffled Zigzag’s soft fur, making his ears and whiskers tremble.

      Or—wait, was he moving?

      He opened his little mouth, sucked in a breath, and his eyes slowly opened.

      “Zigzag,” she cried.

      He flopped his limp tail.

      Urgently, she turned to the dryad. “Pippin.” She pressed on her friend’s chest and shook him. “Pippin, wake up!”

      He shuddered. To her dizzy relief, he lurched upright, coughing and spluttering. They must have run out of air under the thick mat of vines—she’d gotten there just in time!

      Wild-eyed, he cried, “Did we do it? Did we win?” Hair half-on-end, he looked left and right and blinked. “Where is everyone? Whoa, what happened to the forest? It’s all green and flowery!”

      Wren let out a shaky sigh and grinned. “It is all green and flowery. We did it.”

      “We won?” Pippin leaped to his feet. “We won!”

      He hauled Wren upright, scooped Zigzag up, and led them in a happy jig. Wren found herself laughing and crying.

      When they finally collapsed in a heap to catch their breath, Wren said, “You rescued Zigzag. You’re a hero.”

      The chipmunk nodded his agreement, chattering away.

      “Aww, it was nothing.” Pippin shot them an impish grin, then rubbed his green hair. “Actually, I was scared out of my mind. Who knew I could lasso a Bogey Bird? That raptor hauled me half a mile before I pulled it down. Then we nearly got run over by demon soldiers. I tell you—that was something.”

      “And you said you weren’t brave.”

      “I’m—I’m not,” Pippin spluttered. “I just—I wasn’t going to let that mean old bird steal one of our crew!”

      Zigzag scampered onto Pippin’s knee, chattering loudly. Then, he performed what could only be described as a bow.

      Pippin tilted his head, nodding back. “Anytime, old friend. You’re the herald, after all. We couldn’t go losing you!”

      Wren said, “Wait, what do you mean?”

      “You kept saying you weren’t the herald, and obviously, since you’re the Griffin Queen, you’re not. But then I thought, what does the word herald mean, anyway? A herald is the bringer of change. And Zigzag brought you here. To our world. So that we could change.”

      “You’re . . . right. He did.”

      “And according to the ballads, the herald is a brave knight and a wise warrior. Zigzag is both. You even called him a brave knight yourself, back in the kitchen.”

      Wren dropped to one knee before the tiny chipmunk. “All this time, it was you. You were right beside me all along. The brave, wise herald. You’ve been protecting and guiding me since the moment we got here.”

      Zigzag drew himself up, standing at attention.

      “Thank you.”

      This wise little herald had led her to the portal. Without speaking, he’d guarded her. He’d given her the chance to end her family’s terrible legacy—on her terms. It showed that even the smallest of us can change the world.

      “Sir Zigzag,” Pippin said, “You truly are the wisest knight in the whole realm.”

      “That he is.”

      Zigzag scampered onto Wren’s shoulder and tucked himself comfortably against her ear.

      A breeze wafted through the gently waving branches and blooms. Oddly, the air smelled almost like baking pies. Or maybe bread. Or both.

      Pippin’s stomach growled. He leaped to his feet, dusting himself off. “On another equally important topic,” he said hopefully. “I don’t suppose you’ve got any food? I’m starving.”

      Wren laughed and glanced toward Castle Grimlock. “I know where we can get some. I hope you’re ready for a party. I have a feeling tonight will be a feast to remember.”
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      Back in Castle Grimlock’s busy kitchen, preparations for a feast were in full swing. Pots bubbled with sauces and soups; dozens of hands peeled carrots and potatoes; pastry dough was molded into pies stuffed with sweet and savory fillings.

      Wren grabbed a pocketful of walnuts for Zigzag, and they left a cheerful Pippin to forage for snacks.

      The narrow corridor out of the kitchen had been swept clear. All signs of their barricade blocking the Valkyrie were gone. Candles glowed in wall sconces, lighting the way, and the air smelled of lavender soap.

      “Wow,” Wren breathed as she entered the main castle hallway.

      Bouquets of newly blooming flowers had been brought in from outside. They filled the space with color and life.

      The fallen wardrobe had been pushed into its spot against the wall. Groups of dryads swapped stories while others browsed around curiously.

      An older man in a jacket with extra-fancy embroidery noticed Wren first. He went to meet her.

      “Hello—” He paused, glancing at her crown as if uncertain how to address her. Finally, he settled on “Your Highness.”

      “Wren,” she said quickly, coloring. “Just Wren. That’s me.” She laughed awkwardly.

      He nodded, his shoulders easing. “I’m Callador the Elder, head of the dryads, but I also prefer to be called by my name. Cal. I hope you don’t mind, we did a bit of cleaning up⁠—”

      “It’s fantastic.”

      “I’ve placed the wounded in the library. If you’d rather we⁠—”

      “There’s a library?”

      Cal looked momentarily surprised. “There is,” he said as the now silent crowd looked on. “I guess you know this place just about as well as I do? Which means not very well at all.”

      “You’re right.”

      His wise, daisy eyes crinkled into a grin.

      She grinned back.

      And just like that, the tension evaporated.

      “Thank you,” they both said at once and laughed when they talked over each other.

      As she made her way down the hall, she was no longer the lonely girl in the attic. She found she had countless new friends, the kindest friends she could ever wish for.

      One person still weighed heavily on her heart, though. Her grandmother.

      Slowly, she scoured the hall, searching for the Skrillix. It was nowhere in sight. No one had seen a golden acorn, but everyone agreed to keep an eye out for it.

      At the spot where the shoe once lay, Wren slowed. Her chest ached, thinking of the night of the desolation. The dancing ballroom with its music box was closed. The dryads had sealed the doors with vines. Closer inspection revealed a pattern woven into countless tiny hearts.

      Wren stood looking at it for a long time, with Zigzag sitting silently on her shoulder.

      Finally, she headed for the tower and climbed, scouring every step for the Skrillix.

      Nothing.

      Still daring to hope, she reached the ruined throne room at the top. The late sun sent golden rays stretching across the crumbling floor.

      “We’ll find it, won’t we, Zigzag?”

      It had to be in here. It just had to be.

      Yet the Skrillix wasn’t there. Not behind the throne, not against the wall. It was gone.

      Only now did the truth hit. There was no going back.

      Wren felt lost. She didn’t belong here, not truly. She loved her friends, but she wasn’t a dryad. She was the Queen of a fallen realm. Only now did she realize how the dream of getting home to Nan had been building inside her. And maybe it was silly, but she’d pictured herself going home to that bedroom made just for her. She’d imagined eating her grandmother’s chocolate chip cookies and asking a million questions.

      About her parents. About all that had happened to them. And whether they’d loved her.

      Deep down, she suspected they did. But she needed to hear it aloud from someone who knew them best.

      What ached the most, though, was thinking of the Valkyrie hurting poor Nan. Her grandmother, with those soft, kind hands and beautiful white hair, standing alone against twelve Valkyrie. The weight of that knowledge was almost too much to bear.

      The last thing Nan had said was, destiny is a rock we must carry. Some of us are given stones that are darker than others. Yet even the blackest pebble shines when you hold it to the light. You are strong. Alone you found the door, and alone you must find the way.

      Her grandmother must have known something of what lay ahead.

      “I tried my best,” she whispered.

      Sometimes, though, one’s best wasn’t enough.
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      The sky had darkened, and Wren was still in the throne room. She was trying to come to terms with all that had happened.

      Walking to the broken wall, she looked out and thought of Gavindor’s fluffy tail flying past.

      She stroked Zigzag’s back. “Gavindor tried to tell me something before he disappeared. I only wish I knew what.”

      The griffin’s eyes had flashed with urgency, and he’d said, your wish before his words went all garbled.

      The chipmunk chattered as if asking Wren to tell him more.

      “Hmm. Well, it sounded like . . .” She frowned. “It sounded like he said Panem elithar . . . ”

      Instantly, the pressure around her temples eased.

      Wren’s hands whipped up to touch her forehead. “The crown!” she cried, sending Zigzag leaping clear in alarm.

      The chipmunk landed on the floor and blinked up at her.

      “The crown, it’s gone!” Excited, she felt her head to make sure. It wasn’t there! “I told Gavindor I wanted to be a normal girl again. That was my wish and he remembered. Panem elithar! Oh!” she cried in surprise as the pressure returned once more.

      There was no pomp and circumstance like the first time she’d been crowned, maybe because she was already the Griffin Queen.

      Gavindor had granted her a final gift. A way to simply be a girl again. She smiled, thinking of how he’d found a way to reach Mossfell and stay for all those years. Of how they’d flown together over the battlefield. Of how they’d spoken like old friends.

      Their time had been much too brief.

      She said the words one final time and left the throne room, her happiness bittersweet. She only wished she could have given him a gift in return. The gift of life and the chance to fly across the seas and to reunite with his kind.

      Anyway, no one would be looking at her head any longer. That was a relief since clearly she’d be stuck here forever.

      Partway down the steps, she called, “Zigzag, come on! Nessa will be waiting, and I want to see what Brix and Pippin are up to.”

      Zigzag didn’t appear.

      Taking the steps two at a time, she ran back up.

      The chipmunk was on the second step from the top. All she could see of him were his back legs and twitching tail. His head, arms, and body were wedged into a deep crack in the stone.

      “Zigzag? Are you stuck? Oh my gosh, are you alright?”

      He chirped, wiggling this way and that.

      She tried to pull him out. He chirped louder, sounding annoyed.

      “Sorry! What’s going on?”

      Carefully, the chipmunk backed out, his fur and whiskers black with soot. And in his arms, he held the gleaming Skrillix.
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      Wren knew nothing about parties. However, she was sure the rowdy feast in the dining hall was the best one ever.

      Scores of young dryads had taken over the tables at one end, while older grown-ups had claimed the other half. It was amazing how many people fit inside. Others spilled into the corridor, setting up makeshift picnics.

      Wren sat squeezed together with Pippin, Nessa, and Brix at a long table.

      They talked in excited voices. Brix recounted his trek to find help, while Pippin described how he’d single-handedly lassoed the Bogey Bird. Seated in a prime spot on the table, Zigzag looked happy as everyone praised him for his bravery as the herald.

      Some people sang, others told stories, everyone shouted toasts, each fancier than the last. Mostly, Wren was happy to be with so many friends.

      When the party wound down, there were countless bedrooms, blankets, and pillows. Wren made sure to find a place for everyone.

      Finally, Nessa linked arms with her and said, “We saved a special room for you.” Her eyes twinkled as she gestured to a door.

      Wren opened it. As soon as she stepped inside, she knew it had belonged to her parents. The room was filled with a happy presence. On the dresser, a framed painting showed her father and mother smiling and holding a baby girl. A lump formed in her throat as she looked at her mother, who looked wise and good and kind.

      The baby girl had soft ears, just like her father.

      “That’s me,” she whispered.

      “Look how cute you were!” Nessa said.

      Smiling, Wren dashed away her tears. “Wait, what about you and Pippin and Brix?”

      “We’re right next door. I think it’s your old nursery. It has a playroom and two bedrooms. It’s really sweet. And now, I’m leaving because I’m exhausted.”

      “Good idea, I am too. Goodnight!”

      When the door closed, Wren went to the dresser, picked up the small painting, and clasped it to her chest.

      Still holding it, she crawled under the sheets with Zigzag by her side.

      For the first time in her life, although her parents weren’t there, she felt cradled and comforted by the two people she missed the most.

      “Goodnight, Mom and Dad,” Wren whispered.

      Then she closed her eyes and went to sleep.
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      They stayed in Castle Grimlock for a week.

      The injured dryads healed, and those that knew how cooked up huge feasts. Nessa, Pippin, Brix, Zigzag, and Wren spent hours in the nursery playing games and eating fancy things raided from the kitchen. They explored Castle Grimlock from top to bottom and poked through its strange treasures. Someone even found time to stitch an adventurer’s cloak for Zigzag, which made him look brave indeed.

      Warm sun shone through the windows, and the days were easy and dreamlike. She met countless dryads and felt lucky to call so many her friends.

      Wren was beginning to wish she could stay forever.

      But the memory of Nan weighed on her.

      It was a sunny morning when Wren asked Nessa to join her at the tanglewood tree. Wren had come daily to check on Gavindor’s egg. She’d talk to it, and put her ear to it, listening, but there was no answer from inside.

      Wren told him she’d found a book about the great griffin migration, that Eisrin was safe now, and that he could join them if he’d only come back.

      The egg remained unchanged.

      For all Wren knew, Gavindor wouldn’t return for a hundred years. Maybe never.

      She missed him.

      Now, she rested her hand on his colorful shell and glanced at Nessa.

      “I need to ask you something,” Wren said.

      “Anything.”

      “I have to return to my world.”

      “Why? Come to Beechwood Barrow. You’d love it there.”

      “I want to.” A breeze played against her brow. “But now that I’ve found the Skrillix, I need to go back. My grandmother will be waiting and wondering. She has no idea of what happened here. And she’s my family.”

      “I understand.”

      “Would you guard the egg and take it somewhere safe?”

      Nessa frowned. “It’s not safe under the tree?”

      Malifast’s army was gone, the Warvil destroyed, but he still lived. Who knew what he might try?

      “If anything happened to this egg, well, it’s a precious thing. And I’m afraid . . . I’m afraid Everlea would be in grave danger all over again.” Wren held her breath, wondering how Nessa would respond.

      To her surprise, Nessa hugged her. “You’d trust me with this? I’d be honored.”

      “Thank you. Being here with you, even with all the bad stuff that happened, has been the best time of my life.”

      “Mine, too,” Nessa said.

      Wren let out a slow breath, touching the egg one last time. “I think I’m ready to leave now. Would you take me and Zigzag to the Herald’s Arch?”

      She nodded. “Let’s get Brix and Pippin.”

      An hour later, all four friends were blinking back tears, and even Zigzag’s eyes looked red and watery.

      Nessa waved her wands and spoke the words to make the Arch appear. A towering, flat stone rose out of a massive flower bush. Like the stone in her grandmother’s cellar, it had a giant compass and an acorn-shaped slot in its center.

      Something rustled in the grass. The prickly sense of being watched made Wren spin. For a second, she thought she saw the tail of a snake. But then she realized it was just a fallen bough.

      “What is it?” Brix asked, his thick green brows furrowed.

      “I thought I heard something. I guess not.”

      Pippin said, “I bet it was a rabbit. I’ve seen lots of rabbits, now that the forest is all healed up. Anyway, don’t worry. Everlea’s troubles are over. Forever. Right?”

      “Right,” Brix agreed.

      Nessa shot Wren a look. Was she thinking of Gavindor’s egg?

      “Right, Nessa?” Brix prodded.

      “Definitely,” Nessa said. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      Pippin wrinkled his nose. “How will you do that?”

      “Training,” Nessa announced, waving her wands. “Piles of it for all of us. Tigrid and Radican are expecting lots from you, Pippin, now that you’re a big hero.”

      Pippin groaned while Wren and Brix laughed.

      Right then, watching her friends, she didn’t think she could leave them. It would be so nice to stay, to live in Beechwood Barrow and visit Dillydale Bakery, and even train with them. Radican and Tigrid had offered.

      But there were times one needed to go home—even if you weren’t quite sure what that meant.

      “I guess this is it,” she said, “At least for a little while.”

      “Not too long,” Nessa said, a wobble betraying her smile. “It can’t be as interesting there as it is here, can it?”

      Pippin said, “Nessa! That’s mean.”

      “Oh! I didn’t think it⁠—”

      “Nowhere near as interesting as hanging out with you three,” Wren said with a grin.

      Brix said, “We’ll be waiting, you better come back with stories.”

      “I will.”

      After more hugs, after everyone took turns shaking Zigzag’s tiny paw, the dryads positioned themselves at a cautious distance.

      Wren did the honors this time, pressing the Skrillix into the slot. The golden acorn made a satisfying click. Immediately, a thundering whoosh shook the air, causing the stone to tremble and fade away. In its place lay the path to her grandmother’s house—whirling and bright.

      “Whoa!” they all gasped.

      The portal lifted Wren off her feet and whisked her inside. Zigzag held tight to her collar, and she felt immensely glad he was there.

      Her three friends waved goodbye, gradually shrinking into the distance. She did her best to wave back, gazing at the spot where they’d been long after they vanished.

      Wren and Zigzag raced over the treetops, gaining speed until the forest became a green blur. The cellar with its rusty doors and the tumbledown castle-house couldn’t be far now.

      “I wonder what Nan’s going to say,” she shouted.

      Bending into the gale, she held Zigzag tight and let the wind carry them.

      

      
        
        The End
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