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CHAPTER ONE
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The frost was thick on the ground even as the mist began to clear at the entrance of the woods. Scarlet pulled her cloak around her tighter and strode forwards past the boundary where grass gave way to a thick carpet of fallen birch leaves.

The Whispering Woods were not a place to dawdle. The sound of ice and twigs crunching beneath her thick leather boots accompanied her down the familiar path, the same one she had taken many times before, that lead her from her own town of Junction Hill - more often referred to as Junk Hill - to the township of Girdlebrook where her grandmother still lived despite the waning population. Girdlebrook had so few residents left these days that the name of the town itself was forgotten by many. The signpost at by the South Road had so badly decayed the only letter that was still legible was a large capital 'G'. Her grandmother was unlikely to fix it, nor was the Huntsman, who favored to sell his skins at the markets in Junk Hill. The Blacksmith and his family were the only ones left in the town who had anything much to gain from the name of the town being on the map, but he stubbornly insisted he was a metal worker not a wood worker and that was that. The result was the town was colloquially referred to as "Ghost Town" which Scarlet felt was fairly accurate, if one was to take into account both the lack of a name and the empty houses which lined the streets in various states of disrepair. Her grandmother dutifully upkept those on her own street, pruning the fruit trees in the garden each year, but one woman, a single family and a reclusive bachelor could hardly maintain an entire town and so the place rotted year by year in the wind and the rain.

It was a wonderful place to play during Scarlet's girlhood, and she still loved to visit her favorite haunts even now. There was a particular house on the far side of town that held her collection of carved animals. Her parents would not have approved of her taking up such a boyish hobby as whittling, but the Huntsman had been a fantastic co-conspirator, providing her with her first knife and having taught her how to sharpen it. Even he had no idea though, of her little hideout that she returned to every year to mend the thatching. There had to be some place that was just her own, after all.

Scarlet's mother had protested her grandmothers continued residency many times, going so far as pointing out that the more Scarlet was required to travel the forest path the more often she was in danger - but her grandmother had only responded by gifting her with a silver dagger for Christmas and promising to keep her overnight rather than let her travel after dusk. The Huntsman, too, had given her the bow that hung over her shoulder, and promised to patrol the path often and her mother had been appeased. Her quiver she had made herself - leather from rabbit skins she had shot and cured with her own hands. Her mother could not abide the stench, so she had commandeered another Ghost Town house as her tannery. The Blacksmith had taken it over, much to her ire, by the time she had returned the next year, but she supposed being used by someone else was a better fate than being destroyed by roaming animals seeking shelter.

Scarlet enjoyed staying with her grandmother and hearing her exotic tales - and the promise to travel only during the day would have gone without saying. As much as Scarlet loved adventure she wouldn't have risked it. Everyone had heard the old tales of will'o'the wisps leading people off the path never to be seen again. The path between the two villages was maintained as promised by the Huntsman, but it was windy and rough walking. If one travelled at night it would be hard to keep track of the twists and turns and a light in the distance could easily be mistaken for a house in the town beyond. Not that any local would have thought to follow a single light in the Junk Hill direction. Although her grandmother’s house stood as the lone illuminated building on her stretch, no one in Junk Hill wanted to live anywhere near the forest. Their houses were well concealed by a large stone wall which encircled the town, restricting its growth but keeping them safe enough from the fae folk of lore and legend. The road itself, Scarlet thought, would probably have been abandoned as well if it wasn't for the trade carts which braved the journey each month from spring through until autumn - and the regular users of the road such at the Blacksmith, the Huntsman and herself. The alternative route took a good six-day detour, and in the end trade always won out over danger.

She wouldn't much mind being a merchant’s wife, she had thought on occasion, if only they weren't all so smarmy and fat. There was one in particular she avoided at all costs, who stunk out the town square with spices and garlic every summer. She preferred the trinkets from the lean one with the long beard who came through each spring, anyway.

Her ears twitched as she heard a crackle out of sync with her own foot falls, and glanced up. It wasn't the Huntsman, which would have been her first guess, but a cloaked figure in the mottled light. He stood still on the path ahead, as though waiting for her to approach.

"Good day," she greeted him, when she was a few feet away.

"It is, isn't it," he answered in a friendly, husky tone. "It's shaping up to be a very good day. And where are you headed to, this early in the morning? Why, it's even before breakfast."

"We must both be early starters," Scarlet answered, matching his friendliness with her own, curious as to what would bring a traveler through the woods so early in the season.

"Oh yes, yes," he said distractedly, and leaned towards her basket, his nose and scruffy chin peeking out beneath his worn brown hood. "Is that chicken soup I smell in there?"

"Yes," Scarlet frowned as she remembered her task, and pulled the basket closer to her body. "My grandmother is ill. She will be expecting me shortly."

"Oh, well I mustn't hold you up then," he leaned back, his features once more fully obscured. "Although I would have liked a companion to walk with. Even more so, one to share lunch with."

"I really must be on my way," Scarlet shifted her cloak again, adjusting her grip on the basket in one hand and her knife in the other. The silver blade glinted in the early morning light.

"My, my, you are well prepared," the man stepped back off the path to let her past, his tone noticeably less friendly. "One might wonder if you were hoping to run into trouble."

"I'm only hoping to make it to my grandmothers unhindered," Scarlet returned a little impatiently. "Although one never knows when one might happen if you cross paths with the fae folk."

"Do you fancy yourself a hunter then? Or a murderer? Odd for a young woman like you. I would have thought you a girl, but children are so rarely armed with weaponry," his eyes glittered hawkishly in the cavern of his hood.

"I'm neither," Scarlet took a step past him, glancing towards him as she stepped past him. "But I really must be on my way."

He had a distinct musk of moss, she thought.

"Where is this grandmother of yours?" he called after her. "I might know her."

"I doubt it," she glanced back at him, but kept walking. "I know all her acquaintances. And I didn't invite you to follow me."

"There is only one path after all," he chuckled dryly.

"Well, don't expect me to wait for you," she sniffed. "You've wasted quite a bit of my time as it is."

"You know the forest well then, do you?" the man picked up his pace, and followed behind her on her left side - she thought perhaps to get a closer look into her basket.

"Well enough."

"Though not as well as some?"

"The Huntsman is the most familiar with the forest path," she shrugged, trying stubbornly not to let his hounding bother her. "I wouldn't dare to claim I knew it as well as he."

"I wonder if you know the little patch of bluebells," he suggested thoughtfully. "They bloom about this time of year in a clearing not far off the path."

"It does not do to leave the forest path," she shot him a sharp look. "Or do you need another reminder this is fae land? They don't call it the Whispering Woods for nothing, you know."

"Well then," the man slowed his pace. "I can see you need no escort. I mentioned the flowers only because I thought your grandmother might appreciate them."

"She would appreciate the knowledge I did not leave the path a little more, I should think."

"Well, there may be some by the side of the road, by the by," he said. "They are not uncommon. I'm sure the fae would not mind if you groomed the side of the roads to your pleasure."

She gave him an odd look. "Thank you. I will keep an eye out."

"You best get moving then," the man waved her on. "Lest your soup get cold. It is a shame indeed, you had none to spare."

"A-another time, perhaps."

"Quite."

Scarlet picked up her pace to make up for the lost time. She turned her head once, to see if the man in the brown cloak was still behind her, but he had disappeared into the mist.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Scarlet had walked several hours before she came across the second man of her journey. This one, however, she knew by sight and called out to him as she saw his green cape and the axe over his shoulder.

"Rowan!" she called, and the Huntsman turned towards her, greeting her just as enthusiastically.

"Little Red!" he reached out and tousled her hair. "I wondered if I would meet you on the path. You grandmother is not doing well."

"I'm to see her shortly," Scarlet frowned. "Is she really so ill?"

"I'm sure your presence will cheer her," Rowan encouraged her. "You've brought her food I see. That's good. I left her eating porridge in bed this morning, but I fear she could do with a gentler hand. I have never claimed to be a good cook."

"You are very good to her," Scarlet sighed in relief. "Thank you."

"Yes, well," he coughed awkwardly, and pulled his satchel around to show her the contents. "Perhaps you would like to bring her a rabbit. I've caught two this morning already, I'm sure you could turn them into a good stew."

"Thank you!" Scarlet beamed at him and held her hands out to accept his gift.

"Perhaps I could carry it for you, if we were to walk together?" he asked.

Scarlet paused, thinking back to her earlier experience.

"I would not impose long, but we could at least have our supper together," the Huntsman frowned. "That is not too much to ask, surely."

"It's not that," Scarlet bit her lip. "You're my grandmother's friend, of course you would be welcome in her home. It's just-"

"You are a woman now," the Huntsman began thoughtfully, crossing his arms in thought. "Of course you must consider propriety. It is not the same as when I escorted you last spring, of course. You were a mere schoolgirl then - not at the cusp of womanhood. But if it would set your mind at ease, I will speak with your parents tomorrow to formalize my intentions. You will know-"

"No, no," Scarlet blanched at the thought. "There was a traveller on the path, a man I didn't know."

The Huntsman halted his soliloquy and looked at her seriously.

"A man?" he asked. "A merchant?"

"No one that I knew," she said, puzzled. "He wore a brown cloak with a hood and had a little hair on his chin - as black as a raven. He said he knew this wood, so I wondered if you knew him."

"A brown cloak?" the Huntsman shifted his grip on his axe. "He spoke to you?"

"He asked to accompany me for lunch," she furrowed her brow, trying to recall the conversation but the harder she tried to focus her thoughts the more the details slipped away. "I can't quite recall."

"Did you give him your name?" he asked seriously.

"No," she said, certain of that at least.

"Good," he nodded sternly. "You must not use mine again either. The woods are not safe today."

He lifted the satchel off his shoulder and placed it on hers, the rabbits weighing her down.

"How long ago did you leave him?" he asked her. "And did you tell him where you were going?"

"I believe I said I would not leave the path," she frowned, the slipperiness of her thoughts bothering her once again. "It was near the entrance. Maybe a few minutes in, or maybe half an hour. Why can't I remember?"

"Fae magic," the Huntsman growled, readying his bow. "These woods do strange things for their masters. Off to your grandmother, girl. Do not tarry."

Rowan sent her on her way and jogged down the path the way Scarlet had come. She adjusted the satchel so it lay beneath her cape, and readied her blade as she quickened her pace down the path to Ghost Town.

She tried again to recall any details of the man she had met but could only remember the shape of his brown hood and the smell of pungent moss. 

As she neared the final bend of her journey, she saw a clearing of bluebells just beyond the path. A few were staggered along the side of the path as well in fresh loamy soil.

'Grandmother would appreciate a few of those on her table,' she thought, her brain beginning to feel a little foggy once again. She stared at the bluebells for a moment, unnerved, as the familiar smell of moss once again caressed her nostrils.

It was silent, she noticed suddenly. There was not even the song of a single bird, or the smallest whisper of a breeze through the surrounding trees.

Scarlet shot out her right arm, the silver dagger becoming painfully visible.

"I will cut a few," she said into the silence. "Grandmother will like them with the rabbit stew. She will have salt and pepper to season it, and a pot to make gravy besides. These flowers will make the perfect setting."

She kneeled down and cut a few blooms, taking a few red cap toadstools besides, and tucking them into the bag the huntsman had given her. Her skin prickled all the while.

Her chore accomplished unhindered, she returned to her regular pace and completed the last mile to the edge of the forest, where her grandmother's house lay on the edge of town.
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CHAPTER THREE
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When Scarlet arrived at her grandmother’s house, the door was unlocked. She glanced about, before letting herself in.

"Grandmother?" she called cautiously.

"Oh! Oh, you're here!" the voice of an old woman came from the back of the house. "I'm just in bed."

"I brought you some soup and bread," Scarlet said.

"Set it to warm by the fire," the voice instructed. "And then come through to see me."

She obeyed, and placed her load by the fire, sheathing her blade but keeping it attached to her belt.

"The Huntsman told me you were unwell," she said. "And that he left you with some toast. Did you manage to eat it?"

"Oh yes, yes," the woman coughed. "Don't come beyond the curtain, I'm dreadfully ill."

"Of course," Scarlet frowned. "He gave me some rabbits to cook for you. They will make a nice stew for dinner. Would you mind if I picked some carrots from the garden?"

"Of course, my dear," the woman's voice creaked but was calmer now.

"I will be back shortly with the soup."

"I'll be here," the old woman answered, sounding rather amused.

Scarlet worked swiftly, taking the Huntsman's satchel to fill with carrots, rosemary, thyme and hemlock. She returned to her duty by the fireside and added the fresh herbs and toadstools into the soup. She cleaned the knife before cutting the carrots and setting up a cauldron of stew to simmer and take the place of the soup. She poured the concoction into a single bowl and cut a generous slice of crusty bread to lay beside it on the tray.

She carried her load into the bedroom and laid it on the table.

"Let me butter your bread, Grandmother," she said, and did so with her silver dagger.

She drew aside the curtain, and looked upon her grandmother's form, pale and diminished, wearing her bedclothes with her bonnet drawn low.

She sat down on the bedside, still buttering, and looked into the yellow eyes of the creature before her.

"Why Grandmother, your eyes look quite jaundiced," she frowned, casting her eyes quickly over her features. The old woman looked down to the bread and blade in Scarlet's hands, and raised her lip, revealing two sharp canines. "I think you better finish every drop. I'll finish the stew and a pot of gravy to go with the rest of the loaf."

She handed the crust of bread to the woman, who took it with both hands. Wrinkled appendages with sharp, pointed nails. Scarlet stood, and passed the tray of soup to the woman, before returning to the kitchen, shutting the door behind her with a click.

She did not know what kind of creature it was that lay beyond, but she knew she did not want to be there when it realized her duplicity. She quietly propped a chair up against the door to prevent it's opening, and fetched the silver cord her grandmother kept hanging by her mantle, draping it over her shoulder as she stood her ground behind the door.

It wasn't long - ten or twenty minutes, perhaps - before she heard the first groans.

"Granddaughter," came the menacing growl which sounded less human than ever. "What was in that soup?"

"Chicken and rosemary, thyme and carrots," Scarlet answered, readying her blade and watching the door like a hawk. "Healthy things to give you back your strength." 

There was a muffled clattering noise and a shadow was cast across the gap beneath the door.

"Granddaughter," the voice wheezed. The handle turned, but the door would not budge, wedged tightly in place. "Wont you come in and look after me?"

"You should be in bed, getting well."

"Won't you come in and help me back to the bed then?" the voice was softer again now, once again taking the tone of a vulnerable old woman. "I feel so frail, I do not know if I can make it on my own."

Scarlet did not answer, watching the shadow instead as it swayed back and forth.

"Granddaughter," the voice repeated after a moment in the silence. "Are you still there?"

Again, Scarlet did not answer, her jaw clenched as blood pounded through her ears.

She had told the truth when she had told the traveller earlier she was no murderer. She had killed nothing larger than a rabbit in her entire life. She certainly had never fought a man, neither human nor fae. She wished against all hope that the Huntsman would come to her door at that moment. Although the thought of him as her suitor made her quail and queasy, he had always been strong and dependable. He had been the one to give her her bow, he had carved it himself from a tree by the edge of the wood. It seemed wrong that he had gone to all the effort to teach her to defend herself only for her to die in this moment.

"You wouldn't leave your grandmother in her hour of need," the voice grew low again, and chilled her to the bone. Despite her thick woollen cloak, she felt every hair stand on end. "No, I know you're there. I smell you."

"I am not your granddaughter," she answered finally.

"No," the voice growled in agreement. "No you are not."

Scarlet braced her feet as the door shook again.

"Won't you come through?" the creature asked again.

"I see no need to."

"What if I told you your grandmother is in here?" the voice inquired, as though he was making a reasonable bargain.

"Would you have proof?"

"Perhaps. What else did you put in the soup?"

"Seasonings," Scarlet narrowed her eyes. "Where is my grandmother?"

"I'll kill her if you don't open the door immediately."

"How do I know she isn't dead already?"

There was a shuffling to the other side of the room, and a thump followed by a groan. 

"Grandmother?"

"Run, dear child!" was the weak plea.

Instead, Scarlet kicked the chair aside and slammed the door open, charging with her knife. The creature in her grandmother's robe turned and leapt at her in a blur of teeth and fur. It gnashed its teeth at her, but she managed to bury her dagger into the wiry flesh of its shoulder, the blade becoming fully obscured by thick fur. The creature howled in pain, and shrank back from her, but Scarlet kept her grip, rolling and pinning the beast beneath her. It wasn't until that moment she realized the beast she was wrestling was a large grey wolf.

She shrugged her shoulder and let the coil of silver slip down, winding it around the wolf's neck and legs. As she bound the creature, its skin began to shift under her touch, the hair thinning as the limbs thickened into the visage of a man, his skin wet with sweat.

"You!" he hissed. "You! Let me go!"

She pressed her knee further into his back as she tightened the cord, and tied the knots tightly. Only when he was completely incapacitated did she dare spare a glance to her panting grandmother. She looked fevered, and had a bloody bruise on her forehead, but looked otherwise unharmed.

"Grandmother," Scarlet breathed in relief, still careful not to use her name. "What happened?"

Her grandmother eased her way to her feet, and shuffled over to the bed, sitting down on the mussed up sheets.

"Do you have him secure, dear?" the old woman asked, casting her eyes across the knots.

"I believe so," Scarlet said, lifting him as she stood, and shoving him roughly into a chair. "I thought he had killed you."

"Not killed, no," the old woman winced, touching her head. "He trapped me in the closet. I was too frightened to make a noise in case he killed you."

Scarlet looked to the wolf-man, who was glowering up at them through his raven black hair, blood still seeping from his shoulder as the edges of the wound started to blacken.

"It seems you are the murderer after all," the wolf hissed resentfully.

"You were the man on the road after all," Scarlet stared at him in wonder.

"You remember."

"I remember the color of your cloak," Scarlet frowned. "And the smell of moss."

"Surprising," he deadpanned.

"What do you mean murderer?" Scarlet said suddenly. "I haven't killed you."

He looked pointedly at the wound on his shoulder where the knife still protruded, black lines starting to make their way through his bloodstream.

Scarlet swiftly reached over and yanked the blade out, causing the wolf to hiss and swear, blood splashing onto the floor.

"Oh shoot," she frowned, and balled up her grandmother's bonnet to stem the flow of blood from the wound. "Can you not bleed everywhere? You'll stain the floor."

"Perhaps you should have thought about that before you stabbed me."

Scarlet huffed. "I don't have time for this."

She moved back to the four poster bed, keeping an eye on her adversary all the while, and pulled on one of the fastening ropes until it came loose. She firmly tied him to the chair, wedging the bonnet under the rope to rest against the wound as a gauze, before finally moving to her grandmother's side.

"Do you have a fever?" she asked, touching her wrist to her grandmother's forehead. "Let me tend to your wound, and then you should lie back and have a rest. The stew should be ready soon. I'll keep watch over this creature until the Huntsman returns. He will know what to do with him."

"You will release me," the wolf hissed at her.

"Did you or did you not come here to eat me?" Scarlet accused him directly, picking up her silver blade to once again point in his direction.

"If you didn't want to be eaten you shouldn't be made of meat," the wolf grinned toothily, although he watched her hands closely.

"I could say the same to you," Scarlet narrowed her eyes. "I've never tasted a wolf before. Tell me, how long do you think I should boil you before you become tender?"

The wolf glowered at her, clearly unhappy that she remained unintimidated.

"All this time," her grandmother sighed. "And of all the fair folk he is the one to turn up."

Scarlet pulled out her grandmother's medicine box, and dashed some alcohol onto a clean cloth, pressing it gently to her forehead.

"It's alright, Grandmother," she stroked her hair out of her face, where it had been mussed up from her stay in the closet. "You are unhurt, at least. I will stay with you until you are well."

The wolf watched them wordlessly as she went about caring for the old woman, sinking deeper and deeper into himself as the hours went on. Finally, as Scarlet was tying a knot in the bandages she had wound around her grandmother's head, the wolf was curled in on himself as much as his bindings would allow, and let out a long groan.

"What did you put into that soup?" he asked again, blinking the drops of sweat out of his eyes. "My insides feel like fire and my limbs feel like lead."

"Herbs and seasonings," Scarlet repeated again. "I don't think it would kill you - it would mildly poison a human for a few days, at least."

She wasn't particularly sure if it was true - hemlock was deadly, but she had only managed to pick three clusters of the little white flowers. She knew it would be bad luck to kill a fae, but worse still to have a living one who knew she had made an attempt on his life.

She took in his wilted form as he hung his head as far forwards as the ropes allowed. His chest was bare, from when he had leapt out of her grandmother's robe, and she could still see the dark lines splayed out across his skin like lightning. His damp skin shivered but she didn't know whether it was from fever or cold.

As afraid as she had been, and as angry as she was that he had invaded the house and made an attempt on their lives, she didn't like to see suffering. She cursed her soft heart, still remaining wary of tricks, and took one of the quilts from the end of the bed to drape over his shoulders, although she left his arms uncovered and visible. She noticed his wrists had chaffed black, the same as the now crusty edges of his chest wound, and wondered whether the silver was doing more to poison him than the hemlock.

His shoulders sagged further, and he shivered again beneath the bedspread, looking up at her oddly through his shaggy fringe. He looked like a wild thing, his yellow eyes glowing out of his dark hair, his skin tanned and dirt stained. It was a strange juxtaposition next to the neat stitches on pink and yellow floral fabric.

"The stew must be ready," Scarlet turned to give her grandmother an apologetic look. "I hate to leave you alone in here with him, but he is quite secure and I will be back shortly."

"That's fine, my dear," her grandmother lay back on the pillows and rested her head. "I trust your knots. The Huntsman has taught you well."

With a final look to the wolf, Scarlet left the room, keeping the door ajar to listen for any sign of trickery.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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As soon as the girl in the red hood had left the room, the old woman sat forwards once again, and looked at the wolf with piercing blue eyes.

"Have you seen them?" she asked urgently. "The lost children?"

"What children?" the wolf asked in confusion. "I don't know of any lost children."

"The children your kind took. The ones who followed the Pied Piper."

"Oh," he widened his eyes in understanding, then laughed. "They were never lost, you know. They know quite well where they are."

"What happened to them?" the woman asked longingly. "Are they well?"

"What is it to you?" the wolf cocked his head. "Were your sons or daughters among them? I could tell you about them, in exchange for my freedom."

"They weren't my children, no," the old woman said sadly, her eyes moistening. "I was just a girl myself. All of my friends, gone. Just like that."

"Impossible," the wolf frowned. "He said he took them all."

"I wanted to go," she reflected longingly. "His music was so lovely. Otherworldly. I've never heard anything as magical ever since. I was cold, so I had run to fetch my jacket, but by the time I returned he was gone. They were all gone."

The wolf watched her quietly, feeling a kinship with her despite the fact she was only a human. How many times had he watched those same children in their camaraderie from his place alone on the outskirts. It was not easy growing up alone and in isolation. He would know.

"They are quite well," the wolf informed her. "They had to start a school for them. One does not age the same in our world as in yours, so it was unheard of to have so many children at one time. One hundred and thirty kids running amok. It has quite changed the feel of the place."

"A whole generation," the grandmother sighed.

"Quite."

"And they are still young?"

"Younger than you."

"Could I go now?" she leaned forwards and begged him. "Could you take me to see them?"

"Adult humans are not permitted within our world," the wolf said sternly. "That is a rule even I would not dare to break or bend."

He caught a flash of red from the corner of his eye, and looked to the door where the girl was standing, staring at them aghast. She held a bowl of stew loosely in her hands, which looked like it would tip to the floor at any moment as she looked between himself and the old woman.

"Grandmother?" she asked shakily. "Is it true?"

The old woman looked embarrassed and settled back into her blankets.

"Come dear, let's have our supper and I'll tell you the story."

The girl walked woodenly over, and sat on the bed, readying the woman's dinner on her tray with stiff movements. The smell of the fresh rabbit and rosemary was delightful, but his stomach was still cramping from the last food the girl had served him, so he decided against asking for any himself.

"I was only a girl of six at the time," the old woman began. "Back when Girdlebrook was known by its true name. It was a busy town, on the main through-way between Fort Hamilton and the Castle Crag. The town was wealthy, and the mayor was fat and jolly. I still recall his bright yellow lederhosen and the peacock feather he wore in his hat. He was loved by all, but by none so much as himself.

"Now, there had always been rats, don't disbelieve that, but there was a healthy population of cats that kept them under control. But then there was a mast year, where the grain grew tall and the trees dropped an excessive amount of nuts. The rats grew bigger and more numerous. Mast followed mast, and the rats grew to the size of cats. Families shared beds with their children, afraid that they would wake with their toes being nibbled off in the night."

"I know the story, Grandmother," Scarlet frowned. "The plague of rats that the Piper brought. He swindled the town and stole the children - but at school they say he killed them."

"He did not!" the wolf burst out, horrified. "He cares for those children as if they were his very own!"

"Does he now?" the old woman asked wistfully.

"And he didn't swindle anyone, either," the wolf huffed. "He brought no plague - he dealt with a problem, and your dirty humans didn't hold up their end of the bargain. You humans are all the same, those children are better off without your terrible influence."

"Children aren't currency, and it's not up to you to decide whether parents are good enough or not," the girl retorted hotly. "And now because of you and your kind, we don't have nearly enough children at all!"

The wolf looked her up and down lazily as she glared at him. She wasn't quite a girl after all, but neither quite a woman. More... inbetween.

"How old are you?" he asked her curiously.

"Sixteen," she frowned at him, the heat fading from her voice. "How old are you?"

"A hundred and seventy," he smirked as her eyes boggled. "Give or take a few years."

"But - but you look barely older than me!" she spluttered.

"Fae don't age the same as humans," he laughed at her bafflement. "I thought you were listening. Even humans who live in our world don't age the same as in your decaying world."

She looked thoughtful at that.

"Well, girl, what are you going to do with me then?" he asked leisurely. "It's become quite clear you don't have the will to kill me, even with your terrible cooking."

"I was still rather thinking of waiting for the Huntsman," she glared at him and his grin lost its smugness. "He always likes getting a new pelt."

"The Huntsman," the wolf glowered. "Now, what was his name again? I believe you spoke it in the forest. R-something, was it?"

The girl blanched.

"Roland?" he asked, his eyes glinting. "No, that's not it... Rowan."

The girl shook lightly, but the old woman reached out and grasped her arm.

"It won't do him much good without his family name," she encouraged her.

"Yes, well I'm half way there now, aren't I?" the wolf gloated.

"It won't do you much good if you're dead," she spat, and stormed out to the kitchen.

"I don't know what your history with the Huntsman is," the old woman spoke to him calmly and evenly once they were alone again. "But he has been kind to her. It's been a lonely life for that girl, and a large weight on her shoulders. You'd do well to bite your tongue if you want to change her mind."

"Why aren't you angry with me?" the wolf asked her in confusion. "I stuffed you in a closet and tried to eat your girl."

"You also brought me news of my old friends," the woman smiled wistfully again. "I've waited here so long hoping one of them would come back for me. Wondering where they were, what they were doing. A fairy school, how magnificent."

The wolf looked at her for a long time as she reclined, eyes closed and a gentle smile on her face as she imagined the wonders her childhood friends must have seen.

"What weight?" he asked, breaking the spell.

"Weight?"

"You said she has a weight on her shoulders," he reminded her impatiently.

"There's not many children in our towns, and only two boys - both much younger than my wee girl," the woman sighed sadly. "She will be engaged to the Huntsman by this time next year. He's known it practically since she was born, she's probably realized it by now too."

"But she's only sixteen," he frowned. "I didn't think humans married so young."

"The town needs children to prosper. I myself had my first baby when I was eighteen. So did her mother," the old woman sighed. "It would have been nice to have a longer youth. Soon my young girl will be having babies of her own instead of chasing rabbits in the woods as well."

The wolf made a face. "You humans are disgusting."
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Scarlet sat heavily at the dining table listening to the muffled conversation happening in the next room. She could make out every few words, but the pleasant tone bothered her more than anything.

How could her grandmother, one of the women who had partially raised her be sitting and chatting with one of the fair folk? How could everything she had seen from him - once he was incapacitated, of course - be so different to everything she had been taught? He seemed almost... human. Perhaps one about as out of place as herself, but human nevertheless. Definitely not monstrous, even with his sharp canines and haunting yellow eyes.

She looked to the bowl of stew she had dished up, pushing the chunks of rabbit around listlessly. Her morning had started out simple enough. She thought back to her mother’s instructions: Pack the food for Grandmother; travel the forest path - don't dawdle or stray from the road; keep an eye out for the Huntsman.

She had always insisted she keep an eye out for the Huntsman. Rowan had been a permanent fixture for most of her life, and she was only beginning to see why now. He had mentioned when she came across him that he would declare his intentions for her, and only minutes ago she had heard her grandmother herself - one of the most trusted people in her life - talk to the wolf of an unofficial engagement she had never known of.

It made sense now she thought of it - of all of her grandmother's children her mother had been the only one to stay in the area. One of her uncles had gone up to Castle Crag, but the other two had left to find wives and jobs long before she was born. The Huntsman was the only bachelor within ten years of her, so unless she was to travel as well her prospects were dreadful.

She had hoped she would have more time. And a few men to choose between. Not that the thought of traveling to Castle Crag just to hunt for a husband was an appealing thought either. There was nothing particularly wrong with the Huntsman, but she had no desire to run off and live with him as his wife, and it bothered her that he felt he had some kind of a claim on her since before she could talk.

She heard her grandmother's muffled laugh, and roughly shoved her stew aside, uncaring as it spilled on the tablecloth. Her chair scraped noisily against the floorboards as she stood and stormed back into the room.

"Wolf," she glared at the trespasser.

"Girl."

"It's time you told me why you are here."

"I was hungry," the wolf smirked at her, his hair still flopping into his eyes.

"Why were you in the Whispering Woods?" she clarified. "No fairies have been seen for years. Why have you come back now?"

"There is no law that I can't walk the woods," the wolf retorted. "They belong as much to us as to you - or to the birds, for that matter. Besides, just because you don't see us doesn't mean we aren't there."

"Yet you approached me on the road."

"I told you, I was hungry."

"And I informed you the food wasn't for you," her eyes flashed. The memories that had faded to fog came into perfect clarity as she stared into his yellow eyes.

"You remember," he realized. "Quite unusual."

"The moss."

He cocked his head at her. "It's from my world. You must be quite unusual to have noticed it."

"You use it to make people forget," she accused.

"Or not notice me in the first place," the wolf shrugged. "There's a reason your Huntsman hasn't caught me yet. It's so fun to watch him wander around in circles like a blind idiot."

"He's not my Huntsman," Scarlet snapped angrily. "He's not my anything!"

The wolf quirked a mocking eyebrow at her.

"It won't be so funny when he finds you trussed up like a turkey," Scarlet spat cruelly. "I'm sure he'll be able to see you then."

The wolf lost his bravado. "You're still going to hand me over to him."

Scarlet looked from the wolf to her grandmother. "I should, shouldn't I?"

"It's up to you. You're within your rights - he did try to kill you, after all."

"I could tell you more of your friends if you secure my safety," the wolf blurted, looking to the elderly woman for help.

"Typical fairy," Scarlet said snidely. "Your loyalty only goes as far as your own skin."

The wolf glared at her silently.

Scarlet turned away from his mean stare and plopped herself down on the foot of the bed feeling an overwhelming urge to cry.

"Those children that got taken," she said finally. "They are really safe? And happy?"

"Of course," the wolf replied, sounding equally tired.

"Why did you come here to attack me?"

"You were the one who carried a weapon into the forest," he said like she was an idiot. "A silver knife - that is a weapon only meant for fair folk."

"It was meant for self defense!"

"Clearly," the wolf deadpanned, twitching his charred shoulder.

"That was self defense!"

The wolf sent her a petulant look. "I still take it as a declaration of war."

"War?!"

"Why have you never killed the Huntsman before?" Scarlet's grandmother asked suddenly. "You mentioned you have watched him often - surely you would have had the opportunity."

"He's only ever brought a bow and arrow into the forest," the wolf shrugged. "The worst he has done is kill a few rabbits and deer - much like myself."

Scarlet looked at him doubtfully. "You've... never killed a human before?"

The wolf turned his heated gaze back on to her. "I've never had the need to."

"Yet you seem to be spoiling for a fight," Scarlet returned his gaze. "Taking the tiniest infraction as a declaration of war."

"You're just a dirty human, you wouldn't understand," he spat. "You're barely more developed than a sheep or a beast of burden."

"Beast of-" Scarlet spluttered. "You're one to call me a beast! You bloody wolf! You're the beast!"

"There!" the wolf shouted, straining against his bindings until the silver digging into his skin let off smoke, and he lost his balance and fell sideways onto the floor. "Right there! You're just the same as the rest of them! That's exactly what they called my father before they killed him!"

Scarlet felt as though she had been slapped in the face, staring down at his prone form in all its smoldering anger.

"Humans killed you father?" Scarlet blinked, all the passion having fled her voice.

"It seems," her grandmother put in hesitantly. "That there is a lot we don't know. Perhaps dear, you should get our young visitor some food and a glass of water, and after you've both cooled down we might get to the bottom of this?"

Just as Scarlet was about to respond, they heard a knock on the front door.

"The Huntsman," Scarlet breathed, before turning to run and answer him. Just as she closed the door to the bedroom she heard the wolf ask "Do you think she'll let him kill me?"
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CHAPTER SIX
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"Little Red?" Rowan's voice came through the door, chilling Scarlet to the bone.

She wrenched the door open and felt guilt stab her through the chest as she took in his relieved features.

"Red," he sighed. "I'm so glad you made it here safely."

"Did you find the man?" she asked, trying hard to keep the shame out of her voice.

"Nay," Rowan sighed. "I searched the road from end to end but there was no sign."

"Perhaps he went through to Junk Hill?"

"Aye, perhaps," Rowan agreed. "Perhaps he was no fae at all. Are you sure you have no recollection of him?"

"His cloak was pulled tight over him, and his hood low," Scarlet repeated the earlier details she had given him. "It was a frosty morning, however - I no doubt looked the same."

"Might I stop in for a glass of water?" the Huntsman asked, and Scarlet stood aside. She pulled out a chair at the table for him, and fetched him a glass.

"How is the old lady?" Rowan asked, after taking a long swig.

"She is resting now," Scarlet said. "Her fever will be fine. Thank you for stopping in to see her earlier."

"I best not stay long then," Rowan said quietly, looking back to the closed door. "I will stop in with your parents on the morrow. Will you be staying in Girdlebrook long?"

"Only as long as she needs me."

"I will escort you home, if you will allow it," Rowan offered. "It does not leave my heart easy to see you walk alone."

"I have done so for years," Scarlet pointed out stubbornly, her guilt receding around the stone that felt like it had become lodged in her throat.

"It is different now-"

"Because of that man?"

"Because of you, Scarlet," Rowan said in exasperation. "You are coming of age soon, I will not have you out and about where you could be waylaid or come to harm. Not when- I will not have it."

"Because I am coming of age," Scarlet frowned and turned on her heel, ignoring the prickling of her eyes as she busied herself by dishing out a bowl of rabbit stew for the Huntsman.

"Ah, your cooking is a fine thing," he complimented her, and stretched his legs out under the table until they peeked out the other side of the tablecloth. "It will be a fine day when I no longer have to eat my own lumpy porridge or burned rabbit."

Scarlet felt the urge to vomit at the thought. Unable to travel so far as the forest path by herself. Installed in the Huntsman's home cooking his meals and dusting his furniture. Boxed away in his house gathering dust of her own. It was enough to make her cry, but she bit down on her tongue to stifle it, unwilling to give him reason enough to prolong his visit.

"I wonder," she said with a tone much calmer than she felt. "If you might delay speaking with my parents until after I return home."

Rowan looked up to her, alighted by her comment and offered her a warm smile. "Of course! You would like to be there for the discussion, I assume? Very wise, very wise."

"Of course, I would need to travel home by myself," Scarlet pressed. "It would not do to have my parents think I had made arrangements without them. And as you say, it would be inappropriate for you to accompany me."

His smile faded, but he nodded all the same. "Yes, yes, I see my wily girl. You will have your final walk in the woods, but I'll rest assured you'll be promised to me before the week is out."

Scarlet lowered her eyes to the table, once again sinking her teeth into her tongue, but the Huntsman took it as a nod of agreement.

"Well," he said, after he had scraped his bowl clean. "I should not stay any longer. Wish the old lady well for me, and I will stop in again in two days time. Perhaps she will be well enough to chaperon us for another meal together."

Scarlet agreed, and gathered his bow and axe, handing them back to him as he exited the door. He left her with a long, burning look that left her feeling exposed and vulnerable - far more so than she had when dealing with the wolf earlier. She realized it was ridiculous. The Huntsman posed her far less threat than an unknown creature of the fae.

She walked back and opened the weathered old door to her grandmother’s bedroom and was confronted by the wide eyes of the wolf, who stared up at her with the gaze of a confused puppy.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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"You didn't turn me over," the wolf said, after they had stared at each other long and hard.

"It seems not," Scarlet said numbly.

"You'll let me go then?" he pressed. "I doubt you could eat an entire wolf yourself."

"I don't want to eat you."

"I don't really want to eat you either," the wolf grimaced. "I have a stomach ache enough as it is."

Scarlet sighed. "I am sorry. Not for doing it in the first place, of course - but that you're still feeling the effects."

"Will you untie me at least?" he asked innocently.

"I think not," Scarlet frowned. "Whether or not you have made amends with my grandmother I can't ignore the reputation fae have as tricksters. I won't set you free only to have you to attack me."

The wolf frowned at her.

"I'll give you some stew at least. And water. It might settle your stomach."

She retreated and washed the bowl the Huntsman had used minutes previous, and refilled it for the wolf. She sat down by his side, and fed him patiently as he watched her like a hawk.

It was strange, sitting so close to him. His long raven locks brushed the back of her hand as she lifted the spoon to his mouth, and he took it into his mouth slurping rapidly and never letting his wary gaze stray from her own. She let her eyes wander over his skin. There were still splatters of his own blood on his chin, matted into his rough stubble. It was red, like her own. 

She could still barely believe he was over a hundred years old, fae magic or not, and wondered briefly if he was lying. She couldn't think of a single reason it would benefit him to do so, however.

She set her empty bowl down, and raised the glass of water to his lips, tilting it gently so as to avoid making him choke. She removed the dirty dishes to the kitchen sink, and returned with a cloth and a bowl of water, and went about cleaning the blood off him. His gaze softened into one of curious confusion, but he remained silent until she finished and sat back with a comfortable four feet between them.

"You're a strange human," he said, finally.

"You're a strange fairy," she returned equally.

He cocked his head at her and gave her a long look. "Scarlet."

"You heard my name."

"The Huntsman said it."

"Then you're half way to knowing me," Scarlet frowned at him thoughtfully. "What good does it do you anyway? Knowing a name?"

"What do you think it does?" he asked curiously.

"We're taught in school it gives you power over a person," Scarlet said quietly. "That you use your fairy magic to control them somehow."

The wolf let out a bark of laughter. "You humans and your superstitions."

"Then what does it do?" Scarlet pressed him. "Why is it so important?"

"If I know your full name," he said with a wolfish grin, leaning towards her, his yellow eyes as bright as his gleaming teeth. "I can always find you. I'll know exactly where to look for you at any moment, day or night."

"Is that all?" Scarlet asked aghast. "In that case, I barely know what all the fuss was about."

The wolf deflated, annoyed at her dismissive tone.

"When will you release me?" the wolf asked petulantly.

"The Huntsman will be back in two days," Scarlet said, and looked over to where her grandmother was resting with her eyes closed. She had no doubt the old woman was still awake, however.

"You will have to leave in the morning," her grandmother said, proving her suspicions correct as she cracked open an eye. "At first light."

"Do you think I'm doing the right thing?" Scarlet asked her, taking her wrinkled hand into her own.

"It's too late to change your course, dear," she said sadly. "Unless you were willing to take this young wolf's life yourself, you can't hand him over to the Huntsman now. If he is to be your husband he must never know you've deceived him."

Scarlet wilted. "You're right, of course. He would never forgive me."

Her grandmother patted her hand gently, and Scarlet slumped to the floor once again. "You should sleep, grandmother. It's getting late. I'll go and see to the dishes, and that the house is secure."

The wolf watched her walk out of the room, her head hung low with worry.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Scarlet was awake well before the sun rose and had gone about her duties fetching water from the well and setting the pot of porridge to cook. The wolf remained in the chair she had tied him to, although she had dragged him into the living area to allow her grandmother a good nights sleep. His head now lolled to the side resting on a large upholstered chair, saliva drooling out of the side of his mouth. His fever had broken in the middle of the night, and although his hair was still damp his skin no longer had a sweaty sheen to it. Scarlet herself did not sleep a wink, and had stayed up baking and cleaning through the night. She did not feel great about leaving her grandmother so soon, but she would be well enough within a day or two, and it was a higher priority to get the wolf out of the house.

The longer he remained her prisoner the stronger he would become, and she doubted he would allow her the chance to poison him again. No, it was better to release him while she remained in his good graces.

The wolf woke with a snort, just as Scarlet was taking the porridge off the stove. His nose twitched and he looked at the pot with interest.

"Do you like porridge?" Scarlet offered, holding a bowl up to indicate she would serve him.

"I haven't tried it since I was a boy," the wolf said thoughtfully. "It smells divine."

"That's probably the sugar," Scarlet laughed lightly, and gave him a generous sprinkling. "I didn't know if fair folk would eat porridge or not."

"Some do," the wolf answered her. "Besides, my mother was a human."

Scarlet paused.

"Is that something that happens?" she asked, shocked. "Fair folk marrying humans?"

The wolf shrugged. "It was more common back then. I think my parents were the last ones."

"How come?" Scarlet asked, curiosity getting the better of her.

The wolf shifted uncomfortably. "They were killed. By your kind."

Scarlet moved and sat next to him, setting the bowl to cool on the table nearby.

"Your mothers kind too?" she said hesitantly. "You said your father was killed by humans, but if your mother was human too - wasn't it also her kind?"

The wolf winced, and opened his mouth to reply, before stopping and starting again.

"My mother was human," he said finally. "The most beautiful of her town, father told me. After she married my father, they moved to Elphyme - to my world. She became a witch."

"A witch?" Scarlet's eyes widened.

"That's what your people called her," the wolf shrugged. "When humans live in our world they... acclimatize."

"They become fairies?" Scarlet gasped.

"Not... Your idea of 'fairies' is extremely limited," the wolf frowned at her. "I'm not even a fairy, not really."

"You're not?" Scarlet blinked. "Why didn't you correct me then? I've been calling you one all of yesterday?"

"And when should I have been correcting your grammar?" he asked peevishly. "When you were poisoning me? Or when you were stabbing me?"

Scarlet frowned at him. "What should I be calling you then? You know my name, but I have nothing to call you."

"Other than Beast?"

Her frown intensified into a glare. "You called me a beast first, you know."

"I did not."

"Agree to disagree," she shrugged. "Stop avoiding the question."

"My name..." he took a breath. "My name is mine alone. I will not share it."

Scarlet huffed in annoyance.

"Then I'll keep calling you fairy," she needled him, and grabbed her own bowl of porridge, eating it in front of him and sparing a smirk when his stomach growled in jealousy.

"I'm more of a shifter," the wolf said finally. "My ancestor was the Morrigan, according to what my father told me. She could change her shape into any animal. Wolf, bear, raven - I've only ever been a wolf."

"Then I'll call you Wolf," she said decisively. "And for what it counts... I'm sorry about what happened to your parents."

The wolf shook his head, and said nothing in response, his hair falling down to shadow his expression.

Scarlet picked up his bowl, and began to feed him, taking in his visage once again. It was strange to think a couple hundred years earlier there would have been fae and human weddings. She wondered what it would be like, to go to the fairy kingdom - Elphyme, he had called it - and become a witch instead of a housewife. It sounded wonderful, but also dreadful if it was destined to end in war and death.

Scarlet finished serving the wolf his breakfast, before taking a bowl in to set by her grandmother's bed. She rested her wrist on the old woman’s forehead and was encouraged that her fever had receded completely as well.

"It's your choice in the end," her grandmother told her quietly, her eyes opening into sad crescents. "Whether you become the Huntsman's wife or not."

"There are not many options to choose between," Scarlet answered her just as sadly.

"Just promise me," her grandmother gripped her hand tightly. "If you're faced with an opportunity, you won't go back for your jacket."

Her tone broke Scarlet's heart, and she leaned forwards to kiss the regretful old woman on the forehead.

"I promise," she swore. Fastening her cape around her shoulders, and shouldering her bow, she turned and left.
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CHAPTER NINE
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Scarlet led the wolf down the forest path in the early morning light. The mists had not yet receded, but the first rays were penetrating the canopy of leaves. The wind rustled lightly as the walked, Scarlet in front, the wolf a few feet behind. The silver cord was still tied fast around his wrists and gripped tightly by Scarlet on the other end.

The wolf had grumbled at being led like a donkey, but Scarlet had pointed out it was better than being buried like a corpse.

"You could just release me here," the wolf had suggested. "And save us the embarrassment."

"If I released you now, I would have no guarantee you would leave me be for the rest of my journey. No, it's better I leave you at the other entrance."

"And if we come across the Huntsman?"

"We left early. If he's traveling the road today he won't start for another hour at least."

The wolf had glowered into the distance.

"You're really going to marry him?" he asked, after a while.

"Thanks to the Piper I'm not left with much choice," Scarlet said moodily. "The next oldest unmarried boy in my town is only seven years old."

They had both remained quiet for a long time after that.

"Are you married?" Scarlet finally asked, making the wolf snort.

"There's a reason I'm roaming the woods on my own, and not back in Elphyme playing house," the wolf answered in amusement.

"And do you plan to elaborate on that?"

"I don't get along with people," he said simply. "Human or fae."

"Huh," Scarlet frowned in thought. "I actually thought we were getting along quite well."

The wolf flicked her with the rope that was secured around his wrists and raised an ironic eyebrow.

"Well, apart from the obvious," she shrugged. "You're really not what I thought a fae would be like. Or a shifter - whatever you please."

"You're not what I thought a human would be like."

"It's a shame we won't get the chance to know each other more," Scarlet sighed. "I was quite glad to be proved wrong about you."

"Me too."

Scarlet stopped walking, and they looked along the road ahead. The hours had faded together, and now they were faced with their cross roads.

"That's your town."

"Junk Hill," Scarlet agreed.

"Why do you want to live somewhere that’s named after junk?" the wolf said, sounding genuinely upset. "I don't understand."

"It's not named after junk," Scarlet sighed. "It was the major junction between two cities once. It's just... gotten junkier since... Well, since the Piper came."

The wolf looked cross but lifted his hands up for her to untie.

"I'm..." Scarlet frowned. "I'm not sure I can do that."

"You promised!" the wolf hissed. "I walked all this way with you, you have to release me."

"I can't just let you free like this. You could still turn around and kill me."

"I'll owe you a boon," the wolf said, wincing. "If you spare my life you can ask one thing of me. I'll be bound to it. You can ask for me to never lay eyes on you, or come within a stone’s throw of you again. It's your right."

"I appreciate you telling me that," Scarlet gave him a lopsided smile. "But... I don't think I'll ask that of you. I've got another request in mind."

The wolf was caught between relief and concern.

"But I do still have to be cautious," she said, loosening the coils of silver rope from her shoulder.

"What are you doing?" the wolf asked, a little panicked.

Scarlet looked up and stood beneath the bow of a tree. She tossed the rope up and caught it when it came down on the other side of the branch.

"You can't just leave me here tied to a tree."

"You'll be safe, don't worry," Scarlet promised, pulling the rope taught.

"What do you mean?" the wolf asked, still deeply concerned, as she hoisted the rope and he was yanked into midair with a yelp.

She tied the other end of the rope around his legs and arms, altering the existing knot until he was hanging upside down by his limbs, his hair falling straight downward off his head, and an expression of utter contempt on his face.

"Don't leave me like this," he pleaded. "The Huntsman-"

"I'll let you down once I'm over there," she nodded at the boundary line.

"How?"

She shrugged, making her quiver of arrows rattle.

"You're kidding me."

"I'm a good shot."

"You damn well better be."

"About this boon," Scarlet bit her lip as the wolf glared at her. "You know where my grandmother lives."

His gaze softened.

"I want you to promise you won't harm her, nor let her be harmed if it is within your power."

"I promise," he swore. "I won't cause her harm, nor will I allow it to occur under my watch."

Scarlet reached out and brushed his hair. It was dirty, and full of moss, but soft like fur.

"Was that all?" the wolf asked, discomforted.

"No."

"Then what?"

"Hood."

The wolf looked at her in confusion. "Hood?"

"My family name," she said, and his eyes widened in shock.

She bit her lip, then leaned forwards and brushed her lips against his as gentle as a whisper on the wind.

"Scarlet," he whispered, her name sounding like an incantation.

"Wolf."

"Wilfred," he corrected. "It's Wilfred."

"There's not much difference between Wilf and Wolf," Scarlet quirked her lips in amusement.

"I'd not thought of it," he admitted. "There are not many who know it."

"Thank you," she said quietly. "For trusting me with it."

She let her fingers fall from his hair, and began to walk away, leaving him slowly turning at the end of the rope. She turned back to him only when she reached the exit to the forest, readying her bow and shooting one arrow. It cut the cord clean through, and her wolf fell to the floor in a heap. 

By the time he had untangled himself and stood to look after her, she was gone.

In the following days, weeks, and months, she found herself looking to the woods often. The Huntsman had come and gone and secured her hand with little effort. Her parents had been sympathetic to her hesitation, but duty was duty and children were the backbone of the town. Without children, she was reminded, there would be no future. She could be grateful at least, for a prolonged engagement, with her wedding delayed until her eighteenth birthday.

Although she didn't see the expressive yellow eyes she longed for watching her, even on her trips escorted through the forest, she took comfort in the smell of moss that often lingered around her regular haunts. Even if she couldn't meet him face to face, it was comforting to know she had a friend of the fae.

To be continued...
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Chapter One
"Scarlet, what do you think of this one?" her mother handed her the card with the knitting pattern illustrated on the front. A tiny cherub face smiled out angelically from a little waffle weave cardigan with a pointed hood.

"It'll be a bit small," Scarlet shrugged. "I hardly think I'd get any wear out of it."

"It's for the baby, not you," he mother rolled her eyes.

"I'm not even married yet," Scarlet shot her mother an icy look, annoyed by her insistence. "Isn't it enough to have to deal with wedding preparations without having to think of clothes for a baby that doesn't even exist?"

"Come now, Scarlet," her mother sighed, and shuffled her cards, bringing another cardigan to the forefront - this one with an equally joyful, clean baby smiling happily out of a striped ensemble that she thought made it look more like a teddy bear than a human child. "We've delayed your wedding long enough. You'll be eighteen soon, and you're sure to have your first baby shortly afterward. If you want to have enough clothes for them you'll be best to start now. You'll hardly have time to knit for subsequent babies once your first is born."

"Subsequent!"

"You'll hardly stop at one," her mother pulled out another. "I hope you haven't forgotten your older brothers just because they have moved away to start their own families. Peter will most likely be down for your wedding, you know. Here, what about this one for a girl?"

Scarlet huffed, and turned away, dumping the napkins she had been embroidering on the table. Her stitches looked sloppy and sad, her poor excuse for needlework having never been a high priority. She pitied the poor child who would be subjected to wearing any shapeless form she managed to knit.

"I'm going for a walk," she announced, feeling suddenly claustrophobic.

"A good idea," her mother agreed, her voice thin. "Rest your fingers for a while. When you return you'll have a lot of unpicking to do."

She had to make a concerted effort not to slam the door on her way out.

It wasn't her mother's fault. It wasn't even the towns fault. Nor her dear fiancé, the Huntsman, she thought bitterly. If anyone was to blame for the pressure to marry young and bear the maximum amount of children she could manage, it was the accursed Pied Piper.

When he had gutted the neighboring town of Girdlebrook of its children only two generations previous he had set all of their lives in motion. The girls of Junk Hill, as a satellite town of Castle Crag were gifted with the high honor of being mothers to the next generation. Indeed, she discovered only recently she had been valued for her womb from the day she had been born. Her mother, having been married at sixteen and become a mother to her eldest brother at eighteen, had been indulgent of her only daughter and allowed her every freedom knowing the summer of her youth would pass before long. Having tasted freedom, even in the smallest dosage, Scarlet was dreading giving it up.

But her expectations were clear, and her choices were few. She let her feet express her anger, and began to run through the long grass, trampling the wildflowers as she went. Wildflowers that would never make it into her bouquet.

Finally, she doubled over, out of breath and collapsed on the ground, staring up at the clouds as they swam lazily across the expanse of the sky, uncaring of the problems of humans below. In a mere month she would be eighteen, and she would no longer get to do this. Leave her house without the permission of her husband. Run in the fields. Be free.

Wives were too valuable a commodity.

"You're upset," she heard his voice before she heard his movements, and she closed her eyes as she inhaled his scent. Moss, bark and the underlying smell of peppermint. She noted with amusement that meant he had taken her suggestion regarding his breath to heart and had started to chew on the herb.

"Wolf," she greeted him as he sat heavily next to her. She opened her eyes and they both started at the small town in the distance, rooftops peeking out behind the tall stone walls that encircled it.

"You're upset," he repeated, giving her a sideways look.

"I don't want to grow up."

"You don't want to grow up, or you don't want to get married?"

"Neither," she sighed. "Or more... I don't want to become just a mother."

"Being a mother is an important job," her friend cocked his head at her, his raven black hair falling to the side to reveal his warm yellow eyes. "I hardly think it's just anything."

"I know," she sighed. "It's just..."

"You don't want to be with him?"

"There's nothing wrong with the Huntsman," Scarlet shrugged. "He's an honorable man, as far as men go. He'll always provide for me."

Her friend watched her closely, and she felt her skin prickle under his perceptive gaze.

"You kissed me once," he said finally.

"It hardly meant anything," she blushed. "It was what, almost two years ago? I just wanted a choice."

"What if I gave you a choice?"

Scarlet turned to him eyes wide, but her breath hitched in her throat.

"I... I can't just leave my family," Scarlet winced. "I'm expected to - I mean, what would they say if I married one of the fae folk?"

"I'm not offering to marry you, you stupid woman," the Wolf laughed. Scarlet blushed red and slapped him hard on the arm.

"Although it's interesting to know your hesitation is only on your family’s behalf, and not your own."

"I don't want to marry you anyway," she insisted belatedly, crossing her arms. "What are you offering me. You owe me no boon."

"No," the shifter frowned. "But I had rather thought we were good friends at least. And I... Well, no adult humans are allowed into Elphyme."

Scarlet watched him expectantly, awaiting the rest.

"We consider eighteen - for a human - the cut-off point," the wolf shivered under her scrutiny, his eyes taking on a wary look. "You hadn't shown any inclination to leave your world before now... but if you were unhappy... I could take you to the Fae Queen. You could apply for residency."

Scarlet stared at him in shock. She had never considered that a possibility. It was her grandmother's desire, to be sure - as the only child left behind by the Piper, her Grandmother had dreamed of the fae world her whole life. Scarlet, by comparison had been taught forbidding tales of kidnapping, trickery and death since before she could talk. Only her acquaintance with the Wolf - Wilfred of the Whispering Woods - had caused her to see beyond the propaganda. The idea of Elphyme was something so completely beyond her comprehension she didn't quite know what to make of it.

"Wilfred," she whispered, daring to invoke his name. The thin black hairs along the back of his arm prickled and rose as the word left her lips. She reached out and smoothed her hand over his goose bumps.

"It's not without risk," he placed his hand over hers, halting her movement. "The Queen does not know I've been visiting with you. Contact between fae and humans is... frowned upon."

"Once I'm married, I don't think I'd be allowed much opportunity to see you again regardless," Scarlet sighed unhappily.

"It's not just that... If she disproves... she may take your memories of me. The moss I use to bend perception is nothing compared to her abilities. You may be allowed to live in Elphyme - or you might forget it ever existed."

"Along with you," Scarlet frowned. "I can't just walk away from my duties either. Regardless of what I want, children are needed in our town. The Piper saw to that."

"You could meet him you know," Wilfred gave her a lopsided smile. "Give him a piece of your mind."

"Very tempting," she fingered her bow. "But I can't go. My mother would be heartbroken. My grandmother..."

The wolf hung his head, his fringe flopping in front of his eyes once again.

"I had hoped..." he said, his voice sow low she had to strain her ears to hear him. "I had hoped I could ask your help in return."

"Help with what?" she squeezed his arm gently, treading carefully. Although Wilfred was her friend, he was wild at heart and had more in common with wolves than just his appearance.

"I've had news of my parents," he whispered, his voice husky.

"I thought they had been killed," Scarlet gasped, and he looked up to her suddenly, his amber eyes burning with an intensity she had never seen before.

"As did I," he growled. "But... there have been rumors. A witch held up at Castle Crag. A beast in the dungeon. Bluebells growing year-round in the gardens."

Scarlet inhaled sharply. "Belle and the Beast."

"Exactly."

"Wilfred," she gripped his hand with her own. "You know I'll help you. It doesn't have to be a trade, of course I would help you."

As he was about to respond they heard a voice calling her name, and saw one of the village boys running through the fields, obviously searching for her.

"My wedding planning awaits," she said morosely.

"Please consider coming with me," he pulled her hand towards him and kissed her knuckle. "I would even marry you, if it was what you wanted."

"Not a proposal to write home about," she raised an amused eyebrow at him.

"Scarlet," the raw honesty in his voice made her still. "I do love you. I wouldn't bind you and take your freedom like your Huntsman... But the choice is yours. If you would come to Elphyme with me, I'll be here until midnight."

"I can't just-"

"Just consider it," he pleaded, and brushed the skin on the back of her hand with his lips again before fading into the trees behind him.

"I will," she promised, before turning to meet the farm boy who was racing up the slope to fetch her.

To Be Continued...
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