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    CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    I leaned across my sister to look out the small airplane window. Dawn was approaching. Tucked neatly into one of the majestic fjords were the lights of Oslo, bright and welcoming. Everything would be different now that Aunt Helen was gone.  
 
    “I can’t believe we’re going to be living here,” Liz whispered with a sigh, still gazing out the window. “As if once a year wasn’t bad enough. Aunt Helen must have really hated us.” She turned to me and deepened her voice, pointing at me with a shaky hand, “No, inheritance for you unless you live in my stinky old house.” 
 
    Though our feelings were mutual I nudged Liz in the arm, “It won’t be that bad.” 
 
    “For you maybe, you get paid to read and write stories. Maybe you can run off into the woods and look for that talking bear of yours,” Liz rolled her eyes. “I’m going to start school this fall. I’ve got to learn my way around Oslo. My Norwegian is a bit rusty but better than yours, at least.” 
 
    Stung, I stopped listening to her, leaned back into my chair and folded my arms across my chest as we made our decent. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I was both scared and excited to take a walk in the woods again. Scared because childhood imaginings might have actually been true. Excited because in a way, I hoped they were. They had seemed too real not to be. I’d gotten lost in the woods the first time I saw him. No one believed me. 
 
    The second time I was about eight years old. The only person I told this time was Liz. I thought she’d believe me, but she mocked me relentlessly for years afterward; threatening to tell dad or worse, Aunt Helen, if I didn’t do as she said. 
 
    The plane landed smoothly on the tarmac. “Fifteen hours in an airplane is about fifteen hours too long,” Liz said rubbing and stretching her stiff body. 
 
    My stomach protested from being ignored. “Com’on, let’s get something to eat. We have a couple of hours before our train leaves.” I grabbed my bag and tossed Liz’s at her. 
 
    We walked down the large terminal, following the scent of food. “I bet we can get something at The Kitchen,” Liz gave me a sideways glance and her silly crooked smile. 
 
    I shook my head. At 19, Elizabeth was a year older than me, but I often felt like the older sister. We ordered some hot lefse dripping with melted butter. I rolled my potato flatbread up before devouring it. Liz ordered hers with extra brown sugar. 
 
    The tram to the trainstation slowly rocked us back and forth. “I’m not looking forward to that drive once we get to Eidsvoll.” I said.  
 
    “What does that matter? We’ve been traveling all night, it’ll be the last leg of our journey. Thank God that crazy old lady won't be there anymore.” 
 
    “Liz! What an awful thing to say about Aunt Helen.” 
 
    Elizabeth sat up straighter and looked me in the eye. “She was a grumpy old fart that scared the bejeezus out of us, Maria. I don’t even think Dad liked her all that much. The only good thing she did was leave us her estate.” 
 
    The train was already at the station when we arrived so we boarded right away. Liz turned on her phone and began scrolling through missed messages. She’d be occupied for some time, so I dug out a book from my bag. After a few pages I couldn’t concentrate. What must it have been like to live alone in such a large house? I thought. No husband. No children. All she had was her herd of sheep. “Maybe she was just lonely,” I said. 
 
    “Who? Oh … sure, I guess,” Liz said leaning her head back and closing her eyes. 
 
    I looked out the window for the rest of the ride. At first, brightly colored houses sped past then once out of town, trees and mountains broken up by lakes. 
 
     Two hours later the train pulled into the Eidsvoll station. If I looked anything like Liz, I knew we could be mistaken for the walking dead. We’d been traveling for over eighteen hours now. We both grabbed a coffee and waited outside the station for our dad. Luckily we didn’t wait long, Dad pulled up to the curb and we collapsed into the car. I think I fell asleep before we got to the main road. 
 
     When I awoke, Dad was driving us up a long tree lined drive. The tree line broke and great aunt Helen’s house came into view. 
 
    The bright yellow mansion was the same as I remembered it as a child. It had two floors with rows of windows running along both wings and a steep peaked roof with decorative gables that made you feel you stepped back in time.  
 
    “The rest of our things should get here later this week,” Dad said, walking us to the door.  
 
    Entering through the tall doorway, we were met by a lovely middle aged woman with white blonde hair and striking blue eyes. “Velcome home!” 
 
    I ran up the steps, throwing my arms around the older woman. “Siv! I’ve missed you!” 
 
    Siv smoothed her hand down the back of my head returning the hug. “And I you,” she looked down at me, tears forming in her eyes. “But now you are here to stay. Come, I’ve made you someding to eat.” 
 
    I followed Siv while Liz and Dad headed upstairs saying they weren’t hungry. Liz jabbed me in the ribs with her elbow as she passed and gave a crooked little grin. “Now, I don’t have to share a room with you anymore.” 
 
    I pursed my lips. “Must have been awful for you.” The image of our old room came to mind with Liz’s stuff covering almost every surface. 
 
     The kitchen was small but bright and welcoming. Open face sandwiches were arrayed on a platter; smoked salmon, cheese, ham and egg, and reindeer. I almost giggled with delight. We used to have these for breakfast almost every morning. Trying each one, I was pleased to find the reindeer was still my favorite. The kitchen windows, being in the rear of the house, gave an excellent view of the expanse of the estate: rolling hills, forest and a small lake in the distance. No sheep in sight. 
 
    “Siv, where are the sheep?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, in da mountains. In another veek, ve will call dem to shear dem for da summer.” 
 
    “Call them?” 
 
    Siv smiled, “Yes, it is called kulning. It’s like singing to dem.” 
 
    “And they come to you?” 
 
    “I vill show you ven it is time. You should get some rest. Your father and sister are already napping. Der vill be plenty of time later for exploration.” 
 
    Thanking Siv, I headed up to my room taking a short detour through the library. Covered in dust cloth were a grand piano and a set of matching sofas. But my attention was on the books. Some might say that an old library full of leather bound books stunk but the smell made me think of a thousand adventures. 
 
    I remembered the last time we’d come to visit. I’d snuck down to the library late at night when I thought everyone was asleep, so I could read from one of Aunt Helen's books. Cuddled under a blanket in her comfy armchair, I was halfway through Boots and the Troll, when Aunt Helen startled me.  
 
    I’ll never know if I would have been in trouble purely for reading the book or if it was because in my fright I tore the page I held almost completely out. Either way, we were never invited back. I blamed myself, what other reason could it have been? That was years ago and Aunt Helen wasn’t here to tell me no. My lips spread into a smile thinking that these all belonged to me now. Restraining myself from not grabbing an armful of books, I took one and went upstairs.  
 
    Most of the room was decorated in powder blue. Placing my small bag and book on the queen sized four post bed, I turned to the windows. Like the rest of the house, the heavy drapes were drawn. Pushing them open gave a clear view of the mountains from the bay window seat.  
 
    I remember hiding in there as a child when Aunt Helen was vexed at me for any of the things that small children do that seem to upset adults so much. Well, no more hiding. This might just be the perfect spot to read. 
 
    Yawning, I took my hair out of its ponytail and ran my fingers through it. Then I slipped out of my jeans before climbing into bed. I fell asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow. 
 
    * 
 
    A week later Siv took me into the foothills to call in the sheep. She began to sing. It sort of reminded me of yodeling but more beautiful. Her soprano voice held the long notes causing magical echoing through the valley. Embarrassed, I had to turn away to wipe tears from my eyes. It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. Only a few minutes passed before a soft clanging of bells came as a response to the kulning. 
 
    “Will you teach me?” I asked. 
 
    Siv smiled, “Of course.” 
 
    We spent the rest of the long summer afternoon outdoors. I slaughtered the art of kulning, then attempted to not slaughter the sheep while Siv showed me how to shear them. When it came time to card the wool, I was more confident since Siv had taught me when I was a child. 
 
    Liz never had the patience for anything like this. I remember Siv showing us how to hold the stiff flat boards and brush the wool through the little hooks to line up the fibers. Liz threw hers down after a few tries and ran off. 
 
    As much as I found myself enjoying my first couple of weeks here, my gaze wandered to the nearby forest.  
 
    I rarely saw Dad since he stayed most of the day in his office. Since moving to Norway meant telecommuting, I’d thought he would have more off time. Right after Mom died I’d visited him in his office once and caught him staring at a picture of her. He put the picture away in a drawer and I never saw it again. 
 
    But there was the rare occasion that he’d spend some time with us. It was evening and I was sitting in the library working on a poem, Elizabeth was curled by the fire painting her nails, when Dad came in. He pulled out an old board game and started setting it up on the coffee table. 
 
    Liz jumped up. “Hnefatafl?” she asked. 
 
    “Yes, I thought a round would be nice.” He glanced at Liz while setting up the pieces. “Are you up to the challenge?” he smiled. 
 
    “Of course!” Liz said, sitting on the floor cross legged opposite him. 
 
    I watched them set up the board and remembered the first time he introduced the old Norse game to us. 
 
    I watched upside down, hanging my head over the arm of the chair I was in. It looked a lot like chess to me. 
 
    Father pointed out each of Liz’s pieces. “These are your men. They surround the king - the big one in the center. He is your most important player, if I capture him the game is over.” He pointed to the pieces on the edges of the board, “these are my pieces. To capture a piece, you have to place two of your men on two sides of your opponent. Like this,” he moved two of his pieces so they were standing on either side of her piece like bodyguards. 
 
    They played for a few minutes and after father was about to surround Liz’s king she shoved the board causing pieces to topple and fall off the table. “I don’t want to play anymore!” She crossed her arms tightly over her chest and stared at the floor. 
 
    Aunt Helen who had been reading, placed her book in her lap. “Elizabeth! That is not how we act in this house. You are being a poor sport. Go to your room for the night.” 
 
    Father started cleaning up the pieces. Liz stamped her foot. “Fine!” she then ran out of the room, stomping up the stairs. 
 
    I quickly took her place across from father. “Can I play?” 
 
    Father gave me one of those half smiles with a sigh that meant no. He looked at his watch. “I think it’s time you headed on to bed too. We’ll play later.” 
 
    “Okay,” I blinked back the tears that were forming and drifted with leaden feet and hunched shoulders all the way to my room. 
 
    After a few minutes I placed my writings inside the book I was currently reading and headed upstairs. Leaving Liz and Dad to play their game. Half an hour later there was a light knock on the door. Liz peeked her head in my room. 
 
    “Got a minute?” 
 
    I closed my book and sat up straighter. “Sure, what’s up?” 
 
    She closed the door behind her and climbed into bed with me. “I’m a little nervous about starting school on Monday.” 
 
    “You, nervous?” I raised one eyebrow at her. 
 
    She played with her fingernails and gave a little laugh. “Yeah, right. It’s just, I’ve never lived away from home before. And I,” she sighed and looked up to the ceiling. “I think I’m gonna miss you.” 
 
    As doubtful as I felt about that statement, it really touched me. Liz, the popular one, the no-time-for-her-little-sister one was actually going to miss me when she went away. “Ahh, thanks. I’ll miss you too.”  
 
    She gave me a quick hug and went to her room. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
     
 
     At first, I felt like a lost puppy the way I followed Siv around while I learned to shear sheep and card and dye the wool. But, I soon began to love this way of life. Most of my days were spent outdoors. Siv taught me to call the sheep. I felt silly and sounded horrible, but as I practiced the sheep began responding to me.  
 
    One brisk morning there was a light misty fog that hugged the hill sides and left a dampness to everything it touched. I slowly climbed the hill I loved best for kulning. All sounds were muffled by the fog. I began to sing, closing my eyes and let it envelop me. Never before had I imagined I’d come to love a place as much as I loved our home here.  
 
    There was something about this house, no, it was more than that… this land, I felt it calling me; just as I was calling the sheep. Suddenly I heard a whooshing noise; felt more than heard. It was so powerful I fell silent. Even though I couldn’t see further than a hundred feet I scanned all around me. Where did it come from? Did I really hear something? The sheep must be out further this morning. I shivered and it wasn’t because I was cold. Then I heard a growl. A dog? Two growls. Wolf! No… Siv said that wolves had been driven to near extinction in Norway. Still, I slowly moved back toward the house. From the corner of my eye something moved, it was too large to be a dog. Oh God, help me. My heart was pulsing in my ears making it hard to hear anything. I fought against the desire to turn and run, knowing that I’d only be more attractive prey.  
 
    I sensed I was being surrounded and turned around to find myself staring into the eyes of a large white wolf. Teeth bared, he snarled and snapped, drool dripping from his hungry jaws.  I took a few steps back only to trip and fall. My arm came up in a futile attempt to protect myself from the attack. It never came. I heard a deep roar followed by a yelp. Peeking out from under my arm I saw more white fur and lots of movement. I sucked in my breath when I realized I was looking at a large white bear. I don’t think the fastest man alive could have caught up with me. I ran to the house without as much as a glance back. 
 
    * 
 
    “A vhite bear … and volves?” Siv looked doubtful. “Polar bears don’t come dis far south; maybe it was albino…” She looked to my father.   
 
    He was helping our neighbor load tranquilizers into the rifles he’d brought over. “I’m going to take a look. Ole is going with me.” They both walked out the door and headed in the direction I mentioned. 
 
    Siv turned back to me, “Maria, I know someding frightened you, but are you sure you saw a bear and volves? Might it have been a few large dogs? There are several very large breeds…” 
 
     “Yes, I saw them clearly.” 
 
    “Okay, okay…” She patted my hand, “I know Ole, he’s been hunting and trapping for decades. If they run across the volves, dey’ll get dem darted and sent to the nearest preserve.” 
 
    Wrapped in a quilt my mother had made, I held my hot cocoa in both hands while staring out the window. I could hear Siv puttering around the house. I knew one thing for certain, the white bear from my childhood was real. Now I needed to find out if I could talk with him. Good thing Liz was gone at school; she’d probably make fun of me. 
 
     The small cuckoo clock told me it was nearing noon. Where was dad? It shouldn’t be taking this long. Just then he and Ole came out of the trees, rifles leaning on their shoulders. They stomped their feet before entering the house. 
 
    “We found da tracks, dey led far into the voods; too far to search for on foot.” Ole said placing his gun down he took a mug from Siv. “Takk.” He blew on it before sipping. “One or more of da volves vere vounded; dere was a lot of blood.” 
 
    I wondered if the bear was hurt. My dad responded to my concerned face, “I doubt they’d come back here. No need to worry. I’m going out with Ole to the old trapper cabins. We’ll look for the wolves out that way. Aunt Helen used to rent them out during hunting season years ago. We may just start doing that again if we can get them fixed up.” 
 
    I suddenly felt an irrational desire to go to the cabin with them. “I’m going with you,” I declared. 
 
    Dad frowned. “I don’t think that’s a good idea, this may be dangerous…” 
 
    “I have to go with you. I can’t explain it… I ... I’ll stay inside if that is what you want but I’m going with you.” I was prepared to go on but he stopped me with a smile. 
 
    He put his hand on my shoulder. “Maria…” he sighed. “You’ve grown up. I just realized that if you were a son, I’d have no objections on taking you. Of course, if that is what you want, you can come with us. We’ll be leaving first thing in the morning.” 
 
    * 
 
    After eating breakfast we helped Ole with his horses. Siv waved as we rode into the woods. The air was turning colder and the daylight was getting shorter. It wasn’t winter yet, but we needed to hurry before the weather turned. We didn’t know the severity of the repairs needed to the cabins.  
 
    Sunlight trickled down on us and I removed my scarf as midday approached. It was such a lovely ride I forgot to be afraid. I saw the shimmering of a lake through the trees. The path wound its way down before leaving the woods. Three cabins with grass roofs could be seen along the edge of the lake. The first one was in decent condition. The second badly needed repair. The third needed a new door and a few holes patched in the roof. 
 
    “Why don’t you take that one while we get to work?” Ole indicated the first cabin. 
 
    I dismounted and tied my horse to a post. We’d been riding half the day so I took the saddle off and exchanged the bridle for a halter. My horse started eating grass while I brushed out his sweaty coat. I missed this. Back home I used to ride my friends horse on the weekends. Maybe Ole would let me ride. Heck, we could afford a horse now, maybe I could get one of my own. I picked up the saddle and pack and took them into the cabin. Thick dust covered every surface. There was a table with two chairs in one corner, an old bed with a rolled up mattress, two cabinets by the door and a small fireplace on the back wall. I grabbed the broom from the corner and got to work.  
 
    The sun was getting low on the horizon by the time I had the cabin tidy. I’d started some dinner cooking on the fire, the aroma of baked beans and biscuits waft through the air. My dad and Ole came in. 
 
    “It’s going to take us the better part of a veek to fix up the two cabins da first one should be mostly done tomorrow. Den ve’ll move into dat one and give you some privacy,” said Ole. He took a swig from his water bottle.  
 
    After dinner the men rolled out their beds and we went to sleep early. 
 
    My father shook me gently awake. It was barely light outside. He and Ole were going to be scouting around the vicinity of camp for any wolf or bear sign. I should expect them back before lunch. 
 
    While Father accompanied Ole into the woods, I sat on the steps to the small cabin which I called my own, warming my hands on a cup of hot cocoa. The lake reflected the mountains, the clouds, the sky. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, tilting my head back relishing the little warmth the sun provided.  
 
    Despite how peaceful it was here I couldn’t quite relax. Something was chipping away at my solitude, a disquiet that I couldn't define. Opening my eyes, I looked around. The birdsong that I’d enjoyed earlier was silent now. It was as if the forest had eyes. Scanning the treeline, I saw nothing out of the ordinary. A shiver ran up my spine. Father and Ole were in trouble. I could feel it. 
 
    No. I shook my head. Even so, I found myself reaching for my rifle. Forcing myself to walk the same path they left on, all the while telling myself this was stupid, and I should stay put. Even though I was not a tracker like Ole, their footprints and disturbed ground cover made it easy to follow. 
 
    I came upon a shallow dry streambed and had just stepped into it when a rifle sounded followed by shouts and growls. Clambering up the other bank I peeked around a large trunk. I couldn’t see anything from where I was. My heart was pounding, making it hard to hear. Each step seemed to find every twig and crunchy leaf. My rife was pressed firmly into my shoulder even though my hands shook. Then a wolf stepped into view followed by two more. 
 
    Father and Ole were up in a tree and I was now looking rather tasty.  
 
    “Maria, look out!” father shouted.  
 
    I dove to the side as another rifle blast went off near me. Something heavy fell on my legs. Suddenly a bear roared. The white bear was in the clearing standing on his hind legs and roared again. 
 
    I struggled to push the heavy wolf off my legs when arms wrapped around me and pulled me away. Then we were running, Father, Ole, and I. The sound of thrashing and snarling fading behind us. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    I knew it! And he’s protecting me. I hope the wolves didn’t hurt him. What if Dad or Ole had shot him? I shivered. Father had been furious with me. ‘Why hadn't I stayed put? I could have been killed. We’d discuss this in the morning.’ I unlatched the door to my cabin - it creaked with protest as I pushed it open. The fire had burned down while we were gone. I quickly latched the door shut and turned to stoke the fire. Movement from the corner caught my eye and I jumped back, expecting a wolf. 
 
    Reaching behind me I groped for anything to protect myself with. My fingers wrapped around something hard and cylindrical. I brought it up to my face and saw it was a candle. Great weapon, maybe whatever it is will wait for me to light it so I can burn them.  
 
    The thing slowly came toward me and morphed into a man shape. “Please don’t be frightened,” he said. 
 
    I did feel a little better that it wasn’t a wolf or bear but realizing that there was a strange man in my cabin didn’t exactly put me at ease. “Uh, who are you?” 
 
    The man stopped his approach. “My name is Valimon.” 
 
    Something about his name and the sound of his voice calmed me, felt familiar. 
 
    “Valimon? What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I wanted to make sure you were safe after the wolf attack.” 
 
    I slowly sat on the edge of the table, fumbling with the candle in my hands. “You were there? You saw the bear then?” 
 
    He gave a soft breathy laugh. “Yes, I saw the bear.” His frame visibly relaxed. 
 
    “It’s so dark in here, let me get this fire going.” I moved to put more wood on the fire. But he grabbed my arm, stopping me. I flinched. 
 
    “Please don’t. You can’t see me.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    He released my arm and there was a moment of silence. “I’ve been cursed.” 
 
    I stepped back. Cursed. “Um… Okay. I think it's time for you to uh…” 
 
    “Wait, Maria.” he reached out to me but didn’t touch me. “I am the bear.” 
 
    It felt as though time stopped. I thought back to when I first met him. I’d gotten lost in the woods when he found me. He kept me warm and helped me find my way back to the house. Father tolerated my stories but Aunt Helen detested them. After a while I stopped talking about my bear. Only Liz knew that I continued to visit him in the woods but she didn’t believe me either. 
 
    “Val?” I called him the name I’d always known him as. I suppose Valimon was too difficult for a toddler to pronounce. “How did this happen?” 
 
    He shifted his weight and cleared his throat. “We banished a witch for practicing dark magic. She vowed revenge and cast a curse on me. Now, I’m a bear during the day and a man for a few hours at night.” 
 
    “Oh, Val, I’m so sorry. Is there any way for you to break this curse?” 
 
    “Yes. If I managed to wed the curse could be broken. But I mustn't show my face to anyone or I’d have to marry the witch.” 
 
    “Wait, how old are you, Valimon?” the thought occurred to me that he must be much older than me. 20 years, give or take. 
 
    “I will be celebrating my twenty and fourth year in just another month.” 
 
    I sat on the edge of the table again. “How? How is that possible? You should be much older than that. I met you when I was a little girl.” 
 
    Val let out a soft breath, “Yes, I wondered that myself. I think time works differently on each side of the portal. I’ve come to your home once every year, but each time you’ve grown by several years. When I return home, it’s as if no time has passed. My curse only happened four years ago. Each time I came, I felt that I was being led to your house but, until recently, I wasn’t sure why.” 
 
    My pulse quickened, “you’ve found what you’re looking for?” 
 
    There was a pause. I thought maybe he wasn’t going to answer me.  
 
    Then he said, in a whisper, “Yes, I think I have.” 
 
    * 
 
    He came to visit me every night. I didn’t tell my father. What was I supposed to tell him? But I felt safe with Valimon, more than safe, I felt we had a bond, without trying to sound too corny it was like we were soulmates. We talked for hours late into the night. I longed to see his face.  
 
     Morning found me hammering and cutting wood. I’d insisted on doing as much as I could and not being treated “like a girl”. By the time lunch rolled around I was sore and had blisters on both hands. 
 
    “It’s ok to take a break,” said dad. 
 
    “Ok, maybe I’ll take some pictures.” 
 
    “Sounds great, just don’t wander too far. We haven’t seen any sign of the wolves after that attack but there were bear tracks not too far out.” 
 
    I started taking pictures of the cabins and some fallen trees. As I wandered along the shoreline I began to feel drawn toward something, almost like I was being led. I found myself following a game trail. Oh, good. Now I can get lost and get eaten by wolves. I came to a clearing, a little round meadow. Straight across from me was a shimmering archway. It looked like a window to another place. Did I just step into one of my fairy tales? This can’t be real. I saw rolling hills with lush green grass and wildflowers. 
 
    There was rustling in the grass behind me. I slowly turned around. At the edge of the wood sat a large white bear.  
 
    “Valimon!” I ran to him and wrapped my arms around his furry neck. 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you,” he said. “This is the portal to my kingdom. I want you to come with me. I want you to be my bride.” 
 
    I know I should have been shocked. I should have been weirded out. But I felt none of that. I knew I needed to go with him, back to his kingdom - to marry him. I could break the curse. 
 
    Giddy at the thought of living my own fairytale, I’d found my prince and I was going to have the happily ever after that I read about. 
 
    “How do I explain this to my father?”  
 
    “That choice is yours.” 
 
    I hugged him again, “I will be back. I will find a way. I promise.” 
 
    I walked out of the woods, following the same game trail. Now that I was approaching my father I realized how preposterous my tale would sound. Hey dad! So, I met the white bear. You know, my childhood playmate, the one that saved our lives the other day. Well, he’s really a man and he wants me to marry him and go through a portal to live in his magical Kingdom. 
 
    I waved as I approached, “Hi, how’s it going?” 
 
    My dad and Ole returned the greeting. Dad said, “Just fine. Are you enjoying your time here?” 
 
    “Um… yeah, it’s so beautiful. It’ll be hard to leave.” 
 
    My dad nodded. 
 
    “Dad, I’ve decided to do a bit of sightseeing. Around Norway, I mean. Since we’ve been here, I’ve hardly left the house.” I decided then that there’d be no way he’d understand the truth, I just hopped he believed the flimsy excuse for my leaving. 
 
    He stopped, took off his hat, rubbed his forehead with a bandana and placed his hat back on. “I think that’s an excellent idea. Liz has really taken to living here. I was hoping you’d follow her example and go off to school or something,” he paused, held up a hand, “that didn’t come out the way I meant. Would you like anyone to go with you? I’m sure Siv would like some time off.” 
 
    “Oh, no I, I think this is something I should do on my own. In fact, I’d like to go right away. I’m sure I can find my way home.” 
 
    “Not tonight. I’ll take you first thing in the morning. There’s no rush, right?” 
 
    I looked at the sky. The sun was going to set in a few hours. “Right. No rush. I’ll get dinner started.” 
 
    I paced my small cabin. I couldn’t tell if I was more nervous or excited. This was the biggest thing I’d ever done in my life. Up until now, I thought my life was rather dull and adventureless. That night I hardly slept. I was up by dawn cinching the saddle when Dad stepped out of his cabin. 
 
    “Raring to go? I’m glad to see you so excited about something,” dad hugged me and gave me a boost into the saddle. He then mounted his own horse and started toward home. We didn’t talk much on the way, it was midday by the time we got there. Siv made us some lunch and Dad decided to head back before it got too late. 
 
    “I want you to check in every day. I want to know where you are and where you will be headed,” he smiled, “Don't forget, Liz will be coming home for winter break in three weeks.” He paused then dug into his pocket and handed me a wad of cash, “Have fun and be careful.” 
 
    It dawned on me that I might never see him again. Tears sprang to my eyes. “I love you dad.” 
 
    He smiled down at me from atop his horse, cleared his throat and said, “Love you too.” 
 
    I hadn’t heard those words from him much before, I had to bite my lip and blink a few times to avoid breaking down. I watched him ride away until he was out-of-sight. 
 
    I gave Siv a hug. “Thank you so much for everything you’ve done for me, for us.” 
 
    “You are very velcome,” she said returning my hug.  
 
    As I pulled away I saw her concerned expression. “I’m just nervous. I’ve never really done anything on my own before,” I shrugged my shoulders and headed up stairs, then ran to my room and called Liz while I packed a small bag of fresh clothes. Unfortunately she didn’t answer. She hardly ever did. I hated to leave a message but I also didn’t want to hear any criticising at the moment. I took a shower to wash off all the grime of the last few days, then went to bed after dinner. 
 
    It seemed like forever but I finally fell asleep. I awoke in the middle of the night from a dream where I’d had children but a bear stole them away. The dream left me unnerved.  
 
    Waking before dawn, I dressed and snuck downstairs to grab a quick breakfast before saddling my horse. I didn’t want to explain to Siv why I’d rather take a horse than use the taxi she had coming for me. My excitement began to fade into nervousness, but I brushed that away. I was going to do this. I cinched up the saddle and patted the horse’s neck before swinging my leg over its back. This morning was quite a bit cooler than the previous mornings. Small lazy flakes of snow drifted aimlessly to the ground. The forest was still, unlike the first time we rode through, it had been full of birdsong. The cloud cover made it darker as well. 
 
    The few inches of snow on the ground made it more difficult to find my way. I stopped several times and changed directions more often than I probably should. By midday I was hopelessly lost. If only I could find that lake. I dismounted and took a short break to eat a small lunch I’d packed. My horse snorted and stomped a hoof. Instantly on edge, I looked around. Trees, trees, more trees… snow, white… movement! My horse suddenly whinnied and reared. Breaking the branch he was tied to and took off. “No! Come back!” 
 
    I had no other choice but to climb a tree. If the wolves were back I couldn’t outrun them and the horse just ran off with my gun. The sturdy branches were all too high to reach. I heard a growl.  
 
    A nearby tree looked climbable. I dashed for it and climbed as fast as I could. I almost fell out as something took hold of my boot. I screamed, craning my neck as far as I could, a large white wolf had the heel of my boot in his jaws. Both of my arms were wrapped around a branch; my legs dangling like tasty sausage links. I brought down my free foot as hard as I could on the wolves’ snout. With a yelp, he let go of me. I was then able to climb high enough so they couldn’t reach me. I now had no choice but to stay put. Four hungry looking wolves circled the tree. They looked intent on staying there until I died. Tears welled up. No fairy tale life for me. No regular life either. What was I doing? 
 
    The day passed slowly. The wolves eventually lay down and appeared to be sleeping. I knew better, they were guarding me; waiting for me to slip up so they could pounce. My butt was sore and cold and my legs were stiff. Trees weren’t the most comfortable place to spend the last day of your life in. I knew if I fell asleep I’d fall off this branch. The day wore on into night. There must have been a thick blanket of clouds or a new moon because I couldn’t see a thing. With night the temperature dropped and I began to shiver.  
 
    I knew it was probably pointless but I started yelling. “Help! Help! Somebody, I’m caught in a tree and there are a bunch of hungry wolves here!”  
 
    Surprisingly, I didn’t have to wait long. I saw firelight coming toward me. A torch was held by someone completely covered head to toe. I guessed it was a man from the stature and way he held himself. The wolves stood and growled. The man swung the torch back and forth causing the wolves to scatter. One wolf leapt at the man but got burned by the swinging torch. With a yelp it ran off to join the others. 
 
    “They’re gone, you can come down now,” the man said. 
 
    I stiffly began my descent but ended up awkwardly falling into his arms. I looked up at him but couldn’t see his face; there was only a slit where he could see out from. I imagined him smiling at my clumsiness. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” He asked. 
 
    All I could do was shake my head. I felt my cheeks burning. I looked down and pushed myself away. “Thank you. I got lost and my horse ran away.” 
 
    “It’s me, Valemon.” 
 
    “Oh! Of course, I should have realized.” I felt pretty stupid. “How did you find me?” 
 
    “I had a feeling you were in danger. I just started running, then I heard your call.” 
 
    Valemon wrapped his arm around my waist and assisted me in walking until I was able to get some feeling in my legs. He didn’t let go of my hand, his fingers entwined with mine. 
 
    “I’m sorry you have to leave your family behind. I know what a sacrifice this must be for you.” He looked at me briefly while guiding me through the woods. “I hope you will come to love your new home. My father died many years ago and I have no siblings. All I have is my mother.” 
 
    “I hope she’ll like me,” I said. 
 
    “She will adore you.” Valemon trailed a finger down my cheek. “Are you happy?” 
 
    I blushed again. “Yes,” I whispered. Searching his face I couldn’t even see his eyes in the torchlight. We walked a little longer before the trees opened into the little grove I had seen a few days earlier. Valemon put the torch out in the snow before leading me through the portal. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    It was day on the other side of the portal. Valemon changed into a bear as soon as he stepped through. The sun was bright and warm, there was no snow and flowers blanketed the rolling hills. Beyond the hills a dense forest covered the base of a hazy mountain range. I ducked instinctively as a loud buzzing whirred past my ear and was delighted to see a stationary hummingbird, just out of reach, watch me for a moment before zooming off. I giggled and bent down to pluck a flower that reminded me of a daisy. 
 
    “Climb onto my back, it will be a long walk.” 
 
    I carefully grabbed a fistful of fur and swung my leg over his back, marveling at the beauty of this land. “Why is it not winter here?” I asked. 
 
    “I live in the Summer land. We don’t have winter here; flowers always bloom, the weather is always fine.” 
 
    “Does that mean there is a Winter land?” 
 
    “And a Spring and an Autumn,” he said. 
 
    I smiled at the thought of that while trying to stifle a yawn. His back was broad and soft, so I took my coat off and used it as a pillow, waking later well rested. Off in the distance was a castle. I blinked and rubbed my eyes. It looked every bit like a fairytale castle. It was made of light grey stone with three towers and an outer wall; beyond that were orchards and fields of wheat. As we got closer we entered a village, people came out of their houses and started cheering. I felt a little self-conscious but realized that the people must love Valemon and longed for his happiness. By the time we neared the castle, word of his return had spread and we were escorted by guards through the gates.  
 
    A finely dressed woman stood at the top of the stairs. I assumed it was Valemon’s mother. She had a kind smile and friendly demeanor. She turned to Valemon. “My heart rejoices to see you safely home again. And you found her. Welcome, dear child. You must be exhausted from your long journey. Come in and get some refreshment.” 
 
    We ate a splendid meal, in a grand dining hall, after which I was led to a bedchamber where the bed took up almost half of the considerable sized room. Elaborately decorated curtains could be drawn around the bed for more privacy. I dressed in a fine silk nightgown and literally climbed into bed. There was a short step ladder by the bedside for just that purpose. As I fell asleep, I imagined Valemon coming into my room to wish me goodnight, perhaps it was a dream. 
 
    I was awoken the next morning by a maid bringing me breakfast in bed. Another maid introduced herself as Ann - she was to be my personal maid. She laid out a dress on the foot of my bed and both women stood attentive while I finished my breakfast. I climbed out of bed and touched the silky gown, thinking it was the loveliest dress I’d ever seen. I felt a tug on my nightgown string and it dropped to the floor. With an embarrassed squeak I crouched to gather my gown around my naked body. There was a small giggle followed by a harsh reprimand that I couldn’t make out. I looked up and saw Ann holding some sort undergarment and the other girl, scarlet faced, staring intently at the floor. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, we are to assist you into your dress, m’lady,” Ann said with a slight smile. 
 
    Cheeks burning, I mumbled an apology and slowly stood, my hands cupped over my breasts. 
 
     It didn’t take long for them to dress me once I was covered a little more. Ann had me sit in front of a mirror while she brushed and styled my hair before leading me to another room where the queen and Valemon waited. I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to curtsey or not but they didn’t seem to notice or were nice enough not to mention any blunders I might be making. 
 
    Without pretense, the queen stated, “We shall have your wedding in two days’ time. You needn’t concern yourself with the details, I have everything planned. Valemon will show you around the kingdom and see to your needs in the meantime.” She waved us off and called a servant to her side. 
 
    I walked down the hall with Valemon, the bear, by my side. “Is your mother always this way?” I asked. 
 
    He tilted his great furry head as if thinking of a response. “Mother is the most caring thoughtful person I know. She would go above and beyond to help someone, even if it was not exactly what was expected or wanted.” 
 
    I lay a hand on his shoulders as we walked. “I wish we had more time to get to know each other. Will I ever see you as a man?” 
 
    He stopped walking and turned to me. “I will be able to visit you every night as a man but you cannot see me as a man. I wish it could be different.” He hesitated before adding, “Maybe someday. I know you must wonder how can he think he loves me but I do; I just feel it stronger than I’ve felt anything. I feel like I’ve always loved you.” 
 
    A tear slid down my cheek.  
 
    Valemon said, “I’m sorry, do I frighten you?” 
 
    “No, what you said is exactly how I feel too.” I buried my face in his fur, wishing that he could hold me. 
 
    For the rest of the day and the next, he showed me the castle grounds, the orchards and the surrounding village. We talked and laughed. People watched us; their faces a mix of emotions: excitement, curiosity, compassion. That evening Valemon asked me to meet him in the library. When I got there it was dark and empty and though there was a fire in the fireplace a screen blocked out most of the light. I had just wrapped my shawl around my shoulders when I was startled by movement from the far side of the room. 
 
    “Maria, I know we are to be wed tomorrow but I had to see you again, this time as a man, not a bear,” Valemon said. He walked over and sat down by me.  
 
    I could only just make out a silhouette. He took my hand in his and brought it to his lips. “I wanted to explain more about my past to you.” He still held my hand, his thumb gently rubbing the back of it. “I was betrothed since birth to a girl named Vivika. I imagined myself in love with her but when it was discovered she practiced dark magic, she was banished from this kingdom.”  
 
    Valemon’s voice was unsteady. I felt touched in his confiding what must have been a painful part of his past. My pulse quickened. I reached up and touched his face. I searched it with my fingertips like a blind person would, to try and “see” what he looked like. He had a strong jawline, thick brows, a straight nose and full lips. When I touched his lips he kissed each of my fingers. He then pulled me closer to him, one hand on the small of my back and the other behind my head and pressed his lips to mine.  
 
    I thought my heart would beat right out of my chest. Both of my hands gripped the front of his shirt. His mouth moved with such passion. I’d never felt this way before. I wanted more. I ran my fingers up into his hair. Nothing ever felt so wonderful, so right, before this. He stopped and touched his forehead to mine. We were both breathing heavily.  
 
    “I think I’d better say goodnight… until tomorrow,” he said. He pressed his lips to mine briefly before walking out the door. 
 
    I sat there for quite a while after that, reliving what had just happened. My first and only kiss happened the day before we’d left for Norway. My best friend since childhood, whom I’d never felt anything more than friendship for, had been helping us pack when he suddenly leaned over and kissed me. It wasn’t just a peck on the cheek, it was like mouth to mouth resuscitation. I had to push him away and wipe my mouth with my sleeve. I’m sure it hurt his feelings but he had played it off like it was nothing. 
 
     I closed my eyes and touched my lips. I doubted I could sleep that night. For all the wondering what Valemon looked like, I wouldn’t care anymore if he always kissed me like that.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Somehow I’d managed to sleep a little. I sat in front of a mirror dressed in my wedding gown as Ann worked on my hair. I frowned thinking about my dad and my sister, wishing they could be here for this special day. 
 
    “Are you alright Miss?”  
 
    I looked up as my maid was putting some flowers into my braids. “Yes, just nervous, I guess.” I smiled to reassure her. 
 
    “King Valemon is a good man. Don’t worry he’ll be a kind husband”. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “There we are.” She pronounced pinning the last flower. 
 
    I looked into the mirror and really looked at myself for the first time. I was gorgeous. My cheeks were the tiniest flushed, my eyes (despite little sleep) were bright, and the braids in my hair were intricately interwoven with the flowers.  
 
    “You are amazing Ann” 
 
    She blushed, “I do my best m’lady.” 
 
    Our wedding was a grand affair. It seemed everyone from the kingdom attended. The ceremony was a little different though, since he was a bear we couldn’t kiss and there wasn’t a ring exchange but he picked up a gold chain necklace in this mouth and placed it over my head. The people cheered and threw flower petals while we walked down the aisle together. There was a feast afterward that lasted all day.  
 
    That night I was so nervous as I waited for Valemon come to my darkened chamber. I couldn’t decide if I should stay in my wedding gown, or slip into my nightgown. The thought of wearing nothing was too embarrassing. I finally decided on my nightgown. 
 
    There was a light tap on the door and Valemon entered quietly. He stood by the door for a few heartbeats. Must be as nervous as I am, I thought, fumbling with the front of my gown. Then, moving to me he touched my face and gently kissed my lips. His kisses moved down my neck to my collarbone as his hands slid down my arms pushing my nightgown off my shoulders, it fell to the floor. Every caress, every touch of his lips made me feel more alive than I’d ever been. My nerves slowly vanished with each passing moment. I knew from this moment on Valemon and I would be one. Our hearts were entwined forever, never to part. 
 
    * 
 
    With Valemon busy assisting his mother with courtly duties, I found myself alone much of the time. Ann accompanied me whenever I wished to leave the castle. I loved to go for long horseback rides each afternoon. One of my favorite places to ride was the orchards. As we approached the last row of trees a distant howl broke cut off all birdsong.  
 
    “The witches’ minions. White wolves, that do her bidding.” Ann flicked her reins and we turned back toward the castle. 
 
    “The wolves are the witches’? She’s been sending them after me all this time.” I should have realized she would try to stop Valemon from breaking the curse. 
 
    “Oh no, m’lady.” Ann put herself between me and the pack of wolves that ran into view. They stopped short surrounding us, growling. The horses threw their heads and whinnied but did not run. Then all at once the wolves lay down where they stood; looking as docile as any dog. A hooded figure in a rich red velvet cloak slowly approached, one hand resting on the haunches of the largest wolf that walked alongside. 
 
    “You’ve made it past my wolves. Congratulations on your wedding. Though I should warn you, he’s already married to me.” She laughed a deep throaty laugh. “What? Why so alarmed, surely Valemon told you. He and I were promised to each other since childhood. We said our vows not that long ago. Valemon told me that he loved me. That he felt it stronger than he’d felt anything. He knew that he had always loved me.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to her m’lady …” Ann gasped and grabbed her throat unable to speak. 
 
    My face burned with rage. Vivika was the witch. No wonder, Valemon had a hard time telling me about his past. I said nothing but clenched my hands into fists. 
 
     Vivika stroked the fur of wolf next to her. “None of that matters. There is no way to break the curse. In just a few short years he will have to come to me. There is nothing you can do. Go home, you don’t belong here. I’m sure you miss your family immensely. Hurry back to them. Time works differently on each side of the portal. Your family grows old while you waste your time here. Soon they will all be dead, and there will be nothing left for you but memories.” 
 
    Lies. Lies, my mind screamed. My horse snorted and pawed the ground. “I don’t believe you.” My voice shook slightly. 
 
    I could see her lips curl into a smile. “You will never find happiness here. Any joy will be short-lived. The curse will see to that.” She waved her arm through the air and suddenly she and the wolves were gone. 
 
    “You mustn’t believe her. They never married, she was banished before the wedding.” Ann looked at me imploringly. 
 
    Moving a few paces away, I crossed my arms, hugging myself. “What if she’s right about the curse? What can I do? Valemon doesn’t seem to be able to tell me anything. Maybe he doesn’t know either.” I spoke out-loud but it was mostly to myself. Luckily Ann didn’t try and answer my questions. She wouldn’t know the answers. I kicked my horse into a gallop and Ann followed me back to the castle in silence. 
 
    I thought less and less deeply about how to break the curse as time passed. But I did ponder about the time difference the portal created between this world and mine. Was my family growing older more quickly? Did they even know I was gone yet? I pushed these questioned into the back of my mind as life here continued with much happiness, despite the warning from Vivika. One afternoon I walked through the apple orchard with Ann, my round belly and swollen ankles making me miserable. I was so excited and ready to have this baby. I’d been having pains in my lower back all morning and decided a walk would do some good. I had just taken a bite from an apple when my water broke.  
 
    “Oh!” The apple fell to the ground forgotten, as I grabbed my belly. 
 
    Ann took my arm in hers, “M’lady, we must get you inside.” 
 
    As the hours passed the pains went from uncomfortable to unimaginable. Sweat tickled its way down the back of my neck. Why wouldn’t someone open a window! I gripped the bedpost and panted in between contractions. Then the pain would grow and I would begin to shake, uncontrollable tremors ran through my body. After what seemed like ages there was so much pressure I thought I was about to relieve myself. And then a terrible burning pain. 
 
    “Push M’lady. Tis time.” 
 
    Push? I thought. It hurts too much. If I push I’ll rip open. 
 
    I felt a cool rag on my head. Someone spoke in pleasant tones into my ear. I was almost done. My baby was almost here. 
 
    And so I pushed. 
 
    * 
 
    I lay in bed exhausted but jubilant. In my arms was the most perfect little person I’d ever seen. I brought her to my breast, which she accepted hungrily.  
 
    There was a tap at the door and Ann announced the queen. She sat down on the bed by me. “She is beautiful, like her mother.” 
 
    “Thank you. You have been so kind.” 
 
    The baby fell asleep and stopped nursing. “Here, let me take her to her cradle. You need rest.” 
 
    I lay back and watched as my mother-in-law lovingly wrapped my daughter in a blanket and placed her in the cradle. Suddenly there was a crack of lightning and rain fell on the window panes. Valemon’s mother looked up with a start.  
 
    “We don’t get storms very often,” she said trying to sound comforting. I sensed she was hiding something but couldn’t fight sleep any longer.  
 
    I awoke with another crack of thunder. The window blew open and banged noisily against the wall. Blinking my heavy eyelids, I watched as rain formed a puddle on the floor. Sleep beckoned me but I fought it off by sitting up in bed. With heavy blinks I stumbled to the window and latched them shut. The puddle could wait until morning. I stubbed my toe on the way back to bed. Trying to be quiet and to ignore the pulsating pain, I bit my lip and pulled the blankets up to my chin.  
 
     That is when I noticed the cradle. It was overturned.  
 
    “No!” 
 
    Throwing my blankets to the side, I stumbled out of bed as Ann burst into my room. In that instant I remembered my dream that night before leaving the real world behind. The bear stole my baby away. “Valemon!” I screamed out of rage and anguish. 
 
    All I could hear beyond the storm was laughter; wicked laughter, that faded away to nothing. 
 
    That night as I sat in the dark with a blanket (that brought no comfort) pulled close, hugging my knees to my chest, I heard my bedroom door creak open. My tears had long since run dry. I felt like an empty vessel. As empty as the overturned bassinet.  
 
    Ann had tried to put the room to order earlier but I yelled at her to get out. Now, soft footsteps approached. 
 
    “Maria?” It was spoken barely above a whisper. A shiver ran down my spine. How dare he talk to me. 
 
    “Love, I came as soon as…” his hands touched me. I tensed. Anger flooding me. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” I shook off his hands. “How could you take my daughter away from me?” Even though I couldn’t see him my aim was good as I slapped him hard across the face, causing my hand to sting. 
 
    My outrage was met by silence. 
 
     We stood facing each other in the dark for some time. My anger slowly leaking away, leaving behind room for the misery to return and once again fill it’s void. 
 
    My shoulders shook as my silent sobs racked my body. His strong hands caught me as I began to crumple to the floor. Valemon enfolded me into his arms and held me tight to his chest. I listened to his heart beat its steady rhythm though his breathing seemed to be as ragged as my own. Warm tears hit my forehead and ran down my cheek. 
 
    I reached up and caressed where I was sure I’d left a handprint across his face. He took my hand and pressed his lips to it. “I’m so sorry, I’ve brought this misery upon you. It’s my fault Vivika will not allow us any happiness,” his arms tightened around me. “I can promise it won't be forever.” 
 
    * 
 
    “How?” It came out as a whisper. I felt him shift his weight. I repeated my question, louder this time. “How is it your fault? How can you know this curse won't last forever?” I pushed myself away enough to look up at him, even though I couldn’t see him. 
 
    Valemon gently tucked some stray hair behind my ear. “I can’t tell you how to break the curse. If I did then I’d have to marry her.” He pressed his forehead to mine and took a deep breath. “I should have told you more about my past before now. I’m sorry.” He took my hands and led me to the chairs my maids usually occupied. We sat and he continued “My father and Vivika’s father, the king from the Autumn Land, agreed that when we were of age we would be wed. 
 
    “Vivika and I spent our youth together as playmates. Things changed as we aged and I thought myself in love with her. Our fathers feuded - I never knew what it was about because not long after their bodies were found together in the throne room…” I heard Valemon stand and pace in front of me. “Unfortunately, it was discovered soon after, that Vivika practiced dark magic. Dark magic is against the law, my hands were tied, I had to banish her. I was sickened that she would be so deceitful. The curse was her parting gift to me.” 
 
     Feeling for his arm, I took his hand and kissed it. “I’m sorry for your loss. And for thinking you could take our daughter away from me.” I began to weep again. “It hurts so much.” 
 
    “I know,” once again he enfolded me into his arms and held me. “I know.” 
 
    * 
 
    Time passed slowly, as my heart built emotional scar tissue over the gaping hole left behind by the loss of our daughter. One year turned into two and I found that I was expecting our second child. Surely this time would be different. I gave birth to twin girls that night and Valemon was able to see them come into the world.  
 
    I slept fitfully, waking often to check on the babies. Ann and another servant sat nearby keeping watch. After two days I started to relax, perhaps nothing would happen this time. That night a terrible storm raged. Light illuminated the bedroom with each flash of lightning. I could see my babies sleeping peacefully and marveled that thunder didn’t wake them. On the third flash I found myself staring into the empty cavities of the bassinets.  
 
    They were gone.  
 
    I was too numb with shock to even cry. “Where are my babies?” lurching out of bed and falling, I crawled across the floor, and raked through the blankets. It felt as though my heart had been ripped out of my chest. Instinctively pressing my hands into the wound, I struggled to breathe, gasping painful ragged breaths. I doubted I would feel anything beyond this emptiness ever again. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    I don’t know how long I sat there but it must have been a long time. I heard people come and go. I heard voices but didn’t understand them. Ann knelt down in front of me, took my hands in hers and begged me to eat something, she was crying. I couldn’t understand why she would cry, I was the one who’d lost my children. Where was my husband? I heard his voice but didn’t understand the words. Then he spoke again. I slowly turned toward the door.  
 
    The white bear said, “I’ll take you to the portal so you can visit your family. You need to see them again.” 
 
    My family.  
 
    Yes, I wanted to see my sister and Father and Siv. I weakly got up and ate and dressed in my old clothes; all on autopilot. Then I climbed onto the back of the bear. He took me to the portal and seeing it was day in my world continued to take me all the way to my old house. He waited for me in the woods while I walked up to the house. Nothing felt real. It felt like I’d left the real world and was now in a fairytale. I knocked at the back door. It felt odd doing so, but it also didn’t seem right to walk in unannounced. 
 
    Siv opened the door. “Maria! Vut are you doing outside so early?”  
 
    I wracked my brain trying to think of an explanation. When nothing came to mind, I burst into tears. Siv wrapped me in her arms and brought me inside. After warming up with a mug of cocoa, Siv drew me a bath. I appreciated she didn’t load me down with questions. While soaking in the bath, I began to wonder about the time difference on each side of the portal. 
 
    When Valemon comes to my home, time stops in his land. The next time he visits, years have passed in my land. I was in the other side of the portal for many years but Siv didn’t seem to think I’d been gone. That doesn't make sense! At least I know Vivika was wrong. My family didn’t grow old and die, time had stopped for me while I was gone. 
 
    I started crying again and decided not to think about it right now. 
 
    * 
 
    There was a knock on my bedroom door. “Maria, you need to get some fresh air. You’ve spent the last two months in your room.” 
 
    I looked at Liz. “When did you get home?” She looked good. I bet she was happy and everything was going well for her. 
 
    “After the first semester, I decided to take a semester off.” She gave me a sideways glance. “Don’t ask,” she rolled her eyes. “Anyway, Dad was furious but, whatever.”  
 
    Liz put a hand on her hip and stared me down. “You seriously need to get out. You look like a zombie.” She threw open the curtains causing the harsh winter light to momentarily blind me. Blinking, I stared dumbly at the dust motes swirling in the air. Liz moved closer and pulled the blankets off me. “Whew! You smell like zombie too! Com’on.” She was surprisingly strong as she helped me out of bed and into the bathroom.  
 
    I gingerly tested the hot water she’d run. 
 
    “Don’t expect me to bathe you too. It’s almost noon, I’m going to help Siv make some lunch. I expect you to join us,” she leaned close, pointing a finger at me, her eyes intense. “Don’t make me come back up here again.” 
 
    And then she was gone. I let out a sigh and slipped into the water. 
 
     For weeks Liz pushed me to get out of bed and do regular human activities like brushing my teeth. As weeks turned into months my depression lessened enough that we drove to town, shopped, ate, watched movies, and went horseback riding. It almost felt like my life with Valemon was just a fairytale. But I knew I’d given birth. The loss of my daughters was keen in my memory. Each day as I dressed, I felt the weight of the golden chain around my neck. I missed my husband.  
 
    I couldn’t hold it in anymore. Even if Liz didn’t believe me, I had to tell her. She already thought I was crazy, so telling her wouldn't make matters worse. 
 
    Liz was lying on her bed listening to music and playing with her phone when I burst into her room. “Liz, I have so much to tell you. You are going to think I’m crazy but I really just need you to listen right now, okay?” 
 
    I told her about the bear king Valemon and how he was cursed. I told her about the portal and my wedding and finally about losing my babies. Tears streamed my face. 
 
    “Maria, you’re right, it does sound crazy. But, I can tell you aren’t lying. I just don’t know what to think.” 
 
    I pulled the gold chain from under my shirt. “I know this isn’t much evidence…” 
 
    Liz fingered the chain and said, “A necklace.” She didn’t look convinced, rather she looked concerned. 
 
    I blew out my breath and looked out the window at the trees. I grabbed her hand and pulled her to the window. “Look, he’s waiting for me, just beyond the treeline. Maybe we can get a glimpse of him.” 
 
    Liz sighed, her hands on her hips. She leaned her head forward and scanned the treeline. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    I grabbed her elbow, “Just wait a minute.”  
 
    We watched and waited for a few minutes. 
 
    “Maria…” 
 
    “No. If I take you out there, you can meet him.” 
 
    She reluctantly followed me down through the house and out the door. We walked across the snowy field and slowed as we entered the wood. 
 
    “Valemon!” I called. “Valemon, I want you to meet my sister.” 
 
    Only the sound of the birds in the trees and the wind through the branches greeted us.  
 
    Liz’s glances at me made me feel foolish, embarrassed and angry. I wasn’t crazy. She rubbed her arms and cleared her throat. 
 
    “Valemon, you promised you’d wait for me, where are you!” 
 
    We both turned toward the crunch of snow. Valemon’s majestic form towered over us. His breath coming out as mist in the cold air.  
 
    A strangled cry came from Liz as she covered her mouth with one hand and grabbed my arm with the other. 
 
    “It’s ok.” I tried to reassure her. Stepping away from her I reached out to stroke Valemon’s neck. 
 
    “Elizabeth, it is an honor to meet you.” He bowed his head.  
 
    Suddenly we heard shouting and gunfire. Father was running across the field toward us. 
 
    “No!” Liz pulled at me, preventing me from standing in front of Valemon. 
 
    Father was loading another tranquilizer into his rifle, when Valemon stood on his hind legs, a dart sticking out of his shoulder. He roared and then charged. 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. My father took aim as the large white bear barreled down on him. Tears streaked my face as I stood, opened mouthed, wide eyed. Another shot sounded and Valemon crashed to the ground, inches from my father. 
 
    I was running before I realized it. Throwing myself across his still body. Father tried to pull me off of him. “Stop! Stop it! Don’t you dare touch him!” I yelled. I’ll never forget the look on my father’s face. Astonishment, hurt, horror, confusion.  
 
    Liz tugged at Father’s arm. “Dad, I’ve got something to tell you. Com’on, she’s alright, com’on.”  
 
    I don’t know what Liz told Father. Probably that she’d heard the bear speak or something to that effect, but no one bothered us while I sat in the snow and stroked Valemon’s neck. I could feel their watchful eyes burrow into the back of my head, and I didn’t care. 
 
    When Valemon started to stir I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Maria.” 
 
    It was Father and I said nothing. 
 
    “I’m sorry for darting him, but would you please come away while he wakes up? Animals can be very unpredictable. I don’t want it… him to hurt you.” 
 
    I turned and looked up at him. “Valemon would never hurt me.” Still, I got to my feet and stood a few paces back with plenty of space between my father and I, my arms crossed. 
 
    “Liz told me everything. And I’m, I’m not sure what to make of it. Please try and see this from my perspective. Magic portals and talking bears. Besides, he charged at me.” 
 
    “You shot him!” My breath came in short bursts through my nose while I clenched my jaw. “Just wait until he wakes up, then you can talk to him yourself.”  
 
    I felt bad for snapping at him but I was angry. Valemon shook himself and slowly got to his feet. Father made a grab for my arm but I moved out of the way. “Are you ok?” I asked. 
 
    Valemon shook his head and made a coughing noise. “Yes, I’m fine.” Then he turned his attention to my astonished Father. “I apologize for my behavior earlier, you took me by surprise. Sometimes it’s hard to hide the natural bear tendencies,” he bowed to Father. 
 
    Valemon talked with Father for hours. I only interjected occasionally and Liz sat quietly holding my hand. As the daylight lessened, we agreed that everyone was tired and could use a good night’s rest. Even though we were married, Valemon chose to take a guest room. 
 
    As I headed into my room Liz beckoned me into her’s. 
 
    “I don’t think you’re crazy anymore,” she smiled her crooked smile. 
 
    “Gee thanks,” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    “You said he’s cursed right? Well, I was wondering if there was something else you needed to do to break the curse, besides marry him. I mean, you don’t want a bear as a husband for the rest of your life.” 
 
    “I … I don’t know. Valemon never told me. He said the witch wants to marry him and no one can see his face while he’s a man.” 
 
    “You’ve never seen him? How do you know he’s not ugly?” Elizabeth laughed. 
 
    “Liz! I love him. It doesn’t matter what he looks like. He’s wonderful.” 
 
    “Still, aren’t you the least bit curious?” She grabbed her keychain and pulled off the small bullet flashlight. “Here, use this while he is asleep. Take a peek and no one will be the wiser.”  
 
    She dropped the flashlight in my hand. I stared at it like it was a dangerous weapon. “I don’t know, Liz, I’m not supposed to see him.” 
 
    She laughed at me again. “He said that he needed to get married to break the curse, right? Well, did it work? Take a look.” When I said nothing she continued. “Whatever, you keep it.” 
 
    I slipped it into my pocket. 
 
    Most of the night I tossed and turned; worried if I should use the stupid flashlight or not. The first rays of daylight were peeking through my curtains. I started thinking about the time differences again. Gently rubbing my temples with my fingertips I thought it over and over. The conclusion I came to was that it worked the same for me as it did for Valemon only in reverse. I missed my home. 
 
    We shared tearful goodbyes with promises to come again. 
 
    “My dear Valemon, let’s go home.” I said and climbed on his back. 
 
    By the time we got to the castle it was nearing night. I hugged Valemon and went to my room to bathe. I was just putting my nightgown on when Valemon entered, eager to see me. He carried me to bed, my hair still wet.  
 
    I awoke to darkness. I could hear Valemon’s deep steady breathing. Liz’s gift came to mind. The more I tried not to think about it, the more I wanted to see my husband. I crept out of bed and rummaged through my pant pockets. My hand closed around the cold metal of the flashlight. I carefully slid back into bed and lay there for a few minutes staring into the darkness. Finally I leaned over Valemon and clicked the light on. 
 
    My mouth popped open, I almost gasped out loud. He was the most handsome man I had ever laid eyes on. I couldn’t believe this was my husband. With my fingertips I gently brushed his hair to the side. His eyes opened. For a moment we stared at each other. His gaze went from confusion to anger. I dropped the flashlight. 
 
    He grabbed my wrist. “What have you done? In just a month I’d have been free from the witch. Now I have to marry her.” He jumped out of bed, grabbed his robe and stalked out of the room. 
 
    “No! Valemon, I didn’t know. Come back!” I sobbed. “I’m sorry!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    A rooster crowed its greeting to the sun. “Valemon! I didn’t know!” I cried until the sky began to lighten. My pillow was drenched. “I can’t lose you too.”  
 
    Still in my nightgown and bare feet, I ran from my room, stumbling down the stony steps that led from the castle down to the lane that ran past the village. Only those who awoke before the sun saw me pass. I’d heard some of the servant girls talk about the witch’s castle on the distant mountain range. That is where I was headed.  
 
    My lungs burned, both from the exertion of running and the chill in the air. I stumbled and fell more than once as I followed the rock strewn dirt road. Brushing the bloodied sand from my knees, I ran on. Eventually the road came to a shallow stream but there was no bridge to cross it. I paused for a moment looking for a way to cross when I noticed there was smoke curling up through the trees in the distance. Following the smoke I found a row of large rocks that must have been placed by someone to provide a crossing point.  
 
    A wolf howled in the distance. 
 
    I slipped on the rocks before I could catch myself. The icy water hit my nerves like thousands of needle pricks to my skin. As my head broke the surface I gulped for air, my numb fingers sought hold while I clambered out onto the opposite bank. My sheer nightgown clung to me like an extra layer of skin. Shivering violently, I forced my legs to keep moving forward. 
 
    Across an overgrown meadow stood a small cabin with a grass roof. It would have looked abandoned if it wasn’t for the smoke coming from the chimney and the welcoming yellow glow from a small window. When I got to it, the door opened before I could knock and I was greeted by a little girl who had startling blue eyes. She smiled at me and took my hand. 
 
    “Come inside and warm yourself,” she said. 
 
    I sat by the fire, my teeth chattering. There was an older woman sitting by the fire as well.  
 
    “You look hungry dear. Are you lost?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m searching for my husband. I think he went this way.” 
 
    The woman motioned to two little girls, twins, hardly old enough to talk. They both laid a cloth on the floor by me and clapped their hands. A delicious spread of food appeared on the cloth. 
 
    “Eat,” said the woman. 
 
    I was too hungry to question her. “Thank you.” I picked up a bowl of stew. 
 
    “You’ll need something warm and dry to wear, the witches’ castle isn’t far,” she said and motioned to the older girl who had a pair of scissors. The little girl started working the scissors and clothing began to appear out of nowhere; it was like I was watching a video in reverse. My mouth hung open, my spoon halfway from the bowl to my mouth. I put the stew down and accepted the clothing. 
 
    “Thank you so much.” Once dressed the woman applied some salve to the soles of my bruised and cut feet. 
 
    “One last gift,” said the woman. She handed me a pair of leather shoes with spike attachments and two sticks with spikes at one end. “These will help you to climb the mountain.” She smiled at me. The little girls curtsied.  
 
    As I bent over and pushed my feet into the shoes, I heard the old woman say, “don’t be too mad at him dear, he couldn’t tell you when the curse would come to an end.” looking up, I found the room void of people. The only furniture being the chair I sat on. A single set of footprints tracked through the thick dust to where I sat, alone, by the fire. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Where did she go? How did she know about Valemon? I quickly finished my stew and rolled the scissors in the cloth and tucked them into my belt, as I walked out of the cabin. 
 
    * 
 
    As I got closer to the base of the mountains, the trees grew thicker and harder to skirt around. The air grew steadily colder and a thick canopy of leaves obscured my view of the top of the cliff. I followed what I thought was an animal trail through the dense forest, in what I hoped was the direction of the mountains. With the dim light I found that my senses were piqued and I jumped at the smallest of sounds. 
 
    Then I heard a snarl.  
 
    Instantly weak in the knees, I gripped my climbing sticks, in the hope that they might make formidable weapons. Thinking about Valemon brought some comfort and I moved forward as quietly as I could. 
 
    Several times I thought I saw movement to one side or a glint from an eye on the other. My nerves translated into my legs moving faster. Then something knocked me down from behind, the weight of it nearly knocking all the air out of my lungs. No sooner than I found myself pinned, it was off me. I rolled and managed to get to one knee when I saw two wolves snapping at each other. They turned to me and I just had enough time to bring up my spikes when the first one charged. 
 
    I swung at him with all my strength and was more than surprised when I made contact. The wolf cried out and slunk away into the woods, blood pouring from his shoulder. The second wolf snarled and started circling me. Attaining both feet, I mimicked his circling, making sure he couldn’t get behind me.  
 
    He lunged at me from my weak side and my arm burned where his claws raked my skin. Then he was on me. Pinning me to the ground. The only thing keeping him from sinking his teeth into me was my climbing spike. I held it out at arm length, pushed against his neck. Somehow, I managed to bring my good arm down on him. The other spike sticking deeply into his chest. 
 
    With a grunt the wolf collapsed on top of me. The wolf’s head lay on my lap, eyes wide, tongue lolled out to one side. Gasping for breath, I slid from under his bulk and clambered backward on all fours until I was pressed against a tree and sat there for some time shaking, eyes blurry from tears. I looked down and saw that my lap was covered in blood and my arm, though it was starting to clot, still dripped. I felt broken like glass - no longer recognizable - my hopes and dreams shattered into a million pieces.  
 
    Why was I so stupid to believe in fairy tale endings? This was a nightmare. I sat with my knees pulled to my chest and tried to calm my breathing. Slowly the forest started to come to life again. First, was the sound of insects chirping or buzzing, then the song of a bird or rustle of some other creature in the underbrush. Sitting there in the cold and dark I felt a spark grow inside my chest. I hated Viveka for what she’d done to Valemon. I hated her for the peace she’d stolen from us. But mostly I hated her for stealing my babies. The fire blazed into an inferno. I gripped the spike that was embedded in the wolfs neck and tried to pull it out. I found I had to yank harder than expected. Holding it up in front of me, I watched it drip dark drips and I wanted to do the same thing to her. 
 
    I hiked for most of the day before coming to the sheer cliff face. The forest was much thinner here and I could see the castle on top of the cliff but there were no roads, no stairs. Everything was covered in a thin blanket of snow. It dawned on me that I must have entered the Winter land. I remembered seeing a waterfall from the distance, so I made my way toward it. Once there, I attached the spikes to my shoes and proceeded to climb the icy wall of water. 
 
    Climbing was a tedious process. My arms and legs burned and trembled from the exertion. I was nearing the top but it might as well have been miles away, I didn’t think I could go on. I closed my eyes while trying to catch my breath. My numb fingers making it hard to hang on to the sticks. 
 
    A rope hit me on the head. I opened my eyes. What luck! Grabbing the rope, I left my spikes stuck in the wall and climbed as someone pulled me to safety. Strong hands grabbed my arm and pulled me the rest of the way. I hunched over, hands on my knees while I tried to catch my breath. 
 
    “This is as far as you go,” the man said while he wound the rope from hand to elbow. 
 
    I desperately thought of what to say but as I looked up at him he dropped the rope. “Your majesty!” He bowed to me and introduced himself as Dag. “We need to hide you before the witch knows you’re here.” 
 
    I followed him toward the castle. There were a few huts just outside the castle walls but other than that the plateau was void of human presence. We entered his hut and I warmed myself by his fire.  
 
    “Thank you, Dag for helping me. I’ve come to rescue Valemon from the witch, if I can. I’m not too late am I? The witch didn’t marry him yet did she?” 
 
    “No, the wedding is set for three days from now,” Dag said. 
 
    “Three days!” I said in despair. “Where is he being held?” 
 
    Dag pointed, “In the west tower. Though he is free to walk through the castle, there isn’t a way to escape.” 
 
    I thought of the magic gifts I’d been given, I still had the scissors and cloth. Suddenly an idea came to me. “Where does the witch spend most of her time?” 
 
    “Oh, that’d be the east tower,” he pointed at the other end of the castle. 
 
    “Can you get me near to her? I have a plan.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’ll probably want a disguise.” He rubbed his chin. “Ah, take my hat. I bet you can tuck your hair into it.” He handed his hat over to me. “Let me get a pot of water so you can clean your wounds and your clothing.” 
 
    For the rest of the evening I washed clothes, ate and formulated my plan.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Dag led me to the base of the witches’ tower and left me there with his good wishes. I started kulning while I made cloth with my scissors. My song echoed hauntingly as it bounced on the castle walls and drifted over the plateau.  
 
    It had the desired effect quicker than I’d imagined.  
 
    “You there!” I looked up to see a woman leaning out of the window above. “What is it you are doing with those scissors?” She called. 
 
    I tried to disguise my voice like a man’s. “I’m making clothing.” 
 
    “Give them to me at once,” the witch ordered. 
 
    “I beg your pardon, but they only work for me,” I said. 
 
    She didn’t appear to be too pleased. “Very well, come up here, I have need for you.” Then she disappeared inside. 
 
    I smiled as I climbed the stairs into the east tower. When I got to her rooms I was surprised to see that she was a beautiful woman. I thought about all the stories I’d read of witches and assumed she’d be a hideous old hag. She had thick glossy black hair and smooth flawless skin. I felt a moment of self consciousness (Valemon chose me over this?). I swallowed hard and I tried to keep my head down. 
 
    “What are you gawking at?” She said. “I want you to make wedding clothing for me and my husband to be.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said quickly - too quickly - trying to recover I lowered my voice. “But I’ll need to measure him first.”  
 
    Her eyes narrowed then she gave me a sly smile. “This way,” she motioned for the door across the room. 
 
    I turned to the door and started for it when my hat was lifted from my head, my hair falling down around my shoulders. I stopped in my tracks. 
 
    Vivika glared at me, my hat in her hands. “You might have bested my wolves but you’re too late. There is nothing you can do to stop this,” she laughed. “I should kill you now.” She walked around me with an appraising glare. “No, I’ll let you live. Making you watch him marry his true love will be punishment enough. You really should have gone home when I warned you earlier. You’d have saved yourself so much pain and sorrow.” She marched out ahead of me, not waiting to see if I’d follow. “Come, measure him,” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    Now would be the perfect time to use those climbing sticks, I thought. Too bad they’re stuck in the ice. 
 
    I followed Vivika to the west tower. She told me to wait outside. Looking over the parapet I saw Dag hard at work and raising my gaze across the countryside, I could just make out the towers of Valemon’s castle. I wondered at how hard it must have been for Vivika to see what she longed for day after day and for it to be just out of her grasp. I laughed inwardly, knowing that Valemon loved me and she could never truly have him. Not without spells and charms. 
 
    The wind blew through my hair and my thoughts turned to my daughters. Were they being held here? Looking over the sprawling castle I saw that much of it was crumbling but there were parts that looked used. I could search for them, later, after I see Valemon. 
 
    “He’s ready for you,” Vivika cut into my thoughts. 
 
    My heart beat harder. What was I going to say to him? I entered the gloomy chamber and found him asleep on the bed. My heart leapt and broke at the same time. Vivika left us alone. I sat on the edge of the bed and took his hand. A tear moistened my lips and I sniffed. “Valemon, I’m so sorry, I love you so much.”  
 
    We didn’t have much time alone, not that I could talk with him, before the witch came back. She took me to one of the small huts, just outside the castle walls, and told me to work on the clothing. I had until tomorrow to get them done. It didn’t take me long, the scissors did all the work. 
 
    After carefully folding the clothing and placing it on the straw palette that served as my bed, I tucked the scissors back into my belt. I made my way around the west side of the castle as quietly as I could but it appeared to be deserted. I wondered why Vivika would not have more servants. Checking room after drafty room brought me no closer to finding my daughters. I walked through grand halls, decorated with paintings of various sizes. I peeked into small rooms that must have belonged to servants from ages past. Many of these rooms seemed to get little use, a thick layer of dust covering most objects and cobwebs hung like streamers. 
 
    The golden light of late afternoon illuminated the hall I walked through. Knowing the sun would set soon, I reluctantly headed back to my hut. After a whole afternoon of searching I doubted my daughters were being held here. Unless, they were in the same wing that Vivika inhabited. I strongly felt that wasn’t the case. From what I knew of her, she wouldn’t want them near her. 
 
     I slept fitfully on my bed of straw and awoke to birdsong. Rubbing my stiff limbs I walked outside to see the sunrise. Dag was already up, carrying a basket toward me and waved when he saw me. The welcoming smell of hot eggs and ham waft toward me. 
 
    I walked over to him. “Hello, Dag.” I had tried to sound optimistic but knew he could tell my heart was breaking. 
 
    He handed me the basket, took his hat off and held it in both hands. “Your majesty, I’m sorry I don’t have much, but here is some food.” he said with a bow of the head. “Where you able to see him, did you trick the witch?” 
 
    “She discovered me. Valemon was asleep when I saw him. I couldn’t wake him.” 
 
    “I bet it was a potion. I can warn him when I see him,” Dag said. 
 
    “Oh thank you Dag!” 
 
    Vivika came to my cell a couple of hours later. “Give me the clothing.” 
 
    “I need to try it on him, to make sure it fits right,” I said. 
 
    “Very well,” she snapped, her eyes narrowed. 
 
    This time when she had me wait outside I listened at the door. 
 
    “Good morning my love,” she said. 
 
    “I am not your love.” When I heard Valemon’s voice I leaned closer. 
 
    “I have something for you. You need to keep up your strength. The wedding is tomorrow.” 
 
    There was a creak like someone sitting on a bed. Then footsteps. I quickly backed away from the door. 
 
    Vivika came out; a smug smile marred her pretty face. “He’s ready for you.” She walked away. 
 
    Pushing the door open as I entered, I saw Valemon lying on the bed. He appeared to be sleeping like before. I closed the door behind me. “Valemon,” I called tentatively as I walked up to the bed. I picked his hand up in mine. His fingers tightened around mine and he opened his eyes. 
 
    He sat up enfolding me in his arms. I let out a shuddering breath and held him. “Maria, Maria my love,” his breath tickled my neck. He stroked my hair. “I heard you singing yesterday, I knew it was you.” He kissed my neck, my jaw, my cheek, and then his hungry lips found mine. It took all my strength to pull away.  
 
    “We don’t have much time, I have so much to tell you.” I told him about my journey and the gifts I was given. I left out the wolf attack, that I would tell later when we were safe away from here. And I told about how I’d used the scissors to try and trick the witch into letting me see him. “My plan is to use the cloth to create a feast for the wedding but I still don’t know how to stop her. What are we going to do?” 
 
    His brow furrowed, and then he looked at me excitedly. “She has a laboratory where she mixes potions. Perhaps you could find something to stop her.” 
 
    “I’ll do what I can.” We heard her approach. I gave Valemon a quick kiss and he lay down and closed his eyes. 
 
    The door opened with a bang. “Well?” She asked. 
 
    “I just need to make a few adjustments.” I lied. 
 
    She harrumphed and stalked away. For the rest of the morning I clandestinely made my way around Vivika’s side of the castle searching for her lab. I found it, but she was there murmuring to herself as she mixed potions. 
 
    “I mustn’t use too much of that, just a dash.” There was a poof of violet smoke. “What else… ah, exactly one vial of this, more or less would be disastrous.” She poured some grey liquid into the pot and there was a loud pop. 
 
    She poured the dark red liquid into a large flask. “This should be a wonderful addition to our wedding feast.” She placed the flask on a shelf and left the room. 
 
    I waited for several minutes. It felt like forever but I was too nervous to leave my hiding spot before that. The laboratory wasn’t very large but it was filled to the brim. There were vials and flasks filled with every color. Jars lined the shelves with all sorts of powders. I quickly moved to the cauldron and grabbed the potions I watched her use. “Here goes,” I said to myself. “Lots of this.” There was a flash of light; I hid my eyes behind my hands. “Whoa… and plenty of that.” I poured three vials of grey liquid into the pot and quickly ducked down. There were several popping noises and the potion I created bubbled up and over the side of the pot before settling down. I poured out the flask the witch had filled and carefully scooped the dark red liquid I made into it. Placing it on the shelf again, I was struck with and idea.  
 
    I grabbed an assortment of vials, all different colors and consistencies, liquids and powders. Then I dumped everything into the pot. I quickly hid behind a large case as the pot rocked violently. Sparks flew out of the pot two of which started little fires. Then a loud bang sounded. I bit my lip painfully, surely she heard that. After stamping the fires out I filled a small vial with the dark grey liquid I’d made. Not sure how to use this against her, I decided I’d throw it at her. I doubted I could get her to drink it, hoping rather, the liquid would melt her. 
 
    Before I had time to slip out of the room the door opened with a crash. Vivika’s tall ridgid form stood framed in the bright afternoon light. I couldn’t see her face but I didn’t need to in order to tell she was angry. The vial crashed open at her feet before I realized I’d thrown it. Her hem started in fire. 
 
    She gasped. “What do you think you’re doing!” Vivika smoothed her hands down her dress into and through the fire. The fire disappeared and left no trace behind that her dress was ever on fire. 
 
    “I have been very tolerant of you. I have allowed you to live, eat my food, make my wedding clothes, roam freely about my castle.” Her voice was dangerously low. “Do you wish to die?” She took a few slow deliberate steps toward me. 
 
    My mouth felt dry. I hated this woman with every fiber of my being but felt helpless, she was so powerful. Was there a way to defeat her? 
 
    Suddenly she grabbed a fist full of my hair and dragged me behind her. Pain shot into my scalp and all I could do was hold onto her wrist while I stumbled behind her. My eyes closed tight against the pain, the only sound heard was the harsh clacking from her shoes against the stone floor. 
 
    Vivika flung me to the floor. I sat up and rubbed my throbbing shoulder. 
 
    “Perhaps a night in here, and you’ll begin to understand how helpless your situation really is.” Vivka glared down at me, spun on a heel and slammed the bar door shut with a clang. 
 
    I looked around my new, much smaller cell. Cold dark stone lined the floor, the walls, the ceiling. A small barred window was set high up in one wall, affording me a view of clouds and an occasional bird. I could just reach the bars, wrapping my fingers around them, I gave a firm tug but they were set tight.  
 
    Clenching my fists I brought them up to my temples and paced the room. How could I have been so stupid? I reacted too quickly. I should have formulated a plan. What an idiot. All hopes of saving Valemon were lost. I slid down the wall and pulled my knees up to my chest. Just one more day, then I’d be forced to watch Valemon marry Vivika. And then? Then she’d be free to banish me, kill me, whatever she wanted. 
 
    After sitting, watching the sunlight move across the floor, I started wondering why Vivika hadn't killed me yet. She said it was to force me to watch the wedding, but wouldn’t it be easier for her to get me out of the way beforehand? Maybe the curse wouldn’t allow it. She had lied to me before. A spark of hope began to grow within me. 
 
    I jumped up at the window, it didn’t afford me much better view. Grabbing the bars, I strained to pull myself up for a better look. A glimpse of the hut roofs was all I could see. Maybe Dag would be able to see me. Not daring to call to him I waved my hand out the window. I waved and waved until my arms ached. 
 
    Then I curled up into a ball and cried.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    CHAPTER 9  
 
      
 
    I awoke to darkness. There was a shuffling sound at my door. 
 
    “Who’s there!” I called. 
 
    “Shh, its me Dag. Don’t get us caught.” A key turned in the lock with a click. “Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Following Dag through the darkness, we entered his hut. He had me sit by the fire and gave me something to eat. 
 
    “I saw you signaling for me from the window, but dared not come for you until now.” He puttered about his hut, stirring the stew and moving something he was working on to another place. “The witch came to your hut and took the clothing away. What happened to get you put in that cell?” 
 
    I told him about my wanderings around the castle, of finding Vivika in her lab and my mishap with the potion. 
 
    “Did she discover the potion you switched?” 
 
    Realization dawned on me, that all hope was not lost. “No! I don’t think she did.” I smiled for the first time in a long time. “We still have hope.” 
 
    The rest of the night I discussed all my options with Dag. 
 
    * 
 
      
 
    I got up with the sun and watched all morning for sign of activity. It seemed Vivika was preparing the great hall. I decided that she wasn’t letting me live, it was that she couldn’t kill me before the curse was complete. So, I walked boldly into the hall. 
 
    “How did you get out of that cell?” She looked down on me with her dark dangerous eyes. 
 
    “I see you are preparing for your wedding. I thought you might like a proper feast,” I offered. 
 
    “What!” She said with disdain. 
 
    “Please allow me to show you.” I rolled out the cloth across the table and clapped my hands. A roasted chicken appeared. 
 
    The witch’s expression turned greedy. “Give it to me.” She held out her hand. 
 
    “But only I can use it.” I said. 
 
    Her smile faded. “Of course only you can use it.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Be here when the guests arrive and dazzle them with your feast. Now go.” 
 
    I smiled. Then tucking the cloth back into my belt I walked slowly, head held high, out of the hall. 
 
    Later that day I watched from my window as witches and warlocks arrived. Some came on foot, others by air. One rode a giant bat. Another appeared with a pop. I headed to the large hall. They had begun seating themselves around a long table. Valemon was sitting by Vivika. I made my way through the crowded room with my head bowed. After they were all seated, the room fell silent as they looked at me, a mixture of surprise, disgust, interest. After flinging the cloth across the table I clapped my hands and the table filled from end to end with the most fabulous feast. 
 
    Cheers and gasps of surprise and excitement came from all over the room. The witches and warlocks dug right in. I had to look away from the disgusting scene. Most of them ate with their hands food dropping everywhere. Their conversations continued with mouths so full of food half of it fell out while they talked and ate. 
 
    Dag handed me the flask of red liquid. I made my way around the table filling each goblet with the special concoction I’d made. When I came to Valemon, I turned my head and mouthed the word “No” as I filled his cup.  
 
    He gave me a wink and proclaimed loudly, “Back away from me!” 
 
    I pretended to cry and continued around the table. Vivika smiled triumphantly and the whole room filled with cacophonous laughter. 
 
    Valemon stood and held his cup high. “A toast, to my bride, may our time together be a joyous one.”  
 
    Everyone took up the cheer. Valemon brought his goblet to his lips. All the party goers drank deeply, belching their assessment. 
 
    I waited and held my breath. Nothing happened. I’d messed this one up too. What was I to do? This was my last hope. Then one of the warlocks stood and brought his hands to his throat. Gasping and choking he fell forward into the carcass of a whole roasted pig. There was a moment of silence followed by chaos. Screams filled the air as witches and warlocks all over the room started falling down, choking and spasming, to their deaths. 
 
    Valemon dropped his goblet and backed away from Vivika. She threw her goblet down in furry; standing quickly, causing her chair to fall backward with a thud.  
 
    “Traitor,” she shouted, webbing shot from her hands wrapping around Valemon, tying him to his chair and covering his mouth. Then turned to me. “You!”  
 
    She brought one hand up and with a flick of her wrist I felt myself lift off the ground. Another flick of the wrist and I flew backward, smashing my side into the wall. I crumpled into a heap, my shoulder throbbing and blood dripping from my head. 
 
    I saw a blurry Vivika hunch over, her arms wrapped around her stomach. She was gasping and stumbling toward Valemon. She grabbed Valemon’s arm. “I did this for us! Like we planned. Remember? You promised me, you’d love me forever,” she said. Coughing, gagging, her hands slowly losing their grip as she sank to the floor. “That's why I killed them, so we could be together.” 
 
    Somehow, I found the strength to stagger over to them. I made a fist with my good hand and felt a satisfying crunch as it connected with her face. “Get away from my husband!” 
 
    She fell over backward, staring at me with wide eyes, making a gurgling noise deep in her throat. Her arm outstretched, her hand claw-like raking the air as if to claw my face. Then her head rolled to the side, foam bubbling up and over the edge of her mouth and she stopped moving. 
 
    My head spun causing me to drop to one knee. Valemon made some noise and struggled to get free. Somehow, I managed to help him rip the webbing away. 
 
    “Maria,” he grabbed me before I fell again. Supporting me, we walked to a basin of water where he helped me clean my wounds. “It’s over, Maria. I’m so sorry that I couldn’t tell you everything. It was part of the curse, I …” 
 
    I put a finger to his lips. “It’s ok. I understand.” I pulled him toward me and kissed him hard. “Let’s get out of here. I want to go home.” 
 
    * 
 
     Dag and the other servants followed us to a basket that we could lower down the cliff and be free of this place. 
 
    Valemon held my hand the whole way home. We both couldn’t stop smiling. The curse was finally broken. As we got closer to home I saw a woman with some children waiting on the side of the road. 
 
    “Mother!” Valemon shouted. I looked back and forth between them and realized the kind old woman who had given me the magical gifts was the queen mother. How did I not realize it before? That must mean… I choked back a sob as I stared at the little girls.  
 
    My girls. 
 
    I fell to my knees and they ran into my outstretched arms. My girls. My babies. I hugged them close and covered them with kisses. “I’m so sorry for all the time we’ve missed together.” 
 
    “But mama,” my oldest girl said. “We’ve been with you the whole time. You just couldn’t see us.” 
 
    Valemon's mother said, “I am so sorry for the deception. I knew the witch would try and steal the babies and so I used my limited magic to hide them away and keep them safe.” 
 
    “Thank you. Thank you,” I said between sobs. 
 
    We all walked hand in hand to the castle of Summerland. The sun was warm on our backs, the birds were joyus, the air smelled of wild flowers. 
 
    That night as I lay in Valemon's arms I looked into his eyes, I couldn’t believe my luck. I’d entered and lived through my own personal fairy tale. I knew now that the fairy tale ending of They Lived Happily Ever After, was probably just that, a fairy tale. But together, with Valemon by my side, we could face anything. 
 
      
 
    THE END  
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