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TREVOR WILLIAMS
Based on Snow White

The Huntsman

Following the trail of  the White Doe,
I have a wish and she has the power.

I get my first lead from some dwarves,
they warn me she hardly sleeps anymore.

Many years now I’ve pursued her.
She’s keen and clever.

With ease, she evades my traps,
Each AND every one on the map.

Her tracks are soft on the soil
and hard enough to find.

This doe is one of  a kind...
She never leaves my mind,

yet she’s always out of  sight.
Craving the touch of  her pelt:

A desire beyond any I’ve ever felt.
Then like divine intervention,
I’m swept with rejuvenation

On a cold winter night,
She’s at my campsite.

Helping herself  to some rotting apples.
Pulling my rifle to my shoulder,

The barrel aims for her eyes,
And she shivers like silver flags

In the wind under the moonlight.
Hesitant, by her grace and majesty,
the rifle was lowered, I turn back.

Realizing if  I were to pull the trigger,
It would mean the end of  the journey.

Negligent, I didn’t notice the White Stag.
He impales me with his crown of  antlers through my lung.

A noble protecting what he thinks is rightfully his,
I’m flattered I posed as such a threat.

My blood freezes onto snow covered lilies.
Once I fell to my knees... I remember my wish.

I turn my head for one last glance.
I crawl to the rifle for a second chance.
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Taking aim through the sight
Not as steady as before

My finger fights
To stay wrapped around the trigger,

I then whisper to her,
“I want to be with you forever.”
This is a wish I can’t take back

When the world slowly fades to black.
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STEPHANIE DE HAVEN
Based on Lazarus, The Book of John, The Bible

Lazarus Laments

I wonder what He thought,
my Savior, who waited
and let death take me,
so slow and painful.

Could He not mount and 
ride, as I would have,
were He the one ailing?

And I shambled into
the sun, too bright
for dead eyes. Into 
His glory—and true,

it pleased me to see
sweet sisters and friend,
so dear to me, a brother
near. And yet—

I had seen what lay
beyond the veil, and
would rather He mounted
and rode when called.
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STEPHANIE DE HAVEN
Based on Don Quixote

Sancho

Watch the windmill
arms whirling,
wild gestures
in wood and canvas.

And try to understand
why he thought they
might be giants.
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STEPHANIE DE HAVEN
Based on Frankenstein

The Modern Prometheus of  1831

Her words ran
clear as lymph.

Smooth, even lines
from a pen whose ink
drew the dark from the night
and crafted inkbled terrors

of  a Man-God
and his orphan.

Her husband took her soul
and ate it—
ruminating over her
single, sweaty, bloodcold
night, and birthing

a lifeless corpse onto
page. A new orphan.
Unwanted by her.
and roaming bookstores

opening for warm hands,
gentle eyes, and equamity
with this unadulterated brother

born in 1818.



EVER AFTER PUBLICATIONS7
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ARTBYMOGA
Disney Diversified

Based on various Disney related characters
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ARTBYMOGA
Genderbend Frozen

Based on Disney’s Frozen characters
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VASYLINA
Slavic Mythology. Sirin

Based on the Sirin in Slavic Mythology
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JACQUIE KUNZ
Based on Beauty and the Beast

Beauty or the Beast

She walks up to the window. It blocks the deafening noises, allowing her to 
observe in her safe, quiet bubble. She has been running through this scenario in 
her head for hours. She read all the books. Someone, dressed in uniform, walks 
up to her and asks who she is here to see. She points to Bella – the sweet, long-
haired beauty is hidden back in the corner. She cannot wait to take her home, 
call Bella her own.

 They met once or twice, and the beauty was aloof, sticking her nose up. She 
figured that it was only because of  her situation, that her love would warm up, 
becoming cuddly and loving in no time. She was ready to take this beautiful 
creature home. 

“Actually… she is on an adoption hold. Sorry.” 

Her world comes crashing down. She had fallen in love, only to lose it a day 
later. She had plans for a bright, happy future that will never happen. 

“We have other dogs though who deserve loving homes. They may be missing 
an eye or a few teeth, but you shouldn’t judge a book by its cover. Consider it.”

 She cannot believe it. She does not want anyone else. She just wants her dog. 
Or the dog she has decided was hers. The volunteer is still standing next to her, 
judging her, she knew, because she did not want to look at anyone else. She 
hates to be judged. She put on a smile and walks into the room, proving the 
volunteer wrong. She can barely stand to look at her beauty – it hurts too much. 
Bella snarls, lunging at her hand. She quickly walks past most of  the kennels. 
Most are barking or backing up, afraid. She turns to see that the volunteer is no 
longer watching her, preparing to make her exit.  She opens the door, ready to 
head home and return all the pet supplies she had bought. 

Stepping through the door, she hears a new sound. A single bark. Not a scared 
bark or angry bark. One that could be translated as, ‘I am here. Don’t you dare 
ignore me.’ She turns to look for the one who called her out. Sitting with one 
back leg hovering above the ground is the ugliest, meanest looking beast. From 
the looks of  it, he only has about five teeth. He had ears cropped far too much, 
a tail that was too long and hitting his body as he wagged it, and one eye that 
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was cloudy. His appearance was laughable. He let out another small bark, this 
one saying ‘what makes you think you’re better than me? I’m ugly, so what?’ She 
walks up to his kennel, crouching to his height. He sniffs her hand, immediately 
rolling over to show his belly. She tried to scratch it, but cannot through the thin 
bars. She smiles. She cannot wait to take him home, call him her own.
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ZAVIER ALEXANDER
Based on Greek God Hephaestus and Greek Wind Gods

Christi and the Four Winds

Ever since Christi’s brother disappeared, a hole appeared in her life. Wesley was 
always there for her like a true friend. Since his disappearance, she was slowly 
slipping into a pit of  depression without anyone to pull her out. She found 
herself  visiting Rasheed’s bar more than her own home. Lost in thought, she 
tried to drown out her woes with a soft drink. Someone in a black trench-coat 
climbed up on the bar-stool beside her, pulling her back to reality.

“Hi. I’m Easton. I’m looking for someone named Christi, are you her by 
chance? I was told I could find her here. She’s got brown hair, green eyes, and 
her face has lots of  freckles.”

She furrowed her brow, hiding under her shoulder length hair. “Who wants to 
know?”

“I don’t want to be rude, but, if  you’re not Christi, I need to know. I don’t have 
a lot of  time to waste hanging out in bars.”

Christi took a second to look the guy over while his attention was elsewhere. 
His black hair was pulled over the right side of  his face exposing the near-
shaven area around his left ear. A lip ring with a black bead caught her eye as it 
danced on his lower lip as he spoke. He was youthful, 20, 22? She wasn’t sure 
why anyone would be looking for her, she felt transparent the majority of  the 
time.

“Did you hear me?” Easton was looking at her with a small hint of  a smile 
tugging at his mouth.

“Sorry. What were you saying?” She turned to face him for the first time.

“I was asking your name.”

“Oh, um, Christi.”

“Christi Robins?”

“Yes, that’s me.” 
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Easton’s eyes came alive at the confirmation. “Will you come with me? I need to 
talk to you, and I can’t risk other people hearing it.” He leaned uncomfortably 
close whispering, “It’s about your brother.”

She wasn’t sure she wanted to hear what he had to say. The thought of  her 
brother being dead was more than she wanted to hear at the moment. But the 
way he looked at her told another story. Reaching into her coat pocket, she 
checked for her pepper spray. What if  he’s a rapist? Suppose he’s telling the 
truth? No one had breathed a word about Wesley since his disappearance until 
Easton. It didn’t look like there was any other choice, “Okay, let’s hear it.”

Easton slid off  the stool, “Not here. Come on.”

“At least tell me if  he’s alive.”

“Yes, he’s alive...for now at least. I can’t tell you any more than that in here.”

“Can you walk slower?” Easton’s pace felt like he was dragging her along.

“Sorry.” He stopped and turned to face her as he took a deep breath and 
released it slowly. “Do you want the beat-around-the-bush version, or the short 
and sweet version? I don’t want to throw too much at you at once.”

Adjusting her grip on her pepper spray, “Short and sweet. I like the truth 
without all the B.S.”

“Okay, here it goes. I’m a member of  a secret group called The Four Winds. 
We’re guardian angels for certain individuals of  importance. The others call me 
‘East’, and I’ve been assigned to you. I prefer the term ‘protector’, but whatever. 
And no, we don’t have wings, although I wish I did. That would make things so 
much easier. I can’t tell you anything more about us, but, we need your help for 
a mission. There really isn’t an option for you to say no. Which is why I hope 
that you will help us. I’m not suppose to bring you in by force, but, I will do my 
job no matter what.”

“Wait, what?”

“So, are you in?”

“I don’t understand what-”
“I’m going to take that as a yes.” Someone grabbed Christi from behind as a 
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damp cloth was placed over her mouth. Struggling to get free of  the iron grip, 
the last thing she saw was Easton mouthing, ‘I’m sorry.’

***

Christi shook her head, trying to shake the fog that had appeared there.

“Hey, how are you doing?” His voice was soft, like curtains pushed by the wind. 

Christi tried to look around as she laid on a cot. “What happened? Where am 
I?”

“We have to keep this place secret. North goes a little too far sometimes. I’m 
sorry about drugging you like that, I tried to convince him not to do it.”

“Yeah, you were real convincing. Remind me to punch him when I see him.”

“I wouldn’t do that if  I were you.”

“Why not? He drugged me!”

“You’ll see what I mean.”

Letting out a sigh, she flexed her toes and fingers, then her limbs, pushing out 
the soreness. “Will you help me sit up?” Cupping her elbow, she swung her legs 
over the side of  the cot. The cool concrete floor sent chills through her socks. 

“Where is my shirt?” She crossed her arms over her chest.

“You were sweating, so South took your long-sleeve shirt off.” He went to the 
foot of  the cot, grabbing her shoes and shirt. “She said you had a camisole on 
under it and that it wasn’t a big deal. Here.” Handing her the denim shirt, Christi 
tugged it on, buttoning up the front. Easton placed her shoes in front of  her, 
trying to hide the redness in his cheeks. 

Lacing her shoes, she glanced around the room. Numerous cots were lined up 
unoccupied. Duffel bags lined the walls and a white plastic table with metal 
chairs sat waiting at the far end of  the room.

“Sleeping Beauty finally woke up, huh?” A bubbly, young woman with purple 
hair and white bangs pushed off  the wall and strode over to them. “I’m South. 
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You know East, and that hunk of  beef  over there is North.” Turning in the 
direction she pointed, Christi saw a man so cold that he made a snowman look 
warm. He was a mammoth of  a man with skin as dark as the moonless night. 
His lime-green mohawk added fierceness to his impressive frame. He wore a 
trench-coat unbuttoned with the sleeves ripped off  at the shoulders, allowing 
his tree trunk arms to move freely. His pectoral muscles danced under his coat, 
reaffirming Easton’s statement about not punching him.

As she turned back to South, she noticed a diamond labret piercing adding an 
energetic flair to her never ending smile. A hunter green trench-coat covered 
most of  her curvy form. She was a radiant display of  joy and happiness. “Let’s 
go. Hephaestus is waiting for us in the next room.”

Christi looked up at her, “Who?”

South sent her an incredulous look. “Hephaestus? God of  fire and 
metalworking?” Christi could only shrug her shoulders. “Come on.”

With Easton’s help, she was able to stand with minor dizziness. The next room 
was larger than she had guessed it to be. Metal lockers lined one wall while a 
vast array of  weapons and armor displayed in the center of  the room captured 
her attention. The downtown museum would lust after these items that were 
being casually displayed in the open air. Christi was about to ask what the 
weapons were for when a door in the rear of  the room opened, and she could 
hear an abnormal walking pattern. It was heavily one-sided with a metallic click 
between steps. It reminded her of  the too many horror movies she watched late 
at night.

A thick, deafening voice boomed throughout the room as Hephaestus came 
closer, “Ah, good. The young lady came. This will make things smoother for us. 
Come, we have much to discuss.”

As they headed towards the voice, curiosity overwhelmed Christi as she 
craned her neck to see around a case. The form she saw wasn’t far from her 
imagination. A figure that dwarfed North stood in the middle of  a small 
sitting area. She wondered how he was able to squeeze through the door 
until she realized the height of  the doorway. His hair was flaming-red, and he 
would periodically stroke his beard. She could see spots where it was singed. 
She couldn’t detect an ounce of  fat on him as his muscles hummed with 
anticipation. He gripped an intricately detailed walking cane composed of  more 
types of  metal than she could recognize.
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“Christi, I am Hephaestus.” Stroking his beard again. “I’ve brought all of  you 
here because something very dear to me has been stolen, my son, Talos. I 
forged him ages ago, and he served me well until Jason and Medea interfered. 
After she removed the bronze nail, all his ichor drained out, leaving him lifeless. 
Ichor grants us immortality. Which is why I brought him back home, keeping 
him safe until the day that I could restore it to him. I used some of  my own 
ichor the first time, but now I fear that I don’t have enough to complete the 
task.”

“What does this have to do with me? Why did you steal me off  the street?” 
Christi spoke, her voice raising. 

“Your twin brother, Wesley, received the West Wind blessing two years ago, 
adding himself  to the Four Winds. Which is why he suddenly disappeared 
from your life. The secrecy surrounding the Four Winds is important, as you 
have experienced. He has already gone ahead to confront Glaucus alone. I 
have underestimated Glaucus, and now I fear for West. Which is why you’re 
here, Christi. If  he is dead, then you have a very good chance of  receiving the 
blessing of  the West Wind.”

Easton took a step forward, “Christi, there must be someone for each Wind 
blessing. Wesley had the West Wind, strongest of  all, which is why he went 
alone. We all thought he could handle the mission. If  something has happened 
to him, we need you to take his place.”

“I underestimated Glaucus once. Believe me when I say that it will not happen 
again. I need all of  you. I cannot go because I fear that Glaucus will capture 
me, drain my own ichor, and use it to turn my son into a monster. I’m not as 
strong as I was all those years ago. Glaucus is much younger and stronger than 
I. Please, bring my son and Wesley home.”

She struggled to understand why she was the one chosen for this mission. Her 
average build wasn’t physically fit, nor did she possess any fighting skills. She 
didn’t have a clue how she was going to pull this off, it all seemed like a dream 
to her. Finally, Christi looked up at him, “I’m going to save my brother.”

Kneeling down so he could look her in the eye, “That’s the spirit I need. But, 
you cannot go alone. Which is why, all of  you will need some new toys to play 
with. All made by yours truly, of  course. Follow me.” Hephaestus struggled to 
get back to his feet. “I think it’s only fitting that you have the finest I’ve ever 
made and collected in order to save my son.”
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Christi let out a gasp as she entered the room Hephaestus led them to, it was 
like stepping back in time. The furniture and tapestries were of  priceless quality 
as she drew her hands close to her chest, afraid to touch anything. “This way,” 
Hephaestus’s voice drawing their attention. “North, come here.” North strode 
forward, awaiting his orders. “The Nemean Lion’s hide will compliment your 
aggressive fighting style.”

North’s heavy feet carried him to a case in the wall where a lion hide hung on a 
faceless bust. Casting his coat aside, he reached up and grabbed the hide, pulling 
it around his bare shoulders with a smirk of  pride. As he came back to stand in 
front of  Hephaestus, the arms of  the hide swung with his steps.

Hephaestus gestured with his hand, “Put your arms through the sleeve bands. It 
has the claws intact which can cut through anything, giving enough force.” He 
winked at North, resulting in a gold-capped smile. Hephaestus pulled the mane 
up on North’s head. “The Nemean Lion hide cannot be cut or pierced except 
by the claws you bear. It will also help keep you cool in hot climates.” The upper 
portion of  the lion head rested on North’s head with the teeth being a dazzling 
contrast to his near-black skin. It looked like he was being attacked by a lion 
from behind. North was obviously pleased with this gift.

“South, you get my shield of  feathers.”

“Feathers?” 

“See for yourself.” He pointed to a case.

She looked at the others before walking to the case. As she got closer, she 
shielded her eyes from the intense glare coming off  the shield. Hephaestus 
called from across the room, “Do be careful how you handle it. There is no 
sharper metal in all the earth than the feathers of  that shield.” South hesitated in 
front of  it. She knew how deadly the throwing knives concealed under her coat 
were, and how sharp she kept them. Delicately, she reached around the edge, 
feeling for something to grab. Her fingers found a leather strap she used to pull 
it off  the case.

“It’s so light.”

“Yes,” Hephaestus said smugly. “I kept a stymphalian bird for a time. I’m not 
partial to living pets, I prefer my own metallic creatures. As with any bird, it 
molted its metal feathers much to my annoyance. I thought the feathers were 
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too beautiful to waste, so I made this shield with them. It was a tedious task 
because I didn’t want to lose the details of  the feathers. However, it is still a 
tool, and I expect you to use it so.”

“Of  course. Thank you.” South ran her fingers along the length of  a feather, 
taking in the intricate design.

“And now, for you two.” Easton and Christi came to him. “East, you are serving 
as Christi’s guardian angel.” Easton winked at Christi. “However, you will 
also need protection. Hold out your hands.” Hephaestus placed a velvet cloth 
containing various polished stones in Easton’s palm, describing each in turn.

“They take effect when they touch your body. This one, is the shadow of  
Erebus. It will allow you to blend into the shadows.” It was black, reflecting 
Easton’s face back at him. A brown-striped tiger’s eye followed, “The dreams 
of  Hypnos. Be cautious with this one, time can be lost sleeping. Next, we have 
the strength of  Kratos.” A rough, crystal clear piece of  muscovite joined the 
others in his hand. “And finally, the luck of  Caerus because you’re going to 
need all you can to defeat Glaucus.” A twisted, multicolored pebble stood out 
among the others. Easton poked the stones with his gloved hand, rolling them 
around, taking in the different colors. His lips mouthed the names of  each one, 
committing them to memory. Christi leaned in to see the stones better.

“And one more thing, East. Being Christi’s guardian angel is important and 
dangerous work, but should you fail, use this.” He tossed a golden sunflower 
seed at him. “Blessed by Apollo himself, it gives one person, a second chance 
at life. He gave it to me after I brought Talos home, but I think it would be of  
more use to you during this mission.” He looked Christi in the eye, speaking 
cautiously, “My dear, I have nothing that will aide you on this mission because 
you are a mortal. But, I can give you something that even my second wife, 
Aglaea, never wore.” He walked to a case with his cane clicking in rhythm as she 
followed him.

“This is a necklace I made to escape boredom. I don’t need to tell you what it 
does because that will be obvious soon enough.” Christi’s jaw dropped at seeing 
the golden serpent with jeweled scales and two heads forming the clasp. “Not 
everything I make is for war, my dear.” He leaned his cane against the case, and 
removed the necklace. Christi turned around, pulling her hair out of  the way. A 
shiver ran down her spine as the cold metal touched her skin. When she heard 
the snap of  the clasp, she dropped her hair. It was heavier than she expected 
it to be, as she traced a finger along its scaly surface. Raising her head, she saw 
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Easton staring at her slack-jawed.

“What?” He only continued staring at her. A cat call whistle from South, and 
North raising an eyebrow made her turn to face Hephaestus. A smile lifted the 
corners of  his face as he handed her an intricately detailed hand mirror from 
the case. As she looked into it, she hardly recognized herself. The split ends and 
dryness of  her hair were gone; touching her face she searched for the missing 
freckles. She felt beautiful from the inside out. A smile spread across her face, 
displaying a dazzling set of  perfectly set, white teeth. It felt like someone had 
filled her with happiness. No longer were her thoughts plagued with negativity. 
No more hiding under baggy clothes and long sleeves. She could finally see the 
life within and she didn’t want to part with it. The value of  the necklace became 
clear, as she thought about how much money someone would pay to possess 
this magical necklace. As she was handing the mirror back to Hephaestus, it 
slipped from her hands. Tiny pieces of  glass scattered across the hard floor. 

“Don’t worry about the mirror, Christi. It’s nothing that I can’t fix. Now, I 
suggest the four of  you get going.” He handed them a folded paper. “Take this. 
It will show you how to find Glaucus’s island. He has the power of  prophecy, so 
don’t be surprised if  he knows your coming.”

***

Lush, green vegetation covered the surface of  the island. The recent storm had 
washed the leaves clean, allowing them to give the visitors a vibrant greeting. 
The white sandy beach stretched for miles in both directions as the top of  the 
metal speed boat slid open.

Something colossal bellowed behind them, and before she spun around to see 
what it was, it slid under the water with uncanny speed. North beached the boat 
as everyone scrambled to get to shore. Just as Christi was about to jump, her 
foot slipped causing her to tumble into the water. Easton was quickly there to 
help her with a big smile on his face.

“You okay? What happened?” 

“I’m fine. My foot slipped or something.”

As they followed North and South, a cloaked figure emerged from the tree line, 
holding a trident and net. South was the first to express her distaste, “Great. 
Company.” The figure began walking towards them, and Christi couldn’t stop 
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herself  from running forward.

“Wesley!”

The figure threw back his hood, revealing the piercing green eyes of  Christi’s 
twin brother. “What are you doing here?” Surprise evident in his voice. 

She threw her arms around him and hugged him with all her strength. 
“Hephaestus sent me here to get the West Wind blessing in case something 
happened to you.”

Looking her in the eye, “Let’s hope nothing does. Glaucus is this way.”

***

At the end of  the hallway, the expansive room that opened up before them 
reminded Christi of  paintings of  ancient bath-houses. In the middle of  the 
room surrounded by steps leading down to it was a pool of  dark-blue water. 
Steam escaped through cracks in the corners of  the room elevating the room’s 
humidity. In the middle of  the pool, a man reclined bare-chested against the 
steps with his eyes closed.

The signal was given; to split up, and surround him. As Christi took a step, 
her foot caught on the edge of  a raised floor tile, causing her to let out a small 
shriek as Easton caught her arm. The man’s eyes instantly narrowed down on 
them as he grabbed a conch shell that lay on the step beside him. “Who are 
you? Why are you here?” He held the shell close to his lips, prepared to sound it 
in a moment’s span.

South spoke up, “Hephaestus sent us to retrieve Talos for him. Where is he?”

“Hephaestus is seeking Talos. Of  course.” As his eyes searched the group, 
they stopped on Christi. “Who are you? I recognize the Four Winds but...” His 
words trailed off  as both Easton and Wesley stepped in front of  her. Everyone 
was on guard.

South barked at him, “Stop playing games. Tell us where Talos is, and we’ll let 
you live.”

“Ha! You don’t even know why Hephaestus sent you here. Did it ever occur to 
you to ask why I would want a giant, egotistical manifestation of  Hephaestus? 
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I’ve seen through prophecy, what he plans to do with it, which is why I’ve stolen 
his precious son.” Putting the shell on the step, Glaucus hoisted himself  out of  
the water to the first step, showing his scaly, fish like lower half. “Come closer, 
and let us speak in peace. There is much you do not know. I’m not the monster 
in this story. Please.”

No one moved an inch. Finally, South took cautious steps forward, tailed by 
North and the others. Glaucus gestured for them to sit but they remained 
standing. “Very well. Hephaestus plans to revive his metal son with ichor. 
Ichor can only be found flowing through the veins of  a god, which is why 
he sacrificed some of  his own to give Talos life. It was fortunate that Talos 
was stopped the first time before he could overthrow any of  the gods. I fear 
Hephaestus will try again, but I do not know which of  the gods he now targets. 
Which is why I arranged for Talos to be brought here, where I can keep him 
under a careful eye. Your arrival has only cemented my thoughts.”

Glaucus again looked at Christi, “What is your name, mortal? I find it annoying 
to refer to you as ‘mortal’.”

“Christi.”

“Christi, may I say, you are one of  the most fair skinned maidens that I’ve seen 
in many years. Tell me, have you always been so beautiful?”

“No.” She touched the serpents encircling her neck.

“I thought so. Did Hephaestus give you that necklace?”

“Yes. I never saw myself  as pretty, but this necklace has made me perfect.”

“Of  course it did. It is the Necklace of  Harmonia. Blessed with beauty and 
cursed with ill-fated luck. Have you noticed that since wearing it, you’ve 
experienced a bit of  bad luck?” Christi furrowed her brows as she thought back 
to the broken mirror and falling into the water. “It was cursed by Hephaestus 
himself  eons ago.”

Christi lifted her hair as Easton tried to undo the clasp, but the more he tried 
the tighter the serpents gripped each other. “It won’t loosen.”

“Hephaestus doesn’t give up easily. No doubt it will hold until the job is done, 
your death that is. I’m surprised it hasn’t succeeded already. Harmonia didn’t last 
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long wearing it.” Glaucus turned his head slightly as if  listening before a look of  
fear came over his face as he grabbed the shell and dove into the water. The wall 
behind him blasted inward, throwing the large bricks towards the group. North 
gritted his teeth, as he raised his arms to shield himself. South crouched behind 
her shield. Easton took Christi to the ground as West created a barrier of  wind 
blocking the bricks headed at him.

As the dust cleared, Easton whispered to Christi, “Are you okay?” Silence was 
his answer. A golden, limp snake fell on his arm. He turned Christi’s face to his. 
Her eyes dilated, as blood pooled from her head. “NO! No...” Christi’s skin lost 
its perfect smoothness as her freckles returned to her face. Easton tenderly held 
her in disbelief. 

A voice whispered in Easton’s ear, “Second life...blessed by Apollo himself...”

Easton furiously dug in his pocket for the seed. As he pulled it out, it began 
glowing. He cracked it between his teeth, placing the seed in Christi’s mouth. As 
soon as it touched her tongue, the glow crept over her skin. It slowly increased 
in brightness, until Easton could no longer bear the light emanating from her 
body.

A massive shadow filled the hole in the wall followed by two metallic bears. “I 
see everything is going according to plan.” Hephaestus raised the large gun he 
carried, and fired a shot, hitting West square in the chest before he could react, 
sending him flying against the wall.

“Here,” Easton said as he tossed North the strength stone, and South the 
shadow stone. As soon as South caught the stone, she disappeared into a 
shadow. North put the stone in his mouth, charging Hephaestus. A metallic 
bear intercepted North before he could reach the god. As North threw a 
right-handed uppercut punch, the bones in his hand shattered when they made 
contact with the jaw of  the bear. Refusing to give up, North threw an elbow 
with his left arm to the mid-section of  the bear. The loud crack sent him to his 
knees, groaning in pain. Seizing the opportunity, the bear knocked him over 
while clamping its jaw around his throat, pinning him in place.

Hephaestus looked down on North, “You’re a fool to think that I would give 
you the true strength of  Kratos. I would lie still if  I were you.” North carefully 
spit out the stone. Hephaestus turned his attention to Easton. “As for South...” 
He shrugged his shoulders dismissively. “You’ve done well, East. I couldn’t 
have achieved all this if  it wasn’t for you. Christi is the true prize I seek here.” 
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Turning to her, “I’ve waited a long, long time for this moment. Now, I will have 
ichor blessed with the West Wind thanks to you. That is why I gave you Apollo’s 
seed. It not only granted her new life, but turned her blood into ichor which will 
give my son life again.” He was tasting the words as he said them while a second 
metallic bear slowly stalked around the pool towards him.

The air began swirling with gusting wind, picking up the dirt and dust, pelting 
all those in the room. Hephaestus shielded his eyes, as the bear lowered its 
head trying to escape the dirt. Easton lost his balance as the wind’s intensity 
escalated behind him, throwing him to the side. Peeking around his arm, Christi 
was standing on a miniature tornado as her hair whipped and snaked about, 
resembling Medusa. The wind died down as her feet touched the floor. 

As Hephaestus lowered his arm, a gleeful smile spread across his face. 
“Excellent! The Fates have truly smiled on me this day.” Pointing the gun at her, 
he fired a shot. Before the bullet could make contact, it slowed in its path until it 
came to a stop in front of  her. Christi casually reached out, plucked it out of  the 
air between her finger and thumb. “I don’t need a bullet to wring the life out of  
you.” Hephaestus hissed, tossing the gun down. As he pulled a sword hilt from 
his belt, the blade rapidly extended from it.

Christi bent down and picked up the trident dropped by her brother. “You’ll 
regret this, Hephaestus.” Her eyes narrowed at him, with hate and rage. “It’s one 
thing to screw with me, but to kill my brother...” 

A smile lifted his lips, “Shall we dance, my dear?” 

“Let’s.”

Christi launched herself  across the room on air with a feral snarl. The flurry of  
blows exchanged by both was dizzying. Hephaestus narrowly avoided a thrust to 
his heart as Christi ducked under a blow aimed at her neck. The wind gradually 
increased until the two were surrounded by a swirling wind, concealing their 
movements from the others.

“Fight fair, witch!” Hephaestus bellowed at her. A piece of  rubble came flying 
at him, crashing into his leg brace and sending him down to one knee as he 
cried out in pain. Using her trident, Christi ripped a tube loose that ran the 
length of  the brace, spilling a blue fluid across the floor. “No, it won’t end this 
easily for you. Take a look at your boy.”
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A bear had Easton pinned against the wall. He was beginning to turn blue in 
the face as the bear continued to press its weight against his chest. He stuck his 
tongue out and touched something on his lip. It was the twisted stone of  luck 
threaded through his lip piercing. Christi furiously spun, picking up all the loose 
stones in the room with arms of  air, slinging them at the two bears relentlessly. 
A large stone hit the bear holding North, sending it toppling over. A similar 
stone knocked the legs out from under the bear that had Easton pinned against 
the wall.

Easton caught his breath and lunged for the necklace, sending it spinning 
through the air towards Christi. As she caught it, a ball of  wind from Easton 
collided with Hephaestus’s sword, knocking it from his hands. Unarmed and 
lame on his back, his raised his hands in defeat. Christi quickly wrapped the 
necklace around his wrist and fastened it. Hephaestus’s went wild as he tried to 
wretch the necklace off  but the serpents only increased their grip refusing to let 
go.

“That’s for my brother.”

A loud blast from a Glaucus’s shell sounded outside. The ground began to 
rumble as a roar echoed into the room. “That would be the sea creature, Cetus. 
We should go.” Easton said to Christi as he hurried towards North.

“He sounds hungry.” She winked at Hephaestus. They helped North to his feet 
and got Wesley’s body, dragging his feet as they left through the hole in the wall.

“Fools,” Hephaestus said as he pulled a knife from his belt and placed the tip 
against his wrist above the snakes.
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TORY SCHREFFLER
Based on Pied Piper of Hamelin

Pied Piper and His Land of  Dreams

So Sonia journeyed into and out of  the large farms and small towns beside 
Emmerthal, questioning everyone she could about the missing children. She 
offered names and descriptions of  each child, but no one could remember 
having seen any of  them. Sonia made no progress until she walked through the 
gates of  a little town called Hamelin, several miles north of  Emmerthal and just 
outside the Forest of  the Lost Ones. 

When she entered the town, the teacher could feel a familiar, hollow air that 
could chill anyone that entered like an icy wind in autumn. The people dressed 
in dark colors and moved slowly through their day-to-day activities, their 
shoulders weighed down by grief. Something had happened here, Sonia could 
tell – something horrible.

“The Pied Piper came,” A local innkeeper told her, “and took all the children.”

Upon further explanation Sonia learned what he meant. The Pied Piper was 
a mysterious man, perhaps a warlock, who dressed in a colorful cape and hat 
and possessed a magical flute that could take control of  any living thing. Once, 
several months ago, Hamelin was infested by rats and the Mayor of  Hamelin, 
on the advice of  his friend the Queen of  Nyx, asked the Pied Piper to use his 
flute to charm them away from the town and drown them in a river somewhere 
in the Forest of  Lost Ones. When the Piper had done so, the Mayor paid him a 
large sum and allowed him to live in his house. While there the Piper, apparently 
fond of  children, saw the Mayor punish his young son and, in rage, decided 
that the parents of  Hamelin didn’t deserve their children. The next night the 
Piper played his flute and lured the children away into the Forest of  Lost Ones. 
The only one that didn’t go was the innkeeper’s twelve-year-old daughter, who 
although deaf  had followed the other children but run home after they went 
into the Forest. 

“And since then, no one in Hamelin has been able to smile,” said the innkeeper, 
“not after the loss of  so many beloved children.”

Sonia at first could only turn this new knowledge over in her head. The 
situation in Hamelin sounded so much like what had happened in Emmerthal. 
All the children in town disappearing in the night without a trace. It couldn’t 
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be too common of  a thing. Plus, it couldn’t have been the Mayor’s decision to 
close the school that made Fran run away, not with all the other children in the 
town missing too. This “Pied Piper” truly did seem like a perfect explanation. 
But unlike the parents in Hamelin, Sonia did not intend to wallow around in 
despair. If  the Pied Piper had such a soft spot for children, it seemed unlikely 
that he would hurt them, but even if  he did, Sonia intended to find out. She 
left Hamelin, her bag of  food refilled, and started a trek into the foreboding 
darkness of  the Forest of  the Lost Ones. 

Many legends had been circulated about the forest that Sonia journeyed through 
since Sonia herself  was a child. Legends of  animals and people that went 
into the trees and never came back out again. The story of  the forest, Sonia 
remembered being told as a child, was that of  a toymaker who used to carve 
magical toys out of  wood that would journey to the home of  the child they 
were meant for. After the toymaker died, the toys wandered out to find their 
owners, but without the toymaker, they ran out of  magic and collapsed lifeless, 
around the edges of  Falan. The wooden toys soon faded into the ground and 
grew into massive trees, multiplying until they became a forest that people lost 
themselves in for all time. The Forest of  the Lost Ones. 

Regardless of  the old stories, Sonia couldn’t let fear control her and she walked 
bravely into the trees. After a few hours, all of  the trees looked the same and at 
night, the trees and their branches crooked together into faces in the darkness. 
The calls of  animals and crackles of  the leaves would come seemingly from 
nothing, and even the moon seemed hesitant to peek through the thick trees 
to lighten the path. It took nearly morning before she could find a place that 
seemed safe enough to rest, and though the sun would be rising soon, the 
teacher allowed herself  to close her eyes. 

Several hours later, Sonia opened them again at the sensation of  something 
resting on top of  her. When her eyes focused and she looked down, she was 
startled fully awake at the sight of  a bright white snake curled up in her lap. 

“AH!”

Despite herself, Sonia couldn’t keep herself  from snatching the snake up by the 
tail and throwing it as far away from her as she could. She scrambled to her feet, 
her heart pounding very heavily in her chest as she tried to steady her breathing. 

It was likely the snake wasn’t poisonous most snakes weren’t. And snakes were 
coldblooded. It had probably only wanted to sit somewhere warm until day 
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came and the forest warmed up again. 

Feeling a bit guilty both for possibly hurting the snake and for acting as stupidly 
as she had, Sonia walked over to where the snake had landed. She found it again 
pretty easily because of  its bright coloring and once she did, she took out a 
scarf  that she’d packed in her bag for warmth and arranged it in a circle around 
the snake. 

Once she was finished doing so, however, the snake abruptly shot out its head 
and bit her right on the wrist. 

With a cry Sonia withdrew, her other hand flying to her wrist as she examined 
the bite. Where she expected to see blood and perhaps poison, she instead 
found two small pricks, which then slowly settled into her skin like a bright 
white tattoo. 

“Mmm, I thought you were a funny sort.”

Startled by the sound of  a cool, feminine voice she looked around for the 
woman who spoke, but found no one.

“Down here, dear,” said the voice. 

She looked down, to see the bright white snake looking right at her from inside 
the scarf. Its head was raised as though it was going to strike again, but instead it 
was focused on her, its yellow eyes boring into hers.

Sonia’s eyes widened. “You– you can–?”

“Of  course I can talk,” said the snake. “All animals can speak, humans just don’t 
understand us most of  the time.” 

Sonia couldn’t quite comprehend this. A talking snake. Yes, she had heard 
legends of  magic and there were warlocks in Asteria, but she had never 
encountered a credible story about talking beasts before. 

“They can’t understand you…most of  the time?” Sonia repeated slowly, dazed 
with confusion. “So why can I?”

“Because I bit you,” the snake replied brightly. “I am Serefina, known as the 
White Snake. I was created in a cauldron by the warlock Golgofath so that I 
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could give humans the power to speak to beasts with my bite. He had this great 
idea to make an army of  beasts that would obey his every will, you see. Very 
interesting idea, of  course. It was fun to watch him work for it but he forgot 
that although he could speak to beasts, they still had their own will. So when he 
tried to sway a mountain lion into killing a man who had slighted him, the lion 
politely declined his offer and insisted he stay for dinner.”

Sonia couldn’t understand how the White Snake could speak so casually about 
this, and her disgust must have been visible on her face as Serefina added, “I 
can’t help it if  I’m cold-blooded.”

The schoolteacher snorted, clearly not caring for her explanation. “So why did 
you bite me? It couldn’t have been just to tell me all this.”

Serefina shifted in a movement faintly like a human shrug. “You’re a funny sort 
and I thought it’d be interesting.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re here in this forest alone with a bag of  food like you’re making a long 
journey. And yet, no compass, no weapons…nothing to hint that you’re an 
explorer. And of  course you threw me off  your lap in terror only to come back 
and wrap a scarf  around me. Thank you, by the way, it’s nice and warm,” said 
Serefina as she buried herself  into the scarf. “Therefore, you’re a funny sort.”

Sonia frowned slightly. “Well, if  you must know, I felt bad about throwing you 
off. And I’m not trying to explore this forest; I’m looking for someone who 
came through here. Someone called the Pied Piper.”

Serefina’s white head popped up out of  the scarf, her eyes interested. “Ah yes, I 
remember the piper with the scarlet hat and cape of  many colors.”

“You’ve seen him?” asked Sonia urgently. “Where did he go?”

“He disappeared,” answered the snake, “through a magic portal. But I did 
look through the portal before it vanished. I could see mountains higher than 
anything and hear the roar of  an angry giant.”

Sonia’s eyes widened. Yes, she had never been to a place like that, but everyone 
knew where giants dwelled in the farthest areas north, up in the mountains of  
the Wild Uplands. 
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The schoolteacher’s eyes narrowed slightly as she thought this over. She had 
seen many maps of  Asteria, and in all of  them the Forest of  the Lost Ones 
stretched from Falan all the way up to the border of  the Wild Uplands. So, 
perhaps, if  she journeyed northward through the Forest of  the Lost Ones, she 
could reach the mountains in a few days. 

“There is another way, you know,” Serefina cooed softly. “You could leave the 
Forest of  the Lost Ones and journey through Perfectia, Themis and Nyx to get 
there. It’d be much safer.”

But Sonia knew better than that. Logically speaking, the snake was right, but 
anyone who knew the countries she was talking about would know that was 
a mistake. Perfectia was on very bad terms with people from Falan because it 
viewed Falan’s trade goods as inferior and no one, once they entered, ever left 
the stone walls of  Themis. Not to mention that the Queen of  Nyx was the one 
who had suggested the Pied Piper to the Mayor of  Hamelin to begin with! Most 
important of  all, Sonia knew that the route through the forest was the fastest 
route to the Wild Uplands and to where the Pied Piper had gone with Fran and 
the missing children. 

“If  that’s the case,” said Serefina, almost seeming to smile. “Then I will guide 
you through the forest, human.”

Sonia looked down at her in confusion. “You wanted me to take the dangerous 
route?”

“You risking your own safety for others,” said the snake as she slithered up 
Sonia’s arm to curl around her shoulders. “Even when you don’t know if  they 
can still be saved, is very interesting.” 

And so Sonia set off  again, this time with the guidance of  the White Snake, 
northward toward the Wild Uplands. Serefina proved to be a good guide despite 
her lack of  limbs, and after a while Sonia grew used to her, even if  the snake 
was a legless bunch of  schadenfreude.

A few days passed as they journeyed deeper into the forest, passing a small lake 
and weaving through gnarled trees with branches that twisted together like bars 
of  a sinister cage. On the seventh morning since she left Emmerthal, Sonia 
found that she had run out of  food. Leaving Serefina sleeping in her scarf  
under the tree they’d camped under the night before, the teacher walked a little 
ways away to an apple tree. Just as she finished stocking her bag full of  red fruit, 
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she heard a loud cry of  terror close by. 

Whirling around, Sonia was immediately faced with a tiny man with a running 
toward her, with a gigantic brown bear at his heels. Before her eyes, the bear 
trapped the tiny man beside a fallen tree, roaring and snarling, and because 
Serefina had bitten her, Sonia could understand him.

“This ends now, dwarf!”

The dwarf, apparently able to understand him, shouted back in a voice stuck 
high in his throat with fear. “No, stop! Don’t hurt me, please!” 

But the bear was unmoved, and he raised a claw as if  to kill the dwarf. Without 
a second thought, Sonia ran forward, her arms wide in front of  her to shield the 
dwarf  from the bear.

“Stop! Don’t kill him!”

The movement startled both the animal and the dwarf. The bear froze where he 
was, his eyes narrowed sharply on Sonia in angry confusion.

“You…can you understand me?” 

“Yes,” Sonia exhaled the word out with pure relief  that the bear understood her. 
“Serefina…the White Snake…bit me.”

“The White Snake?” the bear said absently. His anger then returned. “Why do 
you interfere? You do not know what this rat of  a dwarf  has done to me!”

Sonia hesitated. She hadn’t had much of  a reason; she just saw someone in 
trouble and thought she should help. 

“What has he done that’s so horrible?” she asked.

“He has ruined me,” answered the bear. He rose onto his back legs, coming to 
his full height. “I am not really what you see…I was once human. I came here 
long ago, looking for my sister who had been stolen. I got lost in this forest and 
wandered for many days and nights, until I ran across this dwarf. I asked him if  
he had seen my sister, and he claimed that he had, but when I followed him, he 
trapped me and stole all of  my riches…OH NO YOU DON’T!”
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He roared this last part and threw out a paw to snatch up the end of  the dwarf ’s 
cloak before he could sneak away. The dwarf  kicked and flailed as the bear lifted 
him by his cloak off  the ground.

“He then placed me in the form,” finished the bear, “to prevent me from 
recruiting anyone to help me get back what is mine. Only the return of  all my 
riches will restore my true form so that I can continue to search for my sister.”

Sonia felt a great bitterness seep through her heart as she looked down at the 
dwarf. It seemed that she’d helped someone who didn’t deserve help at all. The 
dwarf  saw the look and immediately defended himself. Now that he wasn’t 
pleading for his life, his voice wasn’t so high, instead gravelly and rough like 
rocks.

“What the foolish wretch doesn’t say is that I already have returned all his 
riches! They’re all in a cave that he demanded I place them in! We dwarves are 
selfish, but we aren’t stupid. We won’t choose human trinkets over our own 
lives!  I did my part. It’s not my fault that it didn’t work!”

“It is your fault considering that you were the one who cursed him in the first 
place,” said Sonia matter-of-factly.

“Hey, I’m a dwarf, not a warlock,” growled the dwarf. “How else was I 
supposed to keep him from sending all his courtiers after my head?”

“Courtiers?” Sonia repeated, confused. 

The bear’s head rose in a faintly regal sense. “Yes, although I am a bear now, I 
was once Prince Benno of  the country of  Falan.”

“Prince Benno?” said Sonia, her eyes widening. “So that means that your sister 
who was taken here is–”

“Princess Rose,” the bear prince Benno assented, “taken into the forest by a 
piper in a red hat and a coat of  many colors.”

That was it. The Pied Piper, the same man who had stolen Fran and the children 
of  Emmerthal, had also kidnapped Princess Rose from Falan’s royal palace. As 
Sonia thought about it, everything she was going through now was the Pied 
Piper’s fault. If  Rose hadn’t been taken, Benno wouldn’t have also gone missing, 
the king and queen of  Falan would have been able to give Emmerthal financial 
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aid, and Mayor Wilhelm wouldn’t have had to sell the schoolhouse. This wasn’t 
even mentioning the fact that he took away Fran and the rest of  her class. She 
felt a growing hatred bubble in her chest toward this mysterious man. 

“He’s called the Pied Piper,” Sonia said to the bear prince Benno, and she told 
him her story.

 “Then it seems,” said Benno, “that our goal is the same, Sonia of  Emmerthal. 
And if  you would allow me to accompany you, I will help you track down this 
piper, your daughter and my little sister.”

He then looked at the dwarf, whose cloak was still under his claw.

“It also seems that I can get no further help from this disgusting cur in 
returning to my normal self,” Benno muttered as an afterthought, glaring down 
at the dwarf. “Perhaps I should dispose of  him quickly.”

“Don’t,” Sonia reproached coldly. “Killing something just to make yourself  feel 
better is greater suited to an animal, not a prince. Leave him be.”

Although he still seemed tempted to squash him, Benno at long last released the 
dwarf, and the tiny man bolted a nice distance from the bear, breathing heavily 
from behind a tree. As Benno and Sonia made as if  to leave and find Serefina, 
the dwarf  caught up with them.

“You mean to go to the Wild Uplands?”

“Yes,” Sonia answered, half  surprised and half  guarded.

“That is my home,” the gray-bearded dwarf  said with the air of  someone 
contemplating something.

“And your point would be?” growled Benno. 

The dwarf  glared at the bear prince and said blatantly, “I can guide you through 
the mountains.”

Sonia raised a suspicious eyebrow at him. “Really?”

“Don’t listen to him,” snapped Benno. “Nothing out of  that filth’s mouth is 
worth believing.”



EVER AFTER PUBLICATIONS 38

“Oh, I’m sure he can guide you,” said a familiar, cool voice by the ground. 
Serefina slithered up Sonia’s skirt and onto her shoulders. “Dwarves do live in 
the Wild Uplands and know it like the back of  their hands. The question is not 
if  he can, but if  he will.”

“So,” said Sonia, as she fixed the dwarf  with an eye that dared him to lie to her, 
“will you?”

The dwarf  frowned, obviously contemplating his answer. One thing many 
humans didn’t know about dwarves, as well as other human-like creatures such 
as elves and fairies, was that they were practically unable to lie. They could twist 
their words, certainly, but once they agreed to something, it was their bond. 
Dwarves being clever creatures, they preferred to leave a loophole or two in 
whatever it is that they promised.

“You protected me,” the dwarf  said at last, pointing a fat finger up at Sonia. 
“In that way I owe you. I’ll go with you through the mountains until I have the 
chance to repay my debt.”

“You’ll guide us safely through the mountains and help us find the Pied Piper?” 
asked Sonia.

“You won’t stab us in the back as soon as your debt is repaid?” added Serefina 
coolly.

“And you won’t intentionally cause any of  us harm just to free yourself  from 
the debt?” challenged Benno.

The dwarf  hesitated, considering this, before at long last sighing and reluctantly 
answering. “Yes.”

“All right,” said Sonia. “We have a deal.”

With this the group of  Sonia, Serefina, Benno, and the dwarf  (whose name was 
Jeremias) headed northward. A day later they reached the edge of  the Forest 
of  the Lost Ones, and as Sonia left the shade of  the dark trees, the sunlight in 
the sky outside of  it seemed almost unnaturally bright and even warmer than 
she remembered it to be. Just under the blazing sun were the towering, snow-
tipped mountains of  the Wild Uplands, the place where giants roamed and few 
humans dared to explore. 
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With the departure from the forest, Serefina’s work as a guide finished, and 
Jeremias’s work began. The dwarf  was not as good of  a guide as Serefina, if  
nothing else than because unlike the snake he could walk ahead of  Sonia and 
Benno so quickly that they often lost sight of  him and had to rush to catch up 
with him. Jeremias also had no sympathy for them when they couldn’t keep up, 
not caring that Benno and Sonia were not used to climbing in rocky terrain like 
he was.

“His loophole,” Serefina commented idly from her place around Sonia’s 
shoulders, “was that although he would guide you safely, he wasn’t going to 
guide you well.”

Jeremias did keep his word though, and guided them safely through the 
Uplands, keeping them away from giants and canyons. When Benno accidentally 
trespassed in the mines of  an aggressive tribe of  dwarves, Jeremias even 
protected him from harm and secured the group a place in the tribe’s caves to 
rest for the night. Sonia thought that saving Benno from the other dwarves 
would surely have covered his debt, but Jeremias shook his head.

“The terms were that I would take all of  you safely through the mountains and 
help you find that Piper,” he said gruffly. “It was required that I help the whelp. 
I’ll only be freed when I complete my task and repay my life debt to you.”

 Sonia couldn’t help but think that he didn’t have to find them a place to rest 
their heads, especially with his own kind. So she thanked him anyway.

That night the dwarves stopped their work mining and gathered in their central 
cave for an evening feast and round of  drinks. Although Sonia, Benno and 
Serefina were prevented from sitting at the table as they weren’t dwarves, they 
were allowed to have some of  the food as they sat on the floor along the back 
wall a few feet away from the table. For the first half  of  the night, the tribe of  
dwarves sang and told old stories, but as they grew drunker and louder, they 
started gurgling about something else.

“Aw yeah, that hat boy came ‘round through the mountains again.”

“The hat boy? Ha!”

“Right ol’ big hat he’s got, right? An’ a coat of  many colors!”

Sonia nearly choked on her drink. Before she could say anything though, 
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Jeremias caught her eye to tell her to stay quiet.

“A coat of  many colors?” the gray-bearded dwarf  repeated questioningly. (The 
alcohol didn’t slur his voice.) “Pretty strange dress for a human.”

One of  the dwarves hiccupped. “Well–hic–they say he’s s’posed to be a warlock, 
but–hic–he’s pretty weird, even f ’ one o’ them!”

“Yeah, with all his collectin’,” added another with a sneer.

“What does he collect?” asked Jeremias casually.

“Human chilluns!” one of  the youngest dwarves burst out with a laugh. “The 
strange little bugger!”

With a couple more drinks Jeremias wheedled the rest of  the story out of  the 
tribe of  dwarves. The Pied Piper lived in a cave made by two joined mountains 
a mile away from the mine and would appear in the mountains playing a lively 
tune on his pipe with a line of  children skipping merrily along behind him. 
He would lead the children toward the cave and then, as soon as they walked 
through the threshold, they would vanish into thin air. There was no portal 
inside the cave, but as soon as the children went through, they were never seen 
or heard again. So, the dwarves said the hat boy’s cave was a cave to death.

The story unnerved Sonia and Benno, but the schoolteacher fiercely refused to 
believe it, at least not all of  it. These dwarves were very drunk, and they hadn’t 
ever actually gone into the cave for fear that they’d never come out again. There 
was still a chance that they were wrong and the children were still alive.

The next morning the group left the mines and found the cave where “the hat 
boy” had supposedly taken the children. It was a rather small entrance, one that 
likely only a child or dwarf  could fit into without bending down, but the fang-
like stalactites and stalagmites around the edges made it look like the mouth 
of  a creature ready to swallow them whole. It was also so pitch black that they 
couldn’t tell if  anything was inside the cave, or what the inside looked like. 
What made it scariest of  all was that the dwarves had been partially right. None 
of  them, not even Benno with his sharp bear ears, could hear any sounds of  
children or anyone else from the cave.

For the longest time, they stood outside of  the foreboding, vast cave wondering 
what lay waiting for them inside. 
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“Is it possible,” said Benno softly, “that the dwarves were right? That one dies 
as soon as they walk through?” 

“Perhaps there’s a hole just inside,” suggested Serefina softly from around 
Sonia’s shoulders, “that you can’t see until it’s too late and you’ve fallen down.”

“Or maybe,” Jeremias muttered, “there’s a curse on this cave that, as soon as 
you enter, keeps you from ever leaving again.”

These thoughts pecking at her head, Sonia strained to hear anything that could 
give a hint that Fran and the other children were inside and safe. But after a 
long moment, she still could make out nothing. Steadying up her courage, the 
schoolteacher put Serefina gently down on the ground, walked passed Benno 
and Jeremias, plowing through the entrance.

Walking through the cave’s entrance made an odd, tingling sensation run down 
Sonia’s spine, as though she was walking through a cold waterfall but not getting 
wet. The darkness inside the cave rippled like a lake disturbed by a pebble, 
twisting and morphing, brightening, growing. 

By the time the inside of  the cave had come into view, Sonia couldn’t believe 
her eyes. What had been darkness was now an explosion of  color, melding 
together like some detailed painting and then growing outward into shades 
brighter than anything in nature. The rocky ground expected to be found in a 
cave was not here – instead there were endless, bounding meadows that curved 
up and down into gentle hills and valleys of  violet and brown. Over the hills 
trailed a cobblestone street, but not the dull gray ones back in Emmerthal, this 
street was made of  bright red bricks that cut like a stream through the green of  
the fields to create pavilions decorated with bees and butterflies. Flowers blew 
in the wind both from their places on the ground and freely in the air to glide 
through Sonia’s dark hair as it swept behind her. There was even a sky above, lit 
by a bright and warm sun with a softness that couldn’t be found in the normal 
sun. This sun’s light was as mellow as the moon and it changed colors, reflecting 
different rainbow shades off  the grass and flowers below. 

The beauty was so overwhelming that it almost felt like Sonia’s heart had 
swelled like a soaring balloon. Before she knew it, she was running down 
the green hill, her heart begging to see more. She ran and twirled, her arms 
sweeping around her like wings as she tried to take in every detail of  the living 
painting, whether it was the bees that seemed to sing as they buzzed passed her 
or the softness of  the grass brushing beside her ankles as she ran.
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Just over the next hill she ran was a gigantic square marked by red bricks and an 
overlay woven out of  every colorful flower imaginable, and in the square was a 
large playground, larger than any Sonia had ever seen, filled with children. Many 
of  them she didn’t recognize, but there were ones she did. Pete, Scarlet, Lila, 
and Jack were all riding around on the large merry-go-round. Chasing after his 
older sister Suzy and friend Ronnie in a game of  tag was Edmund, wheeling 
down the hill in his wheelchair just as fast as any little boy could run.

Sonia for a moment could only look over the laughing, happy children playing 
below, relief  and delight flooding through her to the extent that she could barely 
contain herself. Then another laughing child popped out of  a large cluster of  
sunflowers near where Edmund was playing tag, and Sonia’s heart just about 
burst. Fran.

This is an excerpt from the full story.
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JEFF BORDERS
Based on Snow White

Seven Dwarfs and a Thief

“Stop with that whistling,” Brack said, as he stroked his short, salt-and-pepper 
beard. “You’re breaking my concentration.”

Behind him, six other dwarfs snickered. He chewed on toothpick as he walked, 
his jaw clamping down hard. After long and tiring walk back from the silver 
mines, he was ready to put his feet up and let the burdens of  the day slide away 
with a swig of  warm dwarven cider. 

“Oh, don’t be such a grump, Brack,” said a dwarf  with thick, round spectacles. 
“It will take years off  your life.”

“It’s my right to be a grump, Dox” Brack said, pulling his shoulders back and 
standing straighter, as Dox rolled his eyes. “I’m the leader.”

“Self-appointed,” another dwarf  with red hair and a handlebar mustache said.

“What’d you say, Jarn?” Brack asked, stopping suddenly and turning around, 
causing the other dwarfs to pile up behind him. He pulled the toothpick out of  
his mouth and flicked it on the ground, his eyes searching Jarn over.

Brack noticed mischief  behind Jarn’s green eyes, mischief  he had been on the 
receiving end of  more than once. Brack’s lip curled in disgust. There was no 
hope for dwarfs like Jarn. His frivolity would get him killed one day.

“Nothing, dear leader,” Jarn said with a wide smile, breaking the tension by 
bowing with a flourish. “Lead on, so that we may follow your stunning example 
of  dwarven manliness.”

“Wipe that smile off  your face, you fool,” Brack said, jabbing his calloused 
finger into Jarn’s chest. “No one should ever be that happy.”

“Right this minute, Lord Brack,” Jarn said, trying to hide his smile behind a 
serious look, but failing miserably. “Begging your pardon.”

Again, the dwarfs snickered behind him. 
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“Now, that’s more like it,” Brack said, turning back around. “Proper respect.”

Their father had tried to straighten out Jarn as a child, force him to be more 
serious, but it was hopeless. Some people couldn’t be changed. And despite 
Jarn’s irritating personality, Brack tolerated him, because if  nothing else, he was 
family.

“If  I don’t figure out a way to pay off  our debt to Queen Grimhilde, we will be 
working the mines until we die,” Brack said. “Or am I the only responsible one 
around here?”

Seven years of  working and they hadn’t even come close to repaying the debt 
they owed the queen. That debt had helped them reclaim their ancestral home 
from a robber baron, but more than once Brack had wondered if  it had been 
worth it. Many dwarfs had died due to collapses in those cursed mines, and 
to Brack’s summation, his brothers could easily be included in those statistics 
before everything was said and done. 

“Ah, the mines aren’t so bad,” Jarn said. “Nothing like the dark to hide your ugly 
mug.”

Brack let the remark slide, grumbling to himself. His old knees throbbed with 
every step, the constant climb up and down into the mines having weathered 
and worn his joints. He looked to the side and saw a weathered poster nailed 
to a pine tree. Reading it over briefly, he vaguely noted the young woman on it, 
before crumpling it up and tossing it to the side. 

“Bah! That blasted Huntsmen is messing with our forest,” he said to himself. 

“Since when did you become the protector of  the forest?” Jarn asked, slapping 
Brack on the shoulder. “You never met a tree you wouldn’t chop down.”

“If  I need a tree, I take a tree,” Brack said. “But this is our forest. We have the 
right to do as we see fit. No one else should be posting things on our trees.”

“You never cease to amaze me,” Jarn said, shaking his head. Brack grumbled 
again.

After an hour of  walking, their home came into view and Brack breathed 
heavily in relief. At least he could sit and put up his feet up for a while. His taste 
buds tingled with the thought of  dwarven cider and roasted venison. His gaze 
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climbed as he took in the site of  the large structure, rising two stories. Set into a 
rocky hill-face and thick, pine trees surrounded the house, like towering  
guardians keeping a silent vigil. 

“Home!” said another dwarf  with thick bags under his eyes. “Now we can 
sleep.”

“Sleep is all you ever think about, Havin,” Jarn said with a wink and a smile. 
“You miss so much in life when you sleep.”

“About a quarter of  your life to be exact,” Dox said, taking off  his glasses and 
cleaning the lenses with the bottom of  his cream-colored tunic. “Though I 
suspect with Havin, it is more like three quarters of  his life.”

“Good one, Dox!” Jarn said, slapping Dox on the back. “See, you can be 
moderately funny if  you try hard enough.”

“A backhanded compliment,” Dox said, dryly, rolling his eyes. “But a 
complement nonetheless.”

Jarn chuckled in response.

“I think something is wrong,” said a soft-spoken dwarf  in the back, nearly 
drowned out by the light-hearted banter of  the others.

“What’re you blabbering about, Gorin?” Brack asked, glaring back at the dwarf.

Gorin clammed up, his face reddening, as he pointed at the intricately designed 
door of  the home.

Brack turned to face the door once more and noticed that it cracked open. A 
violent shiver raced through his body. There had been increasing reports of  
bandits lately, but he had dismissed those without much thought. After all, 
they lived in a fairly secluded location, and who would rob a dwarf, when you 
would likely lose your life as a result? Staring at the door, however, Brack knew 
something definitely was wrong. Despite this, he wasn’t ready to openly admit 
what he was feeling, lest his brothers consider him weak.

“Alright, who forgot to lock the door before we left?” he asked, looking at each 
dwarf  in scrutiny.
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There were many mumbles, but no one spoke up, further increasing Brack’s 
anxiousness. His jaw clenched, the veins in his neck bulging.

“Your face is awfully red, Brack,” Jarn said, pointing at Brack. “Kind of  like a 
tomato. Are you alright?”

“Call it a scientific guess, but I would venture to say he is angry,” Dox said. 

“It was probably an honest mistake,” Jarn said, folding his muscled arms across 
his chest. “Calm down, before your head explodes and we’re forced to clean 
dwarf  brains off  of  the precious trees you care so much about.”

“Bah! You fools!” Brack said, turning and marching forward to their home. He 
stopped suddenly in the door, the dwarfs piling behind.

Brack brought his pickaxe down, slapping it into the palm of  his calloused 
hands. He scanned the area, easily adjusting to the darkness of  the room. The 
living room, normally tidy, looked as if  a crazed dwarf  had gone on rampage.  

Someone had come looking for something. Brack realized. 

Someone sneezed behind Brack, and he shot the dwarf  a dirty look. Brack’s 
hand clenched the worn handle of  his pickaxe, his knuckles white. He hadn’t 
been forced to actually fight someone for at least five years, and he still had 
nightmarish flashbacks. The Princess Snow’s ambitions for power and glory 
had led to the bloody struggle with Queen Grimhilde, the resulting war leaving 
scars, both physically, and especially in Brack’s case, emotionally. There was 
no forgetting the horrors he witnessed on the battlefield. Knowing Queen 
Grimhilde’s troops were closing in on the filthy Snow, comforted Brack. Snow 
needed to pay for the atrocities she had committed.

“Sorry, allergies,” said a tall dwarf  with wild blonde hair, wiping his nose with a 
dirty handkerchief, encouraging Brack’s attention back to the problem at hand.

“Well, Sneezeball, you just told any intruders that we are here,” Brack 
whispered. “We’ve lost the element of  surprise. Did you forget everything you 
learned on the battlefield?”

“You know I don’t like that name,” the tall dwarf  said between clenched teeth. 
“It’s Fain, if  you would like to remember? 
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“There’s no need to bring up the war, Brack,” Jarn said seriously for once. “We 
all remember it quite clearly. We all lost someone out there. Or do you forget 
that he was our brother as well?”
“Spread out and search the place,” Brack ordered, ignoring both of  the dwarfs, 
and slipping back into the commanding role he had become so accustomed to 
during the war.

The dwarfs followed his order without question, each carefully searching the 
home over.
 
“In here!” Havin yelled.

Brack rushed toward his voice and stepped through the doorway into the 
kitchen, his pickaxe ready to strike. He scanned the room. In the center stood a 
large, oval table with eight elegantly-carved, wooden chairs. His gaze finally fell 
on the horrified look upon Havin’s youthful face.

“What is it?” Brack asked.

Havin pointed at a half-eaten pie and a plate with crumbs on it.

“Someone ate your pie?” Brack asked. “That’s what you called us in here for?”

“That wasn’t just any pie,” Havin said, running his hand through his golden-
blonde hair. “That was a sleep berry pie. The most delicious pie ever created. I 
worked so hard on it.”

“A dwarf  could handle that much,” Dox said, pushing his glasses back up on his 
nose. “But physiologically, anyone else could end up in a coma. The sleep berry 
to weight ratio would need to be calculated to be sure-”

“Ah, quit with your technical jargon, Dox” Brack interrupted.
The ceiling creaked, followed by a loud bang, causing all to look up. 
“Someone’s here,” Brack said angrily. “Let’s check it out.. Jarn, Havin, Dox, take 
the east stairwell. The rest of  you follow me.”

Following Brack’s orders, the dwarfs organized themselves easily into a battle-
ready company, creeping slowly up the spiral staircases to the second floor. 
They reached the top at the same time and spread out, preparing to flank any 
would-be attackers. Brack’s eyes scanned the room, looking for any signs of  an 
intruder. His gaze finally rested upon a young woman with wavy, black hair and 
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porcelain skin, lay flayed out across three of  the dwarf ’s beds.

“Well, I think we found who ate your pie,” Brack said with disgust. 
“She looks comfortable,” Jarn said with a wink and a smile.

“She looks dead,” Gorin said softly.

Dox stepped forward and placed his finger to the young woman’s neck. For 
many seconds, the dwarfs stared at Dox, waiting for any indication of  the status 
of  the young woman. 

“No, she has a pulse,” he said. “But as I said, she could be in a coma.”

“She looks familiar,” Brack said, inching closer.

“She is pretty,” said another dwarf  with a floppy, purple hat.

“Oh, don’t be a dope, Klain” Brack barked. “She is a human. So therefor, she is 
ugly.”

“Brack’s right. She looks familiar,” Dox said.

“That’s Prince Snow. Some call her Snow White.” Gorin said sheepishly, 
his words barely more than a whisper. “The most notorious criminal in the 
kingdom.”

“Besides starting the war, they say she stole the queen’s magical mirror,” Dox 
said.
“That’s where I saw her,” Brack said. “All those wanted posters.”

“There’s a large bounty on her head,” Havin said, stifling a yawn. “She’s not 
only a thief  but a war criminal.” 

Brack’s usual grimace turned into a wide smile. 

“Boys,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “I think we found a way to pay of  
our debt, once and for all.”

There was silence, which surprised Brack, but he paid it no heed. Here was 
their way out of  debt. Maybe he was the only one who cared. Maybe the others 
like forced servitude in the mines, but Brack had bigger plans for his life. One 
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day he would own those very mines and he could sit and collect the profits. He 
would be rich enough to never have to work ever again.

“Tie her up,” Brack ordered. “She has a date with Queen Grimhilde.”

When no one immediately moved, Brack turned around. The other dwarfs 
appeared to be frozen in time. He waved his hands in front of  the faces, even 
slapped Jarn across his face, but none moved. All had their eyes fixed on a tall, 
thin man holding a ruby pendant.

“What’s the meaning of  this?” Brack asked, sizing up the newcomer. “What did 
you do to my brothers?”

“The same thing I will do to you, if  you will just look at the pendant for a 
moment,” the man said, moving closer, as he swung the pendant gently back 
and forth.

“Bah, your wizard tricks won’t work on me,” Brack said, charging forward in a 
sudden burst of  speed. “I fought Prince Charmaine’s wizards on the battlefield. 
You ain’t no different.”

As Brack neared the man, he grabbed a small, round table and quickly and 
powerfully flipped it up and forward. The man dodged to the side as the table 
went flying by and slamming into a wall, breaking it into several pieces. 

It was just the distraction Brack needed, as he veered the same way as the man, 
pulling his small pickaxe out and leveling a waist high chop at the man. The man 
dodged backward as the pickaxe came across, not quite fast enough to avoid a 
bloody gash across the stomach. 

The man’s own blade flashed into his hand from somewhere beneath his long, 
brown jacket.

“What are you doing in my home?” Brack asked, swinging his pickaxe in a 
vicious series of  slices, driving the man backward toward the stairs.

“I am here to make sure my Queen is safe,” the man said, as he easily parried 
Brack’s blows.

“Your Snow’s boy, eh?” Brack said. “Well then, that’s even more bounty to 
collect.”
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“You speak as if  you have already one,” the man said, “But I am no mere 
peddler of  magic tricks.”

“I don’t care who you are,” Brack said. 

Brack charged in suddenly, jabbing his pickaxe forward toward the man. The 
man dodged to the side and before Brack could react, he was tumbling down 
the spiral stairs. He stopped about halfway down, his chest burning with every 
breath. Slowly he stood, using the rail to steady himself. Something flashed out 
of  the corner of  his eye and he dodged to the side as a knife flew by his face, 
nicking him and drawing a line of  blood across his right cheek.

Brack roared in defiance and ran back up the stairs. He stopped at the top, 
his eyes scanning the room over for the man. He closed his eyes and listened, 
letting his finely attuned senses take over. There was a small shuffle behind 
him and he spun around, throwing his pickaxe up in a parry as the man’s sword 
sliced down, the two weapons meeting with a clang. With strength born out of  
years of  breaking rock in the mines, Brack forced the man backward.

“A worthy opponent,” the man stood straight up and smiled. “But alas, I grow 
tired of  fighting..”

He reached a hand in his pocket and drew out another pendant, this one a deep-
amber color.. He spoke a few words and Brack felt himself  pushed backward by 
a rush of  air, causing him to tumble to the floor. 

Then the man was on top of  him, his blade at Brack’s throat.

“Give up this charade,” the man said. “I am Charmaine, and I don’t lose to 
pathetic dwarfs.”

Brack shook the stars away from his eyes and growled. “Get off  me.”

Brack closed his eyes and called upon his innate dwarven magic, his skin 
becoming rock hard, his muscles bulging. It would only last for a few seconds, 
and would drain him quickly, but this little burst of  magic was his best bet. He 
grabbed Charmaine’s blade, his hand bending the blade. The sword snapped in 
half, as Brack bucked upward, tossing the man off  of  him. 

With surprising agility, Brack jumped atop a surprised Charmaine and slammed 
his rock-like fist into his chin, snapping his head back viciously. 
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rack could feel his energy waning as he landed a second punch, effectively 
knocking the man out. He released the magic, his body returning to normal, but 
his breath coming in rapid, shallow puffs. His insides burned and was sure he 
broken one, if  not a few, ribs in the fall down the stairs. 

 Several long minutes past before he could stand. He puffed and panted as he 
dragged Charmaine’s body over to the beds. Depositing the man, he quickly 
found rope, tying up the assassin-wizard to the bed, along with the Snow 
Queen. He searched the man, removing several knifes, two more pendants and a 
sapphire ring, tossing them across the room. Once finished, he collapsed next to 
the bed. It could take a few days to recover from just that little bit of  magic use, 
more for the broken ribs, but it had been worth it to stop the man and protect 
his brothers. He closed his eyes and felt relief.

“Wow, I thought Havin was the only one that slept on the job,” Jarn said, 
jabbing Brack in the ribs with the handle of  his pickaxe.

Brack grumbled and opened his eyes, looking at his brothers.

“What happened?” Jarn asked.

“I suspect magic,” Dox said, coming closer to inspect Charmaine.

“Who is he? Jarn asked.

“Charmaine,” Brack said, pulling himself  back up to his feet.

“The Snow Queen’s assassin?” Dox asked. “How intriguing.”

“Save your intrigue,” Brack asked. “We need to figure out how to get these two 
to Queen Grimhilde’s castle.” 

“Then what?” Havin asked, stifling a yawn and laying down on the bed.

“Then we don’t have to work in those blasted mines anymore,” Brack said. 
“And maybe with the capture of  two of  the kingdom’s biggest criminals, we will 
be given a life of  luxury for once.” 

The group of  dwarfs hooted and hollered in response, each slapping Brack on 
the back. 
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Brack smiled. 

It felt good to be the leader.





The End
(or is it...?)




