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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once upon a time there was a kingdom called Fable, made up of multiple gardens. It was ruled by a king and his name was Death. The denizens of Fable were subject to Death’s most powerful weapon – Time. For Death had a magical timepiece crafted by the legendary smith Bakka. The timepiece held the fate of each person, and when it chimed with the voice of Sereth, Death would come for that individual. Death ruled unchallenged for centuries until a powerful mage came to provenance in the Magicgarden. The new sorcerer called himself the Fairy King. However powerful the magician became, he still feared Death’s power over him. So the Fairy King decided to steal Death’s timepiece. He snuck into Death’s castle late one night when the moon was new. Death had become complacent in his reign, yet the king was far from powerless. Death noticed the intruder at the last moment, and for a second the two regents just stared at each other before both monarchs reacted. the Fairy King desperately reached for the prized timepiece, while Death grabbed for his scythe. Death reached his target a split second ahead, swinging the weapon’s blade directly into his challenger’s heart. Despite the mortal blow, the Fairy King held the timepiece in his hand and with it the succession. 
 
      
 
    Death fled into the dark night defeated, while the Fairy King began his cruel reign. Whether it was the wound to his heart or a corruption of power, the Fairy King became a tyrant to the people of Fable. The Fairy King’s tyranny brought an uprising, which united all the gardens. The leaders of the rebellion were brothers Abeldine and Handel Thrane, while the insurgents unified all the races, creatures and spirits of each and every garden. Against such a mob even the Fairy King’s magic was insufficient; however, the regent could not be killed due to Death’s expulsion, so instead he was exiled into a long-forgotten place known as the Evergarden. 
 
      
 
    With the Fairy King usurped, the House of Thrane took residence in the highest garden which they gave their own name, Thronegarden. The Fairy King had one final legacy. Before his capture, the fallen leader deliberately damaged the timepiece, stopping time, so that when he escaped exile he could continue exactly where he left off. Despite this the people celebrated their new king and the defeat of Death, though without the passage of time, things began to stagnate and decay. Other pretenders to the throne came and went, with offenders sent to exile in the Evergarden. When King Abeldine lost his mind, his brother Handel took over with his beautiful queen and young daughter, the princess Damselfly. 
 
      
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 1 
 
    The Strangest of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Please read it again, Mother,” Princess Damselfly pleaded. 
 
    “You have heard it a hundred times,” laughed Queen Etherelle, tucking her daughter into bed. 
 
    “Then tell me the story about the Lady of the Lake and the Moon.”  
 
    “It is time for bed,” the queen replied. 
 
    “I’m not tired,” Damselfly managed between yawning. 
 
    Queen Etherelle stroked her daughter’s red hair while perching on the bed. “I have never known a child so fond of old tales,” she smiled. 
 
    “When I’m older I want to have great adventures like the people in your stories,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    “One day maybe, for now I want you to stay my little angel for a little bit longer.”  
 
    The queen leant forward to place a kiss on her only child’s forehead. When she pulled back, it was clear from her daughter’s expression that something was wrong. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Will I ever grow up, Mummy?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    When the Fairy King destroyed Death’s timepiece, all time had stopped; there was no day or night in Thronegarden, just a continuing early evening. 
 
    “Things will get better,” the queen promised. 
 
    “When will I be old enough to go on adventures?” Damselfly bemoaned. 
 
    “I have been twelve and a half years old for what seems like eternity. I don’t even remember my last birthday party.” 
 
    “Oh, sweetheart,” the queen sympathised.  
 
    “I remember that day like it was yesterday. Your father brought poets from Rhymegarden, acrobats from Treetopgarden and sorcerers from Magicgarden. That is when we first met your Aunt Luyna and Uncle Orion.” 
 
    Damselfly pulled a face at this memory, although her mother seemed to be lost in her thoughts for once. 
 
    “They’re not really my aunt and uncle,” Damselfly commented. 
 
    “No, but they’re like family and your father needs them to help him run the kingdom,” Queen Etherelle responded. 
 
    Damselfly tried to avoid Luyna whenever possible, mainly because of her twin daughters, Celeste and Coral, who were the only other children in the royal apartments. Unfortunately, the twins took every opportunity to bully Damselfly, teasing her about her bright red hair, or her freckles and even about having no friends. 
 
    “I remember that day,” Damselfly reminisced.  
 
    “No one would play any of the games with me except Old Nana and she always lets me win like I’m a baby.” 
 
    “That’s not true, pumpkin, you have lots of friends.” 
 
    “Just one more story, Mum, please,” Damselfly begged. “Tell me about how the gardens began or the legend of Bakka.” 
 
    “I think it is time for sleep now,” the queen repeated. 
 
    “Tell me the story of the Children of the Moon. I haven’t heard that in ages.” 
 
    “Daughter,” her mother screeched in a familiar tone. “You know your father banned anyone from telling that tale. Now go to sleep and dream of wonderful things.” Damselfly knew it was pointless to argue any further. Her mother was sensitive about such things, although Old Nana would tell her stories that would make her father furious if he found out. 
 
    Queen Etherelle left her daughter’s bedroom with one quick glance over her shoulder. She could still make out a delicate silhouette in the half light and it almost brought a tear to her eye. Pulling herself away from the room, she determined to do something that would bring a smile to her daughter’s lips. The loss of time had brought stagnation that could be seen physically in the cracked stone walls and emotionally in those that saw in each day a repetition of the last. It was especially difficult on Damselfly because there were so few children for her to play with. Such problems were hard to solve though Etherelle had decided firmly that her daughter would have a birthday party to remember. The corridors of Castle Thrane were long and grey with signs of neglect showing regularly. Things had seemed so different when they first inherited the castle after exiling the Fairy King. With the loss of time and her husband’s brother declining into lunacy, a great burden had fallen over their family. Handel had always been a caring father. There were times when she would catch him sitting by their daughter’s bed at night watching her sleep or standing guard at her door even though the entire royal guard was only a disturbed cry away. Now there was a distance between Handel and Damselfly that went beyond duty. In truth, Queen Etherelle had to admit that the void existed between them too; her husband was now more like a stranger, only seeing his chief advisors Luyna and Orion ahead of even his own family. Queen Etherelle was loved by her people for her fair beauty and patient grace yet when something needed doing, she was not afraid to enforce her will. Steeling herself, she entered her husband’s private chambers. Unsurprisingly, Luyna was the only person occupying the room. Luyna was almost as fair as the queen with flaxen gold hair, feline yellow eyes and a blue dress that shimmered like moonlight as she moved. There was something about the sorceress that just felt off, whether it was the shiftiness of her eyes or the crook of her smile or even the sharpness of her laugh that put people on edge. Queen Etherelle felt a chill rush down her spine as Luyna turned to regard her with those sultry eyes. Recalling Damselfly’s words, she rallied her will and spoke firmly. 
 
    “I need to see Handel.” 
 
    “The king is indisposed,” Luyna replied automatically. “Perhaps I can be of assistance, my lady.” 
 
    Luyna’s tone made it quite clear there was nothing less she would rather do than help, but the queen was determined. 
 
    “I want to throw Damselfly a birthday party,” Queen Etherelle announced.”  
 
    “Really,” Luyna responded with little enthusiasm. 
 
    “That’s right,” Etherelle demanded, bringing a flash of displeasure to her adversary’s eyes. “I want it to be the greatest birthday party anyone has ever seen with presents, entertainment and a huge feast.” 
 
    “Such grand arrangements will take time to prepare,” Luyna stalled. 
 
    It was strange to talk about the passing of time when the sun never traversed the sky, the clocks never ticked and no one grew visibly older. When the Fairy King had destroyed Death’s timepiece and stopped time, even he probably never realised the extent his sabotage would affect the Kingdom of Fable. 
 
    “I want everything done by the time my daughter wakes up,” Queen Etherelle ordered. 
 
    For the first time, Luyna revealed a sign of real uncertainty to pass her features; the paling of her skin made the crescent-shaped birthmark on her face shimmer slightly.  
 
    “That will surely be impossible,” Luyna remarked. 
 
    “You could ask Handel yourself,” Queen Etherelle suggested. “Whatever you think, I know my husband loves our daughter more than anything else and I am sure he will support me on this matter.” 
 
    Luyna scowled momentarily, knowing that she was cornered before retaining her usual benign countenance and agreeing to the request graciously. 
 
    “I will raise the whole castle to help with the preparations,” Luyna acquiesced.  
 
    Queen Etherelle smiled triumphantly although the cold look in the sorceress’s eyes made her tremble. Still, she had won this battle and she would not show her fear.  
 
    “Also make sure your daughters are nice to Damselfly.” 
 
    With that, Queen Etherelle swept from the room leaving Luyna to glare at her receding skirts, a flicker of light charged across the sorceress’s fingers. 
 
      
 
    Rat was an orphan who lived in the many secret rooms and lost passageways of Castle Thrane. At ten years old, he was still rather small for his age with wild black hair and ragged clothes covered in dust from his latest excursions. Rat survived by carrying messages, news or information throughout the many levels of his home. He knew not only every inch of the castle, but also those who dwelt within the stone walls, and that meant he was the first person outside of the royal apartments to learn of the surprise birthday party. Rat had been picking at the scraps of his dinner when the large door to the royal apartments opened. He had explored every inch of the castle except the royal apartments, which he was forbidden to enter. Creeping out of his hiding place, Rat could see a familiar dark figure silhouetted against the golden doorway, which was decorated with the Thrane family crest. It depicted an ancient tree with a wise owl perched on the highest branch, a replication of the moment Abeldine had been chosen to succeed the Fairy King. Rat’s hair stood on end with anticipation for the news. 
 
    “Come here, boy, I have a message for you.” 
 
    There were only two sorcerers in Thronegarden, Luyna and her brother Orion who stood waiting impatiently for Rat to move forward. Orion had a crown of dark hair that joined seamlessly into a perfectly trimmed goatee. His eyes seemed to bore into Rat menacingly. He crooked one finger, enticing the boy closer. 
 
    “There is to be a birthday party for the Princess Damselfly,” Orion announced. 
 
    Rat, who was shaking with nerves, slowly digested this information before smiling and managing a single hiccupped word. “Good.” 
 
    Orion grabbed the boy by his worn clothes and brought his head down so they were eye to eye. The red of Orion’s cape seemed to reflect in his serpentine eyes, and Rat gulped as he tried not to stare at the crescent birthmark that he could just make out on the sorcerer’s cheek. 
 
    “This is to be the greatest celebration Thronegarden has ever seen and anybody who fails to deliver will be sorry.” 
 
    Orion released Rat who collapsed to the floor before hurrying to his feet, giving a short bow and scurrying away to carry out his orders. Orion turned on his heel, enveloping himself in his cape, and disappeared back inside the royal apartments. Rat stopped running as the door closed behind Orion. He looked determinedly at the barrier and swore to himself. “One day I will see what is behind that door.” 
 
    With no one to hear his oath or laugh at the idea of an orphan being invited into the royal chambers, Rat raced off to deliver his extremely important message.  
 
      
 
    The upper levels of the castle held courts overseen by head Judge Vale who was a constant thorn in Rat’s side; the old man had a running grievance which went back to when Rat had attempted to steal some of the lawman’s food from his chambers. 
 
    Despite Rat’s unwanted presence, he sometimes watched trials from a secret vantage point high in the courtroom and had noticed that many of the accused were being sent to exile in the Evergarden. 
 
    A punishment worse than death. 
 
    The next levels were a kind of barracks for the soldiers of Thrane, men who had fought in the battle against the Fairy King and who still protected the citizens of Thronegarden. Rat had to be extremely cautious traversing these floors with sentries and guards on constant alert. Anyone caught trespassing would almost certainly end up under Judge Vale’s critical eye, and the thought made Rat shiver with fear. The young messenger then found himself in the cool, slightly musty-smelling world of Archives. However, much Rat feared Judge Vale and the soldiers, this level was his least favourite to pass through. There were vast libraries stacked floor to ceiling with books of all kinds, written in languages long-forgotten, tomes dedicated to the history of Fable and many written by famous sorcerers. Rat had been told that one book in the archives had actually been penned by Death himself. Only a small number of historians, archivists and librarians had access to this precious knowledge all watched over by Librarian Scroll. He was a meticulous scholar with a voice like crinkled paper. Thankfully, Rat found his path clear with no late-night interruptions so that in no time at all he was down into the central levels of the castle. These were the easiest to move through unnoticed due to the high number of residents and secret pathways that riddled the ancient castle. Rat took one of these hidden shafts to bypass the medical wing as he had a bad memory of being strapped to a bed while Nurse Vial and Doctor Garland forced disgusting-tasting medicine down his throat. Many of the castle’s ordinary people lived, worked and socialized in these particular levels. The majority of them would never go higher or lower than five floors of the castle and could not imagine any need to do so. Rat had been born an adventurer and had explored more of the castle than anyone alive today. This skill meant he could go from the highest point of the castle to the lowest without anyone noticing him, a freedom that was impossible for anyone else to achieve. Sometimes Rat got lonely although he found solace in the company of animals, he had a special relationship with dogs, birds and horses, all of whom seemed to naturally respond to him. Still, before he could reach the lower levels, Rat had to pass through the school rooms. This was always difficult for Rat because he both scorned and longed to be part of it. Rat’s upbringing meant he could not read or write, no one had ever taught him, and the strange characters left on the chalk boards never revealed their secrets to him. Sometimes he would hide behind a hollow wall and listen to the children arrive at school accompanied by their parents. They always sounded so happy that Rat wondered if he was missing something special, yet surely being like other children would mean losing his freedom and that he could never do. Leaving Professor Drawbridge’s silent classroom, he spirited down like a shadow into the lower levels where his people lived.  
 
      
 
    The lower levels held the castle’s workforce, folk that would be very interested in Rat’s fresh news and might be willing to offer him something in return for his services. Rat snuck through a hidden portal into the furnace where materials were turned into everyday objects from cutlery to weapons, boats to cradles, and even now the fires raged higher than a grown man. There was one master of each skill present in the furnace, and at all times at least one of them would be supervising the workers. Today, it was Phestus, master armorer to the king who noticed Rat’s arrival with an inquisitive glance. 
 
    “What do you want, boy, can’t you see I’m busy?” Phestus crowed. 
 
    Rat was actually happy to discover Phestus on duty; despite his gruff manner he never beat or mistreated him like some of the other masters. 
 
    “I have important news right from the top,” Rat divulged. “You had better wake everyone up.” 
 
    “If you think I am going to risk the ire of my peers on the word of some guttersnipe then you’d best think again.” Phestus shrugged his large shoulders, which almost entirely enveloped his neck. 
 
    “I received the information directly from the king’s advisor,” Rat bragged.  
 
    “Which one?” The master armorer showed a slight curiosity. 
 
    “Orion.” 
 
    “Bah, it sounds barely worthy of my time.” 
 
    Phestus was not a smart man though a practical one; he understood the ramifications of failing to act on directions from above, although he was certainly experienced enough to know that not all messages were of value. With a look of disdain, he reached a dirty hand into his pocket where he rooted around before pulling out a small bronze coin. Rat looked at the money with undisguised greed, knowing that coin could buy him food for the next two days. 
 
    “I swear, boy, if you be trying to trick me, I will make you walk on hot coals.” Phestus dropped the coin into Rat’s outthrust hand. 
 
    “Queen Etherelle is throwing a surprise birthday party for Princess Damselfly, and she has demanded that it be the grandest celebration anyone can remember.” 
 
    Rat enjoyed the astonished look on Phestus’s face as he received the royal message. Grasping his reward, he took off as the master armorer charged about waking every soul to begin their arduous mission.  
 
    “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    As Rat was departing, his wrist was grabbed by a strong hand belonging to none other than Master Farcroft, the blacksmith. 
 
    “I just delivered a message to Phestus, and now I am going to deliver it elsewhere,” Rat explained. 
 
    “What is that in his hand?” Tarq the master builder asked, smoothing out his apron.  
 
    Before Rat could answer, the bronze coin was ripped from his hand by Mayden the master brewer. 
 
    “What poor wretch did you steal this from?” she slurred, being known to sample her own produce more than one should. 
 
   

 

 “Phestus gave it to me for the information I brought. I did not steal it,” Rat argued.  
 
    “Ah, a liar and a thief.” Farcroft shook the boy painfully. 
 
    Rat felt tears come to his eyes, staring at the masters who all looked at him suspiciously when everything he said had been true. 
 
    “You better not be sneaking into my stores again,” Mayden accused, although Rat knew that it was she, who drunk the stores and never remembered it afterwards. 
 
    “I think we should find some respectable work for the boy, rather than have him running around looking like a stray dog,” Tarq the master builder suggested. 
 
    “He can scrub some pans for me,” Mayden announced. “That will teach him for stealing my precious ale.” 
 
    “I didn’t steal anything,” Rat complained, trying unsuccessfully to break free from Farcroft’s grip. 
 
    The blacksmith had spent decades working in his forge, meaning he had arms of steel leaving Rat helpless to escape. 
 
    “What is this news you bring, boy,” Master Lokei the shipwright asked evenly. 
 
    The role of master shipwright was an infamous one with Bakka himself once holding that position. Now few ships were made in Thronegarden, though the office still held authority. Lokei was an unusual fellow with a watchful eye and sharp mind that often made his peers uncomfortable. 
 
    “Queen Etherelle has ordered there be a birthday party for her daughter, the Princess Damselfly and she wants it to be the best celebration ever,” Rat revealed. 
 
    This information had a peculiar effect on his audience with Lokei simply lifting one eyebrow in surprise while the other masters scattered in a frantic panic. 
 
    “What about my coin?” Rat shrieked. 
 
    Farcroft who had forgotten about the money and was already racing off to his own forge threw the coin into a dark corner where Rat spent several minutes before finally retrieving his prize. As the furnace roared into life, Rat disappeared before he found himself in any further trouble. 
 
      
 
    The only place in the castle Rat had not entered were the royal apartments; however, he had only entered the Hall of Bells once and that had been under Master Pariah’s supervision. Rat spent several minutes banging on the master of bells’ door before giving up and heading off towards the next level. Rat was glad to move on as his memory of being inside that room still filled him with dread. The magic of bells was an ancient art of magic which even Master Pariah admitted he understood only a small fraction of what the bells could do. The most famous bell, Sereth ‘the voice of death’, had been part of Death’s timepiece since records began, although it was agreed that the watch was made by Bakka, the greatest smith who ever lived, it was equally accepted that the bell was not. After the Fairy King stole the timepiece, he silenced Sereth and after breaking it, all time had stopped.  
 
    The sun remained setting so that the residents of Thronegarden could barely remember what the moon and stars looked like. Rat had forgotten what rain smelled like and the grounds were barren. 
 
    The people slept in shifts and no one had died since. 
 
    The stairs narrowed in a spiraling pattern as Rat descended deeper into the castle; many of the stones had cracks, which needed to be carefully navigated to avoid a trip or fall. After surviving the treacherous staircase, Rat was greeted by a high scream as he exited into the salon. Madame Hart the master stylist rushed over to him wearing a mask of powder and rouge that exaggerated her dismay. 
 
    “Good gracious, what is this fashion statement,” she shrilled, tugging at Rat’s greasy, unkempt hair and filthy rags. 
 
    “What is that smell?” Lady Petticote the perfumer sprayed a mist of lavender before her like a bubble. “Did something die?” 
 
    “No, it is this disgusting boy,” Madame Hart replied, covering her mouth, which was smothered with red lipstick. 
 
    “It would take a miracle to do anything with that birds nest he wears on his head,” Mistress Taverner the hairdresser expressed. 
 
    “The boy is not even wearing shoes,” Colter the shoe maker despaired. 
 
    “Those clothes are tattered and ill-fitting, a disgrace to the industry,” Greyduke the tailor sighed nonchalantly. 
 
    “Perhaps if we combined our skills, we could rescue the situation,” Madame Hart mused. 
 
    The group armed with combs, measuring tape, perfumes and mirrors converged on Rat maliciously, leaving the child to stumble backwards until his back was literally against the wall. 
 
    “You can’t do it now,” Rat advised. 
 
    “Why not, child?” Lady Petticote asked. “It should have been done a long time ago.”  
 
    “Queen Etherelle has ordered a great celebration for her daughter Princess Damselfly’s birthday and everyone is needed to help by royal proclamation.” 
 
    The whole congregation gasped with shock. Madame Hart’s rouged cheeks seemed to almost burn with excitement. 
 
    “Well, why didn’t you say so sooner, you, horrible boy,” Mistress Taverner scolded.  
 
    “How can the child have a birthday party when none of us are getting any older?” Greyduke the tailor questioned. 
 
    “All children should be entitled to a birthday party,” Madame Hart softened. “Especially our little princess.” 
 
    “Does that include me, madame?” Rat asked. 
 
    “You?” Madame Hart choked. “What are you still doing here? Get out of my sight. We all have much work to do.” 
 
    “Wait when is this birthday party to begin?” Master Colter enquired. 
 
    “As soon as the princess awakes,” Rat replied over his shoulder as he ran for cover. There was another series of distressed cries as Lady Petticote rushed to find a new scent, Master Colter searched through his samples for the softest leather to make a new pair of shoes and Madame Hart hastily sought an outfit from the wardrobes that would be suitable for the occasion. Rat did not understand their reaction as none of them would be invited to the party itself, only one person from outside the royal apartments had ever been asked to enter the inner sanctum and that had been as a nursemaid for the princess when she was born. After a couple of years, the nursemaid was sent away now the child had grown, but Damselfly had cried for two days straight until the nursemaid had been brought back and since then she had never left the child’s side. Rat dreamed of being the second person to enter the royal chambers. He did not know how but one day he would find a way to get past those ornate golden doors.  
 
    As Rat reached the performers’ level, he was assailed by the smell of saltpeter. A blast of hot air nearly burned his eyebrows and a haze of heat blurred his teary eyes. 
 
    “Apologies, dear boy, I was not expecting company,” Nova the pyromancer said as he patted Rat’s smouldering rags. 
 
    “I… I… I have a message.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that now,” Nova interrupted enthusiastically. “I need an audience for my new show,” the performer entreated. 
 
   

 

 Rat was dropped heavily into a chair while Nova, dressed in a bright orange coat with a large collar, prepared for his latest performance. Rat tried to speak about his news though his tongue seemed to be tied in knots, and before he could do anything about it, Nova had begun to breathe fire. Nova was extremely talented; capable of creating shapes within the fire, he produced a dragon followed by a phoenix and last of all a fiery peacock. Rat was still in a state of shock, having nearly been incinerated. However, Nova took this expression as a challenge and began a barrage of tricks, which illuminated the whole room. 
 
    “What is going on in here?” a voice broke the spell and Nova puffed out a ball of smoke guiltily. 
 
    Once the air cleared, Rat could see it was Pan the juggler who had interrupted the private performance. He was dressed in multiple colours like many of the troupe who plied their trade in the arts. 
 
    “Is Nova trying to burn down the castle again?” Harlequin the dancer added haughtily, stretching her beautiful neck to look down on the sorry pyromancer. 
 
    “You didn’t force the boy to sit through another one of your tragedies, did you?” Polter the first acrobat criticised. 
 
    “I always thought they were more like comedies,” Geist the second acrobat laughed.  
 
    “Perhaps the boy would prefer to hear one of my songs instead,” Lark the singer suggested with a well-practiced smile. 
 
    “Well, actually I…” Rat stumbled. 
 
    “Hear that, Lark, he doesn’t like your melodies,” Pan stirred. 
 
    “Well, I never,” Lark sulked, her golden hair falling in waves around her cherub face.  
 
    “I am sure the boy has his own reason for being here.” Pilgrim the bard brought a sense of normality to proceedings. 
 
    Pilgrim was a poet laureate, expert story teller and the leader of this merry band of circus performers. 
 
    “Is there news?” Pilgrim asked confidently. 
 
    “Yes, very important news,” Rat stuttered. “Queen Etherelle has declared that there be a surprise birthday party for her daughter the Princess Damselfly.” 
 
    “They will want music.” Lark brightened. “Now where are those minstrels?”  
 
    “They will need dancing.” Harlequin puffed out her chest with pride. 
 
    “Wouldn’t be a birthday party without juggling,” Pan crowed.  
 
    “Yes, we must all prepare,” Pilgrim conceded. 
 
    Rat slipped off his chair before heading for the exit. A friendly hand on his shoulder stopped him. 
 
    “If I may be so bold.” Pilgrim produced a letter from his white robes and offered it hopefully. 
 
    “Of course, sir, I will do my best.” Rat accepted the correspondence. 
 
    “Thank you.” Pilgrim smiled dryly. “Now I must prepare like the others.” 
 
    Rat did not need to look at the letter to know it was for Pilgrim’s wife; she was the wet nurse who looked after the princess and in her duties had to be separated from her husband. Rat often took letters for the couple, meeting the nursemaid outside the royal apartments when no one was around. Slipping the note inside his pocket, Rat continued his journey downwards into a darker and damper atmosphere.  
 
      
 
    Rat’s favourite place in the castle was the kitchens; all the residents food including the royal family’s, was made here. It had the highest number of workers, causing a constant hive of activity. It was always warm, and a sweet aroma arrested Rat whenever he made it down here. As a lowly orphan, Rat never had enough to eat; he largely bartered, stole or traded for what little scraps he could find and had to be satisfied with that. Rat had a wealth of scars on his young body from Kale the baker’s spatula, or Swelter the butcher’s boot, and by far the worst of all was head cook Skowl. It was critical that the kitchen was made aware of the planned celebration; however, Rat decided it could wait until after he had eaten. Gripping the bronze coin tightly, he wandered down the line of tables which were full of seeded bread, still warm from the stone ovens, eggs stood in regimented rows beside freshly cut sides of meat. Smoked ham, cured pork, stuffed chicken, all waited to be prepared as Rat found himself salivating with anticipation. As Rat continued his exploration, he discovered dried biscuits, nuts, aged cheese from the castle cellars and delicious sponge cake. Though the lack of time had damaged their recent crop yields, a scattering of hardier fruit and vegetables was still available. Potatoes, carrots, leeks, raisins, figs and an assortment of berries were carefully guarded along with the essential spices by each individual cook. 
 
    “I don’t allow vermin in my kitchen.” Skowl snuck up behind the ravenous boy, holding a rolling pin with unconcealed malice. 
 
    Rat was so struck with angst that his only response was to hold up the bronze coin as a kind of sacrificial offering. Luckily, there were some old, hard biscuits that Skowl had been about to send down for animal feed; she swiped the coin before handing the boy three small biscuits. Rat immediately stuffed two of the biscuits into his mouth with relish. They were too hard for his teeth at the beginning though they soon softened in his mouth, and he enjoyed their sweet taste. It was the first time for a while that Rat could assuage his hunger. Risking Skowl’s wrath a second time, he went to pass on his important message. Now, one thing about the kitchen, which everyone knew without question, was Skowl was in charge; no one did or said anything without the wise old cook finding out and then there would be trouble. 
 
    “I have an important message from above,” Rat squeaked nervously. 
 
    “Queen Etherelle has declared that there be a great feast for her daughter the Princess Damselfly’s birthday.” 
 
    Skowl turned to look at the boy with watery grey eyes, holding the rolling pin casually at her side, although Rat could not take his eyes from the weapon, which he had felt many times before. 
 
    “When?” was the cook’s only response. 
 
    “As soon as the princess wakes up,” Rat replied. 
 
    The whole kitchen had gone eerily quiet as neighbours passed on the message until every worker had heard the news and now all of them waited for instructions. 
 
    “Well, what are you all standing about for? We have a birthday party to cater for,” Skowl roared.  
 
    With Kale the head baker and Swelter the head butcher adding their own threats to the cacophony, Rat sought to escape the kitchens and head to the lowest levels of the castle where the animals were housed.  
 
    Unlike before, Rat found the staircase heavy with traffic going up and down with couriers hauling barrels of cheese, flasks of ale and whole joints of meat to the kitchens. Once news spread, it would become like an ’ants’ nest buzzing with activity, something that Rat was keen to avoid. From a young age he had a fondness for animals and that feeling was reciprocated. Rat was able to calm a horse when no one else could; he was able to handle the fiercest hounds without fear and train a bird of prey without being taught. Rat’s closest friend in the castle was a black crow he had named Midknight. He had nursed the injured animal from a young age after it was attacked by a falcon and this created an unbreakable bond. Rat wanted to visit Midknight, intending to share some of his hard-earned fare. Unfortunately, he had to pass through the farming enclosures where animals were bred and kept for food. Rat’s unique gift with animals meant he was in constant demand to help with guarding the new lambs, delousing the cattle or feeding the constantly hungry pigs. Although Rat would sometimes be rewarded with a saucer of milk or discarded pieces of meat, it was always a chore for him unlike his time spent with the animals kept for sport or leisure. Dodging the aggressive geese who even Rat could not pacify, he drifted past the distracted laborers and thought that he had escaped attention for once when the dogs started barking. They all recognised his scent and competed for his affection with a cacophony of noise loud enough to startle the animals and handlers alike. 
 
    “I thought that was you, boy.” Master Bullan, a large middle-aged man with a squinting eye, appeared out of nowhere. 
 
    “I can’t stay, Master Bullan, I want to see Midknight before bed,” Rat said, kneeling down to pet the royal hounds who licked his face and hands greedily. 
 
    “Perhaps you could spare some time tomorrow first thing,” the Master of Hounds suggested although it was more of a demand. 
 
    “Sure, no problem,” Rat shouted over his shoulder as he took off for the lowest inhabited level of the castle.  
 
    Finally, after a short run the dogs’ barking faded, the strong aroma of farm animals permeated and a drop in temperature assured Rat that he was now close to the castle’s foundations. Centuries ago, the castle had been built on a lake; boats had been made under the castle and used to travel between gardens. Bakka, the great smith, had been born to a shipwright in this very castle. In the intervening years, the lake had dried up leaving only a few underground caches of water that were utilized as subterranean wells to keep the residents in fresh water. Now the only way to travel between gardens was via the Garden Gate, which had been Bakka’s greatest achievement. Since the royal horses were so valuable and easily spooked, especially by the dogs, they were kept down here. Despite the slightly cool, damp temperature they were doted on by a vigilant staff who made sure they were always prepared for a hunt or ride. The Master of Horse was a burly man named Balius who had large forearms and an iron will. He could break in any stubborn stallion although he often relied on Rat’s skills with the shyer creatures that he easily lost patience with. All the horses had been stabled so there was little work to be done and Rat passed without notice. Finally, he reached the aviary where a dim light revealed his path. Birds were kept in pairs tied by jesses to wooden perches that mimicked their natural habitat. Rat felt the ’birds’ eyes on him as he passed although he felt no fear; he had known many of the creatures as hatchlings and helped the friendly falconer Robin most days. Robin was the closest thing to a mother he had ever known; she also shared his love of birds and was an expert trainer. Rat passed a pair of goshawks, slipped by the sleeping peregrine falcons and brushed by some watchful kestrels. At the back of the aviary was a single crow: Midknight. Although not a bird of prey, Robin had agreed that Rat could keep the bird after nursing it back to health. Midknight and Rat were both orphans, alone in the world, so, of course, they became best friends and kept each other company. The bird squawked at his approach though the noise was probably to do with being hungry rather than happiness at seeing Rat. Midknight wore a metal cap on his head and had a crooked beak. His injuries had left one wing weaker than the other, meaning he would struggle to survive in the outside world. He was quick enough to snap at Rat for food though. The boy took out his remaining biscuit that fit nicely in the palm of his hand and divided in two. Midknight greedily devoured his portion and when he discovered there was nothing else forthcoming went back to sleep. Rat, finishing his own piece which barely touched the hunger in his stomach, curled up on the floor amongst a thin layer of straw and soon fell asleep. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 2 
 
    The Happiest of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Damselfly woke up, her room was still lit with a late afternoon glow. She could make out the familiar silhouette of a wardrobe and desk. Beyond that was the corner where she played with her toys, and clearing up her dolls was Old Nana. 
 
    “Good morning,” Damselfly greeted, stretching and wiping her eyes.  
 
    “Good morning,” Old Nana replied. 
 
    The princess’s nursemaid was actually not so old; the term was more to do with her sage wisdom than actual years passed. Old Nana had streaks of warm chestnut in her silvery hair, which gravitated just above her slim shoulders. Kind blue eyes turned towards Damselfly above a slim restrained smile that suggested a deeper struggle within. 
 
    “Tell me a story,” Damselfly requested. 
 
    It was common for the pair to spend hours every day with Old Nana reciting tales while Damselfly listened intently, no matter how many times she had heard it before. “What would you like to hear?” Old Nana asked. 
 
    “I don’t mind, you choose,” Damselfly answered, still feeling a little sleepy. 
 
    Old Nana considered her options as she crossed the room and gently perched on the bed. She brushed a knot of red hair away from the young girl’s face, and finally settling on a decision, she began. 
 
    “I will tell you the story of Once Upon a Time…”  
 
   

 

   
 
    Once Upon a Time 
 
      
 
    Where did magic begin? 
 
    That is what everyone wants to know, 
 
    Listen close to this story you could not imagine, 
 
    I will tell you where, why and how. 
 
      
 
    It started when the dragons breathed fire into the planet deep,  
 
    The giants laid down their mountainous frames to sleep,  
 
    Rivers burst forth when the first phoenix did weep, 
 
    A unicorn pierced the sky so that the stars we could keep. 
 
      
 
    Where did magic begin? 
 
    Well, it was where the first bell did chime, 
 
    Listen close and I will tell you a story you could not imagine, 
 
    This all happened when the first voice spoke  
 
    Once upon a time. 
 
      
 
    Why did they create magic? 
 
    Well, that is a question both joyous and tragic. 
 
      
 
    For the birds needed magic to fly, 
 
    The clouds needed magic to scorn gravity, 
 
    The lion needed magic to roar, the rabbit needed it to flee,  
 
    The moon needed magic to obtain liberty. 
 
      
 
    Why did magic begin? 
 
    Listen close and I will tell you a story you could not imagine. 
 
      
 
    The moon needed to escape the Lady of the Lake’s possession,  
 
    As he was taken prisoner for an unknown crime, 
 
    He tricked the Lady using his reflection, 
 
    It all happened with the first person saying  
 
    Once upon a time. 
 
      
 
    How did magic happen? 
 
    Well, that brings us to the story of the very first garden. 
 
      
 
    When the first child was born, he was scared so he began to shout,  
 
    They thought he might be cold so they had the sun come out, 
 
    Then they considered he might be tired so they had the moon come about, 
 
    At last, the child stopped crying and they had the stars watch over him devout. 
 
      
 
    How did magic happen? 
 
    Well, it was with the first child in the first garden. 
 
    A whispered word telling a simple rhyme, 
 
    It all happened with the first sharing of  
 
    Once upon a time. 
 
      
 
    “That’s my favourite,” Damselfly responded once the tale had ended.  
 
    “You say that after every story I tell,” Old Nana teased. 
 
    “I just love them all,” the princess expressed. 
 
    Their morning ritual was disturbed as Queen Etherelle entered the room, dressed in a flowing emerald gown. It was unusual for the queen to see her daughter before breakfast as it was Old Nana’s responsibility to see the princess was prepared for each day. 
 
    “Good morning, Mother,” Damselfly spoke while Old Nana bowed respectfully.  
 
    “Good morning, daughter,” Queen Etherelle replied with a smile. 
 
    “Do you know what day it is today?” she asked. 
 
    “It is the same day it has been for ages.” Damselfly was surprised by the question.  
 
    “Today is a very special day,” the queen revealed. 
 
    “Why, what is so special about it?” Damselfly questioned.  
 
    “Today we are going to throw you a grand birthday party.” 
 
    Damselfly’s eyes widened while her mouth dropped open in surprise. She hugged her mother joyfully and looked at Old Nana in wonder. 
 
    “Your first gift is here.” The queen walked across to a hardwood chair where the clothes were laid out. 
 
    The princess often wore rather conservative clothes as she felt awkward in dresses or gowns that her mother bore so beautifully; however, the outfit for today was something entirely different and specially crafted by the seamstresses. Damselfly leapt out of bed with a scream of delight. Old Nana barely got out of her way as the young girl charged across the room and embraced her new clothes. 
 
    “Hurry up and get ready; there is a lot to do today.” Queen Etherelle grinned at her child’s happiness. 
 
    “Happy birthday, Damselfly.”  
 
    Damselfly was still admiring her gown when Old Nana eventually managed to get her ready. It was a tight-fitting silver tunic with a subtle pink dress and black stockings. A new pair of polished shoes adorned her feet, hand made by Master Colter himself; they were a fiery red that matched her hair. By far her favourite part of the design was the symmetrical pair of fairy wings that had been hand-stitched to the back. They looked so real, Old Nana was worried the girl would suddenly fly away. A missile struck Damselfly as she reluctantly departed her room where she had spent the longest time admiring her new outfit in the mirror. The princess was bowled over and viciously licked by the family pet, a large Dalmatian called Trigger. The dog was kept as a last line of defence and could be especially vicious to those he did not know, but he loved Damselfly enough to pounce on her every chance he got. 
 
    “When will that dog learn?” Old Nana complained. 
 
    Damselfly hugged Trigger, accepting his rather wet greeting with pleasure and after making sure her wings were not damaged by the encounter, they walked down the corridor towards the dining room where they normally had breakfast. Trigger strutted ahead of them like a personal guard. He was as tall as Damselfly and heavier than Old Nana, his coat was white with black spots, except his ears which were all black. 
 
    Damselfly’s bright start to the day was darkened, literally, by the shadow of Orion who stood before the banquet hall dressed in his usual red sorcerer’s cape. 
 
    “Today breakfast will be taken in the atrium,” Orion announced with mild annoyance. 
 
    Of all the people within the royal apartments, Damselfly disliked Orion the most. He always seemed to be watching her, scolding her for the slightest infractions and never once offered a kind word or smile. Damselfly did not trust Orion, and the sorcerer seemed to know it. The problem was Orion and his twin sister, Luyna, were the only magicians in Thronegarden and her father, the king, relied on their powers as well as their wisdom to help him run the kingdom. 
 
    Damselfly could never remember eating breakfast in the atrium before. Orion led them outside the royal apartments where Damselfly had rarely been and down a short flight of steps. Trigger ran ahead, wagging his tail with delight as he caught the scent of something delicious. Damselfly kept close to Old Nana while sneaking 
 
    suspicious glances at Orion whenever she thought the sorcerer was not looking. 
 
    A blast of music greeted their arrival as the minstrels played a jaunty tune. Polter and Geist tumbled in their colourful acrobat uniforms as Lark provided a harmonious melody. Damselfly was surprised to see so many people at breakfast. The large dining table was full of wonderful food and Trigger was already sniffing around for scraps. Damselfly was impressed by the spectacle that greeted her, yet there were no other children her age apart from Luyna’s daughters, the twins, Coral and Celeste, who were always horrible to Damselfly when no adults were around. Damselfly’s father was absent again, leaving only a small party to actually enjoy the fine meal. With Orion’s lingering presence never far away, Damselfly sat down at the table, uncomfortable, and waited, uncertain of what would happen next. Queen Etherelle encouraged the musicians to play while they began eating. Damselfly had pancakes with maple syrup, which she would never normally be allowed for breakfast, and that made her feel a little better. She even snuck some under the table for Trigger; the Dalmatian happily licked the syrup from her fingers with his coarse tongue. Beside Damselfly sat Old Nana who barely touched any of the delicious food. On the other side was Queen Etherelle who tasted every dish once (Damselfly did not know if she was checking the quality of the fare or simply trying to enjoy as many different dishes as possible). Then came Orion, sitting next to his twin sister, Luyna. In close quarters, their differences were striking, and it was almost impossible to believe they were twins. Celeste and Coral sat next to their mother in complementing blue and green dresses. The young twins were almost identical with golden hair, blue eyes and a smile that made your hair stand on end. Damselfly could only tell the twins apart by the crescent birth mark that was on the left side of Coral’s neck and the right side of Celeste’s.  
 
    The final two seats were occupied by Damselfly’s tutor, Palen, and the Master of Bells, Pariah. Centuries ago, according to Old Nana, bells were imbued with magic by powerful sorcerers seeking to create powerful talismans. The most famous example was Sereth, the so called ‘voice of death’ that was part of Death’s timepiece. The bell had the power to take a person from this world into the next. Pariah was wearing a dark brown robe with his head largely covered by a draping hood. He ate little and spoke to no one, so Damselfly wondered why her mother had invited him in the first place. After breakfast they were entertained by Nova the pyromancer who created shapes in the air using fire and smoke. Then Pan juggled a dozen lit candles, Lark performed her melody and Harlequin performed a beautiful dance, which earned a nod of approval from the queen. Pilgrim the bard offered a traditional tale from his repertoire. Old Nana’s husband was an excellent story teller and yet Damselfly found herself distracted and unable to enjoy the telling. After the performances, there was a slight lull while the next round of activities was prepared. Old Nana went to find her husband who she did not see often with them living at different ends of the castle. This left Damselfly alone with the other adults engaged in their own conversations or duties. She did not notice Coral or Celeste sneak up behind her until they began pulling on her red hair. 
 
    “Stop that,” Damselfly demanded. 
 
    Apart from the colour of their dresses, the twins appeared to be almost reflections of each other; they even shared the same vindictive facial expressions they now turned upon the birthday girl. 
 
    “What are you wearing?” Coral asked mockingly. 
 
    “Those look like fairy wings. You’re short and ugly enough to be a fairy,” Celeste teased. 
 
    “If you have wings now maybe you can fly away and we can all really enjoy the celebration without you,” Coral snickered. 
 
    “Leave me alone or I’ll tell my mother,” Damselfly threatened.  
 
    “Oh, we’re so scared,” Celeste pantomimed. 
 
    “Your mother does not have any real power. The king listens to our mother and she is a sorceress so she could turn you into a toad with a look.” 
 
    Damselfly knew magic did not work that way. Luyna had rarely shown her magical powers but turning people into toads was extremely unlikely. Unfortunately, their words brought tears to Damselfly’s eyes, a sign of weakness the twins were quick to seize upon. 
 
    “The little princess is crying.” Celeste pretended to rub her own eyes. “Her face is all puffy and her eyes are red to match that horrible hair,” Coral bullied. 
 
    Thankfully for Damselfly her mother was looking for her in order to start the parade in her honour. Queen Etherelle wanted everything to be perfect for her daughter and was aghast to find her in tears. 
 
    “What is going on?” she queried. 
 
    Coral and Celeste at least had the notion to look at their feet while the queen cast them warning looks. 
 
    “I don’t want a birthday celebration,” Damselfly sobbed. 
 
    Queen Etherelle wiped her daughter’s eyes with a silk handkerchief, giving her a brief embrace; she looked her straight in the eye. 
 
    “All these people came to celebrate your birthday. We can’t let them down, can we?” 
 
    Damselfly looked at the throng of people clearing the breakfast table, the performers mulling around reflecting on their performances and those desperate to be part of the parade and decided her mum was right. 
 
    “I suppose,” she agreed. 
 
    “That’s my brave girl.” The queen smiled. 
 
    A shadow fell upon them as Orion hovered malevolently. Damselfly felt herself blush with embarrassment under his exposing glare. 
 
    “Shall we make our way outside? The parade is about to begin,” he suggested.  
 
    Damselfly felt suddenly vulnerable, remembering what the twins had said. What could any of them do against sorcerers? And then she thought about her father. The king was powerful enough to defeat anyone: he had exiled the Fairy King to the Evergarden and brought peace back to Fable. Hoping that Orion would soon get his just deserts, they followed the sorcerer as he escorted them to the parade. 
 
      
 
    Damselfly watched the cascading fireworks that signalled the end of the parade. They rose into the unchanging sky from a ship now trapped by the barren ground where a large lake had once been.  
 
    The ship was called The Captive.  
 
    Like the moon that had once been taken hostage by the Lady of the Lake, it remained trapped. 
 
    The last ship of the fleet. 
 
    Damselfly rarely left the castle so she had never really understood the effects that the Fairy King had wrought by stopping time. Without a change from day to night or season to season, many of the plants were failing or lost altogether. Animals struggled to adapt. The once abundant fields were now sparse and even the skies above seemed eerily silent. While everyone else watched the extravagant parade, Damselfly looked at the kingdom and wondered what would happen to them if time did not return. 
 
    “Look at the horses,” Queen Etherelle cried, caught up in the pageantry. “There is your father’s horse Bolt.” 
 
    “Where is Daddy?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “He is sorry to miss the parade but he promised to make dinner.” 
 
    Damselfly was not convinced by her mother’s words as her father had been breaking a lot of promises lately. It never used to be that way when Uncle Abeldine was king though recently her father had not been himself. The whole castle had been involved in the parade; they had enjoyed the revelry and opportunity to share their talents. Now, though, with proceedings coming to an end, they all felt a sense of foreboding about what would happen next: night would not come and many of them had forgotten what rain smelt like. The sun remained setting in the west yet refused to move any further. It provided a diluted light and insufficient heat upon Thronegarden which slowly withered. 
 
   

 

 “Damselfly, choose one present to take home with us and the rest will be brought up later,” the queen explained. 
 
    During the parade dozens of presents had been offered to the princess on her birthday, from new shoes to a tiara. There was a small treasure trove of items spread out before them on the grass. Every craftsman or designer proud enough to be chosen to present their gift to the princess held their breath as she deliberated over which one was her favourite. The person responsible for the princess’s favourite gift would not only have a great story to tell, they would be rewarded with increased reputation and fame. 
 
    “We should really be heading back inside,” Orion insisted. 
 
    Damselfly felt pressured into making a decision and she did not want to make the wrong one. 
 
    “Just choose the one you like best,” Queen Etherelle assisted. 
 
    Damselfly tried to take her mother’s advice though it was difficult because she really liked a pearl necklace amongst the collection, though there was an interesting book about history, which Old Nana could read to her. Then there was a riding crop and Damselfly had been begging her parents to let her learn to ride. Choosing that item might make her mum mad though and then there were all the castle’s inhabitants to consider. 
 
    “Just make a choice or I will make it for you,” Orion demanded. 
 
    Damselfly in a panic searched amongst the items for something that grabbed her attention, only everything was beautiful and offered so faithfully that it made her head spin. Then she caught a glimpse of something strange; amongst the expensive bounty of precious metals and rare materials was a small toy bunny. Damselfly retrieved the rabbit from beneath a silver plate so she could look at him better. 
 
    “Put that back, dear, and find something nicer,” her mother added shortly. 
 
    Damselfly was not really paying attention to her mother or the crowd. She was running her hand over the bunny’s soft fur which was a dark chocolate brown with a cute white cottontail. It was dressed in a chequered waistcoat held together by gold buttons with a spiral patterning. In the rabbit’s black glass eyes, she caught her own reflection and caught the smile on her own face. 
 
    “I want this one.” Damselfly held up the stuffed toy, causing a stir amongst the crowd who had waited so patiently. 
 
    “Look at all those lovely things. Why do you want that old stuffed rabbit?” Queen Etherelle questioned. “Please choose something else.” 
 
    “No,” Damselfly replied. “It’s my birthday and this is my choice.” 
 
    She crushed the rabbit against her chest with both arms and refused to surrender under her mother’s harsh glare. 
 
    “Fine,” Queen Etherelle agreed with a slight grin. 
 
    “My daughter has chosen her favourite gift. Let the person who placed this soft toy bunny come forward and collect their reward.” 
 
    The crowd looked around uncertainly, trying to discover who had left the winning present from among their gathered ranks. A collective gasp broke out as a filthy boy, similar in age to the princess, staggered forward in dirty rags to stand before the queen. 
 
    “What is your name, young man?” the queen asked. “Rat,” the boy answered. 
 
    “What would you like as a reward for your thoughtful gift?”  
 
    “Can I have anything?” the boy queried. 
 
    “Whatever you like. If it is in my power, I will grant it to you,” the queen promised.  
 
    “I would like to visit the royal apartments,” Rat revealed. 
 
    The crowd all began chatting at once, and Orion was quick to step forward. 
 
    “That is quite out of the question, young man,” he interfered. 
 
    “Nonsense,” Queen Etherelle commanded. “Please arrange for the child to have a full tour of the royal apartments as soon as possible.” 
 
    Damselfly was pleased to see Orion defeated by her mother, and she gave the funny-looking boy a coy smile. She wondered, while holding the bunny he had left for her, what kind of name was Rat?  
 
      
 
    As the day wound to a close, the royal family returned to their secluded apartments in order to celebrate Damselfly’s birthday as a family. They had a wide, open balcony that allowed them to look down on Thronegarden from the castle ramparts; this is where Queen Etherelle decided to hold the last vestiges of the festivities. The celebrations had not gone as successfully as the queen hoped; she was certain there had been an altercation between her daughter and Luyna’s. The parade along with the host of gifts had been too overwhelming for a child who simply wanted friendship and a place to belong. Etherelle momentarily considered the young boy who had stepped forward at the parade as a playmate for her daughter, before dismissing the idea of allowing a peasant to be companion with her princess daughter. The queen still believed she could save the day by giving Damselfly exactly what she wanted, a close family occasion that they had enjoyed before their family had become royalty. 
 
    “Where is my husband?” she asked Luyna. 
 
    “The king is occupied,” Luyna replied coldly.  
 
    “Too busy for his daughter’s birthday?” 
 
    Luyna did not respond or try to intercede as Etherelle pushed past her towards her husband’s’ study; there was no question that the sorceress could have stopped her if she wanted to, but the line of command held. King Handel had changed seismically in the last few years so that Etherelle barely recognised her own husband. It had begun during the Thrane rebellion against the Fairy King when he had gone from a mild-mannered farmer to a soldier. Handel had been in awe of his older brother, Abeldine, who had been named king after the Fairy King was exiled to the Evergarden. When Abeldine had started losing his mind, it had stolen something from Handel, and the burden of responsibility once he had succeeded his brother to the throne had changed him forever. The key was in the lock as Etherelle opened the door to her husband’s sanctuary. Inside she was met by a consuming darkness and bitter cold that sent shivers down her spine. There was a tangible silence that the queen felt hesitant to break so she simply continued forward until a single guttering candle revealed a stark silhouette of the man she had once known. 
 
    “Handel,” she gasped at her husband’s appearance. 
 
    The king’s black hair had turned silver, making him appear decades older. His eyes seemed weak and sensitive to light. His regal clothes hung off him like they were several sizes too large and even his ring of office slipped from his fingers of ice. 
 
    “What is wrong, husband?” Queen Etherelle knelt at her lover’s side.  
 
    “I am fine,” Handel replied absently. 
 
    “Aren’t you cold?” the queen asked, feeling the chill in her partner’s hand. 
 
    “I am perfectly fine,” the king answered absently. “Orion takes good care of me.”  
 
    “It is our daughter’s birthday today,” Etherelle explained. 
 
    “How can it be when yesterday is today and there is no tomorrow,” the king queried.  
 
    “I think the best present we could give our daughter is to all be there for her,” the queen requested. 
 
    “Daughter?” The king seemed confused and it broke Etherelle’s heart.  
 
    “Damselfly.” 
 
    The name seemed to rekindle something within the broken shell that was her husband; his eyes became more responsive and he nodded his head defiantly. 
 
    “Of course, I will attend my daughter’s birthday,” he stated firmly though when he attempted to stand the effort was too much. 
 
    “Let me help you, my dear,” Etherelle responded. 
 
    Placing a large robe across her husband’s shoulders, which hid much of his recent atrophy, she allowed him to lean on her as they left the freezing room and walked across to the balcony. As the king moved, he seemed to grow in stature and strength so that he could soon walk unaided, a tiny spark illuminated his dulled eyes and a half smile seemed to cross his face. 
 
    “This is a new beginning for all of us,” Queen Etherelle promised.  
 
    “Yes, I believe you are right, darling,” the king acquiesced.  
 
      
 
    During her ‘parents’ absence, Damselfly had been looking out over the balcony with her rabbit clutched tight to her chest. She was trying to remember what the moon and stars looked like since they had been absent for so long. Old Nana always told stories about the moon and stars; now they seemed more like characters from a story rather than actual entities. 
 
    “Why did you choose that filthy bunny?” Coral asked disgustedly.  
 
    “Maybe because it is ugly just like her,” Celeste joined in. 
 
    Damselfly noticed that Coral was wearing brand new shoes and Celeste had on a gold necklace, both of which were presents donated for her birthday. Instead of bringing this up, Damselfly attempted to ignore the twins, focusing instead on imagining the moon and stars. The children of the moon, so called for their crescent-shaped birthmarks, were not accustomed to being ignored and they definitely did not like being ignored by Damselfly. 
 
    “Stop it,” Damselfly cried as Celeste pushed her.  
 
    “Or what?” Coral asked. 
 
    “I will tell my mother,” the princess warned. 
 
    “Well, our mother will never believe you,” Celeste grinned. 
 
    Before Damselfly could react, Celeste tore the toy rabbit from her grasp and held the stuffed animal over the balcony. 
 
    “Give it back,” the princess begged. 
 
    “Is this the only kind of friend you can make?” Celeste laughed, enjoying the attention. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll send you over the balcony too,” Coral threatened. 
 
    Damselfly felt something inside tighten up as she closed her fists in anger and lashed out at Celeste who stumbled back, surprised by the sudden attack. 
 
    “What did you do that for?” she demanded. 
 
    “Give me back my rabbit,” Damselfly ordered. 
 
    The confrontation had caught Orion’s attention and the sorcerer was making his way towards them from across the room. Fearing the consequences, Celeste threw the stolen toy behind her back and looked suitably innocent as her uncle descended upon them. 
 
    “Is there a problem?” Orion posed. 
 
    “No, we were just playing, Uncle,” Coral replied sweetly.  
 
    “Is that true, Damselfly?” 
 
    The princess looked at the seemingly innocent twins and back to Orion, who always made her feel small, and nodded. 
 
    “Good, then please keep the noise down,” Orion said before turning on his heel.  
 
    Damselfly breathed a sigh of relief until she heard a pair of stifled giggles. She turned round with a sense of dread and followed the twins’ gaze to where Trigger the Dalmatian was destroying her toy rabbit. 
 
    “Trigger, no,” she screamed, running over to the dog who thought that this was some kind of game and dashed away. 
 
    When the king and queen strode out onto the balcony, they found chaos: Damselfly was chasing Trigger around the space while the dog continued to hold the toy bunny in his mouth. 
 
    “What is going on?” Handel demanded. 
 
    Trigger, hearing his master’s voice, dropped the toy. Damselfly grabbed the torn rabbit, trying to repair the damage and when the dog pressed closer, she pushed him away. 
 
    Trigger, stung by the dismissal, slunk off to a dark corner while Queen Etherelle came forward to check on her daughter. 
 
    “We’ll get you another one,” she offered, looking at the haggard toy.  
 
    “I don’t want another one,” Damselfly answered stubbornly. 
 
    Queen Etherelle, realising the day had not gone as planned, finally forgot her agenda and decided to follow her daughter’s lead. 
 
    “Let me clean him up for you.” 
 
    Damselfly reluctantly relinquished the slightly damp torn rabbit to her mother’s care and waited on the floor where she had found him. Etherelle walked purposefully to Luyna who was standing nearby and thrust the toy in her direction. 
 
    “I want you to bring this toy to life,” she demanded. “To be a friend to my daughter.” 
 
    Luyna seemed unwilling to comply at first; however, the queen’s countenance confirmed her stance, and the king was watching the drama intently from across the balcony. 
 
    Distastefully, Luyna accepted the slightly damp, torn toy rabbit and with a whispered word in the animal’s ear she brought it to life. 
 
    “Wah,” the creature cried. 
 
    “It’s all right,” Etherelle comforted, taking the shaken rabbit from the sorcerer.  
 
    “A dog had me.” the rabbit looked around, frightened. 
 
    “He won’t hurt you again,” the queen promised, straightening the bunny’s chequered waistcoat and ruffled fur. 
 
    Queen Etherelle carried the rabbit across to her daughter who looked up at them through teary eyes and slowly a smile lit up her face. 
 
    “Happy birthday, Damselfly,” she whispered. 
 
    The princess was extremely gentle with the rabbit who was still scanning around as though danger lurked just around the corner. 
 
    “My name is Damselfly. What is yours?” 
 
    “I don’t have a name,” the rabbit replied. “I don’t even have a tail.” 
 
    Damselfly lifted the bunny so she could see a tear where his fluffy white cotton tail had been bitten off. 
 
    “What is a rabbit without a tail?” he bemoaned. 
 
    Damselfly looked up as her parents came to stand beside her. It had been a long time since she had seen her father and yet she instinctively sought his help to make everything all right. 
 
    “Father, my rabbit has lost his tail and is very sad about it,” she explained. 
 
    “Well, let me see what I can do.”  
 
    King Handel took the shivering rabbit in his hands and removed a gold button from his robe, placing the button over the hole where a tail had once been. 
 
    “What do you think to that?” the king enquired. 
 
    The rabbit investigated the button carefully, wrinkling his nose at the strange tail, before nodding his head in evident satisfaction. 
 
    “I will call him Buttontail,” Damselfly announced. 
 
    “I think that is a wonderful name,” the queen declared.  
 
    “Very good,” the king agreed. 
 
    Buttontail seemed rather proud of his new tail and was happily placed back in Damselfly’s arms as the small family enjoyed their first meal together in a long time. “This is the best birthday ever,” Damselfly stated, surrounded by her friends and family. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 3 
 
    The Saddest of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    Passage from History of Thronegarden recorded by Archivist Scroll:  
 
      
 
    Although time has stopped, it is incorrect to say nothing changes. After the events marked by Princess Damselfly’s birthday, there was a tangible change in the air. 
 
    It was not just a lull after the celebrations; the absence of time has begun to reveal unexpected consequences that no one could foresee. I believe the previous King Abeldine’s madness may be a symptom brought on by a lack of time; with death nullified are we all immortal or are we all damned? 
 
    Thronegarden itself appears to be suffering as the centuries-old stones crack daily, crops do not grow and where there is no death there can be no birth. 
 
    The darkness that has been creeping into our lives manifested in the failed assassination attempt on our current King Handel who survived thanks to the intervention of Lady Luyna. The usurper, known as Blakast, seems to be suffering from a similar mania, though his affliction appears to have made him violent towards those in authority. Little has been discovered about where Blakast came from, why he targeted the monarch or if he was working alone. All we know right now is that he does not have magical powers; instead, he manipulated a powerful artefact to bypass the castle watch and attempt his coup. Not since the repression of the Fairy King’s reign have the people of Thronegarden felt such fear. 
 
    History reveals much to those with vision. Such instances rarely fade away. No, they only add to a greater reckoning and the residents of Thronegarden wait. An eternal waiting that shows cracks in the skein of our reality that cannot be fixed by magic or kings or even birthday parties. The wheel has stopped turning, Death has fled and those who would try to harm us have been banished to the Evergarden. 
 
    So why do we feel afraid? 
 
    Blakast the usurper is not our enemy, only a product of the age. History tells us there will be more and with them comes the inevitable fallout. Some of us say without death there is no fear, though those of us wise enough to know that there are infinite things worse than death.  
 
      
 
    “Is it nearly lunchtime?” 
 
    “We only just finished breakfast.” 
 
    In the absence of time that had followed Damselfly’s birthday celebration, events had gotten worse. She had not seen her father since and even her mother had been unusually absent. It would have been unbearable for the princess without her new companion, Buttontail. The animated rabbit had fast become her best friend and they spent every moment together. 
 
    “Perhaps we could ask for some brunch.” 
 
    Buttons, as Damselfly called him, was obsessed with food, unless he was afraid, which was almost always. 
 
    “Maybe you could ask Orion?” Damselfly teased. 
 
    Buttons shuddered at the mere mention of the sorcerer’s name, and the princess absently stroked his fur reassuringly until he calmed down enough to think about food again. 
 
    “I don’t see why a snack is out of the question seeing as breakfast was so scant,” the greedy bunny posed. 
 
    “You ate half of mine and Old Nana’s breakfast on top of your own,” Damselfly ridiculed. “You will be too fat to run away from danger soon.” 
 
    The duo sat on Damselfly’s bed waiting for the Princess’s tutor Palen to arrive; the scholar was late although technically in the void of time there was no early or late.  
 
    “He’s late,” Buttons instructed. 
 
    “I do not feel like learning today anyway,” Damselfly rebelled. “Perhaps we should go exploring?” 
 
    “Palen will be angry if he arrives and we are not here,” Buttons fretted.  
 
    “No one notices me at all,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    “It seems one is always popular when they are in trouble,” Buttons mused.  
 
    Damselfly kicked her legs over the edge of the bed. She was still wearing the fairy wings from her birthday despite Coral and Celeste’s ridicule; she liked them. The princess imagined flying away somewhere that the moon and stars still shone. 
 
    A place where she did not feel trapped or obliged to behave like a princess, but could act as a child for once. 
 
    “You’re right,” Damselfly agreed. 
 
    “About brunch?” Buttontail questioned. 
 
    “No, about exploring, there is nowhere interesting to go anyway. We’re not even allowed out of the royal apartments on our own.” 
 
    “I should think not,” Buttontail lectured. 
 
    “Consider all the terrifying things that lurk outside those doors.” Buttontail’s two front teeth chattered nervously. 
 
    “How will we ever know what is outside if we never go?” 
 
    “I suppose we could visit the kitchens,” Buttontail dreamed. “Where they make all the pies, biscuits, stews, soups, soufflés, cakes…” 
 
    While Buttontail continued his litany of delicious foods, Damselfly dreamed of going on an adventure like the characters in Old Nana’s stories. Unfortunately, nothing exciting ever happened to her and with time frozen she could not even look forward to growing up or having a baby brother or sister. 
 
    “Sorry, I’m late.” Palen burst through the door making Buttons momentarily disappear under the bed in surprise. “There are a great many things happening in the castle today, but that is no excuse to delay learning.” 
 
    Palen was a short pale man with large glasses that magnified his weak green eyes. He had too short legs, which worked rapidly to make up for the deficiency in height, and a large head, which seemed about to crush his body at any second. 
 
    “Today we will be studying the proper dining etiquette for a royal banquet.” 
 
    “Did someone say dining and banquet?” Buttontail hastened from under the bed, his ears pricked up in anticipation. 
 
    “I was hoping to learn more about the Garden Gate,” Damselfly interjected.  
 
    “That is out of the question,” the tutor replied. 
 
    “Isn’t my education supposed to teach me how to rule the kingdom?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “Yes, of course but…” 
 
    “Isn’t the Garden Gate an important part of that kingdom?” 
 
    “Yes, though the difference between a soup spoon and a dessert spoon could also be seen as important,” Palen argued feebly. 
 
    “I love dessert.” Buttontail drooled. 
 
    “Please, Palen, just this once,” the princess begged. 
 
    “Oh, all right.” The scholar surrendered. “It is rather interesting.” 
 
    “Does it involve any feasts, picnics or repasts?” Buttontail posed. 
 
    “Please stop talking about food for one moment, Buttons, so we can learn about the Garden Gate.” Damselfly hugged her gluttonous companion. 
 
    “I swear not to say another word though I cannot speak for my stomach.” Buttontail grinned. 
 
    While Damselfly and Buttontail sat attentively on the princess’s bed, Palen adjusted his glasses carefully upon his nose and began his lesson. 
 
    “In centuries past, Fable was linked by meandering waterways including fast-flowing rivers and huge lakes. Boats were the main source of transport; they allowed people from all regions to communicate and trade. When the rivers started running dry, boats became stranded or trapped in areas where the water level remained deep enough. This meant that certain parts of Fable were essentially isolated with little or no contact with the rest of the world. Well, this problem was so universal that it was agreed something had to be done. Lots of voices believed that magic could be the solution although those that understand the limitations of alchemy know that would be impossible. Bakka is the greatest smith who ever lived. He was commissioned to build a gate that would connect everyone in Fable easily and safely.” 
 
    “Is Bakka still alive?” Damselfly queried. 
 
    “No one knows,” Palen answered. “No one has seen him for decades, and if he were still alive, he would be older than any person who lived before.” 
 
    Damselfly was not satisfied with this answer; however, she did not want to interrupt again so decided to keep quiet. 
 
    “Bakka created the Garden Gate, a magical portal that allows travel from one garden to another almost instantly,” Palen concluded. 
 
    “That’s not quite true,” Damselfly raised. “You cannot get to the Evergarden.”  
 
    “Very good, princess,” the tutor remarked. “Recently, it was necessary to build a prison for those responsible for terrible crimes. These reprobates were to be banished and that resulted in the Evergarden being removed from the network. It means that anyone exiled to the Evergarden cannot leave.” 
 
    “Is there really no way out of the Evergarden?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “No, it is impossible,” Palen stated. “A terrible place it is too and a well-deserved punishment for those that commit such awful crimes.” 
 
    Palen would not be distracted further. He returned to his planned lesson of dining etiquette although Damselfly was no longer paying attention. She was thinking about the gardens beyond the gate, whether Bakka was still alive and if the Fairy King could possibly return from Evergarden.  
 
      
 
    After a long study session, Damselfly and Buttontail took the chance to play together. Despite the greedy rabbit’s voracious appetite, he could still run extremely fast, with powerful back legs that left Damselfly far behind. The princess had begun to change her strategy, so instead of trying to catch her friend in a straight foot race, she would hide and burst out at him when he least expected it. Buttontail hated this game because he was terrified of everything. It would take him three circuits around the bedroom before he realised that no one was chasing him and even then, his foot pounded the ground anxiously. On this day the game became so competitive that Buttontail burst out of the bedroom and fled down the corridor. Damselfly, caught up in their fun, charged after him, crying out with reckless abandon as she chased Buttontail down the long corridor. 
 
    “What is going on out here?” Orion demanded. 
 
    “We were just playing.” Damselfly looked glumly at her shoes. 
 
    “Your mother is not feeling well and she does not need to be disturbed by you two carrying on like savages,” the sorcerer scolded. 
 
    “Damselfly.” A weak voice broke the tension. 
 
   

 

 Striding confidently past Orion, the young princess entered her mother’s room; it was dark inside with the curtains drawn and a suffocating humidity. Damselfly climbed up on her parent’s bed to get a better look at her mother; even in the darkness she could see that the queen was looking unwell. 
 
    “What is wrong, Mother?” the princess enquired. 
 
    “I am just feeling a little under the weather, that is all,” Queen Etherelle stated although her words were weak and unconvincing. 
 
    “Should I get Skowl to make you some soup like you did when I was sick?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “I would really love some soup.” Buttontail licked his lips enthusiastically.  
 
    Queen Etherelle laughed although it was not a joyous sound. 
 
    “I am glad you have a new friend. At least I was able to give you that.” 
 
    “We’re going to have lots of adventures together,” Damselfly informed.  
 
    “I bet you are,” the queen agreed. 
 
    “You can come too,” Damselfly encouraged. “Buttons is afraid of his own shadow and all he ever talks about is food, so I will need another person to be brave who can think about something other than their stomach.” 
 
    “Rude,” Buttontail remarked, placing his paws on his hips. 
 
    “What do you say, Mother?  
 
    Would you like to explore with us?” Damselfly posed. 
 
    Queen Etherelle did not answer immediately. Instead, she seemed to whisper so low that neither of them could understand her words. Damselfly crept towards the head of the bed while Buttons covered his face in dread. 
 
    Damselfly knew her mother was trying to communicate with her though she could not make out the message. They had played games before whispering to one another and the princess still believed this was a game. She did not share Buttontail’s premonition of disaster until the last moment when she finally understood her mother’s desperate pleadings. 
 
    “Get Orion.” 
 
    Damselfly screamed heartily as she watched her mother slip away from her and it was only when the sorcerer arrived that she was parceled out of the room and taken away by Old Nana. 
 
    “What is wrong with Mother?” the princess wailed. 
 
    “I don’t know but she is in the best hands.” Old Nana attempted to reassure her as they headed back towards Damselfly’s bedroom. 
 
    “It’s OK.” Damselfly suddenly stopped. “No one can die, can they, not with time stopped.” 
 
    “I’m sure you’re right and the queen will be well soon enough,” Old Nana prophesied. 
 
    “When she is better, then we will have our adventure,” Damselfly announced.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly lay awake in her bed thinking of everything that had happened lately; her mother was still extremely unwell, and the physician, Garland, had not been able to offer any remedy. Only Orion had seemed to offer any comfort, spending most hours tending the queen. Damselfly had fortified herself with the knowledge that without time there was no night or day, no new life or death. Her mother could not die because it was not her time; it was no time at all. This mantra that Damselfly repeated to avoid despair was beginning to grow thin. She remembered her uncle Abeldine slowly losing his mind and eventually being isolated. Perhaps her mother would not die but Damselfly might lose her anyway. The princess had not seen her father since her birthday celebration. Every time she asked about him or her mother, she was offered false smiles and insulting reassurances that all was fine. Even Old Nana, who had always been honest with her before, became reticent, refusing to tell her stories or offer any comment on the current situation beyond what was already known. Damselfly could not sleep with her world in such disarray. They continually refused to let her see the queen, yet the princess would not allow them to hide the truth any longer. Slipping out of bed, Damselfly crept across the room, careful not to disturb the sleeping forms of Buttontail and Old Nana. Opening the bedroom door, Damselfly almost tripped over Trigger the Dalmatian who had obviously been placed there as a guardian. Whether he was stopping anyone going into Damselfly’s room or making sure no one came out was impossible to tell. Fortunately, the fearsome hound had one distinct weakness: he adored Damselfly and although he raised half an eye lid at the disturbance, the princess was able to stroke him back into a deep slumber. Stepping over Trigger, Damselfly snuck down the empty corridor towards her mother’s room. She was surprised to find no further sentries or barriers and confidently went to open the door only to discover it had been locked. 
 
    Why would someone lock her mother’s door? 
 
    Damselfly knew that she needed a key and there was only one person she knew who would have it in his possession. When Orion first arrived with his twin sister, Luyna, everyone was excited that two sorcerers had come to Thronegarden. Damselfly had taken an instant dislike to the magician who watched her with dark eyes and remained as shrouded in mystery as much as his red cape. Stealing the key from Orion would be difficult; however, Damselfly was not about to give up. She could not dismiss the feeling that her mother was being held prisoner and if she could just see her everything would be all right. Voices cut through Damselfly’s inner turmoil; they were low but the words were spoken in an urgent tone, which allowed them to travel. Creeping closer, the princess recognised the voices as belonging to Luyna and Orion. Staying protectively within the shadows, she listened to the twins arguing. 
 
    “Whatever I do she still grows weaker,” Orion stated. 
 
    “You should let me help you,” Luyna offered. “Why must the queen’s health be your sole responsibility?” 
 
    “I have always been better at the healing arts,” Orion countered.  
 
    “I can help, if you only give me the key.” 
 
    Damselfly’s heart began pounding as she realised that Luyna wanted the same thing she did, the key to her mother’s room. 
 
    “I do not see how you could help her. She may be beyond anyone’s help,” Orion prophesied. 
 
    “Do not despair, brother. She is not lost yet,” Luyna comforted. 
 
    Damselfly risked a glance from her hiding place and caught a glimpse of the siblings embracing stiffly. Despite their close origins, they appeared so completely opposite. Orion was dark with serious features and an aura of gravity. Luyna was light with angelic features and a radiant disposition. 
 
    “You should get some rest, brother. You cannot help anyone in this state,” Luyna advised. 
 
    Damselfly tried to push herself into the darkness as Orion swept away and Luyna darted straight past her. The princess decided to follow Luyna as she was headed towards her mother’s room while Orion was undoubtedly heading to his own quarters for some rest. Luyna moved with purpose, her feline grace was matched by the distinct yellow slits of her eyes as she checked the corridor before pulling an object from her dress. A moment later Damselfly watched as the sorceress unlocked her mother’s door with the stolen key and disappeared inside. Bravely, Damselfly followed, trying not to make a sound although her heart was thundering against her chest. Inside her mother’s sanctuary it was dark which helped hide Damselfly as she entered. Before Luyna could notice her trespass, she dove under the bed and waited, barely breathing, expecting to be discovered at any moment. After several stressful seconds, Damselfly began to calm herself. It seemed like her presence had gone undetected and now she wanted to know what was happening in the room. It sounded like Luyna was whispering to her mother; unfortunately, the words were spoken too softly for her to understand their meaning. A noise in the corridor straightened Luyna who had been leaning over the bed, which was covered in complete darkness. The sorceress hesitated for a moment before leaving the room and locking the door behind her. Damselfly rushed to the door and tried to open it; the door was locked. Accepting her current predicament, Damselfly’s focus returned to her mother and she rushed to the bed to discover a pale imitation of the woman she loved. 
 
    “Mother,” Damselfly whispered. 
 
    Queen Etherelle was just visible at this close range, lying helpless in the bed, her beauty marred by sickness that had strung white in her lustrous hair. Unable to bear her mother’s transformation, Damselfly ran to the door. Discovering it still locked, she banged frantically on the door, trying to gain someone, anyone’s attention. She no longer cared about getting into trouble. Damselfly just wanted to get out of this room. She could not stand to see her beautiful mother so withered. After a while Damselfly ceased banging. No one was around and she had been sobbing so hard it became painful to breathe. Stepping back from the door, Damselfly caught sight of a dark silhouette in the corner and for a moment she mistook it for Orion. As the shadow took further shape, Damselfly glimpsed a rippling cloak that shrouded whoever was under it, except for a skeletal hand that held a shimmering scythe. 
 
    Death had returned. 
 
    “No,” Damselfly whispered. “You can’t have her.” 
 
    When Death spoke, it sounded like a voice, centuries old. It sounded like rocks or water speaking after an eternity of silence. 
 
    “Her time is close, only that could have drawn me back here.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Damselfly denied. “There is no time, no one dies, not since…” The princess could not state that the loss of time had occurred because Death had been defeated by the Fairy King.  
 
    She did not need to. 
 
    “This is different,” Death ventured. “Your mother’s illness is unnatural.”  
 
    “What is wrong with her?” Damselfly pleaded. 
 
    “Her sickness is down to powerful dark magic, strong enough to destroy her body despite the lack of passing time.” 
 
    Damselfly looked across the room to where her mother lay immobile on the bed, and sorrow threatened to overwhelm her. 
 
    “You cannot take her. I won’t let you.” Damselfly grew angry as the tears burned her eyes and throat. 
 
    “Nothing can stop death,” the reaper replied. 
 
    “The Fairy King did, he defeated you and stole your power.” 
 
    Damselfly’s fear had bubbled into anger, her frustration had grown unbearable and she lashed out despite the absurdity of a young girl facing down Death. 
 
    “He only delayed the inevitable,” Death responded. 
 
    Damselfly realised that she had somehow slumped to the floor with her back against the wall, tears streamed down her face, and she stared into the absolute darkness that was Death and her fury dissipated like fire without oxygen. 
 
    “I will do anything,” she begged. “Take me instead.” 
 
    “That is not how it works,” Death repeated. 
 
    “No, there has to be something I can do,” Damselfly cried. 
 
    A silence developed that made Damselfly believe Death had departed; his presence was practically indistinguishable from shadow and only the shimmering scythe revealed his continuing existence. 
 
    “There is one thing,” Death revealed. “Only one.” 
 
    “I will do whatever it takes,” the princess promised. 
 
    “You must retrieve my timepiece from the Fairy King.” 
 
    “But that’s impossible! He is trapped in the Evergarden,” Damselfly argued. 
 
    Death glided across the room like smoke until he came to Queen Etherelle’s bedside. His scythe pulled back the blankets, and the princess was sure her mother would be lost to her forever. 
 
    “I’ll do it,” she vowed. 
 
    Death looked at her then and a chill surged through Damselfly’s entire body. 
 
    “I know you will,” Death pronounced. “Only you can retrieve what I lost. Do not trust anyone and know this: if you fail then your mother dies.” 
 
    “Please, I’ll do whatever you want,” Damselfly pleaded. 
 
    “You have one second to retrieve my timepiece or I will take your mother to the other side,” Death portended. 
 
    Damselfly ran to her mother’s side. Gripping her hand, she felt the chill in the queen’s fingers and replaced the blanket to keep her warm. Death unlocked the door with his scythe and departed, leaving Damselfly alone with her new mission. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Troublesome Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ever since Princess Damselfly had chosen his gift at her birthday celebrations, Rat had been waiting anxiously for his reward, an actual tour of the royal apartments. He had played every moment in his mind a dozen times over and yet still he waited. There was no one that Rat could speak to about his prize as the residents of the royal apartments almost never left their sanctum and even when they did, it was unlikely, they would remember a poor orphan boy. Rat was not angry or particularly upset about his current situation; instead, he was more determined than ever to gain access to the only part of the castle that had so far remained out of his reach. A familiar dull ache in Rat’s stomach told of his hunger. There had been little work since the princess’s party and few opportunities to earn money or food. Rat kept his mind from the hunger by watching the door to the royal apartments and imagining all the majestic happenings that occurred beyond. On very rare occasions Rat would spy someone coming or going from the apartments. These were rare glimpses of a secret world that the orphan boy treasured, so he was alert and watching as the door opened to allow the dark magician to pass. Rat wanted to get closer though he was smart enough not to sneak up on a sorcerer; however, it appeared he was not the only one with thoughts of espionage as the princess herself passed through the door and followed the magician. 
 
    Princess Damselfly was accompanied by none other than his birthday present. Somehow the toy rabbit had been brought to life and now followed the young girl with reticence. Rat could see that the rabbit’s tail had been removed and replaced by a bright gold button. These strange events were certainly enough for Rat to forget his earlier concerns, and he followed the strange travelers at a safe distance. Knowing every inch of the castle, Rat was able to pursue his quarry without risking discovery. It seemed the sorcerer was unaware of his tail, and Rat wondered what reason the princess had for following the magician. They travelled down to the courtrooms with Orion leading the way. Rat was worried about losing sight of the others so he hastened to close the gap and almost walked straight into Tyten, the leader of the royal army. Luckily, the soldier was distracted so Rat was able to disappear into the shadows and avoid being caught trespassing. The problem was now he had dropped behind those he was following, so without hesitation, Rat took a shortcut that only he knew about, through an old maintenance closet that actually joined this level with one two floors down. The shortcut should be more than enough to recover his lost time and, indeed, when he exited, Princess Damselfly was just vanishing behind a corner up ahead. Rat lengthened his stride, determined not to lose them again, but as he turned the corner, he found it miraculously empty. 
 
    The sorcerer and the princess had simply disappeared. 
 
    It had to be magic, Rat reasoned, as he knew the castle better than anyone, and it seemed impossible that someone else could know of a secret room or passage he had yet to locate. Rat decided to remain where he was for someone to appear; he had been waiting for a chance to enter the royal apartments for years and a little while longer was not going to make much difference.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly had not been able to sleep after her meeting with Death. His words haunted her and the terrifying prospect of losing her mother was enough to maintain a level of courage she did not know she possessed. The problem was she had no idea where to start; Damselfly had never gone outside the royal apartments alone and her absence would certainly not go unnoticed. The princess’s only strategy was to follow the man she believed responsible for her mother’s condition, Orion. If Death was right and her mother’s condition was due to dark magic, he was the only person who could be responsible. It would explain why Orion kept her mother locked away so only he could treat her and when the queen died, he could say that there was nothing anyone could do. Damselfly’s task seemed so impossible that at times she was close to despair. There was no way in or out of the Evergarden, and even if she could find a way, the Fairy King would hardly just hand her the stolen timepiece. 
 
    “I must find a way,” Damselfly vowed. 
 
    Death had warned her not to trust anybody. She could not turn to her father, however this task was too big for one person. Persuading Buttontail to accompany her on a dangerous adventure was difficult, and the scared rabbit had many reservations though when the time came, he followed her while she followed Orion.  
 
    When Orion walked through a stone wall, Damselfly thought she was seeing things. A slight blurring of the object revealed signs of magic and the princess hurried through, worried about being trapped on the other side. Buttontail reluctantly brought up the rear. His ears flicked anxiously, trying to pick up the first sound of danger. The duo found themselves atop a narrow staircase that was clearly rarely taken, the passage was dark and patrolled by spiders. 
 
    “I hate spiders,” Buttontail whispered. 
 
    “They won’t hurt you,” Damselfly reassured. 
 
    “All those scuttling legs and watchful eyes,” Buttontail muttered.  
 
    “We both have to be brave, Buttons,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    “I can be brave.” 
 
    The skittish rabbit stood tall on his hind legs, stuck out his chin and took the lead in front of Damselfly as they continued to descend the spiral staircase. A high screeching noise reached them from below, and instantly Buttontail flung himself into Damselfly’s arms. 
 
    “What was that noise?” he stuttered. 
 
    “It sounded like an old door opening,” Damselfly whispered.  
 
    “Of course,” Buttontail replied, returning to his own two feet. “Just an old door, nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Despite the rabbit’s words, Damselfly took the lead as they went deeper into the castle. Realising they must be close to the foundations, they discovered what had made the chilling squeal. An old rusted gate barred their path and it was locked with magic. 
 
    “Oh well, we tried,” Buttontail surrendered. 
 
    Before the frightened rabbit could flee, Damselfly grabbed his hand and looked him directly in the eye. 
 
    “Orion will have to return this way. When he does, you stop the door from closing.”  
 
    “Me?” Buttontail gulped. 
 
    “You’re small and fast, perfect for this job,” the princess assured.  
 
    “Yeah, exactly.” Buttontail nodded. “Made for it I am.” 
 
    “Are you going to try and run away?” Damselfly asked.  
 
    “Maybe,” Buttontail admitted. 
 
    “Fine, I’ll do it,” Damselfly relinquished. “You keep watch.” 
 
    They did not have to wait long before Orion reappeared although he did not arrive alone. A dishevelled figure was being dragged in his wake and the individual was talking away to himself obliviously. 
 
    “My mistress will punish you.” 
 
    Orion led the babbling man back up the stairs. Once the sorcerer had gone, Buttontail rejoined Damselfly who had successfully stopped the gate from shutting. 
 
    “Where are we?” Buttons asked. 
 
    “I think it is the dungeons,” Damselfly replied. 
 
    The princess had not been aware the castle had dungeons before now. It was clear there were a great many things she had been kept in the dark about. 
 
    “What are we doing here?” Buttons questioned. 
 
    “I want to see who else Orion is keeping locked up down here.” 
 
    There was a prevailing darkness that made it difficult to find their way. Damselfly kept one hand on the stone wall to orient them although she discovered it was damp, meaning they must be closer to the castle foundations than she thought. A single torch burned slowly to light the entire block; it offered little illumination and cast moving shadows that had Buttontail shivering with fear. They came across several cells although all of them were empty. Damselfly guessed the original tenants had been sent to the Evergarden. 
 
    As they travelled deeper into the dungeons, Damselfly became concerned they would not find any evidence to help them save her mother, and then up ahead they saw a pair of flashing red eyes. 
 
    “Yagh,” Buttontail screamed at the monster. 
 
    “It is only Trigger,” Damselfly laughed, fussing over the Dalmatian who seemed especially pleased to see her. 
 
    “That’s the brute who bit off my tail,” Buttontail reminded. 
 
    “He’s very sorry about that, aren’t you, boy?” Damselfly continued to lavish attention on the excited hound. “Why are you down here? What have they got you protecting?” Damselfly’s curiosity brought her to the final cage where a silhouette moved amongst the suffocating darkness. 
 
    “Buttons, go and retrieve the torch so we can see,” Damselfly ordered.  
 
    “Hello,” the princess spoke into the darkness. 
 
    The echo of her words had long since died when a response returned, too low for Damselfly to understand them. 
 
    “Buttons, where is that light?” she demanded.  
 
    “I cannot reach it,” Buttontail replied. 
 
    Damselfly went to help her companion. Before she could leave, a strong hand reached out of the cage and grabbed hold of her. In that moment the princess glimpsed a young woman’s face, attractive underneath the grime and desperation. 
 
    “Who are you?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    Trigger began barking at the perceived threat, and the prisoner’s hand retracted back inside the prison cell. 
 
    “It’s all right, boy, she doesn’t mean us any harm,” Damselfly calmed Trigger who remained with his hackles raised. 
 
    Buttontail finally arrived with the torch, which he quickly handed over to Damselfly.  
 
    “I do not like fire,” he confessed, smelling slightly of singed fur. 
 
    Damselfly lifted the burning torch high overhead so they could see into the cage. A frightened young woman stared back at them, dressed in rags. 
 
    “Who are you?” Damselfly repeated. 
 
    “She’s clearly a criminal and we could get in a lot of trouble for being down here,” Buttontail fretted. 
 
    “My name is Damselfly. What is yours?”  
 
    “The princess?” 
 
    “That’s right, this is Trigger and Buttons.” Damselfly completed the introductions. 
 
    “My name is Uriel,” the captive revealed. 
 
    Damselfly carefully placed the torch against the cell so they could see one another. She stopped the curious Trigger from getting too close and had him sit beside her. “Why are you here?” she enquired. 
 
    “It is a long story, your grace,” Uriel answered formally. 
 
    “I want to know. Maybe I can help,” Damselfly encouraged.  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Uriel replied sadly. 
 
    “Orion may come back at any time. You don’t want to end up in the Evergarden, do you?” 
 
    “That is exactly what I want,” Uriel revealed. 
 
    Damselfly could see the prisoner better now; the woman was around twenty years of age with straw-colored curly hair that had knots from a lack of brushing. Uriel’s eyes were sparkling blue, they shone like sapphires in the light, and Damselfly found herself wanting to know this woman’s story. 
 
    “You want to go to the Evergarden?” 
 
    “Yes,” Uriel agreed. “I know it sounds crazy.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” Damselfly reassured. “Because I want to go there as well.” 
 
    Uriel looked genuinely concerned. Her eyes softening, she pushed back hair from her face and spoke from experience. 
 
    “Do not make the same mistakes I made.”  
 
    “Tell me your story,” Damselfly pressed. 
 
    Uriel attempted to straighten her rags. She came closer so that only the prison bars separated them, and while she retold her story, she attempted to work on the knots in her hair. 
 
    “I was born Uriel Benavere to a noble household in the Magicgarden. My parents are well-respected and wealthy aristocrats who loved me very much. My parents opposed the Fairy King when he was a little-known sorcerer trying to gain power. They became afraid that he would seek revenge on our house and hired a group of soldiers to protect us. One of these men was different from the others. It is hard to explain why I believe this. I can only say that I watched him, and over time I became convinced there was something special about him. 
 
    His name was Kimson. 
 
    One day my family and I were travelling via carriage to the bazaar. I was excited to see all the stalls and my mother had promised I could purchase one item of my choosing. We were accompanied by our guards, including Kimson, who I watched through the carriage window. He rode a beautiful white horse like it was an extension of his being. He looked so handsome in his uniform that I could have stared at him all day without tiring.” 
 
    Uriel seemed lost in her memory; she stared into space as if her words had conjured the pictures there. 
 
    “What happened next?” Damselfly asked.  
 
    “We were ambushed. 
 
   

 

 A band of Sprites, evil fairies under the control of the Fairy King, surrounded us riding Baywolves that snapped at the horses and panicked them.” 
 
    “What does a Sprite look like?” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “Sprites are nothing like the fairies in children’s stories. They have been corrupted by the Fairy King’s magic and they live to serve him alone. Sprites are usually between three and four feet tall with green skin. They have sharp teeth, dark eyes and excellent hearing.” 
 
    “Can they fly?” 
 
    “No, Sprites cannot fly. They are the only branch of the fairy family that does not have any magical abilities, which is why they are so obsessed with following a powerful magician. Don’t underestimate them though; they ride vicious Baywolves who can run faster and further than any horse, except maybe Winter.” 
 
    “Who is that?” Damselfly wanted to know, lost in the story. 
 
    “I am jumping ahead in my narrative,” Uriel cautioned. “We were ambushed by a group of Sprites; they fired arrows from yew bows, and the soldiers sought to defend us. I witnessed Kimson amongst the melee before my mother pulled me away from the window. I was more afraid for his safety than my own, and when our carriage became stuck, it seemed we would not make it out alive. Then something heavy collided with the carriage, forcing me to hit my head against the interior. I was disorientated and somehow managed to find myself outside in the middle of the battle. Our guards were brave men; they tried to defend us, only they were no match for the army of the Fairy King. Many were wounded or forced to flee, leaving only a handful of soldiers including Kimson between us and the Sprites. I thought we were all going to die, and all I could think about was how I never told him how I felt. When he saw me standing there, I could read the same regret in his expression, for the longest moment we simply stared at one another and then I saw a Sprite aiming his arrow at Kimson. I do not know what happened but I suddenly felt this power rise inside me and without conscious thought I deflected the arrow.” 
 
    “You used magic,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    “Yes, I do not know how,” Uriel confirmed. “I had never shown any signs of magical ability before that day; however, my feelings for Kimson seemed to manifest into something tangible and powerful. The Sprites fled, fearing magic.” 
 
    “Why do Sprites fear magic if they follow the Fairy King?” Damselfly queried.  
 
    “They follow the Fairy King out of fear, not loyalty,” Uriel explained. 
 
    “Then what happened?” 
 
    “My parents sent me to the Matriarch, a powerful sorceress who could help me learn to control my magical inclinations. Kimson came with me as my protector. The Matriarch became like an older sister to me and helped me control what little magical talent I possessed.” 
 
    “You are not a great sorcerer?” Damselfly asked regretfully. 
 
    “No, I have little power,” Uriel confessed. “Truthfully, saving Kimson from the arrow was the greatest feat of magic I ever managed, even under the Matriarch’s tutelage. Kimson would often encourage me when I struggled with my training. He became my everything and we were deeply in love with one another.” 
 
    “I did not realise it was going to be one of those stories,” Buttontail complained.  
 
    “Be quiet,” Damselfly scolded. “I want to hear more.” 
 
    “I fell pregnant just before my twentieth birthday. I did not have a chance to tell Kimson because we were all swept up in the rebellion led by your family against the Fairy King.” 
 
    “You fought in the rebellion?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “Yes, although I admit we offered little support. Thankfully, we were successful and the Fairy King was exiled to the Evergarden. It was only later we realised that time had stopped. I understood that this meant our child would never be born, and I could not live with that truth. Despite my love for Kimson, I left without a word, saying goodbye would have killed me. I sought a way to return time and regain what I had lost. That is how I ended up here; that is my story.” 
 
    After learning about Uriel’s past, Damselfly told her own, explaining how her uncle had gotten ill and her father had become king. How the kingdom was suffering without time. She recalled her birthday party and her mother falling ill. Uriel was astonished to learn about Damselfly’s conversation with Death; the old king had not been seen since his defeat by the Fairy King. 
 
    “I have to retrieve Death’s timepiece,” Damselfly explained. “To do that I would have to reach the Evergarden and then take the timepiece from the Fairy King.” 
 
    “That is what I was trying to do before they stopped me,” Uriel revealed.  
 
    “I’m hungry. Is there anything to eat?” Buttons interrupted. 
 
    Damselfly gave her greedy companion a stern look before returning to her new found friend. The princess was relieved to find someone who was in a similar situation to herself. 
 
    “They say it is impossible to reach the Evergarden,” Damselfly stated.  
 
    “I don’t believe that’s true,” Uriel replied. 
 
    Damselfly could not believe her ears. Never had she heard anyone say it might be possible to reach the Evergarden and now she might have a chance at saving her mother after all. 
 
    “How do you get there?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “I do not know,” Uriel answered. “They stopped me before I reached the Evergarden, though I think there is a way and you just have to look for it.” 
 
    “Where should I look?” Damselfly enquired, desperately feeling her surge of hope diminishing. 
 
    “You should speak to the Matriarch in the Magicgarden,” Uriel suggested. “She knows a great deal about these things.” 
 
    Damselfly’s head was spinning with all the new information she had encountered recently. Death’s forbidding words echoed in her head, and the slim opportunity Uriel was offering seemed impossible. 
 
    “How would I get there?” Damselfly spoke out loud. “What about your father? He could go,” Uriel offered. 
 
    “No, he would never do that and he would certainly not allow me to go,” Damselfly reiterated. 
 
    Uriel took a step back from the bars as she realised that the princess had come alone to the dungeons and that she was probably taking a big risk just speaking with a prisoner. 
 
    “I could not ask you to risk your life on such a dangerous journey,” Uriel confirmed. 
 
    “I have to go or my mother will…” Damselfly choked on the words. 
 
    Feeling her throat tighten and tears begin to form behind her eyes, the princess looked away so Uriel would not see her childish tears. 
 
    “I feel terrible about putting you in danger but I understand your motivation, so you must decide whether to take this risk yourself,” Uriel decided. 
 
    “Here is a token which will take you to the Magicgarden via the Garden Gate.”  
 
    Uriel produced a gold coin from beneath her rags and slipped it through the bars to Damselfly who looked at it with growing interest. 
 
    “I think you should speak with your father,” Uriel proposed. 
 
    Damselfly did not hear these words as her brain was processing the possibility of her next move. 
 
    “I could use this to reach the Magicgarden, find the Matriarch and she could help me reach the Evergarden,” Damselfly considered. 
 
    “It will not be that easy,” Uriel cautioned. “There are many supporters of the Fairy King out there and others only interested in their own agendas.” 
 
    “Death said I was the only one who could retrieve his timepiece,” Damselfly remembered. “I have to save my mother.” 
 
    “I wish I could go with you,” Uriel said. 
 
    Damselfly came closer to the bars so she could touch the prisoner’s hand. “Once I save my mother, I promise to come back and free you.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Damselfly left Uriel, departing the dungeons and making the long trek back up the narrow staircase, clutching the gold token in her palm. Buttontail was surprisingly quiet for once, so the princess was left to her own thoughts. As they exited the stairway and came back out onto the main path, a figure stepped out of the shadows to intercept them.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly held her breath as the figure materialized from their position amongst the shadows. She expected Orion; however, the person turned out to be a young boy, slightly shorter than her, who looked familiar. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” the boy asked, confused. 
 
    “We were just in the dun…” Buttontail was stopped by Damselfly from revealing their location by a sharp jab. “Ow! What did you do that for?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Damselfly asked, putting on her best authoritative princess voice.  
 
    “You don’t remember me?” the boy questioned. “Of course, you don’t, I’m Rat.”  
 
    The unusual name struck a chord with Damselfly who recognised the boy who had given her the toy rabbit. 
 
    “Why are you here?” she enquired. 
 
    Rat looked at the floor, struggling to find a suitable excuse for his presence. He had dreamed of entering the royal apartments and meeting the princess so many times the situation was starting to overwhelm him. Damselfly, understanding this, was relieved to find they had not been discovered and that her mission could continue.  
 
    “Please return to your home,” she ordered. 
 
    “I don’t have a home,” Rat replied. “What about you, where are you going?”  
 
    “We’re going to the Magicgarden,” Buttons blurted out. 
 
    Rat felt his jaw drop at this news; he had heard about other gardens before, mainly from Pilgrim, though he had never actually met someone going there. 
 
    “It’s a secret,” Damselfly explained, giving Buttons a filthy look.  
 
    “I can keep a secret,” Rat added desperately. 
 
    “You had better,” the princess threatened. “Now we best be going. It was nice to meet you again, Rat.” 
 
    Rat did not want this chance encounter to end so he struggled to think of something that he could say to extend it. 
 
    “How are you going to get there?” he managed.  
 
    “What?” Damselfly turned. 
 
    “How are you going to reach the Magicgarden?” 
 
    “We have a token which can get us through the Garden Gate,” Buttons divulged, much to Damselfly’s chagrin. 
 
    “Who are you going with?” Rat asked, noticing the travelers’ hesitation.  
 
    “An army of soldiers,” Damselfly lied unconvincingly. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Rat argued. “You were following Orion which means he is not aware of your journey, and I don’t think the king would allow his only daughter to travel all the way to the Magicgarden.” 
 
    “Is it really that far?” Buttons looked worried. 
 
    “All right, we’re going alone,” Damselfly confessed. 
 
    “I thought so.” Rat felt proud at his deduction. “I can help you.”  
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I can get you out of the castle without anyone knowing,” Rat promised. 
 
    Damselfly had checked the dungeons for any sign of an exit. The only way in and out was via the narrow staircase and a false wall that was sustained by magic, which is why Rat had not been able to find the passage. The princess had rarely travelled outside of the royal apartments and never without adult supervision. If anyone saw them, they would be suspicious to see the princess out alone and would likely report them to Orion or her father. 
 
    “Can you really get us out of the castle without us being seen?” Damselfly queried. 
 
    “Leave it to me,” Rat responded. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Adventurous Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    When Old Nana had discovered Damselfly’s room empty she thought little of it; the child was probably playing with Buttontail somewhere. It was actually a relief that the princess had a new friend. Old Nana constantly worried about Damselfly being isolated and lonely so discovering how quickly she had grown to care for Buttontail was rather sweet. Of course, Damselfly would need that companionship now more than ever with her mother being sick. That was a terrible blow to everyone as Queen Etherelle was such a beloved person. Old Nana had faith in the sorcerers’ healing magic. Still, it must be upsetting for a child to see their parents vulnerable like that, and she vowed to help the princess in any way possible. Old Nana had practically sacrificed her whole life, including her husband, to care for Damselfly. It was always a challenge, though one she never regretted. Old Nana searched for the child in all the regular places, then began going room to room and she even questioned the twins who confirmed they had not seen either Damselfly or Buttontail. Old Nana checked Queen Etherelle’s room though the door was locked. She considered going to the king; however, it was clear that she needed help from another source. Old Nana discovered Orion and Luyna in a heated debate. Her presence was unwanted, and the tension present failed to dissipate until the reason for her interruption became clear. 
 
    “They are probably just playing hide and seek somewhere,” Old Nana dismissed. 
 
    “You are probably right.” Luyna smiled reassuringly. “Still, we should find them to ensure their safety.” 
 
    “I agree,” Orion added. 
 
    “Find the princess, brother, and do not return without her,” Luyna ordered.  
 
    “What about the queen? I should not leave her,” Orion argued. 
 
    “What would Etherelle want you to do?” Luyna posed. 
 
    “I will make sure no harm comes to the princess,” Orion agreed.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly had followed Rat reluctantly to begin with; she did not want to bring anyone else into her mission lest they get in trouble. There was also a question of trust and the princess stayed alert in case her guide tried to lead her back home. Thankfully, Rat remained good to his word, and she really did need his expertise in finding a way out of the castle without being seen. The orphan boy was able to show Damselfly a series of shortcuts, secret passages and hideouts that she was already struggling to remember when they came across a problem. 
 
    “Oh no,” Rat cursed. 
 
    “What is it?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “Can it hurt us?” Buttons queried. 
 
    “Court is in session,” Rat explained. “We will have to wait here until it finishes.”  
 
    “How long will that be?” Damselfly enquired. 
 
    “I don’t know, sometimes it goes on for hours,” Rat explained. 
 
    Damselfly was distraught because she knew that her absence would be noted. When that happened, they would search the whole castle, making it almost impossible to escape unnoticed. She was just about to ask if there was another way when Buttontail who was staring down from their hidden viewpoint at the proceedings distracted her. “Isn’t that the man we saw with Orion?” the rabbit posed. 
 
    Both Rat and Damselfly stared down into the courtroom to discover what was happening. Judge Vale, dressed in his finest robes, was sitting behind a raised dais looking down upon the defendant, who was indeed the same person they had witnessed Orion retrieving from the dungeons earlier that day. 
 
    “That’s Blakast the usurper,” Rat stated in awe. 
 
    Damselfly was equally fascinated to witness the trial of a man who had attempted a coup against her family. The defendant looked a rather pitiful creature dressed in black robes that appeared too large for his stick-like frame; he seemed almost like a child dressed up as a villain. Added to his abject appearance, Blakast seemed completely oblivious to his dire predicament. He paid no attention to his surroundings and could be heard muttering to himself throughout. Most of what he said was incoherent although one word was repeated regularly. 
 
    Mistress. 
 
    The court was populated by a number of armed soldiers led by Tyten, the leader of the royal army and Rat’s hero. 
 
    “Why is he rambling to himself?” Damselfly questioned. “Is he mad?”  
 
    “What if it is contagious.” Buttons grimaced. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Tyten won’t let anything happen to us,” Rat confirmed. 
 
    “He’s just a soldier. What can he do against magic?” Damselfly doubted. 
 
    Rat was particularly protective over Tyten whom he worshipped from afar, and he wanted to impress the princess with his knowledge. 
 
    “Perhaps you don’t know the story of Tyten?” 
 
    Damselfly was busy watching the court proceedings yet she could not deny that she was curious to hear a new story. 
 
    “Tell me,” the princess demanded. 
 
    “Tyten wanted to be a great warrior ever since his youth. He was blessed not only with strength and discipline but also golden hair that was complimented by cerulean blue eyes. Tyten was so concerned over becoming the greatest warrior Thronegarden had ever known he visited a soothsayer. The fortune teller revealed that Tyten would indeed become a great warrior though he would be undone by love.” 
 
    “How can someone be defeated by love?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Rat responded. “However, he believed the sage’s prediction and ever since then he has spurned any romantic advances towards him. Living a solitary life dedicated solely to his duty.” 
 
    Damselfly studied Tyten carefully from her vantage point. She was too young to understand the soldier’s physical attraction, although she could see how the other women in the room snatched glances at him when he was not looking. 
 
    “That was a good story, thank you,” Damselfly acknowledged. “Maybe I can tell you one in return.” 
 
    No one had ever sung Rat lullabies or told him stories. He picked up a few by listening to Pilgrim or sometimes Robin when she spoke to the birds like children and he was grateful to the princess for offering. 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    Damselfly scrunched up her face in concentration, trying to decide on what story to share. Old Nana had given her a large anthology of tales that she could repeat by heart. “Have you heard the story about The Children of the Moon?” 
 
    “No,” Rat answered. 
 
    Damselfly knew her father had banned anyone from telling this story, but she did not think it would be dangerous to tell Rat. 
 
   

 

   
 
    Children of The Moon 
 
      
 
    Come listen close while I tell you a tale,  
 
    Of the Children of the Moon, 
 
    It began on a dark night with the wind blowing a gale,  
 
    Warning of the approaching misfortune. 
 
      
 
    A humble farmer who has seen in many a harvest,  
 
    Waits patiently, while his wife is in labour, 
 
    He wrings his hands while hoping for the best,  
 
    Time passes slowly so every minute feels like an hour. 
 
      
 
    With no new born cries,  
 
    The farmer’s hope fades, 
 
    At the first sign of the sun rise,  
 
    He kneels and prays. 
 
      
 
    The man asks for the moon to offer his protection,  
 
    In return he offers to create a garden of mercurial beauty, 
 
    To make it his life’s mission, 
 
    To design a place that reflects the love of a happy family. 
 
      
 
    The moon took pity on the man, 
 
    Shining down on the land he gave of his light, 
 
    Showing the way as a new life began, 
 
    The man bowed his head feeling the blessing and knowing everything would be all right. 
 
      
 
    As the wind started to settle,  
 
    A sign of trouble from afar, 
 
    For someone had been watching the domicile,  
 
    A cold and jealous star. 
 
      
 
    Envious of the moon’s power the star covets,  
 
    His elevated position in the night sky, 
 
    This farmer’s joy will soon turn into regrets,  
 
    As the star also answers the man’s cry. 
 
      
 
    I am the Evening Star performer of many a miracle,  
 
    Yet I see you making a deal with the moon on a promise, 
 
    Perhaps you did not know the moon is my rival,  
 
    I can grant anything he can, anything you wish. 
 
      
 
    The farmer wanted nothing more than to greet his newborn child,  
 
    So he considered the star’s offer and refused, 
 
    The jealous star became haunted and wild, 
 
    You have offended the Evening Star, a crime you stand accused. 
 
      
 
    For all the farmer’s hasty apologies,  
 
    He only made matters worse, 
 
    The jealous star ignored the man’s vows and guarantees, 
 
    In his anger the star bestowed a curse. 
 
      
 
    Although the moon has blessed your first baby,  
 
    Your second will be cursed by your sins, 
 
    You wish for a larger family, 
 
    Well, I will grant you twins. 
 
      
 
    For the moon is a fickle master with two sides,  
 
    He may be mysterious yet I know, 
 
    The moon has two faces, one he hides,  
 
    A face for private and one for show. 
 
      
 
    Your children will be born with the moon’s mark,  
 
    So you know my words are true, 
 
    One will be fair the other dark, 
 
    One will be a gift while the other will be the death of you. 
 
      
 
    The farmer found himself alone where he stood,  
 
    Hearing a distant cry like a bell might toll, 
 
    Wondering if what he had seen was real and what it might mean if it should, 
 
    Holding on to the hollow sound that was neither lamb nor foal. 
 
      
 
    As the star had predicted children there were two,  
 
    Both with a tiny little crescent, 
 
    The mark of the moon meant everything was true,  
 
    One born good the other bad, but both innocent. 
 
      
 
    Damselfly had sung the story of The Children of the Moon, which left Rat transfixed for several moments; the princess had a beautiful singing voice, which could make even Buttontail forget about his fear or hunger. Damselfly barely noticed their reactions as she was distracted by the beginning of Blakast’s trial below them. 
 
    “Blakast, you stand accused of high treason. How do you plead?” Librarian Scroll posed. 
 
    The usurper failed to respond. Instead, he seemed to be suffering an internal dialogue that would burst out at irregular intervals like incoherent babbling. 
 
    “Note the accused is unresponsive,” Judge Vale ordered.  
 
    “Bring forward the evidence,” Scroll demanded. 
 
    A group of clerics cautiously brought forward a locked strongbox. Soldiers remained close as the box was opened, and a powerful magical artefact was shown to the court. “This object was discovered in the defendant’s possession on his capture,” Scroll read from a detailed account. “Though the object’s exact purpose is unknown, we are certain that it has magical properties and that Blakast sought to wield these against the Throne for his own disturbed purposes.” 
 
    Damselfly caught a glimpse of the magical item as it was revealed to those in attendance. It appeared to be a silver vial engraved with ancient runes. Such artefacts were rare in Fable, stranger still was finding an individual who could actually use that power for themselves. Damselfly thought it strange that Blakast was not a sorcerer, yet had the knowledge to wield such a powerful magical object. 
 
    “Tyten, you personally witnessed this item in the defendant’s possession?” Scroll asked. 
 
    Tyten stepped forward with a soldier’s bearing.  
 
    His back was straight with both shoulders pulled down, allowing his head to remain high. 
 
    “I did,” Tyten swore. 
 
    “Then we have established that Blakast broke into the castle with a dangerous magical weapon in his possession, yet we have not discovered why,” Scroll narrated. 
 
    “He came to kill the king,” Tyten responded. 
 
    Damselfly found the soldier so dignified that she could never imagine him lying.  
 
    “How did you come to that conclusion?” Scroll posed. 
 
    “We discovered Blakast in the royal apartments after some guards were found injured. He was attempting to enter the king’s private chambers when he was apprehended,” Tyten explained. 
 
    Damselfly was surprised to learn that Blakast had actually gotten into the royal apartments. She could not have been far away when the attack occurred although she had known nothing of it at the time. 
 
    “How were you able to subdue the accused?” Scroll questioned. 
 
    “The defendant was already subdued when we arrived,” Tyten revealed. 
 
    “Lady Luyna had challenged the intruder when he attempted to break into the king’s room. She managed to overpower Blakast with magic and stop him before he could bring his evil plan to fruition.” 
 
    “Lady Luyna is unable to attend today’s proceedings though her full written account is available for public record,” Scroll announced. 
 
    Damselfly could tell by Judge Vale’s disinterest in proceedings that Blakast had been found guilty a long time ago and his fate was inevitable. Judge Vale had gained a reputation for being a ruthless overseer. There was no sign of mercy and though Blakast appeared oblivious to his circumstances they were bleak indeed. 
 
    “Based on Lady Luyna and Tyten’s accounts along with the magical item found in Blakast’s possession, while trespassing in the royal apartments, the prosecution submits to the court for judgement.” 
 
    Judge Vale seemed to come alive as his part came to the fore. Damselfly felt a shiver run down her spine as she caught a glimpse of Judge Vale’s cold eyes. 
 
    “Blakast the usurper, I find you guilty of high treason and sentence you to eternal exile in the Evergarden,” Judge Vale condemned. 
 
    “May you live forever with your sins.” 
 
    As Tyten stepped forward to take the prisoner away, Blakast seemed to become alert, struggling against the soldiers who determinedly led him out of the court. 
 
    “My mistress will avenge me,” the usurper screamed. “You are all doomed.”  
 
    While Tyten along with his guards escorted Blakast away, the prisoner’s words continued to ring threateningly around the room. Though Judge Vale looked bored with these dramatics, Damselfly wondered if Blakast was really working for someone else and if so when they would reveal their identity. 
 
    “We should be able to slip past them now while they are distracted,” Rat beckoned. 
 
    As they descended from their hideout, Damselfly could still hear Blakast’s threats echoing down the corridor. 
 
    “My mistress will come for you all.” 
 
      
 
    Orion was frustrated with his duties; he should be tending the queen rather than handling prisoners and chasing a spoiled princess around the castle. Since his youth the sorcerer had a penchant for healing; such magic was extremely complex and rare among his kind. His sister, Luyna, might have greater magical power than him, yet she could never hope to match his ability in the healing arts. Orion had been surprised when he did not immediately stumble upon Damselfly; the princess had hardly ever left the royal apartments and the castle was a vast web of people who would certainly recognise their future queen. As Orion passed through each level without finding any sign of Damselfly, he became suspicious that she was not acting alone; could someone, have kidnapped the princess? It seemed highly unlikely although not impossible and Orion hastened in his search. By the time he reached the lowest levels of the castle, Orion was certain he had overtaken his quarry; there seemed no chance that the princess could have come this far, even with assistance. Just as Orion was preparing to retrace his steps, he noticed someone watching him from the shadows and without hesitation he snatched the figure into the light. 
 
    “Who are you?” Orion questioned. 
 
    “My name is Rat, sir. You’re hurting my arm.” 
 
    Orion looked over the dirty child with disinterest. He let the boy go, knowing that force could come later if necessary, although it was unlikely this Rat had anything of worth to offer. 
 
    “Have you seen a young girl around here?” Orion asked.  
 
    “No,” the boy replied, averting his eyes. 
 
    “She might have been accompanied by a talking rabbit,” the sorcerer probed.  
 
    Rat looked up at this description, locking eyes briefly before looking down and shaking his head. 
 
    “Tell me what you know.” Orion managed to calm his eagerness.  
 
    “I don’t know nothing, sir,” Rat lied unconvincingly. 
 
    Orion was beginning to lose patience. Before he attempted to intimidate the child, he decided on a slightly different strategy. 
 
    “There is a reward for information,” the sorcerer offered.  
 
    “What kind of reward?” Rat enquired curiously. 
 
    Orion produced a silver coin from thin air, a cheap trick but one that worked sufficiently on a young boy. 
 
    “Where is the girl?” 
 
    Rat seemed about to speak before once again shaking his head defiantly.  
 
    “How about now?” Orion questioned, revealing three silver coins. 
 
    “I didn’t know what she was planning,” Rat stated. 
 
    “You’re not in trouble, boy. Just tell me where they went,” Orion demanded.  
 
    “She said they were going to the Garden Gate,” Rat confessed. 
 
    Orion was shocked by the news; he had never considered the possibility that Damselfly would leave the castle, and he could not fathom what reason she might have for doing so. 
 
    “When did you last see her?” 
 
    “Not long ago,” Rat revealed timidly. 
 
    Orion assuaged his concern with the knowledge he would easily catch up with the princess; she could not get far alone, and he knew the gatekeeper would never allow her through. 
 
    “Thank you.” Orion pressed the coins into Rat’s shaking hand. 
 
    “There is one more thing I want you to do,” the sorcerer instructed. 
 
    “Tell my sister what you told me and that I have left the castle to retrieve the princess.” 
 
    Rat could only nod his acceptance as Orion swept past him in his pursuit. The orphan boy looked down at his palm in disbelief at the wealth he glimpsed there; three silver coins shone back at him and the promise of more to come.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly had never been outside the castle without adult supervision. The sun remained setting, providing a diluted light and meagre warmth that was enough without being enough. Although there were signs of time’s loss upon the land, Damselfly was so excited about her mission that she barely noticed. She glimpsed the animals in the fields without noting the lack of food or reduction in their numbers. She heard birdsong like it was a lullaby rather than a lament. Even Buttontail was unusually positive regarding their new found freedom. 
 
    “This would be a great place to play hide and seek,” he commented.  
 
    “Not now, Buttons,” Damselfly reminded. 
 
    “We have to reach the Garden Gate and get to the Magicgarden so we can find the Matriarch like Uriel said. Then she can help us save mother.” 
 
    The princess clenched Uriel’s token in her hand, determined to complete her bargain with Death for her mother’s life. 
 
    They had barely left the castle’s shadow when Damselfly caught her first glimpse of the Garden Gate; it reflected the late evening sunlight and seemed to glow with magic. As they drew closer, it was easier to make out the details. The gate was made of gold, which has always been a magical element, and it stood ten feet high, like a monument to days past. It looked a little like a large turnstile or merry-go-round though it stood vertically with nothing keeping it from falling except magic. Damselfly wondered if this mechanism could really transport them to another garden. 
 
    “Who goes there?” 
 
    A deep male voice called out, startling Buttons who hid behind Damselfly’s fairy wings. The princess steeled herself and answered as confidently as she could. 
 
    “My name is Damselfly and this is my friend Buttontail. We are here to access the Magicgarden via this gate.” 
 
    A man appeared before them, wearing bright colours of red, yellow and orange. His face was covered with a mottled beard, except his eyes which seemed to hold great pain. Damselfly thought the man looked like a giant moth wrapped in flames. 
 
    “My name is Gregorian and I am the gatekeeper.” 
 
    The name sounded familiar to Damselfly although she was too occupied with thoughts of saving her mother to really consider their implications. 
 
    “I wish to travel to the Magicgarden,” the princess explained.  
 
    “No one can pass the gate without payment,” Gregorian stated. 
 
    Damselfly held up the token Uriel had given her and she glimpsed surprise in Gregorian’s eyes as his gaze passed over it. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” the gatekeeper asked. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Damselfly countered. “You are the gatekeeper, and this allows me to use the gate. My reasons for doing so is none of your concern.” 
 
    “I cannot allow the princess to leave Thronegarden alone,” Gregorian answered.  
 
    Damselfly was not particularly surprised that she had been recognised. There was after all only one princess in Fable and she had not attempted to conceal her identity. 
 
    “I think I know you too,” she replied. “Old Nana told me a story about Death’s most faithful servant and he was called Gregorian.” 
 
   

 

   
 
    Gregorian 
 
      
 
    There was a man who could remember,  
 
    Every little thing that happened each day, 
 
    Yet in all his young life he had never lost another,  
 
    That was not the way it would stay. 
 
      
 
    From his earliest memories,  
 
    He had been taught to fear Death, 
 
    Though it is hard to fear someone who only appears in stories,  
 
    He did not understand the lesson until his mother drew her last breath. 
 
      
 
    At the funeral he was sad,  
 
    Until he realised he could recall, 
 
    Every conversation they had spoken whether good or bad,  
 
    With that he knew she was not lost to him after all. 
 
      
 
    The son continued not to fear Death’s shadow, 
 
    Though their paths were about to cross again, 
 
    For his wife became ill and the rest we already know, 
 
    He was soon standing over her grave in the rain. 
 
      
 
    The husband told himself his wife was not really gone,  
 
    While he could feel every kiss they had together,  
 
    Strangely, this did not fill the void in his home, 
 
    Finally, he knew Death was his enemy to be feared forever. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Death was not satisfied,  
 
    He came for the man’s children one night, 
 
    The father could remember every time they laughed or cried,  
 
    Though no memory could replace what Death had stolen or make it right. 
 
      
 
    The man was haunted by what he had lost,  
 
    His mother’s words echoed inside, 
 
    His wife’s kiss stung like frost, 
 
    His children’s laughter brought him pain no matter where he sought to hide. 
 
      
 
    The man begged Death for a second chance,  
 
    To remember nothing of his past, 
 
    A most faithful servant would be his stance,  
 
    Until the very last. 
 
      
 
    Well, Death had a secret,  
 
    One lingering doubt, 
 
    He wished to forget, 
 
    All the suffering his work brought about. 
 
    The man made a deal, 
 
    Death would take his personal memory, 
 
    While he would remember everything else that Death would steal,  
 
    Neither of them was happy afterwards, but they did feel a little less misery. 
 
      
 
    So the man became a record keeper,  
 
    Death’s trusted companion, 
 
    He remembered every son, husband and father,  
 
    Despite not knowing his own past, his name was Gregorian. 
 
      
 
    The gatekeeper appeared thoughtful as though something in Damselfly’s story had sounded familiar. Buttontail began pulling at her hand; however, she ignored it because Gregorian looked so sad. 
 
    “He’s coming,” Buttons warned. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” the princess asked. “Orion.” 
 
    Buttons pointed anxiously, and Damselfly turned to see the sorcerer, dressed in his red cape, closing the distance. 
 
    “We have to go now,” Damselfly shouted. 
 
    “I cannot let you leave,” Gregorian said, coming to his senses.  
 
    “I have a token,” Damselfly pleaded. 
 
    “It is not safe for you out there,” Gregorian reasoned. 
 
    Damselfly was trapped between Orion and Gregorian with the gate only a few feet away. Her mother’s life hinged on getting to that gate and nothing was going to stop her. Grabbing Buttons in her arms, Damselfly ran at Gregorian who was surprised by the princess’s desperation. The gatekeeper did not want to hurt her and put out an arm to stop them. Damselfly anticipated the move, dodging out of Gregorian’s reach and racing towards the Garden Gate. Orion attempted to use magic to stop Damselfly escaping, but Gregorian was between him and his quarry. Damselfly ran so hard she could hear her heart pounding against her chest like a drum. Buttons was looking over her shoulder in fright, and all she could think of was getting to the gate and saving her mother. 
 
    “Stop!” Orion called out. 
 
    Damselfly suddenly found herself under the Garden Gate, which towered over her. Buttons caught sight of a slot and pushed the token inside. They both turned to see Gregorian and Orion racing after them as a bell rang from somewhere and the gate began to rotate. As it increased in speed, Damselfly began to glimpse objects; she could see blue sky, trees moving in the breeze and even birds. 
 
    “Which one is the Magicgarden?” Buttons cried.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Damselfly doubted. 
 
    “Maybe we should go back.” 
 
    “No, not until we have Death’s timepiece and can save my mother,” Damselfly decided. 
 
    Catching sight of what looked like a magical land, Damselfly moved towards the gate only to find a hand upon her shoulder holding them back. Turning, she glimpsed Orion before Buttons bit the sorcerer’s hand and they stumbled forward into the gate. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 6 
 
    The Coldest of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    Damselfly was lying on her back wondering why she could not see, until it dawned on her that it was night time and she had made it through the Garden Gate. Sitting up, Damselfly looked around sceptically. This place did not seem like the Magicgarden she had been told about. There was a bright full moon along with dozens of twinkling stars. Damselfly had forgotten how beautiful they were and was momentarily lost in wonder. 
 
    “What is going on?” Buttontail asked. “Who turned out the lights?” 
 
    “Calm down, Buttons. I think we’ve taken a wrong turn,” the princess explained.  
 
    “Are we lost? I’ve always been terrified of getting lost,” Buttons whined. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll be all right,” Damselfly promised. 
 
    “All right?” the rabbit stormed. “So far we have been down in a filthy dungeon, witnessed the trial of a madman and been chased by a powerful sorcerer.”  
 
    Damselfly ignored her friend’s tirade, trying to orientate herself in the unfamiliar darkness until something Buttontail said caught her attention. 
 
    “Everything will certainly not be all right. I want to go home right now, and something cold is falling on me…” 
 
    Damselfly looked up as Buttontail’s words trailed away. It was true; something was falling from the sky and it took a moment for them to realise what was happening. “It’s snowing,” the princess exclaimed. 
 
    A steady flurry of snow was falling, covering everything in a layer of white powder.  
 
    “We must be in the Wintergarden,” Damselfly announced. 
 
    Buttontail was examining the unfamiliar snow. He sniffed it with his wrinkling nose and even tried tasting it with his long tongue. 
 
    “I’m not sure—” Buttons conclusion was cut short as he was struck by a snow ball. 
 
    “Got you,” Damselfly laughed. 
 
    Buttontail recovered from his momentary shock by gathering snow to create his own projectile. Damselfly quickly ducked behind a tree to avoid the snowball and reload her own supplies. Buttons was rather hopeless at snowball fights although for a change he was enthusiastic about the game. After chasing each other around the hollow, they rested with Damselfly showing Buttontail how to make snow angels. 
 
    “I like snow,” Buttons stated. 
 
    “I forgot how pretty the moon and stars are,” the princess exclaimed, looking up at the night sky. 
 
    In the Wintergarden it was always night, always snowing and always a full moon. The pair’s game was interrupted by a distant howl. Buttons’ ears perked up immediately at the sound, which appeared to be coming from behind them. 
 
    “What was that?” the cowardly rabbit enquired. 
 
    “Probably a stray dog,” Damselfly replied unconvincingly. “Maybe we should go look for some people and shelter.” 
 
    “And food,” Buttons reminded. “I’m starving.” 
 
    Damselfly led the way with Buttontail close behind, leaving a trail of footprints in the snow. Several times they heard howling but it was distant and they kept moving. Soon Buttontail became weary, his stomach growled and both of them were freezing. 
 
    “I don’t like snow,” Buttons corrected, his long buck teeth chattering as he pulled his waistcoat tighter. 
 
    Damselfly was also cold and hungry though she attempted to remain positive, leading the way with a sense of confidence she did not feel. 
 
    “Orion could be close behind us,” Damselfly warned, knowing the sorcerer’s name would convince her companion to keep going. “We have to find a way into the Magicgarden, locate the Matriarch and she can help us save my mother.” 
 
    There was no sign of habitation with everything covered in a thick layer of white snow. Trees made ghastly silhouettes in the dark night and a biting wind snapped at their heels. Damselfly’s red shoes were soon drenched from all the snow and her toes were turning numb. 
 
    “Perhaps everyone got sick of all the snow,” Buttontail prophesied.  
 
    “Someone must still live here,” Damselfly answered defiantly. 
 
    A bird hooted loudly as it flew overhead, disappearing almost immediately into the darkness. Damselfly looked up at the moon and was grateful for the light it provided. “What was that?” Buttons asked. 
 
    “I didn’t hear anything, just keep going,” the princess instructed. 
 
    Buttontail had sharp hearing; he could hear a snapped twig from leagues away and yet he tried to convince himself that Damselfly was right and that it was all in his head. 
 
      
 
    Red Eye rode his favourite Baywolf into the Sprite camp. Several fires had been lit and were fiercely protected as he pushed through the crowd towards their leader. Several of the wolves became alert as they entered, although the Sprites were busy arguing over scraps and paid little attention. Red Eye swatted a fly away irritably before descending to the ground where he continued on foot to the largest pyre, which was surrounded by a handful of Sprites. 
 
    “Look who it is,” Clubfoot greeted in his gruff voice. 
 
    “I have news for our belligerent leader,” Red Eye reported stiffly.  
 
    “What are you waiting for then?” Clubfoot sneered. 
 
    Red Eye bristled under the captain’s glare before striding purposefully towards the fire and his audience. Jinx was the leader of their callow band, handpicked by their deity and named for his unique cunning. Jinx was gnawing on an old bone, his large incisors working hard as his green tongue searched for any remaining marrow. Around the Sprite leader was a handful of his most faithful captains. Few showed any interest in Red Eye’s approach although he knew they were all listening. 
 
    “I found something,” he started. 
 
    Jinx looked at him with jet black eyes, tossing the bone to one of his wolves. The Sprite leader signalled for him to continue. 
 
    “I was patrolling downriver when I heard voices.” Red Eye began slowly noting the increased attentiveness of those around him. 
 
    “There was a human girl with burning hair and a talking rabbit.” A few laughed at this revelation, thinking Red Eye crazy, or worse.  
 
    “Any sign of Blakast?” Jinx interrogated. 
 
    “None,” Red Eye responded. 
 
    “That fool should have sent for us by now,” Jinx cursed. 
 
    “Knew we should never have trusted that one,” Gutrot spat. 
 
    “You don’t even know what end of the wolf to feed,” Jinx insulted. “Leave the thinking to those with brains.” 
 
    “Good one, boss,” Torn Ear snickered at his peer’s discomfort.  
 
    “What was this girl doing?” Jinx asked. 
 
    “To begin with they were fighting, then they started walking and I heard them talking about going to the Magicgarden,” Red Eye reported. 
 
    “Really?” Jinx considered the implications of this news. 
 
    “I don’t think they are from the Wintergarden,” Red Eye revealed. 
 
    The camp was silent in anticipation with only licking flames to interrupt their vigil. Red Eye waited patiently, knowing that he would be blamed for any repercussions this information brought. 
 
    “Why don’t we go find out what this burning girl knows.” Jinx grinned.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly sat shivering in the shadow of a dense wood. They seemed to have been walking for an age until they could go no further. Buttons was snuggled against Damselfly’s hip. For once the gluttonous rabbit was silent, sharing their mutual misery. They were both cold, hungry and completely lost. Damselfly was beginning to despair as she considered the enormity of their challenge; even if they found shelter, how would they get to the Magicgarden without a token for the gate? 
 
    What if the Matriarch could not help them get Death’s timepiece back? The princess was shaken from her reverie by Buttons standing up shakily.  
 
    “What is it?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    Before he could answer, a long low howl resounded from the darkness behind them. A swarm of birds took flight from the nearby trees, and Damselfly caught sight of a pair of red eyes. 
 
    “Wolves,” Buttons uttered. 
 
    Old Nana had often told stories about Sprites riding Baywolves. What Damselfly could not understand is how they came to be here in the Wintergarden. All Sprites had been banished along with the Fairy King to the Evergarden. 
 
    Buttontail’s foot was nervously tapping the ground as he fought the urge to flee. More pairs of eyes appeared, and Damselfly could hear the tattoo of her heart beating against her chest. 
 
    “Run,” she cried as the wolves charged. 
 
    In the open they would have been easy targets for the faster hounds, especially with snow covering the ground and threatening to trip them. Instead, they headed into the woods where the trees offered them some cover. Damselfly ran as fast as she could though Buttons soon disappeared far ahead and she quickly lost sight of his tracks in the snow. Behind her the sound of pounding paws grew louder as the wolves sought their prey. She could hear the Sprites calling to one another and enjoying the hunt. Her lungs began to burn. She stumbled, catching both knees hard before getting to her feet and carrying on with the sounds of pursuit getting closer with each breath. 
 
    A blur passed on her right side. Damselfly immediately changed direction, the wolf spotted her amongst the bracken and followed with renewed vigor. The wolves howled to communicate their location and excitement over closing in on their prey. Damselfly was desperate. She turned a corner, only to find herself hemmed in on all sides by trees. Looking to retrace her steps, she found herself facing a hungry Baywolf with an evil-looking Sprite on his back. The wolf was four-foot-tall with light grey fur that turned white towards his paws and tail. Piercing red eyes stared through her above a large snout that shadowed a mouth full of sharp teeth. Damselfly frantically searched for an escape route before spotting a small gap in a barrier of thorns. She crawled towards the opening, all the time expecting the wolves’ fangs to tear into her. Realising her intention, the Sprite who had green skin, small dark eyes and a sharpened spear in his hand urged the wolf forward. Damselfly knew the gap was too small though she could do nothing else but keep moving forward. She ducked to avoid a litany of low branches; her hands burrowed away clumps of snow to gain her a few extra inches to pass under the barrier. Just when Damselfly thought she might make it, she found herself dragged back, not by the Baywolf but by a stray sprig which had caught on her fairy wings. Terrified at being caught, Damselfly attempted to release herself. Unfortunately, she was stuck fast with not enough time to liberate herself before being pounced upon. Looking around in desperation, the princess caught sight of Buttons hiding inside a fallen tree trunk; the rabbit seemed to be trapped between trying to help her and his own sense of self preservation. Damselfly shook her head knowing that Buttons would never reach her in time. She closed her eyes and waited for the inevitable. 
 
    A blood-curdling cry shook the snow from nearby trees, stopping the wolves in their tracks and sending the animals fleeing into the night. Damselfly breathed again, knowing that they were safe, at least for now.  
 
      
 
    After the terrifying cry scattered the Baywolves, Damselfly managed to free herself and patiently coerce Buttons from his hiding place. They had set off in search of the woods’ end, finally stumbling out into the open where a strong breeze buffeted them along. 
 
    “What do you think made that terrifying sound to scare off the wolves?” Buttons asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Damselfly replied. 
 
    “Look at those lights,” Buttons pointed. 
 
    “It is just the stars,” Damselfly commented. 
 
    As the princess orientated herself, she noticed that the lights were actually coming from a small valley and with renewed hope pressed forward to reach safety. Damselfly could barely raise her legs when they finally entered the sheltered protection of the valley. Almost instantly, the wind dropped and they found a cleared path, which made walking easier. The hamlet seemed empty of life. Only the scattering of lights ahead kept Damselfly moving. A stray cat dashed in front of them before they turned a corner and found themselves in a clearing. Small wooden buildings created a square with a few dwindling lights shining through dirty windows. A couple of people were on the street and noticed them struggling. 
 
    “Why, Morris, it is just a young girl,” a female voice called out as Damselfly slunk to the ground in exhaustion. 
 
    “Quick, get her inside by the fire,” presumably the man named Morris ordered.  
 
    Damselfly felt herself lifted, though her mind and body felt dislocated due to her freezing state. The couple attempted to ask her questions, and although Damselfly formed the answers in her mind, she just could not bring herself to actually speak them. With Buttons curled up nearby and a warm fire thawing her appendages, the princess drifted off into a blessed sleep.  
 
      
 
    When Damselfly woke up, her head hurt and she called for her mother, before remembering what had happened. Morris owned a small establishment called the Woodcutters Inn which they were currently residing in. Buttons was sitting by the fire drinking a warm cup of honeyed tea, looking much brighter. 
 
    “Would you like a drink?” Beatrix asked. 
 
    Beatrix was Morris’s daughter and the family resemblance was startling with both having straw-colored hair, green eyes and a strong chin. Damselfly looked around the room though there was little to see: a couple of chairs surrounding a wooden table and a fireplace was all the inn could boast. Beatrix returned swiftly with a drink for Damselfly who took a hesitant sip; the tea was made from nettles making it rather bitter although the honey helped. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” Morris asked, absently wiping up a cup.  
 
    Damselfly was reluctant to reveal her true identity or purpose for being in the Wintergarden; however, she had to give an answer and so she chose her words carefully. 
 
    “We came through the Garden Gate and got lost in all the snow.” 
 
    “Are you alone?” Beatrix enquired with tears in her young eyes.  
 
    “Yes,” Damselfly replied. 
 
    “You’re lucky to be alive, wandering around alone without warm clothes or weapons,” Morris criticised. “There are all kinds of dangers out there from wolves to frostbite and everything in between.” 
 
    “They’re fortunate the Peritwinkle did not find them,” Beatrix added.  
 
    “What is a Peritwinkle?” Damselfly posed. 
 
    “It is a fearsome creature that Beatrix knows better than to scare our guests with,” Morris scolded. 
 
    “Please tell me,” the princess requested. “I do love stories.” 
 
    Beatrix was perhaps only a couple of years older than Damselfly. She seemed pleased to have someone to talk with, and Morris decided to leave them be. 
 
    “When the Fairy King destroyed Death’s timepiece we were in the middle of a long winter. Now it is always night and constantly cold. Many people moved away because they could no longer work or feed their families,” Beatrix explained. 
 
    “Those of us that stayed relied on the woods for our survival. Unfortunately, a pack of wolves began tormenting everyone who entered their territory and several people were injured.” 
 
    “Wolves are frightening,” Buttons spoke for the first time, looking rather solemn.  
 
    “The local people decided to raise a militia to scare away the wolves. They took burning torches and spears into the woods, hoping to reclaim them. While they were searching the woods, the group was attacked by an enormous Peritwinkle.” 
 
    “But what is a Peritwinkle?” Damselfly demanded. 
 
    “Well, it is a little hard to explain,” Beatrix pondered. 
 
    “Not hard at all,” Morris interrupted, having been listening in the shadows. 
 
    “A Peritwinkle is the most fearsome creature you can imagine; it cries like thunder with giant tusks and a temper wilder than any storm.” 
 
    “Don’t say any more,” Buttons requested though Morris was already beginning to sing in a rising baritone.  
 
   

 

   
 
    The Peritwinkle 
 
      
 
    A Peritwinkle can strike faster than a spitting cobra,  
 
    His ire can be raised quicker than a Silverback gorilla.  
 
    He is more cunning than a fox, wiser than the owl, 
 
    If you’re still breathing it won’t be long now. 
 
    Quick as a bite from a shark,  
 
    Snap as a dog’s bark. 
 
    The Peritwinkle will make you his prey,  
 
    On this your very last day. 
 
      
 
    The Peritwinkle has an anger like a goose after an intruder,  
 
    He has a sense of humour like a starving piranha. 
 
    If you see eyes glowing red, above two tusks it won’t be long,  
 
    For the Peritwinkle strikes like a wounded scorpion. 
 
      
 
    If only it was a rhinoceros or a paltry tiger, 
 
    None of them compare to the Peritwinkle, not even the tarantula. 
 
    For this monster has a smile like a crocodile,  
 
    A laugh like a giddy jackal. 
 
      
 
      
 
    He punches harder than a fighting kangaroo, 
 
     You best stay clear of his wood so he cannot find you. 
 
    There is no reason, nothing is fair,  
 
    You may as well argue with a grizzly bear. 
 
    With a roar louder than a lion, 
 
    I close my eyes to avoid seeing what will happen. 
 
    For the Peritwinkle is as mad as a rabid wolverine, 
 
    If you see him, it is sure to be the last thing you have ever seen. 
 
      
 
    “That is a wonderful song though I still don’t understand what a Peritwinkle actually is?” Damselfly apologised. 
 
    “It is a giant boar,” Beatrix said. 
 
    Buttons jumped out of his seat as the wind blew against the windowpane; he scrambled into Damselfly’s lap and hiccupped in his fear. 
 
    “No more stories now,” Morris chided. “It is time for bed.”  
 
      
 
    When Damselfly awoke it was still dark. She missed the faded evening sunlight of home along with Old Nana and her family. Buttons was still asleep beside her, running away from some imagined danger. She stroked his fur until he quietened and then went to search for something to eat. Morris and Beatrix were already up performing chores to keep the inn running although they did not seem to have any other guests. 
 
    “You must be hungry,” Morris welcomed. 
 
    “I don’t have any money to pay you,” Damselfly confessed.  
 
    “Don’t worry about it, you’re our guests,” Morris dismissed. 
 
    Beatrix brought a bowl of stew which, while not up to royal fare, was warm and palatable enough to take the edge of Damselfly’s hunger. Buttons, of course, appeared almost immediately the food arrived and managed two portions despite Damselfly’s concerns about being rude. It was obvious that Morris and Beatrix were poor; they wore tattered clothes that had been patched multiple times and the inn was in need of serious attention. Damselfly guessed that few people travelled to Wintergarden now; the Fairy King had been responsible for a lot of hurt when he stopped time, especially here. 
 
    “There’s a town meeting later if you want to come,” Beatrix informed them.  
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Damselfly agreed, hoping to learn more. 
 
    “Is there any more stew?” Buttons asked before Damselfly kicked him under the table.  
 
      
 
    The town meeting was held in a draughty old barn with about thirty people congregating together to keep warm and share stories of recent hardship. It seemed they received very few visitors, because Damselfly’s presence caused quite a stir amongst the regulars. 
 
    “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “You came through the Garden Gate?”  
 
    “What was it like?” 
 
    Damselfly told a version of her tale, explaining that they had been chased by a bad man and escaped through the Garden Gate with no idea where they would end up. This explanation at least stopped many of the questions as people drifted back to their normal groups and largely ignored the newcomers. 
 
    “Why don’t you leave?” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “This is our home,” Morris stated. “My grandfather built this inn with his own hands and no one is going to take it away from us.” 
 
    “Even if we wanted to leave, we can’t,” Beatrix reasoned. “The only way out of Wintergarden is through the Garden Gate and none of us have a token.” 
 
    “Those that did left long ago,” Morris said bitterly. “How did the Sprites get here?” Damselfly queried. 
 
    “What Sprites? We ain’t seen any of those creatures,” the townspeople feigned. 
 
    “I was chased by a pack of them riding wolves. They almost caught us in the woods until the Peritwinkle scared them off.” 
 
    Naming the monster that haunted them all was a mistake, and they refused to acknowledge Sprites existed in these parts. Instead, they stated her scared mind had imagined the Sprites and from then on few of them would even speak to her. Morris, no doubt encouraged by his peers, soon led them all back to the inn, and when Damselfly attempted to raise the subject again, he disappeared down to the cellar with some excuse of checking barrels. 
 
    “What is going on?” Damselfly asked Beatrix who looked uncomfortably guilty.  
 
    “No one ever talks about it,” the inn keeper’s daughter evaded. 
 
    “I know what I saw, it was not my imagination,” the princess replied. 
 
    Beatrix cast a glance towards the cellar where her father had disappeared before looking back with certainty in her eyes. 
 
    “I will tell you everything if you do the same,” Beatrix offered.  
 
    “I already did,” Damselfly lied. 
 
    Beatrix shook her head knowingly; the young girl had grown up in a town full of secrets and she could tell when people were hiding things. Damselfly was torn between wanting to know the full story and protecting her own identity. 
 
    “All right, deal,” Damselfly decided.  
 
    After Beatrix had been sworn to secrecy, Damselfly relived her story from the very beginning when her mother had announced the birthday celebrations. Beatrix’s whole demeanour changed when she realised that the princess was standing before her and sharing such intimate parts of her life. Beatrix, whose own mother had been taken when she was only six, sympathised with Damselfly’s situation and by the end tears stained her cheeks. After such startling revelations, Beatrix was only too happy to relate their own meagre tale of woe. 
 
    “When the Fairy King stopped time, it was at the worst possible moment for us, during a long, hard winter, and as no sign of change appeared, many departed. So it was a surprise when a strange man arrived in the town seeking assistance. He claimed to be a sorcerer with the power to stop it snowing all the time. The townspeople were ignorant of such things though they were all desperate, and one spokesman convinced them to allow the sorcerer to try. Not long after, the first Sprites began appearing at the edges of our territory. They quickly allied themselves with the local wolves and became a constant threat. The sorcerer explained that his magic was working, and these creatures had been sent by some evil force to try and stop him. Unwilling to accept they might have made a mistake, the townspeople continued to support the sorcerer in his mission, although no sign of success or improvement could be found. In truth, our circumstances only grew worse with a rogue Peritwinkle making the woods impassable for even the sorcerer. Soon after that the sorcerer disappeared without a trace, and the townspeople choose not to speak about what had happened, even with each other.” 
 
    “It is a tragic tale,” Damselfly sympathised. 
 
    “I wish he had never come here,” Beatrix added angrily. 
 
    “Did you ever see the sorcerer perform magic?” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “No,” Beatrix answered. “He carried this silver vial around his neck and spoke strange words none of us understood. In truth, he gave me the creeps.” 
 
    “Thank you for telling me all this.” 
 
    “I cannot believe the Princess of Thronegarden is thanking me,” Beatrix giggled.  
 
    “Remember, it is our secret,” Damselfly reminded. 
 
    “Of course,” Beatrix agreed. 
 
    The innkeeper’s daughter meekly gave Damselfly a hug before scampering away, leaving the princess feeling surprised and happy by the acquaintance. 
 
      
 
    After Beatrix departed, Damselfly lay down although she could not sleep in her excitement over the story. Then she noticed a shape in the darkness and realised that Morris was watching them. 
 
    “The sorcerer was Blakast, wasn’t it?” the princess asked.  
 
    “He promised to make things right,” Morris replied. 
 
    “You convinced the others to help him,” Damselfly stated.  
 
    “I didn’t know what he was going to do,” Morris cried. 
 
    “Everyone was desperate; they needed hope that things might improve and I thought this was our chance.” 
 
    “It wasn’t your fault,” Damselfly declared. 
 
    “It was,” Morris confessed. “I heard Blakast talking before he betrayed us. I just did not want to believe it had all been for nothing.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Damselfly enquired. 
 
    Morris took a deep breath to compose himself and wiped the tears from his eyes. 
 
    “Blakast was using the instrument to hold moonlight; he believed it could pierce the barrier between gardens and even free the Fairy King from his exile in the Evergarden.” 
 
    “Did it work?” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “He did not free the Fairy King, though soon after I overheard his conversation, Sprites began to turn up in Wintergarden and how else could they have escaped the Evergarden?” 
 
    Moonlight, could that really be the secret of reaching the Evergarden, and if so, how was Damselfly going to get hold of it? 
 
    “I thought with you being the princess perhaps you could help us,” Morris enquired. “The king would be able to resolve all our problems.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. He is very busy,” Damselfly stalled. 
 
    “I heard you tell Beatrix that it was the Magicgarden you were trying to reach in order to save the queen. Well, I happen to have the only token for the gate in Wintergarden and I will give it to you in exchange for dealing with the Peritwinkle.”  
 
    The innkeeper held a small, battered token in his hand idly. Damselfly knew it was their only chance of continuing the mission and saving her mother. 
 
    “I will do it,” Damselfly replied with false confidence. “I will face the Peritwinkle.” 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 7 
 
    The Scariest of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was strange to Damselfly waking up in what felt like the middle of the night, with moon and stars still glistening in an unfamiliar dark sky. A gusting wind assailed the Woodcutters Inn, which groaned under the assault. Damselfly remained determined to fulfil her deal with Morris, although the thought of returning to the wood and facing the Peritwinkle terrified her. After a meagre meal of watery stew, Damselfly prepared to depart. Beatrix attempted to hold back tears while Morris at least had the decency to look demure. Buttontail was surprisingly quiet although Damselfly was too wrapped up in her own fears to truly notice. Morris had apparently spread the news of Damselfly’s mission so that the whole village had turned out to see them off. The princess felt rather unworthy of the attention although she did appreciate the people’s kind words and gifts. One young couple presented her with a wolf skin fleece which she gratefully put on over her fairy wings to keep her warm and avoid them catching on any more branches. An elderly man presented her with a rough map, which included many of the stars. Damselfly found the cartography exceptionally detailed and wanted to ask how it had been made but there was not time. Finally, the local blacksmith stepped forward rather sheepishly and gifted Damselfly an old rusted sword that looked like it might be a better backscratcher than a weapon to slay a fearsome beast. 
 
    “Thank you all very much,” Damselfly said gratefully. 
 
    “I wish there was more time to get to know all of you. Perhaps one day there will be and I should enjoy that very much.” 
 
    Many of the crowd averted their eyes fearing these words about the future were doomed from the start. For what could a child do against a monstrous Peritwinkle? 
 
    “Come on, Buttons, it is time to go,” Damselfly announced. 
 
    The frightened rabbit was hiding behind Beatrix’s leg and shook his head with both ears flattened. Damselfly felt the refusal like a physical blow and staggered a moment before remembering her mission. 
 
    “Thank you for saving us from the Peritwinkle,” one man shouted. 
 
    “I will do my best,” the princess replied before forcing herself to take the first step in a journey that would take her into danger.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly knew her way back to the woods; with villagers having described the path and her handy map, it was a simple route. Her new coat helped keep the wind at bay although her nose and ears were stung. She utilized the sword to dig a path where the snow was thickest. Unfortunately, the tip snapped when it struck a hidden rock, and Damselfly was left with a two-foot blade with no point. Snow fell endlessly from a dark sky. There was enough light provided by the moon and stars so that Damselfly could at least see where she was headed. Wintergarden seemed a long way from home. Damselfly had never ventured this far before and the isolation was disheartening. Thinking about her mother only made Damselfly sad and the deal she had made with Death appeared impossible. Even if she could survive the Peritwinkle and Morris gave her the token that would  only get her to the Magicgarden. She would still have no way of reaching the Evergarden or stealing the timepiece from the Fairy King. The innkeeper’s story about Blakast focused the princess’s mind. She considered the possibility that moonlight could be used to break the barrier between gardens and although the idea was unproven it seemed possible. The moon had been gaining greater control ever since he escaped from The Lady of the Lake, taking dominion over the seas and instilling a mania across the land during fulfilment of the lunar cycle. Did Blakast know a crucial secret or was he just a deluded fool? 
 
    Right now, such questions were beyond Damselfly’s reach. It took all her energy to keep moving forward against the wind and snow. The village had been swallowed by a white blanket that threatened to engulf Damselfly if she did not keep moving. She continually checked the map although it was almost impossible to make out any landmarks. Damselfly trudged on, bracing herself against the cruel wind and remembering her deal with Death.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity, Damselfly glimpsed a wood on the horizon. The trees were so dense that little light was able to enter, and the princess shivered with fear. Then she heard a scurrying noise behind her, which made every hair on her body stand on end. Looking back, Damselfly could not see anyone or anything and attributed the sound to her own nerves. Steeling herself, she began the arduous trek to the looming woods until, after only a few steps, she heard the noise again. 
 
    “Is anyone there?” Damselfly called. 
 
    The frozen tundra remained desolate with endless drifts of snow and no sign of life. Damselfly could not shake the feeling that something was watching her. She recalled the villagers’ fear of the Peritwinkle and her own terrifying experience with the Sprites riding Baywolves. With her imagination running wild, Damselfly started running to the relative safety of the wood. Her feet sunk deep into the snow, which seemed to want to hold her down, and the cold night air was burning her lungs. Losing her footing in a particularly deep patch of snow, Damselfly rested for a moment on her hands and knees while all the time feeling as if something dreadful was about to happen. The wind rushing through her red hair carried the sound of an approaching creature, and Damselfly picked herself up and ran for the woods, which appeared to be getting further away. By the time she reached the copse, Damselfly was breathing heavily and her legs would not take another step. The princess propped herself up on a tree trunk, trying to regain her strength, when a small furry animal ambushed her. 
 
    “Damselfly, it’s me.” 
 
    The princess screamed instinctively, her mind twisted by the whispering wind and desolate isolation before she recognised the creature as her companion, Buttontail.  
 
    “Oh, Buttontail, you came after all, you are brave,” Damselfly said, relieved.  
 
    Buttons puffed up his chest impressively, looking mightily pleased with himself. 
 
    “Don’t suppose you brought any food, did you?” the roguish rabbit asked.  
 
    “You, greedy glutton,” Damselfly laughed, hugging Buttons. 
 
    At least neither of them was alone any more. Damselfly entered the wood holding her broken sword in front of them while Buttontail brought up the rear. 
 
    “I don’t like this place,” Buttons warned. 
 
    “We have to deal with the Peritwinkle so Morris will give us a token for the Garden Gate,” Damselfly insisted. 
 
    “So we can go home,” Buttons suggested. 
 
    “No, we have to reach the Magicgarden and find the Matriarch like Uriel told us,” Damselfly cautioned. 
 
    “What about Orion? He won’t stop chasing us,” Buttons declared.  
 
    “We’ll just have to stay ahead of him.” 
 
    A high-pitched shriek ceased all conversation as the woods fell deathly silent. Not a single bird or mammal stirred in the frozen wood as the Peritwinkle was on the prowl. 
 
      
 
    It was almost impossible to find their way in the dark wood. Damselfly carried Buttons whose fear made it impossible for him to walk unaided. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Buttontail whispered. 
 
    “We wait for the Peritwinkle to find us,” the princess revealed. 
 
    The strange duo continued their journey while the moon remained high and distant howls could be heard over the persistent wind. By accident they stumbled upon large impressions in the snow that could only belong to a Peritwinkle; the footprints were so large Damselfly could lay down flat within the depressed snow. 
 
    “What happens when the Peritwinkle finds us?” Buttontail asked reluctantly.  
 
    “Perhaps he won’t be so mean after all,” Damselfly reasoned. 
 
    “And if he is?” Buttons questioned. 
 
    “I have my sword,” the princess replied, looking uncertainly at her broken blade.  
 
    “We’re doomed,” Buttons pronounced. 
 
    Buttontail’s fear battled against his increasing hunger until he slipped into a troubled sleep. Damselfly walked to keep them warm although her toes and fingers were already numb. Eventually, Damselfly was forced to sit with her back against a large redwood tree blanketed in snow. Buttontail awoke feeling hungry and so the motivated rabbit began searching the ground for grass or berries hidden by the covering of snow. Using his proficient nose, Buttontail investigated, hoping to ease his hollow stomach. Finding a promising patch of long grass poking out of the drifts, Buttontail utilized his forepaws to dig through the lying snow. Damselfly was feeling light-headed. She had a feeling that there was something important she had to do though it seemed just out of reach. Looking up, she caught sight of Buttons running towards her. Behind him, an avalanche of snow was revealing a terrifying creature. 
 
    “You did it, Buttons,” Damselfly cried. “You found the Peritwinkle.” 
 
    The Peritwinkle stood ten-foot-tall, covered with long, coarse bristles insulated by grey fur that still had patches of snow sticking to it. Damselfly stared up at the enormous creature that had a large head with small deep-set eyes and long ears that rested flat against the side of the animal’s head. Two sharp tusks made of bone framed the boar’s face and a breath of warm fetid air pushed Damselfly back against the tree trunk. As the Peritwinkle lowered his head to get a better view of his visitors, Damselfly noticed a hump between the creature’s shoulder blades that sloped down to his powerful hindquarters and rather thin legs. 
 
    “Hello,” Damselfly greeted. 
 
    The Peritwinkle did not initially seem to notice the small girl and stuffed rabbit that had trespassed into his territory. 
 
    “Hello,” the princess repeated. 
 
    This time the giant boar did hear. He thrust his large head towards the sound and breathed a gust of warm air in their direction. 
 
    “Who are you?” the Peritwinkle demanded. 
 
    “My name is Damselfly and this is Buttontail.” 
 
    “Very strange names,” the giant boar muttered agitatedly.  
 
    “We need your help,” Damselfly called out. 
 
    “My help?” the Peritwinkle shook his head. 
 
    “The villagers need to hunt in this wood, and there is plenty of room for everyone,” Damselfly began. 
 
    “No,” the Peritwinkle roared. “I do not like men.” 
 
    “Why not?” the princess enquired. 
 
    “They cut down trees, dirty the waters and build destructive fires,” the Peritwinkle explained. 
 
    “Perhaps we could help you in exchange for letting men in the wood again,” Damselfly suggested. 
 
    “You can’t help me,” the Peritwinkle dismissed. 
 
    “So there is something that you need,” Damselfly discerned. 
 
    The Peritwinkle angrily brushed against some nearby trees, sending pieces of bark flying in his agitation. 
 
    “You seem very angry,” Damselfly observed. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be angry if you woke up early to find no food, no company and snow everywhere. I just want to be left alone, but people and wolves keep coming into my wood and I won’t have it.” 
 
    Damselfly considered the creature’s words carefully before realising something important. 
 
    “I think you’re lonely,” she ventured. 
 
    “I don’t get lonely,” the Peritwinkle disagreed. “What do you expect anyway? There are not many of us around these days.” 
 
    “Have you ever met another Peritwinkle like you?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “Well, of course I have,” the animal answered, although he seemed a little uncertain.  
 
    “I think ’Periwinkles are very rare,” Damselfly continued. 
 
    “We certainly are,” the creature agreed self-importantly.  
 
    “Perhaps you are the only one,” the princess advised. 
 
    “Maybe I am, after all.” The Peritwinkle shuddered. 
 
    The giant boar lowered itself heavily to the ground where it gave a low growl before settling in a miserable heap. 
 
    “Oh dear, I did not mean to upset you,” Damselfly worried. 
 
    The Peritwinkle huffed, sending a flurry of snow spiraling upwards. He seemed to have no intention of moving or talking any further. 
 
    “I know how to cheer you up,” Damselfly announced. “Whenever I feel low Old Nana reads me a story and I feel much better.” 
 
    “I don’t like stories,” the Peritwinkle said gloomily. 
 
    “Sure, you do, everyone likes stories,” the princess persisted.  
 
    “Not me,” the Peritwinkle stated stubbornly. 
 
    “But this story is all about you,” Damselfly insisted. 
 
    “Well, I guess you could tell me it, though I probably shan’t enjoy it,” the Peritwinkle begrudgingly agreed. 
 
    Damselfly cleared her throat nervously under the Peritwinkle’s discerning gaze and began to sing.  
 
      
 
    A Peritwinkle can strike faster than a spitting cobra. 
 
    His ire can be raised quicker than a Silverback gorilla. 
 
    He is more cunning than a fox wiser than the owl. 
 
    If you’re still breathing it won’t be long now. 
 
      
 
    Damselfly finished singing the poem. A long silence followed, which even the tempestuous Peritwinkle restrained from breaking. 
 
    “What did you think of it?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “You have a very pleasant voice,” the Peritwinkle replied stiffly, unfamiliar with giving others compliments. 
 
    “Thank you.” the princess curtsied. 
 
    “Well, I liked the part about me being cunning.” The Peritwinkle desperately tried to change the subject. “I am also surprisingly quick for my size,” the Peritwinkle boasted. 
 
    “I’m glad you liked it,” Damselfly added. 
 
    “However, you did make it sound like I was always angry and ferocious,” the Peritwinkle commented. “In fact, I do not like this poem about me at all. Who is telling such awful lies about me?” 
 
    “It is only a silly poem,” Damselfly excused. 
 
    “I demand to know who made this insulting rhyme about me,” the Peritwinkle roared. 
 
    “I heard it in the village,” Damselfly revealed. 
 
    “Well, I shall go to the village and teach these people a lesson,” the Peritwinkle stated proudly. 
 
    “Oh no, please don’t do that,” Damselfly intervened. “Why not?” the Peritwinkle asked. 
 
    “Perhaps if you saw it from their perspective, you are really large and people cannot help being frightened of what they don’t know or understand,” Damselfly explained.  
 
    “You’re not scared of me so why should they be?” the Peritwinkle questioned. 
 
    “I’m not scared because I have this,” Damselfly said, brandishing her broken sword. The Peritwinkle lowered his ginormous head to get a closer look at the weapon. 
 
    “It looks rather small to me and the end is broken,” he commented. 
 
    “Don’t believe your first impression. This is the most powerful sword in all of Fable; it stopped a pillaging giant and cut down a mountain, all in one blow,”  
 
    Damselfly exaggerated. 
 
    “That tiny sword did all of that?” the Peritwinkle questioned. “I don’t believe it.” 
 
    “Well, there is a song about this sword that everyone knows,” Damselfly invented.  
 
    “I don’t know any song. Why don’t you sing it?” the Peritwinkle suggested. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” the princess stuttered.  
 
    “What is this song called?” 
 
    “Well, it is called…” Damselfly hesitated. 
 
    “Don’t you know?” the Peritwinkle enquired.  
 
    “It is called Big Jack.” 
 
    “Well, let’s hear it.” The Peritwinkle rested easily on his forelegs with a suspicious look in his eye. 
 
    Damselfly cleared her throat, all the while wracking her brains for ideas from all the stories Old Nana had told her through the years.  
 
   

 

   
 
    Big Jack 
 
      
 
    A good many years ago, 
 
    There was a place men feared to venture, 
 
    The boundary was marked by a dry river that ran shallow,  
 
    Beyond those waters lay danger. 
 
    This was a land of abandon, 
 
    So let me tell you about the Giantgarden. 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the Giantgarden was at least twelve feet tall, 
 
    They looked like hills while lying on their back,  
 
    Neighbouring disputes would often turn into a brawl, 
 
    By far the largest of the giants was Big Jack. 
 
    He was so large that he would use trees as toothpicks,  
 
    His house was built of boulders instead of bricks. 
 
      
 
    A secret about giants is they are very lazy,  
 
    Not one of them was a fisherman or a farmer, 
 
    They relied on stealing and thievery, 
 
    From the local gardens who were defenceless against this large intruder. 
 
    For years the people cursed the giants’ greed,  
 
    Each day they prayed for a saviour in their hour of need. 
 
      
 
    One day Big Jack was extremely hungry, 
 
    He went to a nearby garden looking for sustenance,  
 
    There, he espied a young woman picking fruit from a tree, 
 
    Feeling brazen, Big Jack stole the fruit and the girl, not knowing the consequence. 
 
    For this young lady was actually a princess,  
 
    Adored by her people for her gaiety and happiness. 
 
      
 
    Her father the king offered a reward, 
 
    Though no one came forward as it seemed the task was impossible, 
 
    They searched for a hero until all avenues had been explored, 
 
    Anyone willing to stand up against a Giant would have to be unstable. 
 
    Then a stranger arrived from out of town, 
 
    He guaranteed they would have no more worries with giants coming around. 
 
      
 
    The traveller promised to return the princess if everything went as planned,  
 
    The king was a desperate man so he agreed to the man’s offer, 
 
    He would hunt a Giant in exchange for the princess’s hand, 
 
    Three cheers for the Giant slayer. 
 
    Yet this stranger was selling the court a lie,  
 
    For he was no hero, they were in short supply. 
 
      
 
    This wanderer had heard tell of a powerful weapon,  
 
    That had fallen from the skies, 
 
    So his quest now begun, 
 
    It led him to an unexpected surprise.  
 
    He was not alone in his ambition, 
 
    There was another who sought the same prize and he was the first magician. 
 
      
 
    The sorcerer’s name was Albion,  
 
    He was upon his own quest, 
 
    An extremely important mission, 
 
    That was stuck out of reach in an eagle’s nest. 
 
    The traveller offered to make the climb, 
 
    So the sorcerer could save his energy and precious time. 
 
      
 
    Albion tasked the man to retrieve the item along with a feather, 
 
    In return he would craft him a magical blade,  
 
    That would make him a warrior, 
 
    It would enable him to complete his escapade.  
 
    The traveller eventually reached the trees’ pinnacle, 
 
    Only to be attacked by an angry eagle. 
 
      
 
    Desperately, the wanderer grabbed a feather along with the stone,  
 
    Before heading back down towards the ground, 
 
    Eagles are very territorial it is well known, 
 
    This particular bird was aggressive as could be found. 
 
    The traveller was thrown from the branches to land upon his head,  
 
    There he lay in a shallow grave for the dead. 
 
      
 
    Albion collected his items from the fallen body,  
 
    The feather would grant him greater vision, 
 
    As for the stone he would craft it into a sword that would become legendary, 
 
    Along with a bell that would fulfil his ambition. 
 
    For the alloy had fallen from the Evening Star during a meteor shower, 
 
    It had already begun to twist Albion’s mind towards murder. 
 
    . 
 
    The sorcerer created a sword which he buried with the traveler, 
 
    He then created a bell which was named Sereth, 
 
    For anyone who heard the bells timbre,  
 
    Would hear the Voice of Death. 
 
    Albion destroyed Big Jack’s fortress, 
 
    Before claiming the reward of the beautiful princess. 
 
      
 
    The couple had a child, 
 
    A son who inherited his father’s gift with magic, 
 
    By now Albion’s mind was becoming wild, 
 
    He was suffering a malady beyond any medic.  
 
    Protected by the love for his son, Albion returned for the sword, 
 
    Striking Sereth with the unique blade, his ties were severed. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, the princess had not been deaf,  
 
    The bell called out to her too, 
 
    In her sleep she heard the Voice of Sereth,  
 
    Demanding she come to its rescue. 
 
    So with the new moon she began her search, 
 
    Finding the damaged bell, she sacrificed all to her new church. 
 
      
 
    When Albion woke, he discovered his wife missing,  
 
    He abandoned magic except to help his son practice,  
 
    Together, they continued his training, 
 
    Until the son became a magician’s apprentice. 
 
    The child’s name was Genesis,  
 
    His tale is one of great happiness. 
 
      
 
    His greatest feat of the supernatural,  
 
    Was to create his own bell, 
 
    That was nothing short of a miracle,  
 
    For it balanced his mother’s spell.  
 
    Without life there cannot be death. 
 
    This was how Genesis restrained Sereth. 
 
      
 
    As Damselfly’s voice ended, the Peritwinkle was looking at the rusty blade in her hand. It seemed the song had worked in impressing the weapon’s history on their audience. 
 
    “That tiny sword did all that?” the Peritwinkle spoke in an awed voice.  
 
    “You shouldn’t judge things by how they look,” Damselfly lectured. 
 
    “Like you, this sword is more than it looks.” 
 
    “Perhaps I could allow some of the villagers into the wood,” the Peritwinkle accepted. “Would they be happy to share with me after I scared them?” 
 
    “I am sure they could be persuaded,” Damselfly smiled, believing herself to be closer to reaching their goal. 
 
    Buttontail, who had remained quiet during the altercation, allowed Damselfly to carry him as they walked beside the tamed Peritwinkle back towards the village. 
 
    “Your voice is enchanting indeed if it can assuage such a beast,” the rabbit whispered. 
 
    Damselfly felt very happy. She had achieved her task of convincing the Peritwinkle to share with the villagers, and now Morris would have no excuse to withhold the token they needed to travel across to the Magicgarden. The Peritwinkle began humming Damselfly’s poem as they exited the woods’ shadow. Almost immediately they were greeted by a series of howls and bright lights on the horizon. 
 
    “I smell smoke,” the Peritwinkle grunted. 
 
    “It’s coming from the village,” Damselfly warned. 
 
    “Quick, climb on my back,” the Peritwinkle reacted. 
 
    “I don’t think—” Buttontail’s argument was cut short as both he and Damselfly were lifted onto the Peritwinkle’s back moments before he took off towards the village.  
 
      
 
    Upon their approach they could make out a handful of fires lighting up the village against the night. Howls from the Baywolves and high shouts from the besieging Sprites littered the air. Smoke drifted high into the sky, blocking out the moon and stars. Damselfly was worried about the villagers who had little defence against such an assault. Fortunately, the Peritwinkle was equally enraged by the despicable attack, and he charged down the vale like a beast possessed. Buttontail could not decide if he was more terrified of the Peritwinkle or the vindictive Sprites. 
 
    “We should have stayed at home,” he cursed fearfully. 
 
    As they plunged headfirst into the carnage, everyone stopped, the villagers just as frightened by the Peritwinkle’s arrival as the Sprites. 
 
    “Get them,” Damselfly cried, pointing her fractured sword at the invaders. 
 
    The Peritwinkle needed no further instruction. He barreled down the lane, scattering any Baywolf or Sprite that was unfortunate enough to stand in his path. Before they could regroup, the Peritwinkle turned in a fit of rage and any remaining resistance disappeared. The Sprites had barely ordered the retreat before their mounts were running for their lives with Jinx leading the way. The villagers slowly emerged from their homes, shocked by the swift turn of events. Damselfly, with Buttontail in her arms, descended from the Peritwinkle’s back and dropped neatly onto the cobbled street. 
 
    “Damselfly, you came back!” Beatrix burst out of the Woodcutters Inn. 
 
    Morris called after his daughter as he caught sight of the terrifying Peritwinkle standing guard; however, Beatrix ignored the danger and hugged the princess who had saved their village from the Sprite attack. 
 
    “I knew you would come back,” the innkeeper’s daughter said. 
 
    “Yes, thank you,” Morris congratulated with the remaining villagers following close on his heels. 
 
    “It isn’t me who deserves your gratitude,” Damselfly explained. “The Peritwinkle is the one who frightened the invaders away.”  
 
    “How did you get him to do that?” Beatrix exclaimed. 
 
    Damselfly tilted her head in consideration, having never really thought about how great her accomplishment was. 
 
    “I listened to him and tried to show him that the villagers never meant him any harm,” the princess revealed. 
 
    “Is that true?” Morris asked. “Can we enter the woods again?”  
 
    Everyone looked at the Peritwinkle for an answer, even Damselfly. 
 
    “Yes, you may enter the wood, though you may not start a fire or take more than you need to survive,” the Peritwinkle granted. 
 
    The villagers cheered with delight at the announcement, which saved their village every bit as much as frightening off the Sprites had done. 
 
    “Everyone is invited to the inn for a celebratory meal,” Morris announced. 
 
    “Being brave makes one very hungry,” Buttontail told Beatrix as the villagers made their way back to the inn. 
 
    Damselfly remained behind with the Peritwinkle who, after all the excitement, seemed sad again. 
 
    “I wish I could find a companion for you,” the princess stated. 
 
    “At least I won’t be alone in the wood any longer,” the Peritwinkle replied.  
 
    “Come on,” Beatrix beckoned them from the inn. 
 
    “Before we go, just tell me one thing: did that sword really cut down a mountain?” the Peritwinkle enquired. 
 
    “Yes,” Damselfly answered, leading the way. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 8  
 
    The Most Confusing of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    After a modest feast with much celebrating, Damselfly and Buttontail prepared to say farewell to the people of Wintergarden. The Peritwinkle was escorting a small party of villagers to the wood where they would seek to gather supplies; Damselfly hugged the enormous boar whose fur was surprisingly soft. While they headed towards the wood, Damselfly headed in the opposite direction with Buttontail, Beatrix and Morris leading the way. 
 
    “Few people use the gate these days,” the innkeeper informed.  
 
    “I wish you could stay,” Beatrix whispered. 
 
    Damselfly did not feel confident in responding. She had grown rather fond of the villagers and of Wintergarden. Despite the constant night and cold, it held a beautiful serenity. 
 
    “I will not forget you,” Damselfly promised. 
 
    The gate was partially buried in snow. It was not as impressive as the Garden Gate though it did appear to be made from the same material. 
 
    “Remember to wait until the Magicgarden is in sight before entering the gate,” Morris warned. 
 
    Damselfly, who certainly did not want a repeat of their previous encounter with the gate, focused on stepping through at the right time as Morris dropped the token into the slot. With Buttontail holding her hand, the princess moved forward into the gate, though she did not travel unnoticed. The Sprite Red Eye was watching from a nearby rise. The scout had been abused by Jinx after his information about the burning girl had brought them such a humiliating defeat. Red Eye though was certain this child was important and now he knew where she was heading. 
 
      
 
    The Magicgarden was the complete opposite to the Wintergarden; a bright sun shone high in the blue sky, giving off warmth that felt especially foreign after the snowy conditions of their previous visit. Equally disconcerting, the air seemed thinner, creating extremely vivid colours as though a strange shroud lay across everything. 
 
    “It feels like you can almost reach out and teach magic here,” Damselfly smiled.  
 
    “I hope they have something nice to eat,” Buttontail added. 
 
    Exiting the gate, they had been greeted by green fields in all directions. With no map or guide, they walked forward in search of assistance. Damselfly was feeling heartened after finally arriving in the Magicgarden where she hoped to learn how she might save her mother. Buttontail was strangely inquisitive, bounding around the fields and investigating anything that appeared even remotely edible. 
 
    “These fresh shoots are all right as a starter but I need something more filling,” Buttons muttered between mouthfuls. 
 
    “Perhaps you shouldn’t eat that without invitation,” Damselfly warned. 
 
    Buttontail was not listening as his sharp eyes had espied a large blue flower growing low to the ground that looked delicious. Taking a delicate bite, the rabbit’s face lit up at the exquisite taste. 
 
    “A little acidic though really rather tasty,” he declared. 
 
    “Do not eat too much. We still have a long way to travel.” Damselfly could see only fields stretching to the horizon in all directions. 
 
    “I will save plenty of room for dessert,” Buttontail munched. 
 
    “I have never known such a greedy rabbit,” Damselfly criticised.  
 
    “I am not greedy,” Buttontail remarked. 
 
    “I am simply a connoisseur of delectables.” 
 
    The princess could not find a single landmark or person in sight to help guide them. She supposed few people made use of the gate and preferred to remain in the Magicgarden. Buttontail was feeling a little unwell though he still ate sparingly, blaming too many greens. 
 
    “It is very poor form to offer guests such sparse fare,” he muttered. 
 
    “Please hurry up or we will never find the Matriarch,” Damselfly whined.  
 
    Buttontail attempted to catch up though with every step he began to feel sicker until he could barely stand. 
 
    “I have been poisoned,” he cried. 
 
    “It serves you right for eating everything you see,” Damselfly accused despite her concern. 
 
    “It’s going dark. Is this the end?” Buttontail wailed dramatically. “Killed by a piece of grass and a nibble of blue flower.” 
 
    Damselfly was forced to suffer a stream of self-pity as she carried the ailing rabbit across the fields until her feet ached, and she decided to have a rest underneath an old maple tree. Buttontail was starting to feel better although he decided to keep complaining as he did not want to walk. 
 
    “I still cannot see anything except fields,” Damselfly sighed.  
 
    “Then you’re not looking hard enough,” a voice screeched. 
 
    Buttontail’s ears shot up as they attempted to discover who the voice belonged to. Damselfly finally caught sight of a bird high up in one of the trees and a familiar feeling as though she had witnessed this scene before came over her. 
 
    “Hello, my name is Princess Damselfly and this is my friend, Buttons. We’re lost and would really like some help.” 
 
    The bird flapped desperately before almost falling onto a lower branch where both parties could view each other. Damselfly smiled up at a mottled owl with large yellow eyes and russet feathers. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “My name,” the bird squawked. “I know my name.” 
 
    “What is it?” the princess repeated. 
 
    “Who wants to know?” the owl demanded haughtily. “You should introduce yourself before enquiring about others.” 
 
    “I did introduce myself,” Damselfly argued. 
 
    “I think I would remember if you had done so.”  
 
    “My name is Damselfly and this is Buttons.” 
 
    “Do you have anything to eat,” the hungry rabbit ventured.  
 
    “Yes, no, maybe,” the bird replied unhelpfully. 
 
    “Do you know the way to the Magicgarden?” Damselfly asked.  
 
    “You’re standing in it.” 
 
    “Where is everyone?”  
 
    “Phoebus.” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t understand,” Damselfly queried. 
 
    “My name is Phoebus, told you I knew it.” The owl puffed out his chest, satisfied at being proved right. 
 
    Buttontail hopped over to Damselfly before allowing himself to be picked up so he could get a better sight of their new guide. 
 
    “This bird is nuts,” Buttons whispered. 
 
    “I am no such thing,” Phoebus remarked. “I am the wisest owl in Fable.”  
 
    Damselfly had been struggling with a feeling that she had seen this exact picture elsewhere and now it dawned on her. 
 
    “My family name is Thrane. It is said that my uncle went out into the wild while deciding what to do with his life and was advised by a wise owl that he should lead a rebellion against the Fairy King. Our family crest is an owl sitting upon a tree branch, just as you are doing now. Are you the same owl?” 
 
    “I don’t remember,” Phoebus replied. 
 
    “A wise owl who cannot remember his own wisdom,” Buttons chuckled.  
 
    “You said earlier we were not looking hard enough,” Damselfly started.  
 
    “Did I? When?” the bird enquired. 
 
    “Only a few moments ago.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Phoebus acquiesced. “It sounds a very wise thing to say, so I may have said it.” 
 
    “You did say it a few moments ago, when I stated there was nothing other than fields in all directions,” Damselfly struggled. 
 
    “Well, there you are certainly mistaken,” Phoebus reveled. “If you go west, there is a gate, north is the river, east is the marketplace and south is—” 
 
    “A marketplace,” Damselfly interrupted. “There has to be someone who knows where we can find the Matriarch,” Damselfly cried. 
 
    “It is on the tip of my tongue,” Phoebus rambled. 
 
    “This bird is one nut short of a bunch,” Buttons teased.  
 
    “Thank you for helping us,” Damselfly shouted. 
 
    “Did I help you?” Phoebus queried. 
 
    “Yes, we will go east as you told us,” the princess answered. 
 
    “Very good idea, I am wise to suggest such a prudent course of action,” Phoebus credited. 
 
    “Maybe we could help you in exchange for your kindness,” Damselfly offered.  
 
    “Well, I am searching for something,” Phoebus announced. 
 
    “What is it? Maybe we can help you find it.”  
 
    “I have forgotten,” Phoebus concluded. 
 
    Buttons could not control his laughter any longer. He escaped Damselfly’s grasp and began rolling on the floor with merriment. 
 
    “You’re searching for something, but you forgot what it is,” he gasped in between guffaws. 
 
    Phoebus hooted indignantly at the display while Damselfly looked sympathetically towards the proud creature. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that kings ask for my opinion,” Phoebus claimed.  
 
    “Which kings?” Buttons teased. 
 
    “Well, you know, tall well-dressed fellows with crowns. I can’t be expected to remember all their names after so long.” 
 
    Buttons giggled, finding the whole spectacle hilarious despite Damselfly’s withering glances. 
 
    “I know every story ever told,” Phoebus bragged. 
 
    “I love stories,” Damselfly shared. “Perhaps you could tell us one.”  
 
    “If he can remember,” Buttons challenged. 
 
    “Let me see,” Phoebus considered. “Have you heard The Child Who Swallowed a Bell?” 
 
    “No,” Damselfly replied, disappointed, as no doubt Buttons was correct and the old owl did not really know any good tales. 
 
   

 

   
 
    The Child that Swallowed a Bell 
 
      
 
    There was a child who swallowed a bell,  
 
    She could not speak for years, 
 
    No one could she tell,  
 
    Her many dreams and fears. 
 
    The kingdom nervously waited, 
 
    The child’s first word was heavily anticipated. 
 
      
 
    Every time the child opened her mouth the bell would ring, 
 
     A single resounding chime, 
 
    The child wished to laugh or sing,  
 
    To read aloud every story and rhyme. 
 
    It was strange to have a child’s room so quiet, 
 
    What they would not give for a sound even for one minute. 
 
      
 
    Her parents were at a loss, 
 
    Desperate for one hiccup, cough or cry, 
 
    They tried every doctor, alchemist and herbal woman they came across, 
 
    None were able to fix the girl’s malady. 
 
    The child listened to the birds as they sang,  
 
    She opened her mouth to reply and the bell rang. 
 
      
 
    One day an owl alighted on the window,  
 
    He was searching for something, 
 
    The child wanted to say hello, 
 
    She opened her mouth to hear the bell ring. 
 
    The owl thought it was strange a girl that spoke like a bird,  
 
    To chime rather than say a word. 
 
      
 
    The owl decided to look down the girl’s throat, 
 
    It was very dark but deep down he could see a bell,  
 
    Before it could sound a note, 
 
    The owl hooked it out like a worm from a well.  
 
    With the obstruction removed the girl could speak,  
 
    She did not stop for many a week. 
 
      
 
    “That was a good story.” Buttontail applauded. 
 
    “Yes, it was.” Damselfly agreed. “I thought Old Nana had told me every story in Fable.” 
 
    “She is clearly not as wise as I,” Phoebus declared. 
 
    “Well, we should be going.” Damselfly looked east hopefully. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.” 
 
    “Why, was I looking for something?” Phoebus questioned.  
 
      
 
    After a couple of miles heading east, the fields started to part, revealing first beaten tracks and then roads. Buttontail managed to refrain from eating anything although he was sorely tempted by some carrots that appeared to grow before their eyes. 
 
    “These crops are grown by magic,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    With his previous experience fresh at hand, Buttontail resisted the delicious-looking vegetables, and they continued heading east until they spotted a horse and cart. 
 
    “Excuse me, are we near the market?” Damselfly asked the rider.  
 
    “Yes, it is about a mile up ahead.” The rider pointed. 
 
    “Would you like a lift?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Damselfly replied, tired from the long journey. 
 
    “Get aboard,” the rider instructed as he eased the horse forward with a click of his tongue. 
 
    Damselfly was still getting acclimatized to the Magicgarden’s vivid colours; it reminded her of looking through a kaleidoscope and took a little bit of getting used too.  
 
    “Where are you from?” the rider asked over his shoulder. 
 
    Damselfly was uncertain whether to reveal her true identity or lie. Fortunately, Buttontail had overcome his bout of sickness. 
 
    “Do you have anything to eat?” the greedy rabbit interrupted. 
 
    “I’m afraid not though the market up ahead has plenty for everyone.” 
 
    The rider was a small elderly man whose body seemed to be shrinking; his clothes, boots and even skin appeared to drape over him as though he had not worn them for a decade. He chewed a piece of straw between his teeth where one of the incisors was missing and whistled happily as they trotted along. As they reached the top of a steep hill, the vista of empty fields suddenly changed into a sprawl of crowded streets, noisy with the hustle of passing trade. Damselfly had never seen so many people in her life, and the vivid colour all around only added to the exotic nature of the scene. Between squat brick buildings a snaking bazaar seemed to go on forever; merchants called out their wares over a hubbub of noise created by the sea of people. 
 
    “Imagine the different kinds of food they might sell,” Buttontail fantasised. 
 
    “Mister, do you know where we might find the Matriarch?” Damselfly asked.  
 
    “Not heard the name,” the rider replied. 
 
    “She is a famous sorcerer,” Damselfly added. 
 
    “Well, if she is into magic then she’ll likely be a part of the Guild. Travel through the labyrinthine streets until you reach a crossroads, head east and you will find the Magic Quarter and likely your friend.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Damselfly said, hopping down from the cart and helping Buttons down after. 
 
    The duo hesitated, staggered by the swell of activity as they plunged into the beating heart of Magicgarden, a place of fantasy, wonder and danger.  
 
      
 
    The bazaar was organised chaos with stalls ranging from crooked desks to enormous stalls that spanned one end of the street to the other. Damselfly examined the items for sale with curiosity although many of them were strange to her: saltpeter, nightshade, quicksilver; one stall even advertised selling stardust. Buttons was drawn towards a table of gruesome jars which contained all kinds of weird and magical things. One jar was labelled The Inner Eye and actually held a gigantic eyeball, which still moved and blinked. There were wyvern tails, scorpion stings, salamander scales and even phoenix tail feathers. To begin with, Damselfly was surprised to note that none of the products for sale had prices; that was until she overheard an elderly woman bartering and realised that everything in the bazaar was traded rather than bought. One tiny booth, hidden deep down a narrow alley, sold particularly interesting objects, and Damselfly was very sad that she had nothing to trade with. The vender, who was a dark, mysterious man with kohl-laden eyes and a strange smell of aniseed, offered them countless antiquities, each more expansive than the last. 
 
    “Can I interest you in sphinx riddles, they are impossible to solve? Or perhaps you are looking for love and need a potion to smooth the course of amore. No, well what about these luck charms, fossilized four-leaf clovers.” 
 
    Damselfly politely declined while leading Buttontail deeper into the market. They were just starting to wonder how far it was to the crossroads when Buttontail noticed something familiar in the tapestry of revelations. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve seen that cloak before,” he stated. 
 
    Damselfly looked through the masses, trying to catch sight of the cloak. Suddenly, as a path cleared, she realised that it was actually a red cape. 
 
    “It’s Orion,” Damselfly gasped. 
 
    Almost as if he could hear the princess’s exclamation, the sorcerer turned in their direction and his face changed as he recognised them. 
 
    “Run,” Damselfly screamed. 
 
    Buttontail needed no further instruction as he ducked through the crowd with his powerful back legs. Damselfly was hampered by the crowds, which simply refused to move or be hurried. Fortunately, Orion was experiencing the same frustration behind them as people went about their business, oblivious to the furtive chase. 
 
    “Move out of my way,” Orion demanded, with no success. 
 
    Damselfly just ran in any direction she could. Buttons had disappeared ahead of her, though, for now, she was only worried about avoiding Orion at all costs. The sorcerer would certainly insist on taking her back home immediately, and any chance of saving her mother’s life would be lost. Briefly catching sight of Buttontail up ahead, Damselfly put on a burst of speed that enabled her to cross a split second ahead of a horse-drawn carriage. The animal reared up in fright as the carriage came to an abrupt halt. One of the wheels came loose from the impact and much of the cargo being transported fell onto the road. While the driver attempted to calm his horse, a crowd gathered to see what had happened. Orion was trapped behind a wall of curious onlookers, and Damselfly was able to reach safety. The princess stopped running when she pulled level with Buttontail whose eyes were fixed on the horizon. As Damselfly caught her breath, she looked up to find a crossroads. 
 
    “We found it,” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Which way is east?” Buttons enquired. 
 
    “It is the direction the sun rises so it must be that way,” Damselfly led. 
 
    With no sign of Orion following behind them, they hastened towards the Magic Quarter in their search for the Matriarch.  
 
      
 
    About a quarter of a mile down the road, their surroundings dramatically altered; the road widened so four carts could have ridden side by side. The path became smooth with different coloured cobbles ranging from orange to purple. Only a handful of people passed them as they reached the Magic Quarter. 
 
    Set in a square were four large buildings, each standing higher than any building Damselfly had seen, except for her own home in Thronegarden. Buttontail’s foot twitched in excitement at the idea of such riches. He attempted to move forward; however, his progress was halted by an invisible barrier. 
 
    “What is happening?” he questioned.  
 
    “It’s magic,” Damselfly responded. 
 
    Like a spider whose web has been plucked, a young, disinterested woman appeared wearing immaculate make up and colour-changing nail varnish. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We’re looking for the Matriarch. Is she here?” Damselfly enquired. 
 
    “Where else would she be,” the young woman answered in a bored voice as she focused on her nails, which flickered from pink to blue and then purple. 
 
    “Can we see her?” 
 
    The young woman finally deemed it worthy to look at her guests, and clearly, what she saw was not to her liking. 
 
    “Who are you?” she managed to ask without sounding interested in the answer at all.  
 
    “My name is Princess Damselfly and this is Buttontail. We are on an important mission to find the Matriarch. It is a matter of life and death.” 
 
    The young woman raised an eyebrow for a moment before retaining her look of indifference. 
 
    “My name is Eloise.” 
 
    “That is such a pretty name, and I love your nails,” Damselfly blurted out.  
 
    “Quite,” Eloise snipped. 
 
    “Can we enter?” Damselfly posed. 
 
    “Don’t you know?” Eloise accused. “Only those who possess magic can get through the barrier; it is the only way in.” 
 
    “Oh, but we can’t do magic,” Damselfly fretted. 
 
    “Oh no.” Eloise made a face. “Then I guess you won’t be coming in.”  
 
    “Buttons was brought to life by magic,” Damselfly revealed. 
 
    The rabbit swelled up with pride, pulling his waistcoat tight against his protruding stomach that was currently rumbling with hunger. 
 
    “He is rather unusual.” Eloise emphasised the last word cruelly. 
 
    “Please let us in. My mother is dying and the Matriarch is the only person who can help us,” Damselfly pleaded. 
 
    “And just who told you that?”  
 
    “Uriel.” 
 
    The name had a profound effect on Eloise, whose serenity was completely broken as her face twisted in real concern. She seemed about to speak before changing her mind and creating a gap in the magic barrier. 
 
    “Come through, quickly now,” she instructed. 
 
    Eloise strode purposefully across the square, forcing Damselfly and Buttons to practically run to keep up. They approached a grand building in the north-east corner where a large oak door had been intricately decorated with moon and stars. 
 
    Eloise struck several of the stars in a specific pattern to announce their arrival. Damselfly wondered what would happen if someone knocked without knowing the right combination. The door swung open almost instantly, revealing a beautiful sorceress with fine silver hair, kind green eyes and an aura of authority. 
 
    “What is it, my dear?” 
 
    “Matriarch, this child claims to have spoken with Uriel,” Eloise reported. 
 
    For the first time the Matriarch noticed her guests. She looked at them curiously and Damselfly tried to hide her excitement at actually being in the Matriarch’s presence. “You had best come inside, all of you,” the Matriarch announced.  
 
    “Welcome to the Magician’s Guild,” the Matriarch said in a confident voice that filled the large atrium. “You are one of a very small number of non-magicians to ever step foot inside these walls.” 
 
    Damselfly was trying to take in everything at once, such was the extraordinary variety that adorned every inch of the space. A narrow spiral staircase wound up from the centre of the room. Around the edges were all kinds of strange and magical objects. 
 
    Damselfly was certain that a tapestry rug hanging on the wall could fly, before her eyes caught sight of a large bronze plaque listing the names of every guild member throughout history. She just had time to notice Luyna and Orion’s names before catching sight of one name that had been viciously scored out. 
 
    “We will talk in here.” The Matriarch marched them into a gigantic meeting hall filled with a mahogany banquet table capable of seating at least fifty people. 
 
    “There is currently no one else here other than us so we shall not be interrupted.” 
 
    The Matriarch took a seat, smoothing the layers of her emerald dress as she did so with slender, delicate hands. Damselfly hopped up onto a nearby seat before helping Buttons do the same. Eloise remained standing behind them, biting her ever-changing nails, which now seemed to be going from red to black repetitively. 
 
    “Start by telling me your names,” the Matriarch instructed. 
 
    “I am Princess Damselfly and this is my companion Buttontail.” 
 
    “You are the Princess of Thronegarden.” The Matriarch was shocked though she did not seem to doubt their identity. 
 
    “Yes,” Damselfly confirmed. “My mother, the queen, is very sick and I am on a mission to save her life.” 
 
    “My goodness, what kind of mission,” the Matriarch enquired.  
 
    “I must retrieve Death’s timepiece.” 
 
    “Who told you that?”  
 
    “Death.” 
 
    “You have spoken to the old king?” the Matriarch questioned.  
 
    “Yes, we made a deal,” Damselfly explained. 
 
    “His timepiece for my mother’s life.” 
 
    “No one has seen or heard from Death since he was dethroned,” the Matriarch stated, more to herself than anyone else. 
 
    Buttons, who was not so much interested in the mission as he was his own stomach, decided now would be an opportune moment to pursue his own agenda. 
 
    “Is there any food knocking about?” he raised. 
 
    “What?” the Matriarch responded distractedly. “My apologies, what a poor host I have been. You have rather taken me by surprise, which does not often happen.”  
 
    The Matriarch snapped her fingers producing a bowl of sugared pears crowned in whipped cream which Buttons fell upon with delight. 
 
    “He really is quite a remarkable creature,” the Matriarch observed.  
 
    “My mother asked Luyna to give him life, so I would have a friend,” Damselfly revealed shyly. 
 
    “Yes, I was aware Luyna was at the castle, though I do not see how Uriel comes into this tale.” 
 
    “She told us that you would help,” Damselfly replied. “Where is Uriel?” 
 
    Damselfly could not meet the Matriarch’s glare as she answered. “In the castle dungeons.” 
 
    Eloise gasped noisily before being silenced by a stern gaze from the Matriarch. “What is she accused of?” 
 
    “Attempting to enter the Evergarden,” Damselfly explained. 
 
    “I thought she knew better than that.” The Matriarch got up from her seat in agitation and paced, trying to control her thoughts and emotions. 
 
    Buttons, who was cleaning his whiskers of sugar crystals, was about to ask for more food, before the words formed in his greedy mouth, a plate of jelly appeared with real strawberries inside. 
 
    “There is little I can do,” the Matriarch announced. “You have to help her,” Eloise ventured. 
 
    “I do not have the power or authority to demand a prisoner’s release from the castle, especially if she is guilty of the crime.” 
 
    Eloise seemed close to tears; her mouth opened then closed defiantly before the young woman stormed out of the room. The Matriarch collapsed into her seat again, covering her mercurial face with both hands, which appeared almost translucent. 
 
    “There is something you can do to help,” Damselfly offered. “Death’s timepiece is in the Evergarden, so that is where I have to go. Uriel believed there was a way of reaching it and that you could help me find it.” 
 
    “I am afraid she was mistaken. The Evergarden is cut off; it is impossible to reach,” the Matriarch declared. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Magical Times  
 
      
 
      
 
    Damselfly awoke to the sound of thunder, although she quickly realised it was only Buttontail’s stomach complaining. 
 
    “Why did you have to wake me,” she cursed. 
 
    A sense of despair had threatened to overwhelm Damselfly since the Matriarch had called her plan impossible. Everything they had gone through to reach this point had been for nothing and her mother might never get well. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Buttons stated. 
 
    While Damselfly got dressed, carefully putting on her fairy wings, Buttons danced impatiently about the room. 
 
    “You really are a silly rabbit,” the princess laughed. 
 
    The two companions trampled down the narrow staircase of the Magician’s Guild, only to find the Matriarch already up and waiting for them. The sorceress wore a flowing pink dress that fell gracefully, like water, around her slender frame. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said. 
 
    “What’s for breakfast?” Buttons asked, sniffing the air for any scent of food. 
 
    “Over there.” The Matriarch pointed to an empty table which before their eyes began to fill with all kinds of wonderful things to eat. 
 
    Buttons almost exploded with happiness before racing over to the table and started to devour everything in front of him. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” the Matriarch enquired kindly.  
 
    “A little empty,” Damselfly replied. 
 
    The Matriarch’s attractive mouth wavered slightly as she absorbed Damselfly’s disappointment before returning to normal. 
 
    “Perhaps you would like a tour, I cannot remember the last time we had a royal visitor,” the Matriarch offered. 
 
    “OK,” the princess agreed. 
 
    “Let’s go see if that greedy rabbit has left us anything to eat.” 
 
    The Matriarch took Damselfly’s hand in her own, and they walked over to the table where Buttons was enjoying breaking his fast. 
 
    “Top nosh,” he mumbled through cheeks full of food. 
 
    “I cannot imagine why Luyna would create something so unusual,” the Matriarch commented. “Certainly not her normal style.” 
 
    “Do you know her twin brother, Orion?” Damselfly posed, helping herself to a scone.  
 
    “Of course, they are both members of the Guild.” 
 
    “He’s the one that put Uriel in a dungeon,” Damselfly accused. 
 
    The Matriarch took her time before responding. Her expression rarely changed although under the surface it felt like a river of emotion ran very deep. 
 
    “Well, that is difficult to hear, although if Uriel was guilty of a crime, he was only doing his duty.” 
 
    “He is chasing us,” Damselfly revealed. “Orion wants to take us back home.”  
 
    “I am sure your father is very worried about you,” the Matriarch sympathised.  
 
    “There is no home without my mother,” Damselfly shouted. 
 
    The room was silent for several moments, except for Buttons’ noisy chewing. Damselfly had lost her appetite, and the Matriarch seemed keen to change the subject.  
 
    “We will visit the library first,” she decided. 
 
    “Will Eloise be joining us?” Damselfly asked.  
 
    “I don’t think she will,” the Matriarch replied. 
 
    Shortly after, they exited the Guild and headed to the North West corner with the Matriarch leading the way. 
 
    “I am still getting accustomed to the bright colours,” Damselfly commented.  
 
    “They were much brighter once,” the Matriarch informed. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “The Magicgarden is dying,” the Matriarch revealed. “It may seem unaffected by the loss of time to a new comer; those of us who have lived here our whole lives know differently. Without time the reserves of magic cannot replenish themselves; there is a finite amount left and when it is gone there will be no more.” 
 
    “No magic?” Damselfly was shocked. 
 
    “This quarter was once filled with dozens of the most powerful sorcerers, all sharing the source of magic. Now, to preserve what little remains, I am the only full-time resident along with Eloise who assists me.” 
 
    “There is no way to create magic?” 
 
    “Not without time,” the Matriarch answered. 
 
    Damselfly had never considered the full implications of losing time. Back home it meant crops failed and cracks appeared in the castle. In Wintergarden the landscape had been changed into a dark and cold tundra. Here in the Magicgarden, the most unique ingredient to life in Fable was running out and would soon be lost forever. Damselfly thought about Uriel who had walked away from true love because the Fairy King had stolen her chance of a family, and she remembered her mother lying in bed trapped between life and death. 
 
    “Here is the library,” the Matriarch announced. 
 
    The library’s architecture was almost an exact match to the Guildhall; it also had a large oak door although this one was decorated with bells. 
 
    “Palen, my tutor, says bells were once the key to powerful magic,” Damselfly remembered. 
 
    “Much of that knowledge has been lost to the past,” the Matriarch replied. 
 
    Unlike the Magician’s Guild, the library was all based on one level. Very high ceilings allowed for giant rows of books that seemed to go on and on. Damselfly thought it would take many lifetimes to read every novel in the main hall. There were even large ladders to enable access to the books stored in the eaves. The library was permanently cool and had a familiar musty smell. One wall was dominated by a large porthole that allowed sunlight to halo a sweet window seat. At the centre of the room, a group of clerks were performing multiple roles, from binding books to copying old worn tomes and adding decorative calligraphy. 
 
    “The whole history of Fable is in this room,” the Matriarch stated profoundly.  
 
    “What about the history of the bells?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “Perhaps the information is here somewhere.” 
 
    Damselfly remembered that Pariah, the Master of Bells, back at Thronegarden believed something similar. That one day the lost art would be rediscovered. 
 
    “This whole place is powered by magic,” the Matriarch pointed out. 
 
    “It is kept at a constant low temperature to avoid damage to the books. There are intricate spells that would discover even a tiny spark and snuff it out. Every book in this room is bound with magic.” 
 
    “I always thought stories were magical,” Damselfly agreed. 
 
    “How did magic happen?” The Matriarch began quoting a famous poem. “Well, it was with the first child in the first garden.” 
 
    “A whispered word telling a simple rhyme, it all happened with the first sharing of Once upon a time,” Damselfly finished the paragraph. 
 
    “Everyone and everything, has a story to tell,” the Matriarch taught. “It only requires someone to hear it.” 
 
    Damselfly walked along the many aisles looking at all the books. Her fingers brushed against the spines and it was almost as if the magic was tangible. Buttons was also interested by the display of knowledge, enough to stop him thinking about his stomach for a few moments. 
 
    “Think of all the people who wrote these books long ago,” Damselfly said. “We can hear their voices even now by simply opening these books.” 
 
    “Maybe one day you could write a book about all the stories you know,” Buttons suggested, which Damselfly thought was a very good idea. 
 
    The Matriarch was momentarily distracted by one of the copiers asking a question about a very ancient-looking tome, leaving Damselfly and Buttons alone to investigate the books. 
 
    “I like ones with pictures,” Buttons stated. “Especially if they are pictures of food.” The greedy rabbit caught sight of what appeared to be a large egg on a narrow green cover and opened it tantalizingly. 
 
    A deafening noise physically struck Buttontail as the book roared at him, until he slammed it shut. 
 
    “Some books can be dangerous.” The Matriarch appeared behind them.  
 
    “W… w… what was th… that?” Buttons stuttered. 
 
    “A History of Dragonlore.” Damselfly read the strange book’s title. 
 
    “How was that a history of anything?” Buttons asked, still shaking in fright. 
 
    “The author is a dragon. Who better to explain a history of Dragonlore than an actual dragon?” the Matriarch explained. 
 
    “A dragon wrote this book.” 
 
    Damselfly was in such awe that she almost opened the book again; however, the Matriarch swiftly removed the offending item from the princess’s hands before that could happen. Replacing the volume, the sorceress stroked Buttontail’s fur. The rabbit seemed to instantly lose his sense of terror and even began grinning. 
 
    “You can take away his fear with magic?” Damselfly gasped. 
 
    “We can ease it,” the Matriarch explained. “Now, let us continue our tour before we disturb the librarians any further.” 
 
    “What did the dragon say?” Damselfly asked as they made to leave. 
 
    “I have no idea; only another dragon could understand it,” the Matriarch answered.  
 
    As the trio exited the library, they were once again standing in the Magical Quarter. Having visited two of the four buildings, Damselfly was surprised when the Matriarch announced, 
 
    “Why don’t we head to our final destination.” 
 
    The Matriarch headed towards the South West corner, leaving her followers looking in the opposite direction. 
 
    “What about that building over there?” the princess enquired.  
 
    “That is the gaol,” the Matriarch spoke over her shoulder. 
 
    “It is not a pleasant place to visit.” 
 
    Since the sorceress had eased Buttontail’s fear with magic, the rabbit had been wondering about how he could permanently dispel his cowardice, for in his heart he wished to be brave, and slowly a plan began to form in his mind. 
 
    “You will enjoy the museum; it has many fascinating treasures to behold,” the Matriarch continued. 
 
    Damselfly was following the sorceress when she noticed that Buttons was not behind them. Looking across the square, she glimpsed the rabbit disappear inside the gaol. 
 
    “Buttons, no!” she cried. 
 
    “What happened?” the Matriarch demanded. 
 
    “Buttons went into the gaol.” The princess pointed. 
 
    “I don’t understand, he’s normally frightened of his own shadow.” 
 
    “We had best find him before something bad happens,” the Matriarch stated. 
 
    The Matriarch strode across the courtyard purposefully with Damselfly following close behind. The gaol was an imposing stone building without decoration and a large warning on the door. 
 
   

 

   
 
    Danger! Do Not Enter. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, Buttontail could not read although it still mystified Damselfly that the timid rabbit would enter such a dangerous place voluntarily.  
 
    “Why are there no guards?” the princess questioned. 
 
    “The magic employed here is concentrated on keeping people inside the gaol, not stopping those who enter from the outside,” the Matriarch replied. 
 
    “Is Buttons in danger?”  
 
    “We all are.” 
 
    It was extremely rare that magicians went bad, so the gaol actually held very few individual criminals. Instead, it incarcerated evil spirits, dangerous artefacts and magical creatures who if allowed to move freely would cause harm to others. The gaol held the single largest concentration of magic in Fable; however, in a sharp contrast there was almost so sign of it as they entered. Magical creatures or spirits often fed off magic so in many places inside the gaol there were vacuums where no magic existed. Only in specific areas was magic housed although often in heavy doses. The Matriarch had fortified many of these defenses personally and knew her way around the dark corridors. 
 
    “Stay close,” she whispered. 
 
    Damselfly was scared the moment she entered the gaol. It was practically pitch-black in all directions and a feeling like being submerged in cold water kept washing over her. She could only imagine how Buttontail would feel in such a threatening environment and hoped they would find him soon. 
 
    “Wait,” the Matriarch ordered. 
 
    Damselfly caught sight of a pulsing light coming towards them at eye level; it moved searchingly, producing a hypnotic effect that would have lured the princess out if the Matriarch had not placed a strong arm across her. 
 
    “It is a wraith,” the Matriarch explained. “They feed on fear and sorrow.” 
 
    The spirit turned so Damselfly could see it clearer: light pulsed through the membranous body to a light bulb-shaped head which delivered the mesmerizing flash. The creature appeared to be some alien from under the sea, and Damselfly was glad for the safety of her guide. 
 
    “Let us continue.” The Matriarch led the way. 
 
    “Has anyone ever escaped from here?” Damselfly asked.  
 
    “Only once.” 
 
    As they turned a corner, Damselfly heard a terrible wailing sound. The noise pierced her skull, and no matter how hard she tried, it was impossible to keep the sound out.  
 
    “That is a siren,” the Matriarch explained, bolstering the magic shield to quieten the torturous cry. “They are mute but have telepathic abilities. Many men have voluntarily gone into the water hoping to save a siren and never resurfaced.” 
 
    “Can we please find Buttons and go?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    Moving deeper into the gaol, they found the path narrowing. A prism loomed above them offering superficial light that turned the black to grey. 
 
    “This is the sanctum,” the Matriarch stated. “No magic exists beyond this point.”  
 
    Without the sorceress’s magic, they would be vulnerable to whatever nightmares waited ahead of them. Thankfully, the Matriarch never hesitated, and Damselfly followed in her wake. It was hard to believe Buttons would voluntarily enter such a terrifying and dangerous place, though whatever reason he had they could not leave him here. 
 
    “Don’t touch anything,” the Matriarch warned. 
 
    This instruction was slightly harder than may be imagined, because Damselfly could not make out anything in the complete darkness. She followed the sorceress blindly, staying so close they almost collided several times. 
 
    “I see him,” the Matriarch alerted. 
 
    Damselfly stepped out from the sorceress’s shadow to catch a glimpse of her friend. Instead, her eye espied a sinister creature climbing a wall that was indistinguishable from its’ own body. 
 
    “He has come across the Golem’s Heart,” the Matriarch gasped. “An artefact with the power to bring statues to life.” 
 
    Damselfly’s entire attention was taken up by the insect-like form that was creeping closer to the unsuspecting Buttons. 
 
    “Up there.” She pointed, grabbing hold of the Matriarch’s abundant skirt. 
 
    The Matriarch looked in the direction indicated and immediately saw the problem.  
 
    “It is a ghoul,” she hissed. “They are extremely vicious and are only afraid of sunlight.” 
 
    “How do we save Buttons without alerting the ghoul?” Damselfly asked.  
 
    “We must move swiftly,” the Matriarch commanded. 
 
    The ghoul was slowly detaching itself from the wall, revealing long, spindly limbs with sharp needle-like talons that were silhouetted against the minimal radiance coming from the artefact. Buttons, who had been entranced by the Golem’s Heart, suddenly looked upwards and caught sight of the predatory shadow looming above him. With a terrified start, he attempted to flee. The ghoul grabbed hold of his waistcoat and prepared to strike, just as the Matriarch appeared in the fray. The sorceress received a series of razor-like scratches across her defensive forearm as she managed to pull Buttons from the creature’s grasp and then all three of them were running. The ghoul shrieked as it perceived the opportunity to feed slipping away. It immediately leapt from the wall and pursued them on all fours. 
 
    “Once we are out of the sanctum, we will be safe,” the Matriarch cried. 
 
    In his haste Buttons tripped, sprawling head over heels before Damselfly picked him up and continued to flee from the approaching ghoul. 
 
    “We’re nearly there,” the Matriarch encouraged. 
 
    Damselfly dared not look back though she could hear the ghoul’s dreadful chatter as it clicked after them with surprising rapidity. Buttons glimpsed the monster over Damselfly’s shoulder and his hair stuck out like he was in the middle of an electrical storm. He tried to warn them of the ghoul’s immediate proximity, but his voice would not work properly and all he managed was a strangled cry. As the ghoul reared back to strike, they exited the sanctum, and the Matriarch produced a bolt of light that sent the evil creature scurrying back into the dark recesses. 
 
    “That was close,” the Matriarch sighed. 
 
    “Why did you go in there, Buttons?” Damselfly demanded angrily. 
 
    The normally cowardly rabbit looked sheepishly at his feet, avoiding the princess’s anger. 
 
    “I thought the Matriarch would use her magic to make me brave,” Buttons revealed. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not how it works,” the sorceress explained.  
 
    “You could have died,” Damselfly condemned. 
 
    “Actually, I don’t feel very well,” Buttons declared, slumping to the ground. Damselfly was very concerned for her friend’s health, especially after giving him such a hard time. The Matriarch discovered a small incision amongst his fur and concluded that the ghoul must have penetrated his skin. 
 
    “Will he be all right?” Damselfly questioned.  
 
    “He will be fine,” the Matriarch confirmed.  
 
    “What happened to him?” 
 
    Eloise appeared behind them with her hair constantly changing colours in the sequence of the rainbow; it started bright red then changed to orange and yellow.  
 
    “He just needs a rest,” the Matriarch answered. “Could you take him back to the Guild while I show Damselfly the museum?” 
 
    “Of course,” Eloise replied, her hair spiritedly going green then blue before changing to shades of purple. 
 
    “She is really cool,” Damselfly commented. 
 
    “It has been hard for Eloise since Uriel left. She has nowhere else to go and would not leave this place even if she did,” the Matriarch told. “The Magic Quarter is everything to Eloise; she will probably remain here long after I am gone.” 
 
    Damselfly felt a stab of homesickness for her own home before remembering the reason she was on this mission and her deal with Death.  
 
    The museum was their final destination on the tour of the Magic Quarter. It was another grand stone building though with little external adornment. Inside, the ceilings were high, allowing great spaces for some rather unique objects, the centrepiece was a fifteen-foot giant’s cudgel that dominated the main atrium. 
 
    “These items are not dangerous,” the Matriarch guided. “However, they all have significance.” 
 
    Damselfly wandered around the museum, looking at all the exhibits, asking a dozen questions. the Matriarch was clearly proud of the museum and was extremely knowledgeable about all areas. 
 
    “This is my favourite place in Fable,” the Matriarch revealed.  
 
    “There is no magic here,” Damselfly noticed. 
 
    “Any dangerous magical artefacts are kept in the Guild or the gaol, here we hold articles of history.” 
 
    “What happened to this one?” 
 
    Damselfly noticed an empty glass box with a small plaque that explained the item was created by the great smith Bakka. 
 
    “Let’s continue, there are some interesting plant specimens further on,” the Matriarch parried. 
 
    Damselfly went to follow the sorceress before stopping in the avenue between exhibits and saying, 
 
    “This is where Blakast stole the object that holds moonlight.” 
 
    The Matriarch’s shoulders slumped in defeat as she acknowledged the truth. 
 
    “The silver vial has no magical properties itself; however, it can hold large quantities of magic safely.” 
 
    “The Fairy King was the person that escaped from the gaol and the name you erased from the Guild wall,” the princess observed. 
 
    “Yes,” the Matriarch confessed. “We were blind to his ambition and it cost us everything. Now magic is disappearing from the world, and all we can do is hold on to what is left.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Damselfly argued. “We can reach the Evergarden, steal the timepiece back from the Fairy King and restore time to Fable.” 
 
    “There is no way to reach the Evergarden,” the Matriarch stated. “Even if you could, the Fairy King is the most powerful sorcerer in Fable.” 
 
    “We have to try,” Damselfly persisted. “Soon there will not be enough food in Thronegarden. The people in Wintergarden have forgotten the sun’s warmth, and we cannot allow magic to disappear from our lands.” 
 
    The Matriarch still seemed unconvinced although she was listening carefully. 
 
    “Uriel believed it could be done and so do I,” Damselfly reiterated. 
 
    “How?” 
 
   

 

 “Blakast somehow used this artefact to free Sprites from the Evergarden. They were terrorising villagers of Wintergarden and attempted a coup against my family.” 
 
    “Perhaps they were remnants of the Fairy King’s army that escaped capture,” the Matriarch proposed. 
 
    “Blakast stole this item for a reason and almost took the throne with it; that cannot be a coincidence,” Damselfly debated. “If only there was a way to get our hands on the artefact, we might be able to discover a way to reach the Evergarden.” 
 
    “Do you know where the original is being kept?” 
 
    “It is heavily guarded back at the castle. I could never reach it without being recognised and caught,” Damselfly reasoned. 
 
    “The artefact is unique,” the Matriarch considered. “Only the original creator could replicate it.” 
 
    “But Bakka’s dead, isn’t he?” the princess asked. 
 
    “No, he is not,” the Matriarch revealed. “He disappeared from sight decades ago. Only a select few know of his true whereabouts.” 
 
    “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “Yes,” the Matriarch revealed. 
 
    Damselfly could not keep still at this latest news; she was excited at uncovering a possible route to the Evergarden and continuing her mission. 
 
    “Will you tell me where Bakka is?” 
 
    The Matriarch considered the small young girl before her: so desperately vulnerable and yet something about the child made it impossible to turn away. 
 
    “I will help you,” the sorceress agreed. “For Uriel and Fable.” 
 
    “Yes!” Damselfly danced with pleasure, unable to suppress her delight. She could not wait to share the news with Buttontail.  
 
      
 
    Buttontail had recovered from his ordeal. When they returned to the Guild to discover the greedy rabbit devouring a bunch of grapes, he seemed back to his normal self. Damselfly, whose anger had dissipated, ran to her companion and gave him a hug. 
 
    “Guess what, Buttons, we found a way to reach the Evergarden,” the princess related.  
 
    “There is no way,” Eloise dismissed. 
 
    “Yes, there is,” Damselfly argued. “Tell her.” 
 
    The Matriarch nodded gravely, understanding better than anyone the risks that would accompany the knowledge she was about to impart. 
 
    “Damselfly believes the stolen artefact could be wielded to breach the barrier between here and the Evergarden.” 
 
    “How would you get hold of the artefact?” Eloise questioned. 
 
    “We can’t, it is heavily guarded back at the castle,” Damselfly explained.  
 
    “So, like I said, it is impossible.” Eloise crossed her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Not if we can find the original creator and get him to make us a copy,” Damselfly corrected. 
 
    “No one knows where Bakka is and he hasn’t built anything in recent memory,” Eloise dismissed. 
 
    “I know where he is,” the Matriarch imparted. “He is in the Lavagarden.”  
 
    “L… l… lava,” Buttons stuttered. 
 
    “It makes sense, no one else would choose to live there,” Eloise admitted. 
 
    “Reaching Bakka will require some specialized equipment.” The Matriarch touched Damselfly’s wings and imbued them with magic. 
 
    “These will carry you across the lava, though you will have to convince Bakka to help you alone.” 
 
    “I’m sure he will once we explain everything to him,” Damselfly grinned.  
 
    “You want us to fly over lava?” Buttons questioned. 
 
    “It will be fun.” The princess hovered slightly, trying her magical wings.  
 
    “I am afraid of heights,” Buttons queried. 
 
    “It will be a dangerous challenge; only you can decide whether it is worth the risk,” the Matriarch instructed. 
 
    “We’re going,” Damselfly stated.  
 
      
 
    After resting up, Damselfly declared they were ready. Buttons was fretfully quiet although he did not argue and resigned himself to facing further dangers. The Matriarch handed them a token for the gate before leading them outside. Eloise sullenly brought up the rear. Her nails and hair had stopped changing colour hours ago though she had not seemed to notice. 
 
    “I do not believe anyone has seen or spoken with Bakka for years. He may not be especially responsive to visitors,” the Matriarch warned. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll get through to him,” Damselfly replied confidently.  
 
    “I expect you will,” the Matriarch agreed. 
 
    Facing out over the Magic Quarter with burgeoning colours and potent scents, Damselfly glimpsed a figure in a red cape enter the magic barrier. 
 
    “He’s found us,” Damselfly gasped. 
 
    The Matriarch turned to see Orion heading towards them and took charge. “I will deal with this,” she declared. 
 
    The Matriarch had not seen her fellow sorcerer since he departed for Thronegarden; however, they had known each other for years and they greeted one another formally. She remembered his crescent birthmark and gold pendant that always hung from his neck. 
 
    “Orion, what brings you back here?” the Matriarch posed.  
 
    “I am here to take the princess home,” Orion informed. 
 
    “She is on an important mission, not just for herself but all of Fable,” the Matriarch reported. 
 
    “I am following the king’s orders. Anyone attempting to stop me will be committing treason,” Orion threatened. “Step aside.” 
 
    “I cannot,” the Matriarch stated. “Your magic was always stronger in the healing arts, fighting is not your area of expertise.” 
 
    “We do what we must,” Orion answered. 
 
    Orion’s hand appeared to burn green moments before unleashing a powerful stream of energy towards the Matriarch who created a magical shield to deflect the blow. 
 
    “You should go now.” Eloise pushed Damselfly in the direction of the gate. Damselfly ran although she continually looked over her shoulder until the battle was out of sight. It was terrible to know that the Matriarch may get hurt because of them.  
 
    “I’m sure she’ll be all right,” Buttons comforted. “She is a great sorceress.”  
 
    Damselfly accepted the words gratefully although she had a feeling that Orion would not allow himself to be stopped. 
 
    The Magic Quarter was being pulled apart by the conflict between two equally matched magicians as Orion continued to attack the deflated Matriarch. 
 
    “You cannot break down my defenses,” she warned. 
 
    “You cannot stop me without killing me.” Orion released another bolt. 
 
    Eloise watched helplessly as the two sorcerers exchanged blows that would have killed a normal person. The Matriarch was keeping Orion at bay quite easily until they both started to see changes occurring around them. The Matriarch noticed a patch of bright colour disappear first, then blotches of blackness began appearing, leaving her vision diluted. 
 
    “We are draining too much magic,” the Matriarch cautioned.  
 
    “Let me pass,” Orion demanded, continuing his assault. 
 
    The Matriarch was locked in combat with an opponent she could overpower; unfortunately, the cost of doing so was rising with each passing moment. With no way to replace the magic they were burning through, every fragment of energy was precious, and already the Magic Quarter was showing signs of degradation. The magic barrier was growing transparent while the creatures inside the gaol were straining at their weakening binds. 
 
    “If we continue, this whole place could be destroyed,” the Matriarch exhorted.  
 
    “Move aside,” Orion cried. 
 
    Eloise, who had been watching proceedings with growing horror, could not standby any longer. Despite possessing limited magical powers, she hoped her presence would turn the tide in their favour. Unfortunately, Orion, who was the aggressor, caught sight of Eloise and redirected his next strike towards her. The Matriarch did not have enough time to react so Eloise took the blast head on, sending her sprawling to the ground. 
 
    “Eloise,” the Matriarch screamed, running over to her fallen friend. 
 
    Orion, sensing victory, tore his eyes from the carnage he had caused and began to cross the square in pursuit of his quarry. 
 
    “Orion, she’s hurt,” the Matriarch declared. “I need your healing powers.”  
 
    Orion stopped, considering his options before dismissing the plea. 
 
    “Please,” the Matriarch begged. 
 
    Orion walked over to where Eloise had fallen after the impact. Her body was protected by the Matriarch who was leaning across her friend. 
 
    “I will help the girl if you tell me where Damselfly is heading,” Orion bargained.  
 
    “OK,” the Matriarch surrendered. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    The Hottest of Times  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Lavagarden was a land of extremes.  
 
    Immediately upon entering, Damselfly was struck by a blast of fetid hot air and a terrible stench of rotting eggs. Sulphur-laden smoke vents brought tears to their eyes and made their throats sore. 
 
    “I don’t like it here,” Buttons whined. 
 
    “We must find Bakka,” Damselfly replied determinedly. 
 
    With the dispirited rabbit in her arms, Damselfly flew over large veins of lava that flowed beyond sight. Over eighty percent of the Lavagarden’s surface was lava. It had been partitioned off years ago to avoid damage being done to the neighbouring gardens. Three active volcanoes created an unholy trinity of destruction that kept the Lavagarden from cooling and turning into rock. 
 
    “Please don’t drop me,” Buttons wailed. 
 
    “Stop squirming then,” Damselfly ordered. 
 
    The princess was still mastering her magical wings though she could fly relatively well. Whenever it came time to change direction or land, she was still finding it a challenge. Damselfly did not worry about the Matriarch who she had left behind because she was certain she could look after herself. Hopefully Orion would be off their trail permanently, and they could concentrate on recovering Death’s timepiece without interference. 
 
    “We might never find him amongst all this,” Buttons feared. 
 
    “He is probably the only person living here; we’ll find him eventually,” Damselfly comforted. 
 
    “What are we going to eat until then?” the insatiable rabbit queried. 
 
    Damselfly flew over a large mountain range buoyed by the invisible warm currents from below. They did not encounter a single living creature either in the air or down below. There were simply not enough resources to sustain life. 
 
    “How could anyone survive here for more than a couple of days?” Buttons asked incredulously. 
 
    “The Matriarch said Bakka was here and I believe her,” Damselfly responded stubbornly. 
 
    “She can’t actually know that though because she has been living in the Magic Quarter for years,” Buttons disputed. 
 
    “You said back in the Magicgarden that you wanted to be brave. Well, here is your chance,” Damselfly offered. 
 
    Buttontail tried to puff his chest out majestically, but all he got was a disgusting mouthful of smoke and his resolve was gone. 
 
    “I think terrified suits me better,” the frightened rabbit crowed. 
 
    Damselfly was beginning to get tired and there were no suitable places to rest that she could see. They dropped lower in the hopes of spotting something that could offer them surcease. Instead, the heat became unbearable with temperatures at ground level over one thousand degrees. They were forced to fly higher again. 
 
    “I don’t think I can keep flying much longer,” Damselfly warned.  
 
    “What’s that down there?” Buttons pointed. 
 
    The princess struggled to see through the clambering smoke. Eventually an opening allowed her an opportunity to glimpse what appeared to be a ship. 
 
    “Who could build a ship capable of sailing on lava?” Buttons questioned.  
 
    “Bakka!” Damselfly exclaimed. 
 
    With great relief they drifted lower until they could see details of the ship. It had a long and slender hull made from overlapping planks of wood with symmetrical ends. At the head of the ship, a dragon had been carved into the prow, its mouth wide open, threatening a stream of fire that was ironically all around them. 
 
    “How can a wooden ship float on lava?” Buttons asked.  
 
    “Magic,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    “I thought Bakka was a smith, not a sorcerer,” the animated rabbit voiced. 
 
    “He is, though his superior skills come from imbuing his work with magic,” Damselfly explained. 
 
    They alighted on the deck, which creaked under their feet disconcertingly. A small fragment of land resided nearby, and the princess hoped it would make finding Bakka easier. The duo continued on foot, stepping onto dry land cautiously as if the whole plateau might at any point sink into the river of fire. 
 
    “He can’t be far,” Damselfly acknowledged. 
 
    “I do not like this place,” Buttons commented, singeing his fur as he went over the side of the boat to safety. 
 
    “The sooner we find him the sooner we can leave,” the princess added. 
 
    Buttons could not imagine why anyone would voluntarily live in a garden like this; there was no food or water and the air was choked with foul fumes. 
 
    “What if the Matriarch is wrong and he’s not here?” Buttons queried.  
 
    “Look!” 
 
    Damselfly had caught sight of a figure sitting on the highest point of the islet, looking out over the rivers of lava. Despite their excitement they approached slowly with Buttons keeping close behind Damselfly who strode forward purposefully. The man never turned, holding his gaze towards the horizon. Even when Damselfly called his name, there seemed to be no recognition. 
 
    “Maybe he’s deaf,” Buttons considered. 
 
    “No, he’s just been alone for too long,” Damselfly realised. 
 
    The man had long, curly hair that was plastered to his blackened face. An unkempt beard trailed down to his navel, which was dangerously emaciated. 
 
    “Bakka?” Damselfly started. “My name is Princess Damselfly and I have come all the way from Thronegarden to seek your help.” 
 
    The stranded figure did not react. His glazed eyes stared outwards across the void, seeming to view something that no one else could imagine. 
 
    “Please, we need your help,” Damselfly pleaded. 
 
    Bakka finally reacted, moving his head slowly to get a better look at his unexpected guests. The smith’s clothes were tattered and the soles of his shoes worn through. 
 
    “I cannot help,” he whispered in a voice that sounded like water travelling through stones. 
 
    “You are the only one that can,” Damselfly begged. “We need to know how to reach the Evergarden.” 
 
    “You can’t, I made sure of that.” 
 
    With that, the smith returned to his lookout position and refused to talk further. Damselfly sat down where she stood and wondered what they would do now.  
 
      
 
    Orion had found them. 
 
    The sorcerer wore a fierce expression. His red cape billowed behind him like a malevolent specter, and the crescent birthmark on his face seemed to shimmer with intensity. Damselfly tried to scream though no sound exited her mouth. She attempted to run but tripped over a loose stone and could not get up. As Orion pounced, she woke up with a start to find herself still in the Lavagarden with Buttons sleeping nearby. Bakka remained in his lookout position, staring into the distance without comprehension, and Damselfly felt her fear turn to anger. 
 
    “How long have you been here?” she demanded.  
 
    “I have no way of knowing,” the smith replied.  
 
    “What is the last thing you remember?” 
 
    “The Fairy King taking power.” Bakka shivered as he spoke the words. 
 
    “Well, the Fairy King was defeated in a rebellion led by my father and uncle,” Damselfly illuminated. “Unfortunately, when he was captured, the Fairy King destroyed Death’s timepiece and stopped time across Fable. Now there is not enough food to eat, no new life can be created and even magic is running out.” 
 
    “It is all my fault,” Bakka confessed. 
 
    “How could it be your fault?” the princess questioned. 
 
    “I was born in Thronegarden centuries ago,” Bakka started. “Back then Fable was one large continent with multiple lakes linking north, east, south and west. My father was a shipwright working at the castle; he made me his apprentice from a young age and I excelled. By the age of twelve, I was already a master; at fourteen I was overseeing a group of four other craftsmen, and by fifteen I had designed the greatest ship the world had ever known.” 
 
    Damselfly looked across at the dragon-headed boat, which sat perfectly still upon a bed of molten lava. 
 
    “How does it do that?” she posed. 
 
    “Every year we would lose a few ships to bad seas or sudden storms,” Bakka recalled. “I was ambitious and wanted to see everything that Fable could offer so I needed a craft that would take me anywhere. I created a boat capable of sailing any sea, even one made of fire and I named it Furio.” 
 
    “It is magical,” Damselfly remarked. 
 
    “I wish I had never begun working with magic; it is fickle compared with natural materials and has a way of corrupting your intentions.” 
 
    “Without it you never would have been able to make Furio,” Damselfly noted.  
 
    “Perhaps that would have been for the best,” Bakka sighed. “After leaving the castle and my father behind, I went searching for adventure. When one windy day I came across a dark figure navigating a passing vessel, he stopped to admire Furio, and I recognised the stranger as Death himself.” 
 
    “You’ve met him too,” Damselfly cried. 
 
    “He wanted me to make him things to solidify his power,” Bakka continued with his story, oblivious to Damselfly’s outburst or even her presence. 
 
    “In return he offered me longevity. I was so enamored with seeing the world, that I could not imagine anything better than more time to fulfil my journey, so I agreed. 
 
    I fashioned a cloak that would make Death practically invisible, I forged a scythe sharp enough to cut through starlight and, finally, I created the timepiece.” 
 
    “How did you create time?” Damselfly queried. 
 
    “I did not create time,” Bakka corrected. “It has existed since the very beginning. However, with the timepiece I found a way to manipulate time and gain a way of controlling it.” 
 
    “As a reward Death allowed you to live longer than any mortal man,” Damselfly realised. 
 
    “Yes, in my youth I did not realise the consequences of my actions,” Bakka admitted. 
 
    “We all make mistakes.” 
 
    “I have made too many unforgivable mistakes,” Bakka said, with a tear in his eye. “When the lakes began drying up, there was a fear that the different areas of Fable would be isolated from one another and so I was tasked with building a way to keep everyone in touch. I spent decades working on the Garden Gate, it was going to be my masterpiece, until I forgot my purpose and instead created something terrible.” 
 
    “I have passed through the gate several times and I think it is wonderful,” Damselfly offered. 
 
    “The Garden Gate was supposed to be free for everyone,” Bakka mused. 
 
    “After all the time I spent making it, I could not abide people taking my creation for granted so I made them pay a toll.” 
 
    “If people need the gate, they will find a way.” Damselfly spoke from experience.  
 
    “Then I created the Evergarden, a place completely isolated from everyone and everything else. In complete opposition to why I started the gate in the first place. I wanted to bring people together, and in the end, I only moved them further apart. That is why I retreated here so there was no chance of me making any further mistakes. I expected to die long ago, but Death’s gift was not specific and it was impossible to know how long I had left.” 
 
    “Don’t you see that if it wasn’t for your gate, my family’s rebellion would never have succeeded in overthrowing the Fairy King,” Damselfly stated. “Some of your creations can be used for good or bad, it is down to the individual and you cannot take the blame for their actions.” 
 
    “I appreciate your kind words, though nothing can redeem what I have done,” Bakka conceded. 
 
    “We can right things,” Damselfly demanded.  
 
    “You could make a new timepiece and everything could go back to how it was before.” 
 
    “I cannot, child,” the smith revealed. “The timepiece was crafted with magic from two unique bells: Sereth, the voice of death and Genesis, the voice of life. These bells were made from an extremely rare alloy found in a fallen star and cannot be replicated. No one alive knows the magic of bells well enough to duplicate the original timepiece and so we are trapped with the mistakes of our past.” 
 
    “What if we could retrieve the original timepiece?” Damselfly refused to give up. 
 
    “You said the Fairy King took it with him to the Evergarden; then it is lost forever,” the smith resigned. 
 
    “Some of the Sprites who followed the Fairy King escaped from the Evergarden using an artefact of your creation,” the princess explained. 
 
    “That is impossible,” Bakka dismissed. 
 
    “The item is a silver vial capable of storing very powerful magic.”  
 
    “I remember it.” Bakka nodded. 
 
    “Well, someone used the vial to capture moonlight and with this was able to break the barrier separating the Evergarden from everywhere else.” 
 
    “If that was true, why is the Fairy King not back in Fable?” Bakka asked.  
 
    “I don’t know.” Damselfly shrugged. 
 
    “There is no way to reach the Evergarden, and if you ever did, there is certainly no way back,” Bakka evaluated. 
 
    “There has to be a way,” Damselfly reiterated. 
 
    “It is funny that you mention moonlight,” the ancient smith reminisced. “There is an old tale that is brought to mind after all these years.” 
 
    “Please tell it to me,” the princess pleaded. 
 
    “I doubt many people remember such an old tale. Maybe I should pass it on to a younger generation,” Bakka agreed. 
 
   

 

   
 
    The Colour of Water 
 
      
 
    When the moon escaped the Lady of the Lake’s possession,  
 
    There was no way for her to vent her fury, 
 
    So her revenge became an obsession, 
 
    For anyone unlucky enough to cross her path there would be no mercy. 
 
      
 
    A man visited a lake to fish, 
 
    When from the depths an old woman appeared,  
 
    She offered the Fisherman a wish. 
 
    Granting him a chance for everything he ever wanted. 
 
      
 
    To gain his heart’s desire, 
 
    All he had to do was solve a riddle,  
 
    What is the colour of water? 
 
    It could not be, more simple. 
 
      
 
    The Fisherman looked into the water,  
 
    Considering his answer carefully,  
 
    Before stating the water is clear, 
 
    I can see infinite opportunity. 
 
      
 
    The Lady congratulated the Fisherman as being truly wise,  
 
    A visionary who can look forward, 
 
    To discover the future without disbelief or surprise,  
 
    A man deserving of a fitting reward. 
 
      
 
    The Lady produced a rare opaque opal,  
 
    Which turned the fisherman’s eyes translucent, 
 
    Making him a willing disciple, 
 
    With unlimited ire that burned iridescent. 
 
      
 
    A Boy came to the lake for a swim, 
 
    When suddenly the waves grew violent and he feared he would drown, 
 
     A beautiful woman emerged to rescue him, 
 
    Wearing pearls in her hair and on her gown. 
 
      
 
    The Boy was grateful to his savior,  
 
    In return he agreed to answer a question, 
 
    The Lady asked what is the colour of water? 
 
    In your honest opinion. 
 
      
 
    The Boy barely glanced at the water before proclaiming the water blue, 
 
     Reflecting a sky full of adventure, 
 
    Where dreams could come true, 
 
    Someone may even discover hidden treasure. 
 
      
 
    The Lady offered the child a cerulean sapphire, 
 
    When he accepted it, the gem made sure he would never be satisfied, 
 
    His ambition would burn like an inextinguishable pyre, 
 
    Making the Boy’s heart calcified. 
 
      
 
    One day a Washerwoman brought clothes to the lake to wash,  
 
    Enjoying the solitary tranquil scene, 
 
    When a girl appeared from beneath the waves with a crash,  
 
    Like something from a dream. 
 
      
 
    The girl asked the Washerwoman a question and in return promised to help with her chore, 
 
    All she wanted to know,  
 
    What colour is the water? 
 
    One answer and she would have good work to show. 
 
      
 
    The Washerwoman pronounced the water green, 
 
     It seemed to hold a potent mystery,  
 
    Something that could not be seen, 
 
    Giving the viewer a chilling feeling of uncertainty. 
 
      
 
    The Lady presented the Washerwoman with a piece of emerald jade,  
 
    Which caused an envious feeling of spite, 
 
    That could never be repaid,  
 
    Until all was blight. 
 
      
 
    A Soldier walked by the lake side,  
 
    When he heard a woman cry out desperately, 
 
    The Soldier saved the woman before she was pulled under by the tide,  
 
    Getting her up onto the bank to safety. 
 
      
 
    The damsel was grateful but asked for one more favour, 
 
    Could her brave hero see anything amiss? 
 
    With the colour of the water,  
 
    An answer in return for a kiss. 
 
      
 
    The Soldier saw many colours in the water making a prism.  
 
    He believed things happened for a reason, 
 
    That it was all part of nature’s mechanism,  
 
    A seed for every garden. 
 
    The Lady proffered her champion with a piece of clear glass.  
 
    In it his mind was trapped, 
 
    Unable to escape or pass, 
 
    It was now the ladies in an eternal pact. 
 
      
 
    A Poor Man went to the lake for a drink,  
 
    He was surprised by a bedraggled woman,  
 
    With dirt covering her skin like ink, 
 
    She asked the Poor Man a strange question. 
 
      
 
    Tell me the colour of the water, 
 
    I wish only to hear the truth, 
 
    For this water has magical properties,  
 
    It can grant a worthy man his lost youth. 
 
      
 
    The Poor Man was suspicious but saw no harm,  
 
    He announced the water to be brown, 
 
    Bitter when sweet, dangerous when calm, 
 
    In it he saw his reflection wearing a muddy crown. 
 
      
 
    The Lady gave him a lump of auburn clay,  
 
    Which would always remind him what he was missing, 
 
    With each passing day, 
 
    He felt the loss like a humiliating branding. 
 
      
 
    A Criminal passed the lake while trying to flee, 
 
    He witnessed a wealthy woman dressed in fine apparel,  
 
    Gallantly he offered help to this member of the aristocracy, 
 
    Such people were usually gullible. 
 
      
 
    The Criminal made a terrible mistake, 
 
    For the wealthy dame was not as she might appear,  
 
    It was the Lady of the Lake, 
 
    Who demanded to know the colour of the water? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It is the darkest black,  
 
    A fetid watery prison, 
 
    Like living life with your head in a sack, 
 
    Until you lose all reason. 
 
      
 
    The Lady presented the Criminal with an obsidian shard of jet, 
 
     In place of his soul, 
 
    It made him forget, 
 
    To enable him to fulfil his new potential. 
 
      
 
    These six lost would expand the Lady of the Lake’s dominion, 
 
    She named them her Clay Legion. 
 
      
 
    “That was a wonderful story though I don’t understand what it has to do with moonlight?” Damselfly reacted. 
 
    “Well, the criminal was destroyed by moonlight; it is their one weakness,” Bakka explained. 
 
    “Are the other five still around?” Buttons asked nervously. 
 
    “Three of them are,” the smith replied. “The Washerwoman, Fisherman and Poor Man remain ardent minions of the Lady of the Lake. The Boy and the Soldier were defeated with powerful magic, much of which has now been lost.” 
 
    “Do you mean bells?” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “Yes, the boy was overpowered by a sorceress wielding a bell,” Bakka explained.  
 
    “Could you make a bell like that?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. Those items were often made of rare minerals that are practically impossible to come across.” 
 
    “You could craft another vial. I know you can,” the princess pleaded. 
 
    “The artefact itself was inconsequential compared to the magic that made it special. There is no one left to perform such rituals and so my meagre talent is of no use,” Bakka revealed. 
 
    “There must be something we can do,” Damselfly fought. 
 
    Bakka, who had been drawn out of his reverie after so many years by the sharing of mutual stories, began to consider carefully what he might do to help the princess. 
 
    “I cannot recreate the vial, or anything that requires magical properties,” the smith stated. “However, I could craft a master key that would enable you access to any garden at any time.” 
 
    “Would it get us into the Evergarden?” Damselfly posed. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Bakka answered. “There is no entrance to the Evergarden that can be reached without significant risk.” 
 
    “A key.” Damselfly considered the possibilities. 
 
    “A skeleton key,” Bakka agreed. “But we will need some material to craft it from and I have nothing here.” 
 
    “What about this?” Buttons offered the broken sword that they had been rewarded with in the Wintergarden. 
 
    Bakka took the damaged weapon in his calloused hands and turned it over experimentally. 
 
    “It might work.” He grinned for the first time in years. 
 
    Damselfly leapt with excitement, grabbing hold of Buttontail in a delighted embrace.  
 
    “We will save mother yet,” she declared.  
 
      
 
    They sailed in the greatest ship ever built, Furio, whose prow could pass through a river of lava with elegance and strength. Damselfly was delighted to have encountered a hero from Old Nana’s stories along with gaining an opportunity to continue her mission. Once they exited the Lavagarden, Bakka took them to a nearby forge where he began crafting the key. Damselfly and Buttontail enjoyed a short respite from their travails after so long travelling they were grateful for a chance to rest. Bakka did not waste a single moment. The great smith seemed revitalized and was up working on his latest masterpiece until it was completed. When the finished article was revealed, Damselfly could not believe the item had been fashioned from her old broken sword. Now it had become a work of art; the key was burnished silver with a skull for a handle and intricate grooves that could unlock any garden. 
 
    “With this key you can travel anywhere,” Bakka announced. 
 
    “The Musicgarden, Dreamgarden or Hovergarden are all open to you.”  
 
    “What is the Dreamgarden like?” Buttons asked greedily. 
 
    “Whatever you want comes true however—”  
 
    Before Bakka could finish he was interrupted by Damselfly. 
 
    “We are going to the Evergarden,” the princess overruled. 
 
    “I don’t know how you can reach it,” Bakka sympathised. “The Evergarden is different to all the others, because it was designed to be separated. To my knowledge, no one has ever returned from the Evergarden.” 
 
    “It can be done, I know it,” Damselfly disputed. 
 
    “I wish you well with your quest,” Bakka offered. “What will you do?” Buttons enquired. 
 
    The great smith considered his next move for a few seconds before replying. 
 
    “It is time for me to rediscover my love for my work and my home. I will drop you off at the nearest gate and perhaps our paths will cross again someday.” 
 
    Damselfly was reticent as they took their final ride in Furio towards the gate. She was trying to think of a way to enter the Evergarden and nothing was coming to her. Uriel, who had sent her on this mission, had said the Matriarch would know the answers; however, she had only shown them to this point, and now Bakka the great smith had told them it was impossible. Damselfly would not give up though she was lost on how to keep going when everything seemed set against them. They could not wait for inspiration either with Orion somewhere close behind. The princess was desperately homesick in her moment of indecision; she wanted to hear one of Old Nana’s stories, or play with Trigger and hear her mother’s voice. Thoughts of her mother strengthened Damselfly’s resolve; she would not allow Death to take her mother away and that meant finding a way to reach the Evergarden. They seemed to reach the gate in the blink of an eye. That’s how it seemed to Damselfly anyway. Bakka waved goodbye until Furio had taken him beyond the horizon, leaving Damselfly and Buttons alone once again. 
 
    “What now?” Buttontail asked. 
 
    “We have to find a way to reach the Evergarden,” the princess insisted.  
 
    “Why do we always have to put ourselves in danger?” Buttons revolted. “Maybe we should have some fun for a change.” 
 
    “We have to save my mother,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    “Well, I’m sick of risking my fur. Why can’t we visit the Dreamgarden, that sounds like fun?” Buttons queried. 
 
    “Once we rescue my mother, we can go wherever you like,” the princess vowed. 
 
    “What if we never succeed?” Buttons posed. “Bakka said it was impossible and he should know; he created the Evergarden.” 
 
    “I cannot accept that,” Damselfly replied stubbornly. “Well, I can.” 
 
    Buttontail grabbed the skeleton key from Damselfly and raced towards the gate with the princess following close behind. The rabbit thrust the key into the gate and when he saw the Dreamgarden appear walked forward into it. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 11 
 
    The Best and Worst of Times  
 
      
 
      
 
    Buttontail was standing in the corridor of Thronegarden wearing his waistcoat and the golden button adorning his missing tail. A door opened, omitting Tyten, the leader of the royal army, who was dressed in his shining armour, wearing a sword on his hip and a look of duty in his pale blue eyes. 
 
    “It is an honour for me to be a part of this special day,” Tyten acquiesced.  
 
    With no further ado, the captain led them back towards the royal chambers, and Buttons eagerly followed, feeling butterflies dance in his stomach. For once the response was triggered by nerves rather than hunger. As they entered the atrium, 
 
    Buttons could see the hierarchy of Thronegarden in attendance just for him. Tyten escorted him to a raised dais where Librarian Scroll stood waiting in his ceremonial robes. Captain Tyten bowed deeply, allowing his long golden hair to touch his knee before stepping back to keep guard over them. A trumpet was blown to signal the start of proceedings, and almost instantly King Handel appeared beside Buttons, wearing his grandest attire. Unlike their last encounter, the king looked a picture of vitality: his beard held a dark luster and his eyes were clear in their assessment. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Librarian Scroll began. “We are gathered here today to celebrate the achievements of a special member of our community, an individual who has proven his worth many times without ever asking for reward. A shining example to us all of how to be a faithful servant and loyal friend.” 
 
    Buttontail could see a line of regal-looking soldiers creating an honour guard. Behind them stood the rest of the royal family along with their highest-ranking servants. He searched for Damselfly amongst the congregation. Though he could not find her, Buttons was certain that she was watching. 
 
    “Today we present Buttontail with the medal of bravery as a reminder of his timeless courage and sacrifice,” Librarian Scroll announced. 
 
    A thin, black box was brought forward by a page. The king deftly opened it before taking out a large golden star with eight points and a rainbow ribbon. 
 
    “Let all denizens of Thronegarden aspire to Buttontail’s fine example,” the king pronounced as he pinned the medal upon Buttons waistcoat. 
 
    The hall erupted in thunderous applause with the soldiers banging their weapons on the ground to create a rhythm that seemed to last forever. Buttons stood proudly admiring his new medal, which was so shiny he could see his reflection in it. 
 
    “Now it is time for a great feast in celebration of our brave hero,” Librarian Scroll proposed. 
 
    Buttons, who was the special guest of honour, followed the king to a large table filled with freshly cooked treats; the smell alone was enough to make the brave rabbit 
 
    salivate. Around the banquet table were many familiar faces including the king’s brother, Abeldine, Queen Etherelle, Palen, the tutor, Old Nana, Judge Vale and Pariah, the Master of Bells. Amongst these familiar visages, there was one whom Buttons did not know, a young woman with strawberry blond hair that framed her beautiful face and so it was surprising when the maiden spoke to him by name. 
 
    “Well done, Buttons,” she congratulated. 
 
    “Damselfly,” he replied incredulously, recognising his friend’s melodic voice.  
 
    “Yes, it is me,” the princess confirmed. 
 
    “What is going on?” Buttons questioned. 
 
    “You brought us to the Dreamgarden,” Damselfly answered. “At first I was rather angry, but I do like it here.” 
 
    Rather than partaking of the bountiful food, Damselfly was using her cutlery to view her own reflection. Buttons who was slightly disappointed that all this had been a dream managed to comfort himself by devouring an entire trifle. 
 
    “Being brave sure builds up an appetite,” he scoffed between mouthfuls. 
 
    “I always wanted to be tall and pretty.” Damselfly focused on her reflection. “Do you think I am pretty?” 
 
    “You always looked pretty to me,” Buttons responded.  
 
    “No, I mean really pretty,” the princess scolded. 
 
    Buttons, who did not understand what Damselfly meant, continued his earnest assault on a roast duck before devouring a mountain of chocolate gateaux. As the meal progressed, performers appeared to offer entertainment. Pan began juggling dirty plates while Polter and Geist produced acrobatic flips and tricks to amaze their audience. Lark began singing a warm ballad that flowed across the room like a breeze.  
 
      
 
    ‘How sweet the fruit tastes you will learn, 
 
    My fair maiden, 
 
    Is how long it takes for the worm to turn, 
 
    In the Dreamgarden.’ 
 
      
 
    “This place is great,” Buttons crowed. “Why doesn’t everyone stay here?” 
 
    After the revelry had come to a natural climax, Pilgrim began telling them a legend to help with their digestion. Damselfly, who was usually enchanted by any story, seemed not to hear or see anything past her own reflection. Even her mother sitting restored beside her appeared lost on the now beautiful princess. 
 
    “There is more to life than beauty,” Buttons warned. 
 
    “I just wanted to enjoy it for a moment,” Damselfly replied.  
 
    “Why should you do that?” 
 
    “None of this is real, Buttons. My mother is still sick, Uncle Abeldine is mad and we are neither brave nor beautiful.” 
 
    “I don’t know, it is all rather confusing,” Buttons stated. 
 
    The gluttonous rabbit decided to ease his concern by tucking into a chocolate éclair. Unfortunately, as he took his first bite, he felt a tooth come loose. Within moments Buttontail’s teeth were falling like rain onto the tablecloth. 
 
    “I guess there is still ice cream,” he mumbled. 
 
    Damselfly finally chose to look up from her reflection, only to discover Orion facing her across the room and looking extremely angry. 
 
    “Buttons, I think Orion is still chasing us,” she warned. 
 
    The rabbit, who was trying to glue his teeth back in using blobs of cream, dismissed the idea. This was a dream; how could they come to any harm when nothing around them was real?  
 
    That was when Buttons’ medal for bravery metamorphosed into a large spider and began climbing towards his toothless mouth. Damselfly’s fear felt legitimate enough as Orion strode across the hall purposefully, and before Buttons could argue, the princess had grabbed his hand and began running for the exit. Strangely, the door appeared to get further away even as they ran towards it. Orion barely seemed to be moving though he closed the gap on them exponentially, and while Buttons finally managed to free himself from the spider crawling over his waistcoat, there was no escaping the persistent sorcerer. 
 
    “I have come to take you home,” Orion called. 
 
    Damselfly finally reached the door, only to find it had shrunk and she was unable to fit through it. 
 
    “It has not got smaller, you are larger,” Buttons pointed out. 
 
    With this information Damselfly willed herself to return to normal, sacrificing her new found beauty and elegance. Orion had passed the table where their family continued to revel, oblivious to any danger that may come to the princess and her faithful companion. 
 
    “You’re you again,” Buttons cried. 
 
    Damselfly discovered that indeed she was back to her regular size and immediately pushed through the door with Buttons following close behind. They found themselves in a long corridor that seemed to go on forever. With Orion now only a few feet behind them they were forced to flee. 
 
    “This corridor has no end,” Buttons stated. 
 
    “I wish we could wake up,” Damselfly uttered. 
 
    A bank of windows lined the corridor though they could not see anything out of them, only their own reflection as they ran down a never-ending tunnel. 
 
    “Quick, this way.” 
 
    Amazingly, Rat, the orphan, appeared from a hidden passage to show them the way; however, as Damselfly and Buttontail took the detour, they found the floor beneath them give way and they fell into a sea of darkness.  
 
      
 
    “Whose dream is this?” 
 
    Damselfly and Buttontail found themselves lying by the side of a long road lined with apple trees. 
 
    “I hate spiders.” Buttons searched the long grass for any signs of arachnids.  
 
    Damselfly was focused on their current location: a place she was certain they had never been before though it felt familiar. A light breeze blew down the road, creating a whisper amongst the ripening foliage. Then they heard footsteps coming down the road towards them. A man emerged wearing a long coat for warmth. 
 
    “Uncle Abeldine,” Damselfly gasped. 
 
    “He looks different,” Buttons commented. 
 
    It was true, although the resemblance was unmistakable to the old king. It was a very different man who walked past them without acknowledging their presence. Abeldine’s hair was raven wing black with no sign of silver, his beard was well groomed, his back straight and shoulders broad beneath his wrappings. 
 
    “I don’t think he can see us,” the princess revealed. “What are we doing here?” Buttons questioned. 
 
    Abeldine strode purposefully towards his target which appeared to be the largest of the apple trees, an ancient finger of nature that stood over twelve feet tall and had been alive for centuries. 
 
    “What can I do?” Abeldine asked the tree. 
 
    “Why is he talking to a tree?” Buttons queried.  
 
    “We should get closer,” Damselfly urged. 
 
    As they neared the giant tree, Princess Damselfly realised that her uncle was not speaking directly with nature, an old friend was perched high in the branches. 
 
    “Phoebus.” 
 
    The wise owl also looked different from the last time they had spoken in the Magicgarden: his plumage was brighter and his wide eyes clearer. 
 
    “You, Abeldine Thrane, have been chosen to represent Fable against the tyrant,” Phoebus pronounced. 
 
    “How can I hope to defeat the greatest sorcerer alive?” her uncle posed. 
 
    “You will be given the means to fight this battle, if you prove yourself worthy of nature’s gift,” Phoebus stated. 
 
    “I am not worthy,” Abeldine confessed. “Choose someone else.” 
 
    “There is no one else,” Phoebus sentenced. “Without you, the Fairy King will remain undisputed in his claim of this kingdom and Fable will slowly die to feed his ambition.” 
 
   

 

 “I am no soldier, no hero,” Abeldine argued.  
 
    “You are chosen,” Phoebus decreed. 
 
    “What must I do?” 
 
    Damselfly could not bear to watch any longer. Seeing her uncle torn between doubt and destiny, she came forward to assure him, only to find he could not see or hear her.  
 
    “Your love for the Lady Claravel is the purest in all of Fable it alone can create a shield strong enough to protect the realm from the Fairy King’s magic,” Phoebus explained. 
 
    “I must sacrifice my betrothed?” Abeldine was visibly shaken. “Ask me anything else, but do not take away my true love.” 
 
    “It is the only way,” the owl taught. 
 
    Abeldine wrung his hands, showing his inner turmoil, as he weighed his love for the Lady Claravel against that of his duty to Fable. 
 
    “How do I know that doing this will stop the Fairy King?” he asked.  
 
    “You must believe in this as you believe in love.” 
 
    Abeldine looked back down the road he had travelled, no doubt considering his options and what awaited him back home. 
 
    “What must I do?” he questioned. 
 
    “You have to let her go,” Phoebus answered. 
 
    Abeldine walked up to the tree where he stood protected in the shadow of that great pillar. One of the branches had a deep groove where the future king’s tears pooled as he sacrificed the one thing most important in the world to him. When the final tear had been shed, they formed a bell, powerful enough to stop a magician. 
 
    “Guard this well for in the wrong hands it can do great harm,” Phoebus warned.  
 
    Abeldine clutched the bell in his hand; it shimmered briefly as if weeping and then released a sound so beautiful Damselfly thought her heart might break. It brought a swift wind that rushed down the road in a funnel, whispering secrets to the trees and carrying Abeldine away. Princess Damselfly walked up to the tree where she could see Phoebus perched on his throne. 
 
    “What happened next?” Damselfly requested. 
 
    “You already know. The Fairy King was defeated and Fable saved,” Phoebus replied haughtily. 
 
    “What you really want to know is what followed,” the sage owl corrected. 
 
    “After ascending the throne, Abeldine lost his purpose. Unable to replace the love that he had sacrificed, his heart began to grow cold and black. Power may have corrupted him like so many others if something or someone had not shown him the light.” 
 
    “Was it Lady Claravel?” Damselfly guessed. 
 
    “No, what happened to that young lady is an altogether different tale,” Phoebus responded.  
 
    “When Abeldine’s brother had a daughter, his niece, Abeldine was finally capable of feeling love once again.” 
 
    “I want to help him,” the princess pleaded.  
 
    “You must continue the journey he began.”  
 
    “Will I end up like him?” 
 
    “I am wise,” Phoebus stated. “Yet even I cannot tell the future.” 
 
    Damselfly felt even more confused than before. Questions about her family and her mission threatened to overwhelm reason. Phoebus, sensing the child’s distress, offered her a sign which would have severe ramifications. 
 
    “King Abeldine was afraid the bell in his possession would be stolen or lost, so he decided to keep it somewhere safe, with the person he loved and trusted the most. He hid the bell inside his niece’s crib one night, only to discover later that the baby had swallowed it and lost her ability to speak. The king cursed himself bitterly, beginning his road to madness, while a helpful owl managed to retrieve the bell. It was not the last passage in this saga.” 
 
    “The owl decided to look down the girl’s throat. It was very dark but deep down he could see a bell. Before it could sound a note, the owl hooked it out like a worm from a well,” Damselfly quoted. 
 
    “Very good,” Phoebus praised. “You have a gift for remembering stories.”  
 
    “Where is the bell now?” the princess asked. 
 
    “That is the most important question of all,” the owl announced. 
 
    “It is a secret not given freely. These trees are malevolent when it comes to their hidden knowledge.” 
 
    “They can have my skeleton key crafted by Bakka, or my wings given flight by the Matriarch,” Damselfly bartered. 
 
    “No,” Phoebus replied. “You will need these items to continue your quest, while I have played my part, or almost. I will trade my wisdom for the answer to your question and let the fates decide.” 
 
    “No, I have seen you without your wits and it is terribly sad,” the princess warned.  
 
    “Better to be a senile hero than a smart coward,” the owl hooted. 
 
    “How can you give up your knowledge when I have already met you without them?” Damselfly posed. 
 
    “This is a dream. Who’s to say any of this is real,” Phoebus answered cryptically.  
 
    A northerly wind had picked up rapidly, threatening to tear the trees up from their roots, and Phoebus had to flap his wings to remain in his perch. 
 
    “The bell was stolen one night from your crib by a shade,” the owl revealed before being blown away. 
 
    Damselfly, who was also being buffeted by a howling gale, pondered on this information while Buttons burrowed into the ground to try and escape the storm.  
 
    “What good does that do us?” the rabbit queried. 
 
    “I know where we have to go,” Damselfly revealed. “We have to go to Shadowgarden.” 
 
    “How are we going to get out of here?” Buttons cried. 
 
    The princess, fresh from her revelation, realised her companion was correct. The copse had turned into the wood from Wintergarden, and bloodcurdling howls were carrying on the angry wind. Pairs of red eyes began glowing as a horde of Baywolves ridden by merciless Sprites emerged from the woods. 
 
    “Oh no, not again,” Buttons cursed. 
 
    Damselfly ran as the Sprite army broke ranks and gave chase. Buttons bounded into the princess’s arms for safety. 
 
    “I want to wake up now,” he stated. 
 
    As the wolves drew closer, Damselfly fluttered her fairy wings and took to the skies where the Sprites could not reach them. 
 
    “Now we just need to find a way out of this place,” Damselfly narrated.  
 
    “I don’t see a gate anywhere,” Buttons sought. 
 
    “There it is,” Damselfly cried as one appeared immediately before them as sometimes happens in dreams. 
 
    They landed gently amidst a rising fog which threatened to obscure the gate and their only chance of escaping the Dreamgarden. As they both ran towards the gate, a figure materialized from nowhere and stood between them and freedom. 
 
    It was Death. 
 
    Damselfly stood frozen in place, unable to venture forward while Death barred the way. From beside the old king came Gregorian, his faithful companion and gatekeeper. 
 
    “To pass you must overcome your greatest fear,” he proclaimed. 
 
    Death stepped forward, pointing his scythe at Buttons who suddenly found himself alone in the clearing with no Damselfly and no gate. Even Death and his loyal companion had disappeared, leaving the frightened rabbit in isolation. While Buttons suffered his own test, Damselfly was next, with Death showing her greatest fear in the form of her mother lying in state. The sight momentarily stole Damselfly’s breath away; for so long she had been fighting to stop this outcome, and seeing it materialize before her eyes was torturous. The princess had not come this far without showing significant courage and again she rose to the challenge. Her deal with Death had stated that Queen Etherelle would only pass over if Damselfly took a second to retrieve the valued timepiece. As no time had actually passed since they last spoke, how could this be real?  
 
    Damselfly’s stubbornness contradicted her senses as she pushed aside the chilling revelation and dismissed it. 
 
    “My mother is not dead,” she cried. “I am going to save her.” 
 
    The terrifying apparition disappeared, allowing Damselfly to view the gate along with Buttons writhing on the ground. Running towards her companion, she shook him. 
 
    “Buttons, it is me.” 
 
    “I’m all alone,” the rabbit whimpered. 
 
    “My mother said that I was never alone as long as someone loved me, and I love you, Buttons,” Damselfly proclaimed. 
 
    “Can we go home?” the tired rabbit asked. 
 
    “We have to go to Shadowgarden,” the princess explained. 
 
    Buttons turned away from Damselfly and the fear of continuing their dangerous journey. 
 
    “Phoebus risked everything to show us the way,” Damselfly remembered. 
 
    “I promise if we do not find what we need in Shadowgarden we will go home, whatever the outcome.” 
 
    “You promise?” Buttons checked.  
 
    “I swear,” Damselfly vowed. 
 
    Buttons reluctantly returned to his feet, leaning against the princess for support. Together they staggered towards the gate, leaving Dreamgarden behind. 
 
    “What is so important about Shadowgarden?” Buttontail questioned. 
 
    “Phoebus said the bell was stolen from my crib by a shade. He can only be referring to the Shades of Shadowgarden.” 
 
    “Are they demons?” Buttons imagination ran wild. 
 
    “They are just like us,” Damselfly placated as they reached the gate. “It is the oldest story of them all: The Shade and the Scorpion.” 
 
    Damselfly produced the skeleton key crafted by Bakka before opening the gate to the Shadowgarden and, with Buttons by her side, stepped through. 
 
   

 

   
 
    The Shade and the Scorpion 
 
      
 
    Before giants stomped,  
 
    Before Death called himself King, 
 
    The Dragons had only just slept, 
 
    Three tribes in the east were battling. 
 
      
 
    One would rise to power,  
 
    One must fall to ignominy, 
 
    The third would swear loyalty on their honour,  
 
    While waiting patiently for an opportunity. 
 
      
 
    The ruling family were named Shade,  
 
    At their head was gallant warrior Byron, 
 
    Claiming power by blood and blade,  
 
    To become the chosen one. 
 
      
 
    After The Battle in the Long Grass, the regent,  
 
    Byron set his heart on marrying fairest maiden, Elays. 
 
    A daughter of rival tribe Scorj descent, 
 
    The union was meant to bring peace for many days. 
 
      
 
    The Shades ruled from Nowan Tor, 
 
    A kingdom born upon the waters of a great lake,  
 
    Crowned by an imposing high tower, 
 
    Even from such heights the rulers could not see danger wake. 
 
      
 
    Farren Scorj led a coup,  
 
    Starting a bloody rebellion, 
 
    In the end these insurgents were too few, 
 
    Due to his poisoned blade, Farren earned the moniker of Scorpion. 
 
      
 
    The Scorj rebels were bitterly pursued, 
 
    Though they managed to flee beneath subterranean tunnels, 
 
     Thus, began a bitter feud, 
 
     For generations they would fight over who rules. 
 
      
 
    The Shades worshipped Vaxlesh, a water spirit,  
 
    Who had fallen from grace due to pride, 
 
    For all who remained faithful to him would benefit,  
 
    By standing at King Byron and Queen Elays’ side. 
 
      
 
    The Scorj worshipped Falchard who represented the earth,  
 
    Depicted as a dwarf wielding a giant hammer, 
 
    Who created their home Mount Duskenside at birth,  
 
    Capable of rending land with one single glower. 
 
      
 
    After a generation of conflict,  
 
    Peace was sought again by matrimony, 
 
    So all may profit, 
 
    From the young couple’s harmony. 
 
      
 
    Prince Harcourt Shade had ascended to power too soon, 
 
    He shared Vaxlesh’s prideful weakness, 
 
    Praised as the Knight of the Blood Moon, 
 
    His youth left him vulnerable to beauty and avarice. 
 
      
 
    For her part the Princess Ariadne was as beautiful as Queen Elays had been, 
 
    She enchanted men with a single smile, 
 
    Crowds would gather for a glimpse of their new queen,  
 
    Lining streets for mile upon mile. 
 
      
 
    Prince Harcourt soon grew jealous,  
 
    Of his bride’s popularity, 
 
    He put down his lance for faith and grew ever more pious, 
 
    On their wedding day he accused Ariadne of planning treachery. 
 
      
 
    The prince sought to drown Ariadne in the holy font, 
 
    Many say Vaxlesh refused to take the princess’s life due to her beauty, 
 
    Whatever the princes want, 
 
    His sins would result in catastrophe. 
 
      
 
    Princess Ariadne not only survived, she became a legend, 
 
    Prince Harcourt could not sleep for fear of the woman he was supposed to marry,  
 
    While the prince’s star fell his betrothed would only ascend, 
 
    As she became known only as The Lady. 
 
      
 
    Finally, crowned King Harcourt found a new partner, 
 
     A pretty young girl ‘The Lady Wexley’, 
 
    The king sought to marry his new lover, 
 
    A year after his previous betrothal’s anniversary. 
 
      
 
    The Lady was so angry, 
 
    She brought the high tower down,  
 
    Killing hundreds including those about to marry, 
 
    The king was lost along with his crown.

  

 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Dangerous Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    Red Eye cursed his misfortune as he walked alone across the scorched plains of the Shadowgarden. Above, the sun was setting in the west, producing long shadows (which was why it was known as the Shadowgarden). The land was so dry with not a breath of wind; it remained hot and relentless. The ground was scorched as Red Eye crossed the open tundra on his cursed mission. Thoughts of their recent excursion to the Wintergarden and a cold climate made the Sprite’s mood worse. Everything had started to go wrong since he first encountered the girl on fire. With her bright red hair, they should have realised her appearance was a bad omen. For her to reappear now when they were so close to success was inauspicious, and Red Eye had shrunk while giving his report to Jinx, the leader of the Sprites. Surprisingly, Jinx had taken the news relatively calmly; no doubt his growing army of Baywolves, Sprites, Goblins, Ogres and even an actual Giant had bolstered his confidence. Red Eye had felt momentarily happier, thinking that he had given the girl’s arrival too much significance and everything would be well after all. That was until Jinx had ordered him to visit the Lady and gain her support in ridding them of this fresh challenge. Red Eye was so absorbed in his misery that he almost fell into the lake. There were no clear signs and the bare earth simply dropped away into a large pool of water. Normally on a hot day (every day was hot now time had stopped) a weary traveller would have reveled in the refreshing water provided by this seeming oasis. Unfortunately, this was The Lady of the Lake’s realm where even being this close to those foul waters could be fatal. Red Eye was terrified of the Lady just like everybody else. However, his position as chief scout was important as it afforded him certain privileges and he was not willing to surrender those because of a little fear. Gratefully, the Lady was not interested in a lone Sprite wandering around her boundary and received Red Eye with indifference. 
 
    “What do you want?” she sneered. 
 
    The Lady always looked different each time you saw her. Today she was a youthful beauty with golden tresses, blue eyes and a simple red dress that seemed to float against her desirable figure. Such excesses were completely wasted on Red Eye, so the Lady revealed her true visage: she was drenched from head to foot with water dripping from her hair, nose and clothes. The Lady had dark knotted hair that hung like a pall around her shoulders, leaving her pale face exposed and giving her guest a terrifying view of her bloodshot eyes and twisted teeth. She smelt of sour water in a blocked storm drain, and even Red Eye’s accustomed senses recoiled at the smell. 
 
    “Jinx needs your help, Oh Great One.” Red Eye bowed nervously.  
 
    “I have no interest in aiding you simpletons,” the Lady snapped. 
 
    “There is a girl with red hair who tamed a Peritwinkle and rallied the villagers against us in Wintergarden,” Red Eye related. “She is here now, when we are so close to achieving our ends, and need Your Greatness to make sure there is no delay.” 
 
    The Lady appeared to have forgotten Red Eye as she searched amongst the river bank for something no one else could see. 
 
    “A girl.” 
 
    Red Eye almost missed the words for they were spoken under the Lady’s breath like an escaped thought. 
 
    “None of us will be getting what we want unless that great monster is defeated,” the Lady cursed. 
 
    “Together we can both get what we want,” Red Eye ventured. 
 
    The Lady turned a wrathful eye on the quivering Sprite who knew he had gone too far. 
 
    “Do you think I need your pitiful assistance?” she said, dripping venom.  
 
    While the truth may have been one thing, Red Eye was quick to say the other. “Of course not, Your Greatness.” 
 
    Snatching up a handful of loose stones, the Lady scattered her detritus into the lake. Red Eye who had been expecting the missiles to fly in his direction breathed again as he witnessed a face appear in the disturbed water. 
 
    “A girl,” the Lady repeated, staring at a vision of Damselfly revealed in the magical waters. 
 
    “Perhaps I will help you after all,” she murmured. “Thank you, Wise One,” Red Eye scraped. 
 
    “For this task I will send my personal favourite.” 
 
    The Lady revealed a necklace hidden under her unkempt hair; it was decorated by six precious gemstones although three were blackened beyond recognition. Plucking a vibrant fragment of jade from the chain that hung around her neck, she carelessly tossed the treasure into the lake. Red Eye could barely watch for fear of the Lady’s dark magic. If her power did not chain her to the lake, there was no doubt that she would be ruler of Shadowgarden, and perhaps beyond. A green glow emanated from beneath the water as the Lady’s disciple answered her summons. Slowly, a figure emerged from the depths, and Red Eye shrunk away in terror. A woman, wasted away by the water’s touch, stood before them with shining green eyes in a face made of clay. She swayed like a puppet, her body little more than a vague form of humanity. 
 
    “There you are, my beauty,” the Lady boasted. “I have a task for you.” 
 
    The figure waited breathlessly for her instructions, only those gleaming jade-green eyes revealing any sign of cognizance. 
 
    “Find this girl with red hair and bring her to me,” the Lady ordered.” Let’s see how she handles a member of my Clay Legion.” 
 
    Red Eye was already fleeing from the scene on legs that were barely strong enough to carry his lean frame; whatever evil he had loosened from those mysterious waters was best left far behind.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly and Buttontail felt relieved at leaving their dreams behind as they passed through the Garden Gate into the Shadowgarden. The princess immediately noticed the heat as she looked up at the setting sun, and Buttons almost jumped out of his skin when he caught sight of his own giant shadow. 
 
    “I don’t like this place,” the scared rabbit prophesied. 
 
    “Perhaps they’ll have something new to eat,” Damselfly teased. 
 
    “I am famished,” Buttons added predictably. “Even my shadow is practically fading away.” 
 
    Buttons’ complaints were shortened as he realised that a band of Sprites had been travelling towards the gate just as they had arrived and were now surrounding them.  
 
    “I definitely don’t like this place,” Buttons insisted. 
 
    Damselfly considered whether they had enough time to escape through the gate before their enemies could stop them. Unfortunately, there was nowhere else they could go that would allow them to continue their mission. The war band was made up of six Sprites, all wielding makeshift weapons. One carried a spear made of two separate pieces of wood tied together by rope and another a rusty knife. Damselfly grabbed Buttons who instinctively flinched and attempted to fly away using her magic fairy wings. Unfortunately, the lead Sprite thrust his spear at them, and although the princess dodged the blow, it did not stop the sharpened point from tearing her right wing and effectively grounding them. 
 
    “Don’t kill them,” a Sprite with one red eye interrupted. “Jinx will want to question them.” 
 
    Damselfly was frightened although she tried to put on a brave face for Buttons, who was shaking in her grasp. Then they all felt the ground shake and from over the ridge a dozen cavalrymen charged downhill, scattering the surprised Sprites in all directions. One rider caught Damselfly’s attention as he rode the most magnificent white horse with grace and strength, leading the charge fearlessly. Once the Sprites were chased off, the soldier slipped from his mount and came to check on them. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, we’re fine,” the princess replied.  
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Buttons argued. 
 
    The soldier appeared unsure what to make of the talking rabbit before laughing heartily at Buttons’ tirade of woes, and Damselfly found herself instantly warming to him. 
 
    “My name is Delridden,” the soldier introduced. “It means Rider from the West.” 
 
    “I am Damselfly and this is Buttontail,” the princess responded without thinking.  
 
    “Princess Damselfly?” the soldier queried. 
 
    Trapped by her slip of the tongue, Damselfly nodded shyly, hoping she had not misjudged the stranger. 
 
    “Perhaps we should keep your identity between ourselves for now,” he suggested kindly. 
 
    The other men were different in almost every way to Delridden; their skin was natively darker although little was visible as they all wore a headscarf, balaclava and long black tunics, which reached all the way to their cured boots. They sat upon squat ponies rather than the beautiful white stallion that Delridden claimed, and they seemed content to speak amongst themselves, excluding Delridden. The young soldier, who was perhaps thirty, had a noble face with a strong jawline, long straight nose and surprisingly warm eyes. When he smiled his eyes seemed to join in, and Damselfly felt safer than she had since leaving home. 
 
    “What is your horse’s name?” she enquired. 
 
    “Winter,” Delridden spoke with obvious pride. 
 
    The pure white stallion was at least two hands bigger than any of the other steeds, his mane was immaculately kept and his eyes seemed to show a sign of understanding that was almost human. 
 
    “He is beautiful,” Damselfly proclaimed, stroking the horse’s head.  
 
    “Does he bite?” Buttons quizzed. 
 
    “Did you arrive through the gate?” Delridden questioned. 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by the other riders who spoke in an unfamiliar tongue. It seemed clear though that they wanted to move on, and Delridden decided it best to acquiesce. 
 
    “You can both ride with me,” he added. “Winter can easily carry all three of us.”  
 
    The horse neighed, protesting slightly at the assumption, and Damselfly laughed nervously as Delridden lifted them onto the mount’s back. 
 
    “Are you sure this is safe?” Buttons posed, unhappy with the increased distance to the ground. 
 
    “Quite sure.” Delridden shared a secret smirk with the princess before digging his heels in and sending Winter into a quick canter. 
 
    Although the young princess reveled in her first horseback ride, she did feel sorry for Buttons who would almost certainly have jumped out of the saddle had he not been scared stiff. 
 
      
 
    A short ride later they made camp, finding some shade under a series of large rock formations. The other riders, who had not spoken to them since they departed, broke away and formed their own group, leaving Delridden to look after the new arrivals.  
 
    “They don’t seem to like us,” Damselfly commented. 
 
    “The Scorj don’t make a habit of associating with foreigners,” Delridden explained.  
 
     “The descendants of the Scorpion,” the princess realised. 
 
    “You know the stories.” 
 
    “Most of them,” Damselfly admitted. 
 
    “I would like to hear your story,” he added, gathering a small pile of flat stones.  
 
    Damselfly knew that revealing too much information could be dangerous; they had only just met this man, and despite saving them from Sprites, he might have his own agenda for doing so. Unfortunately, they were also alone in the largest and oldest garden in Fable, and without help they would never be able to finish their mission. Damselfly also remembered her promise to Buttons that if they failed here, they would return home, no matter the consequences. There seemed little choice but to trust this man. Delridden pulled a flask from his saddlebag and handed it to Damselfly who found it half-full of delicious water. 
 
    “Go easy, there is not another watering hole for miles,” he warned as Buttons threatened to drain the skin dry. 
 
    “Do you have anything to eat?” the scolded rabbit probed. 
 
    Delridden returned to his saddlebag where he uncovered several long strips of dried meat. Buttons immediately accepted the treat and began nibbling away quite happily.  
 
    “They are better with some fresh herbs and warm bread,” Delridden offered. “The meat is very tough and can be hard on your jaw and teeth.” 
 
    Buttons was oblivious to any hardship, enjoying the meal heartily before curling up next to Damselfly and falling instantly asleep. Delridden produced a pouch of herbs which he mixed with some wheat and placed on the warm rocks to cook. Winter was given free rein to scour the rocky landscape for any patches of grass that might lurk this high up, leaving Damselfly alone with her rescuer. 
 
    “Have you always been a soldier?” she ventured. 
 
    Delridden looked momentarily guarded before opening up about his past.  
 
    “I was a carpenter many years ago in a small town,” he revealed. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “The town was very small, and I was not particularly skilled. I travelled around for a while before I kind of fell into being a soldier; people need protecting and I needed to eat.” 
 
    Delridden’s humility seemed a little false considering his prized steed and well-made armour, although Damselfly detected no deliberate evasion. 
 
    “How did you come to be in the Shadowgarden?” the princess asked. 
 
    “I was looking for someone,” Delridden replied vaguely. “Then I discovered a secret war was being waged in the east and I decided to stay and do what I could to help. The natives have not truly accepted me, though they welcome my blade in battle readily enough. What is a young princess doing here alone?” 
 
    Damselfly told her story from the beginning with her surprise birthday party, to her mother’s sudden illness and Death’s deal to delay his part if they retrieved his stolen timepiece. 
 
    “You wish to enter the Evergarden?” Delridden appeared amazed.  
 
    “I have to save my mother,” Damselfly insisted. 
 
    “You may be the bravest person I have ever met.” 
 
    Damselfly tried to hide her embarrassment at the soldier’s praise although she could feel her cheeks burning. They ate a simple meal and shared a mouthful of water before waking Buttons to continue their journey. Winter continued to climb the rocky incline without protest. The other men’s ponies seemed equally hardy and traversed the difficult terrain with practiced ease. The Shadowgarden was the oldest of all Fable’s gardens. The mountain range they were scaling was the highest that could be found and was crowned by Mount Duskenside, the sanctuary of the Scorj. 
 
    With the stifling heat the travelers soon found themselves uncomfortably hot. Damselfly’s fair skin was beginning to burn, and she could understand why the natives wore loose tunics that covered almost every part of them. 
 
    “How far is it?” Buttontail asked, not for the first time. 
 
    “Please be quiet, Buttons. I am too hot to have to strangle you,” Damselfly declared.  
 
     “There is a small stream up ahead where we can rest,” Delridden offered. 
 
    The stream turned out to be a slow trickle of tepid water although Buttons for once did not complain. Damselfly found some relief from the sun in a patch of shade, and Delridden went to speak with his comrades about their ascent. 
 
    “How far do we have to go?” Buttons whined. 
 
    “I know I promised to return home if we failed to find what we’re looking for here, but you have to give me a chance,” Damselfly reasoned. 
 
    “My problem is not giving you a chance to find what we’re looking for, but believing you will be true to your word if we don’t,” Buttons remarked. 
 
    The princess was stung by her friend’s words although she knew they held a grain of truth, for she could not imagine giving up on her mother. When Delridden returned he did not seem to notice the tense silence that existed; his mind was occupied by what was to come, something that Damselfly and Buttons could not have imagined in their strangest dreams.  
 
   

 

   
 
    They travelled higher into the mountains, desperately short of water. The summit of Mount Duskenside never appeared to come any closer, and each of them was lost in their own thoughts as the horses plodded along. Delridden attempted to start a conversation several times though he soon gave up after Damselfly’s monosyllabic answers and Buttons’ pretense at being asleep. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, one of the Scorj riders returned from his scouting mission to advise them that they were close and there was danger ahead. Damselfly could not understand the messenger’s words though his body language spoke of clear unease and his audience seemed to amplify his concerns. Delridden returned to them after listening to the scout with a frown on his handsome face. 
 
    “There is an army laying siege to the mountain,” the soldier relayed.  
 
    “Is it the Shades?” Damselfly posed. 
 
    “No, this is no civil war but an invasion,” Delridden replied. “I will show you.”  
 
    Against the countless warnings of his peers, Delridden led them both to a high ridge a few hundred metres up the beaten track where they could gain a view of the plateau. They moved forward at the end on hands and knees to avoid being spotted. At first Damselfly did not believe her eyes and wondered if she was seeing a mirage. Unfortunately, as her brain slowly deciphered the scene before them, she felt her hair stand on end despite the heat. Every available space upon the wide plateau was taken by a vast army of Sprites, Baywolves, jackals, ogres, goblins and even a Giant who stood out even amongst the masses. 
 
    “I have never seen an army so large,” Damselfly stated incredulously. 
 
    “It appears that the Fairy King’s followers were not all captured and banished to the Evergarden as we thought,” Delridden reasoned. 
 
    “How can this be possible?” the princess questioned. 
 
    “My uncle and father defeated the Fairy King’s scourge and made sure they would not return.” 
 
    “It gets worse,” Delridden explained. “Another smaller army is currently surrounding the remaining Shade settlements and they do not have the same defenses as the Scorj.” 
 
    “Why don’t they ask for help?” Buttons asked. 
 
    “The Scorj are too proud to seek help from outsiders; even I am barely tolerated. The Shades would never fight alongside the Scorj, an enemy they have been warring with for generations.” 
 
    “Without aid they surely cannot survive,” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “Perhaps though they will not go down without a fight,” Delridden promised. 
 
     “Have we come all this way for nothing?” Buttons sighed. 
 
    “No, we can still enter using secret tunnels known only to the Scorj. They will take us deep inside the mountain and safely navigate the enemy forces,” Delridden apprised.  
 
     “Why are they here?” Damselfly spoke aloud. 
 
    “No one is sure although it appears that they are looking for something or someone,” Delridden responded. 
 
    “Maybe they’re here for the same reason we are,” the princess considered. 
 
    If they were seeking an object powerful enough to gain them access to the Evergarden, perhaps the Fairy King’s army had the same idea and their mission had just become even harder. Leaving the army behind, they returned to the camp. A Scorj soldier took the lead with Delridden bringing up the rear. They were led to what appeared to be a dead end until two men moved a mountain. Clearly a clever trick, the rock, which looked identical to every other part of the mountain, was easily moved, revealing a dark, narrow tunnel. Buttons hardly had time to complain before the line was moving and their small party disappeared inside.  
 
      
 
    It was much cooler travelling the subterranean tunnels of Mount Duskenside. Any sound the party made was amplified by the rock on all sides, and Buttons was immediately terrified of the echo. Damselfly felt a slight twinge of guilt at enjoying Buttontail’s discomfort, which cleared his mind of their earlier argument. After a series of turns through the labyrinthine hive, Damselfly was completely lost and very glad their Scorj leader appeared to know his way. Few people outside the Scorj family had ever walked these secret passages and even fewer returned to the world afterwards. The princess could understand why anyone trying to escape the mountain would die of thirst or hunger long before they discovered an exit. Surprisingly, a few of the rocks showed signs of damp and were cool to the touch. 
 
    “Underground pools of water.” Delridden seemed to read her thoughts. “That is how the Scorj survive in this remote place.” 
 
    Buttontail stiffened in Damselfly’s arms, warning her of their imminent arrival. The rabbit’s senses were better than even the Scorj whose familiarity with their home made them prefer life underground. The tunnel ahead appeared lighter by degrees as they climbed. The unmistakable scent of smoke greeted them and the feeling of claustrophobia that had accompanied their journey dropped away. They stepped out onto a high perch overlooking a great cavern that could have held Castle Thrane within its vast walls. A small town seemed to be nestled in the mountain’s heart, with multiple campfires scattered across the vista where women were cooking with stone ovens. Natural rings of stalagmites created areas where families lived. No stalactites hung from the ceiling as above them rested only dry ground. Few alive today could remember rain falling on the mountain even before time stopped. Damselfly was surprised to witness children running around the trodden paths, wearing the same concealing tunic that their guides adorned. 
 
    “Welcome to the Seat of the Scorpion,” Delridden introduced. 
 
    Decades ago, the Scorpion and his fleeing followers had sought sanctuary in this domed theatre from their pursuers. Even now it kept them safe from the violent army camped at their door. Their presence was beginning to be noticed by those below as a few alert Scorj pointed them out to those around them. They stood perhaps twenty feet above the rocky floor where the Scorj sought refuge. Damselfly wondered how they were to get down when the leading soldier shinned down a rope at breakneck speed before stopping with practiced ease as his feet hit the ground. 
 
    “They make it look easy, you will be all right as long as you hang on to the rope,” Delridden instructed. 
 
    Buttons watched with growing trepidation as one after another the Scorj threw themselves from the perch and scrabbled down the rock using ropes that blended into the natural mineral. Without thinking, Damselfly lifted them from the ground using her wings and began a slow descent that had the onlookers staring in awe. A scatter of voices and upturned faces greeted Damselfly as she approached safety. The dignified entrance was ruined as the princess tried to slow their fall. Remembering that her wing had been damaged earlier by a Sprite’s spear, Damselfly fought to keep them from crashing. She attempted to zig zag in an effort to slow them down. 
 
    “We’re going to die,” Buttons cried, closing his eyes tight. 
 
    Damselfly noticed a blur pass them, although she was too busy trying to halt their progress to note that Delridden had rushed past them down a rope and gathered them safely to his side. 
 
    The three of them landed in a heap, surprisingly unharmed. Buttons was extremely grateful until he noticed that every person in the cavern was staring at them. The party they had accompanied began to force their way through the crowd unceremoniously, and Damselfly followed, drawing many open stares. 
 
    “They do not like magic,” Delridden whispered. 
 
    Feeling foolish for endangering herself and Buttons along with upsetting their hosts, the princess tried to keep her eyes focused on the floor though soon her curiosity got the better of her. In tales of the Scorj told by Old Nana, there had been many interesting legends, though none of them had been told by people who had actually been inside the stronghold. The people interested Damselfly the most. They had burnished skin with dark eyes, long hair often tied back in a simple knot; the children all appeared to be bare foot, and, surprisingly, there was barely a weapon in sight. For the Scorj, this place was clearly a sanctuary from the tough landscape outside and their many enemies. 
 
    This was home. 
 
    After weaving an indirect path through the mass of onlookers, they were halted at a large ring of rocks that appeared like giant teeth in a monster’s jaw. Two guards with spears, dressed in red tunics, guarded the narrow opening; it appeared to be the only entrance and exit, meaning that any attempt at forced entry would have to go through these armed men. After a swift conversation, they were allowed through by the guards. Delridden remained protectively close as they filed into a secluded section of the cave lit by flaming torches ensconced in the bare rock. All the men they passed in this area wore red tunics unlike the common black clothing that everyone else was adorned in. They were also all armed with a variety of weapons from daggers to halberds. Long shadows marked their progress along the rock wall, mimicking the sun’s effect on the surface despite no natural light reaching this place. 
 
    Suddenly, the Scorj all prostrated themselves, leaving Damselfly a clear view of a raised dais where a large seat in the form of a scorpion was occupied by a young woman. The throne was made of sandstone, carved into the form of a scorpion, with the head acting as a seat, the claws making arm rests, the body became a back support and for decoration the scorpion’s tail hung precariously over the seated. Immediately, there was a harsh conversation between the woman and those that had brought them here. Damselfly could not understand a single word, although she knew that the discussion was about her, and could only wait silently until she was addressed. The woman sitting in the scorpion chair wore black scale armour. She looked about sixteen years old with unusually fair hair compared to her comrades, a blossom of red stained her lips and she had a pair of piercing blue eyes. A sword was housed in a scabbard at her hip ceremoniously, Damselfly thought the weapon would drag along the ground if she was to begin walking. 
 
    “May I introduce the Princess Damselfly of Thronegarden,” Delridden announced.  
 
    Damselfly did her best to look regal although with all those eyes staring at her she felt a fraud. 
 
    “Welcome to the Seat of the Scorpion. I am Maiden Fayre,” the young woman replied. 
 
    “It has been many years since a delegation from Thronegarden visited us.”  
 
    This last sentence sounded equally reprimanding, as it did, welcoming. 
 
    “We are grateful for your hospitality,” Damselfly smiled. 
 
    An elderly man wearing an elaborate head scarf appeared beside the throne. His eyes were cloudy although he appeared to be studying them carefully. 
 
    “What brings you to our remote lands?” Maiden Fayre enquired. 
 
    “I am searching for a bell which was stolen from my family,” Damselfly responded.  
 
    “Are you suggesting one of us stole this bell?” Maiden Fayre raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “No, Your Highness,” Damselfly clarified. “I was hoping you would be willing to assist us in recovering the item.” 
 
    At this request many of the prostrated guards began muttering between themselves. Maiden Fayre ignored them and appeared disinterested. 
 
    “I believe the Sprite army outside is also looking for the bell,” Damselfly stated.  
 
    The atmosphere changed instantly as the ‘soldiers’ whisperings were silenced and Maiden Fayre’s attention seemed to pique. 
 
    “What makes you say that?” the old man questioned. 
 
    “I came across them before in the Wintergarden; they are attempting to free the Fairy King from his exile.” 
 
    “That is impossible,” Maiden Fayre dismissed. 
 
    “Perhaps not,” the old man interrupted. “No one alive knows the true magic of bells; it is conceivable one could hold the power to bridge the gap between us and the Evergarden. My question is, why are you looking for it?” 
 
    Princess Damselfly felt exposed as the conversation built in tension; it would take only one word from the maiden and her soldiers would strike them down. 
 
    “I wish to recover Death’s timepiece.” 
 
    The guards seemed to mock her statement before the Maiden Fayre silenced them.  
 
    “Such a purpose deserves respect,” she ordered. 
 
    “Will you help me?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “I cannot while an army waits outside my door,” the Scorj leader replied. 
 
    “Could you not join with the Shades to defeat them?” Damselfly proposed.  
 
    “The Scorj and the Shades are feudal enemies, nothing can change that.” 
 
    “You could,” Damselfly spoke up. “Neither of you can stand against the Sprites alone; together you may stand a chance.” 
 
    “What do you think to the girl’s proposal, my Sting,” Maiden Fayre spoke to the old man. 
 
    “Her words carry the naiveté of youth,” the Scorpion’s Sting pronounced. 
 
    “Your ancestors tried to unite your people once before.” Damselfly referred to the Legend of the Lady. 
 
    “Look how that turned out,” Maiden Fayre scoffed. “Scorj and Shades will always remain enemies, no matter the circumstances.” 
 
    “You won’t be enemies if you’re all dead,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    The chamber fell silent as all eyes travelled to the woman atop the Scorpion Seat. Maiden Fayre’s face was turning the same colour as her lips, and the tension was unbearable. 
 
    “Leave us,” she commanded. 
 
    In moments, Damselfly, Buttons and Delridden were alone with Maiden Fayre and her Sting. A pair of guards remained at the periphery where they could offer protection without hearing what was being discussed. 
 
    “We know the serious nature of our predicament,” the old man spoke in a low voice to avoid it carrying. “Our people have known the Shades as enemies for so long it will not be easy for them to accept such a change.” 
 
    “But you would consider it, a temporary alliance with the Shades?” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “Perhaps if we could be assured they would accept such an agreement faithfully, we might reconsider our stance.” 
 
    “I could speak to them,” Damselfly volunteered,  
 
    “On your behalf. I am sure they would be willing to speak with you.” 
 
    “Visit the Shades and return with news of your findings,” Maiden Fayre instructed.  
 
    “I wish to accompany them,” Delridden added. 
 
    “Very well,” Maiden Fayre agreed. “I place them under your protection, Rider from the West.” 
 
    They followed the Scorpion’s Sting out of the chamber and back to the tunnels, stopping only briefly for rations, which Delridden shouldered solemnly. Once in the depths of Mount Duskenside, they were at the whim of the old man who maintained a steady pace and soon brought them back to the surface. 
 
    “I see hope when I look at you, child,” he proclaimed. 
 
    “I will speak to the Shades and make them see an alliance is the only way,” Damselfly confirmed. 
 
    “Perhaps you will,” the old man smiled. “I want to offer you a gift.” 
 
    The Scorpion’s Sting held out a scarred hand which opened to reveal a red flower.  
 
    “Be careful, it is poisonous,” Delridden warned. 
 
    “Not all of it,” the wise man corrected. “The petals are ground into powder for dyes. The seeds inside are poisonous, and the only cure can be found in the cacti they grow on. A milky sap inside the plant is the only known antitoxin; without this, the infected will die, and time or no time cannot halt it.” 
 
    Damselfly accepted the bloom cautiously before bowing to the Scorpion’s Sting who returned their gesture before sweeping back into the tunnels. The sun warmed them after their adventure underground, and Buttons was especially happy to see blue sky again. 
 
    “Do you really mean to speak with the Shades?” Delridden questioned. 
 
    “I must,” the princess replied. 
 
    “Then I will do my best to see you there safely,” he swore. 
 
    The three travellers mounted Winter, who seemed pleased to see them, and began their slow descent of the mountain to the flatlands below where the Shades called home. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 13 
 
    The Trickiest of Times  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Is Delridden your real name?” 
 
    “The Scorj gave me that name when I arrived here; it means Rider from the West.”  
 
    “What is your real name?” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “I left my name and my old life behind long ago,” the soldier declared.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I was sworn to protect someone and I lost them,” Delridden replied. “I lost everything.” 
 
    Understanding she had pushed too hard, the princess changed subject, hoping to lighten the mood of their small travelling party. 
 
    “Maiden Fayre is amazing.” 
 
    “She is an unusual character,” Delridden agreed. “Her father and brothers have all died in the civil war against the Shades. She is the last of her line going all the way back to the Scorpion. Her Sting belonged to him and supposedly drew first blood in the dispute. She only spoke to you because of your own royal blood, though she listened because circumstances are extremely dire for both leading families of the east. This Sprite army could destroy the two longest-surviving dynasties in Fable’s history. Where they failed to destroy each other, this army of the Fairy King may succeed.” 
 
    “That would be terrible.” Damselfly held the flower Maiden Fayre had given to her, both delicate and dangerous. 
 
    “They say her lipstick is made from that poisonous plant. All the Blood Brothers that make up her red guard have built up an immunity to the poison they use to kill their enemies. It is a rite of passage where only the strongest survive.” 
 
    “It sounds barbaric,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    “The Scorj have lived war since the very beginning, they know no other way,” Delridden explained. 
 
    “We have to get the Shades to agree an alliance.”  
 
    “That will be easier said than done.” 
 
    All this time they had been travelling down Mount Duskenside towards the plains, Buttons had remained silent, which was unusual for him; he had not even spoken up about being hungry or scared. 
 
    “If we can’t, what then?” Buttons finally broke his silence. 
 
    “There has to be a way,” Damselfly said determinedly although she did not feel certain. 
 
    The Shades had resided in a high tower above the lake that housed their precious deity Vaxlesh, the water spirit, until the betrayed Lady had brought it crashing down. Now the Shades inhabited the lonely plains without shelter or protection from their enemies. They discovered a smaller band of Sprites resting on the boundary belonging to the Shades territory. A foul smell permeated their camp and took away even Buttontail’s appetite. 
 
    “We must pass without being seen,” Delridden instructed. 
 
    Although the band of Sprites was nothing compared with the army besieging Mount Duskenside, they still far outnumbered Delridden, Buttons and Damselfly. Thankfully, the group appeared to be poorly led with little discipline or control. With some luck they would be able to pass by unnoticed. They could not wait for dark as the Shadowgarden sun remained stubbornly above the horizon. However, there were patches of long grass which might offer some protection in crossing the open plains. Only a couple of Baywolves appeared amongst the pack and their keen sense of smell was being overridden by the stench that surrounded the disgusting camp. 
 
    “We need a distraction,” Delridden prompted.  
 
    “What about a fire,” Damselfly suggested. 
 
    “It could be dangerous as the grass here is so dry; even a small fire could burn for days and do a lot of damage,” Delridden warned. 
 
    The fields held little in the way of food as the grass and long stalks were dry to the point of being brittle. A fire could still damage the soil and any hope of growing food in the future. 
 
    Surprisingly, a better solution came from Winter. The beautiful white stallion neighed in exasperation at their stupidity, pawing at the ground in frustration. 
 
    “Are you sure they won’t catch him?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    “Winter can run like the wind for days,” Delridden assured. “He is a unique horse.”  
 
    The war band were so shocked to see a pure white horse gallop past them they almost tripped over each other in their eagerness to give chase. Delridden, Buttons and Damselfly waited for the party to pursue before making their own way towards the open grassland. Unfortunately, the two Baywolves caught their scent and changed direction, leaving the Sprites chasing Winter. Delridden, seeing the danger, herded them towards the long grass, hoping to hide from their stalkers. Buttons scampered away through the long grass, using his powerful hind legs. Damselfly and Delridden struggled behind as the Baywolves closed the distance. 
 
    “Go, I will hold them off,” Delridden drew his sword. 
 
    Damselfly continued to run, pushing aside the dry stalks that stood almost as tall as she was. Terrifying noises echoed behind her as the Baywolves discovered Delridden. The princess was tempted to go back and help her protector though what she could do in such circumstances was uncertain. The momentary hesitation had left Damselfly disorientated. She looked around and could see only grass with no sign of which direction Buttons had taken; she was lost. A terrifying howl of pain from behind her forced Damselfly into a run. It did not seem to matter which direction she travelled as long as it was away from the Baywolves. Suddenly her foot gave way underneath her, and Damselfly hit the ground hard, forcing all the breath out of her body. With a grazed chin and blurred vision, she noticed what appeared to be a rabbit hole that had caused her to trip. Regaining her feet, Damselfly looked back to where Delridden had made his stand. When she turned back it was to discover a dripping monster with no face and bright green eyes standing over her. Damselfly screamed in fright as the creature lurched towards her with both arms extended. There was no time to avoid the cold embrace as the Washerwoman pinned Damselfly to the ground. Releasing a bone-chilling cry, the legionnaire pressed her slimy, wet hands around the princess’s throat. Damselfly could not fight against the monster’s strength and was even unable to shout for help. Damselfly told herself that she could not die. Time had stopped; no one died any more and yet there seemed nothing except murderous intent in those jade-green eyes that bore down at her. A blur in her peripheral vision seemed to distract her assailant, giving Damselfly a brief respite. Taking a painful breath, she caught sight of Buttons held within the Washerwoman’s cruel grasp. From nowhere, the resourceful rabbit produced the cactus flower that Maiden Fayre had gifted to them and forced the poisonous bud down the Washerwoman’s open mouth. For a few seconds it did not appear to have any effect. Then the clay figure released Buttons who dropped to the ground with a thud. Damselfly struggled across the ground to her friend’s side. The Washerwoman was shaking her head then holding her throat and making unnatural choking sounds. Clearly, the poisonous seeds had been consumed by the creature who was now suffering the full consequences. With both hands wrapped around her own throat, the Lady’s disciple fell to her knees and with one last roar of anger dropped to the ground. The clay body dissolved into the ground, leaving behind a tarnished piece of jade. 
 
    “Are you two all right?” Delridden crashed through the undergrowth.  
 
    “Yes,” Damselfly replied. 
 
    “Speak for yourself,” Buttons added. 
 
    Delridden was astonished to discover they had defeated a member of the Clay Legion alone. These creatures were feared throughout the land and had taken more victims than could be counted. 
 
    “What about the Baywolves?” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “I fended them off for now, though they will return, and likely with reinforcements,” Delridden warned. 
 
    “We best find the Shades before then,” Damselfly cautioned. 
 
    They continued their journey at a quick march, always looking over their shoulders. The plains were unnervingly quiet and they were all on edge. 
 
    “Wait.” Delridden broke the silence. “The lake is up ahead, we should go around.”  
 
    “Is the Lady of the Lake truly as bad as the stories say?” Damselfly wished to know.  
 
    “She is worse,” Delridden replied. 
 
    They circled the lake at a safe distance, keeping themselves hidden in the long grass as much as possible. When they were about half way round, a thunder of hooves stilled them, thankfully it was only Winter returning. Delridden checked his horse was unharmed, giving it a thorough welcome, and decided they would be better off riding the rest of the way. Buttons seemed to have overcome his fear of riding a horse and he was the first to be placed on Winter’s back. 
 
    “I saw something,” he whispered to the others.  
 
    “Is it Sprites?” Damselfly urged. 
 
    “No, it was movement coming from over there.” The rabbit pointed up ahead. 
 
    “Let’s go take a look,” Delridden decided. 
 
    They trotted forward with Delridden’s hand upon his sword hilt, Buttons leading the way, until they reached the position where he had seen something. A clear track revealed someone had recently passed this way, so they followed it until the evidence suddenly ended. 
 
    “Where did they go?” Buttons posed. 
 
    Before Delridden could offer a warning, they found themselves surrounded by men with sharp sticks who seemed to have materialized from thin air. 
 
    “We wish to see Laetitia Shade,” Damselfly requested. 
 
    One of the men gave them a twisted smile before leading them onwards across a swathe of fields and across a ridge before they saw a small group of people gathered around a circle of mud huts. All the people looked hungry, with dirt covering their face and hands. Damselfly felt pity for them although she did not forget that they were currently these people’s prisoners. They were taken to a young woman only slightly older than Maiden Fayre. She was pale despite the constant sun with dark, lank hair and blue eyes, just like her adversary. 
 
    “I am Laetitia Shade,” she welcomed them. 
 
    The woman’s voice resonated somewhere deep in Damselfly’s memory. 
 
    “I am Princess Damselfly, and I am here to recover what you took from me.” 
 
    The woman stared for a long time before finally seeming to accept her claim. Laetitia looked burdened and the weight she carried appeared to be burying her. 
 
    “Please come inside so we can have some privacy,” she offered. 
 
    “They may be Scorj spies,” the guard argued. “I have seen this one with them.” 
 
    The guard pointed at Delridden, who glared back confrontationally. Thankfully, Laetitia waved them away. The young girl did not seem like she had much fight left in her. Inside, the shade of the hut offered some protection against the relentless heat. A small cooking fire smoldered with wisps of smoke rising and exiting through a small hole in the thatched roof. 
 
    “I’m sorry we have so little to offer guests.” Laetitia sat down on a wooden bench wearily. 
 
    “We are grateful to have an audience.” Damselfly spoke politely.  
 
    “What are you doing in Shadowgarden?” 
 
    “My uncle, King Abeldine, had a valuable item which he hid in my crib; I believe you took it, and I have come to get it back,” Damselfly explained. 
 
   

 

 “What kind of item was it?” Laetitia questioned.  
 
    “It was a bell.” 
 
    Laetitia gasped, her hands going to her neck where a fragment of glass hung around a chain; the rest of her clothing was economical as she wore only a simple white dress and worn clogs. 
 
    “Then you really are the princess,” she accepted. “How did you know it was me?”  
 
    “It is a long story and I have travelled far to recover the bell. Do you know where it is?” 
 
    “That also is a tale all of its own,” Laetitia admitted. “I was afraid for my family. After the tower fell, we were cursed and forced to live in a land that did not suit us. I thought the king would offer support if I petitioned him. The rest of my family were too stubborn to ask for help, so I went alone in the night. When I arrived at Thronegarden, no one would take me seriously, they almost threw me out of the castle, and when I asked to speak with the king they laughed. I took a job as a scullery maid too afraid to return home with nothing. I stayed patient until finally I was given a chance in the royal apartments. I overheard the king talking to you about a powerful weapon he wanted to hide. He seemed to want rid of the artefact, and I was desperate. When he left, I snuck into your room and retrieved the bell from under your covers. I remember looking down at you and wavering in my duty until a noise outside in the corridor forced me to flee. When I returned home, things were worse than I had imagined; my remaining family were seriously considering an alliance with the Scorj and everyone looked so defeated. I showed them the bell, though none of them took me seriously. They asked how such a small inanimate object could rescue us. In my ignorance I rang the bell and…” 
 
    “What happened,” Damselfly queried, “when you rang the bell?” 
 
    “Everyone disappeared,” Laetitia sobbed. “My father, brothers and cousins were all just gone. Worse still, I found this necklace broken upon the floor.” 
 
    Laetitia clung to the shard of glass around her neck like it was the only thing that kept her from unravelling. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Damselfly enquired. 
 
    “When my ancestor, King Byron, founded his dynasty, he tricked the water spirit Vaxlesh into watching over our family; as long as a Shade wore this necklace we would be protected. For a drop of water from Vaxlesh himself was trapped within the glass and with it his allegiance. 
 
    When I sounded the bell, it not only destroyed all the remaining male members of my family, but also released Vaxlesh from his promise to us. I have not told my people this news as it would certainly see the end to all we have built here. I cannot see a way out of this mess.” 
 
    “What happened to the bell?” Damselfly focused. 
 
    “With Vaxlesh gone, a leviathan occupied the lake, a beast large enough to frustrate even The Lady of the Lake. I tossed the bell into those dark waters, afraid of what it could do and the leviathan took it.” 
 
    “What kind of sea creature are we talking about?” Delridden queried. 
 
    “It is fifty feet long with a giant head, sharp teeth and a hide strong enough to deflect magic,” Laetitia described. 
 
    “How did your ancestor trick Vaxlesh into becoming your deity?” Damselfly posed.  
 
    “The stories do not say though all maritime life enjoys gambling.” 
 
    Before they could learn more, a deafening crash resounded all around them and continued until Damselfly believed the sky itself was falling. Laetitia Shade burst out of the hut to discover the origin of this cacophony. Delridden followed while Damselfly had to practically drag Buttons along behind her. 
 
    “What is going on?” Laetitia could hardly make herself heard over the tumult. The guard seemed to realise that speech was useless and simply pointed towards Mount Duskenside. At first Damselfly thought there had been a catastrophic rockslide. Then she understood that the Sprite army was marching down the mountain at double quick speed. 
 
    It was almost as if the army were fleeing from something. 
 
    Damselfly could just make out the giant standing head and shoulders above everyone else as they descended to the flatlands. The ground shook under their feet and many of the Shades appeared, ready to run. 
 
    “What do we do?” they beseeched. 
 
    “There is nowhere else to run or hide,” Laetitia stated. 
 
    “We will make our last stand here and let Vaxlesh watch over us.” 
 
    Many of her followers still looked poised to flee as they watched the Sprite army come ever closer. Then, with fabled resolve, they took up whatever weapons they could find and formed a narrow line of defence. 
 
    “We’re not staying here, are we?” Buttons screeched. “We can’t just leave them,” Delridden disputed. 
 
    For once Damselfly agreed with her trusted companion. There was little they could do in the coming battle and her priority was completing Death’s mission. 
 
    “Where can we find the leviathan?” she asked Laetitia.  
 
    “Amongst the ruins where our holy font once rested.” 
 
    Leaving the Shades to face their final battle, Damselfly, Buttons and Delridden headed back towards the lake.  
 
      
 
    Inside the ruins of the old Shade tower, Damselfly led them down a steep flight of stone stairs. Buttons had refused to follow until they reminded him that The Lady of the Lake might be lingering. Delridden brought up the rear though he constantly looked over his shoulder, feeling sore at leaving Laetitia and the others to fight alone. The tower was a haunted shell with pieces of stone cracking as they walked over it. The only occupants were bats and supposedly a leviathan. As they reached the final stair, Damselfly could just make out an area across the room where she could see the holy font lying discarded on the ground. Watching her step, Damselfly led them across the abandoned room and stopped at the edges of a deep well. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Buttons questioned. 
 
    “We summon the beast.” Damselfly kicked a loose rock into the water.  
 
    “I don’t think that’s going to work,” Delridden said. 
 
    Suddenly the water began to ripple and break into waves before a serpentine head broke the surface. A pair of tiny eyes stared out of a ginormous blue head as the leviathan stared up at the intruders. 
 
    “Who is throwing stones?” he demanded. 
 
    “I only wanted to get your attention,” Damselfly excused. 
 
    “Why would you want to do that? I eat fish bigger than you,” the leviathan threatened. 
 
    “I heard you were good at riddles, and I have some that even you cannot solve.”  
 
    “Ha, ha, the tiny morsel thinks she can beat me,” the leviathan chuckled. “I am old as the sea and wiser than any creature who lives above water.”  
 
    “Prove it,” the princess provoked. 
 
    The leviathan slammed his giant head into the water, sending a wave of cold spray over the three of them. 
 
    “Ask me anything,” he challenged. 
 
    “First we need to agree on the rules,” Damselfly stated.  
 
    “Get on with it,” the leviathan urged. 
 
    “I will ask you three riddles. If you get them all correct you win. If you get a single one wrong then I win.” 
 
    “Fine, ask the first one,” the leviathan agreed.  
 
    “What about stakes?” 
 
    The leviathan was by now getting visibly frustrated and could hardly stay still in the water in his eagerness. 
 
    “Name them,” he ordered. 
 
    “If I win you will give me the bell Laetitia Shade threw into the well,” Damselfly continued. 
 
    Suddenly the serpent’s gaze became astute as if reassessing his opinion of them, the earlier impatience replaced by studious observation. 
 
    “What if I win?” he asked. 
 
    Damselfly searched for something to wager and discovered Bakka’s skeleton key. With a slight hesitation she showed it to the leviathan. 
 
    “Good enough,” he agreed. “Ask your riddles.” 
 
    Damselfly had heard Old Nana tell a thousand stories and many of them included riddles or puzzles that the heroes had to decipher. She quickly scoured her memory for a challenging riddle that might stump the leviathan. 
 
    “Riddle me this,” Damselfly began.  
 
      
 
    Voiceless it cries, 
 
    Wingless flutters, 
 
    Toothless bites, 
 
    Mouthless mutters. 
 
      
 
    The leviathan looked deep in thought as they all held their breath hoping that the answer would not be forthcoming. After some deliberation the serpent bobbed his large head confidently. 
 
   

 

 “The answer is wind.” 
 
    “Correct,” Damselfly admitted. 
 
    “That was too easy,” the leviathan boasted. “Give me a tough one.”  
 
    “All right, see how you fare with this,” Damselfly posed.  
 
      
 
    What begins but has no end and ends all that begins? 
 
      
 
    This time the leviathan took only a few seconds to say the answer was Death, and their only opportunity of recovering the bell rested on their final riddle. 
 
    “Maybe we should take some time to discuss our options,” Delridden suggested.  
 
    “We don’t need to because this last riddle is really good,” Damselfly assured. 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” the leviathan demanded. 
 
      
 
    “What is Delridden’s real name?” 
 
      
 
    “That is not a real riddle,” the leviathan disputed.  
 
    “It most certainly is,” Damselfly grinned. 
 
    “How could I know such a thing?” the leviathan sulked. 
 
    “Are you saying you don’t know, because if you are, I win.” 
 
    The leviathan shook his large head, sending a fresh wave of water at his adversaries. Delridden still appeared concerned although Damselfly and Buttontail were looking rather pleased with themselves. 
 
    “What is his name?”  
 
    The leviathan struggled with himself, swimming from one end of the well to another in an attempt to help him think. 
 
    “What is his name?” 
 
    The leviathan was getting frustrated, turning the water into a violent froth. Suddenly, he raised his large head high out of the well so he was eye to eye with them. 
 
    “I got the first two riddles correct so I want more than one guess,” he negotiated.  
 
    “I thought you were an expert at solving riddles,” Damselfly mocked. 
 
    “Five guesses,” the leviathan stated.  
 
    “Three and that is being generous.” 
 
    “Fine,” the leviathan accepted. 
 
    Again, they waited while the sea creature pondered as he constantly muttered, “What is his name?” 
 
    A period of tense silence lasted several minutes before the leviathan ventured his first guess. 
 
    “Tom.” 
 
    “Wrong,” Damselfly replied. 
 
    The leviathan threw himself against the wall in his anger, shaking the floor below them and sending further jets of water over the edge. 
 
    “John.” 
 
    “No, only one chance left,” the princess reminded. 
 
    By now the leviathan was in such a rage, Damselfly half expected the water to start boiling. 
 
    “What is his name?” the creature bellowed.  
 
    “WHAT IS HIS NAME!” 
 
    The leviathan shook the ruins in his terrifying wrath, and yet Damselfly continued to smile cheerfully as though none of it mattered. 
 
    “Will,” the leviathan whispered. 
 
    “Wrong again, that means I win.” Damselfly celebrated with Buttons. 
 
    The princess and her faithful companion danced a small jig at their success, leaving Delridden looking bemused. 
 
    “Hand over the bell,” Damselfly said. 
 
    “Wait a moment,” the leviathan added slyly. “What is his name?”  
 
    Delridden stepped forward to answer before being silenced by the leviathan. 
 
    “This is a game between the girl and I. If she does not know the answer, then I keep the bell.” 
 
    “I do know the answer,” Damselfly revealed.  
 
    “How can you?” Delridden questioned. 
 
    “Enough debate, tell me now,” the leviathan roared. “What is his name?”  
 
    “Kimson.” 
 
    They emerged from the ruined tower, triumphant, with Damselfly holding the bell. Buttons was in high spirits though Delridden was lagging behind. 
 
    “How could you possibly know that?” he asked.  
 
    “I have never told anyone my real name since I got to Shadowgarden. Unless…” 
 
    Delridden looked at them hopefully, and Damselfly nodded with a flashing smile.  
 
    “Yes, we met Uriel.” 
 
    Back in the Thronegarden dungeon, Uriel had given Damselfly the gate token which set them on their mission. She had described a brave soldier as her true love and everything they had learned about Delridden had convinced Damselfly that this was the same man. It had been a gamble, but they had the bell, and with it they were that much closer to recovering Death’s timepiece and saving her mother. 
 
    “Where is she?” Delridden asked, stunned. 
 
    “In Thronegarden,” the princess answered vaguely. 
 
    “I went there,” he stated. “Of course I did, it was the first place I thought of though no one had seen her.” 
 
    “She attempted to reach the Evergarden and was imprisoned,” Damselfly confessed.  
 
    Delridden dropped to the ground like the words had physically struck him; the veteran soldier looked vulnerable and shocked. 
 
    “I have to find her,” he said. 
 
    “Of course, and we will help,” Damselfly promised. 
 
    “You helped us so it is the least we can do,” Buttons agreed. 
 
    “Why did she try to visit the Evergarden? It doesn’t make any sense,” Delridden questioned. 
 
    “I cannot say,” Damselfly replied. “I’m sure she had a good reason.” 
 
    “A good reason?” Delridden struggled. “A reason why she left without a word, abandoning her family and everyone who cares about her. All because of some foolish notion to visit the Evergarden, a place near impossible to reach and from which no one has ever returned.” 
 
    Delridden seemed to realise how careless his words had been the moment he spoke them. Damselfly and Buttons looked crushed at his harsh criticism of their own parallel mission. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he apologised. “I just need to understand why she left.”  
 
    “That is your mission,” Damselfly acknowledged. 
 
    “I don’t know how I can ever thank you for what you have done,” Delridden praised. “You have given me my identity and purpose back.” 
 
    “I think you’ve saved our lives enough to repay us,” Damselfly laughed.  
 
    “Thank you.” Delridden rose to his feet, a new man. 
 
    “I will find Uriel and everything will be right again.”  
 
    “I know you will,” Damselfly gave her blessing. 
 
    “Er, guys,” Buttons interrupted. “We have a problem.” 
 
    Damselfly and Delridden turned to follow the rabbit’s gaze, and their eyes were greeted by signs of a great battle. The war for Shadowgarden had been fought and won while they were underground.  
 
      
 
    It was a scene of confusion. 
 
    A number of Sprites lay sprawled across the plain with signs of battle everywhere; a plume of smoke rose from the Shades’ huts and a sense of foreboding met the trio. 
 
    All thoughts of triumph fled Damselfly as she witnessed the carnage that had occurred while they were below ground. Delridden was especially affected, believing his sword might have made some small difference against the tide of enemies. 
 
    “Where are the rest?” Delridden questioned. 
 
    Moving reluctantly forward, Damselfly caught sight of several figures kneeling in the dirt. Behind them, stretching as far as the eye could see, was the Scorj army. 
 
    “They came,” the princess stated, though any joy died instantly. 
 
    Laetitia Shade was one of those kneeling, and Maiden Fayre was standing over her victoriously. 
 
    “What happened?” Damselfly asked. “You were supposed to help each other.” 
 
    “We did help,” Maiden Fayre replied. “Without us they would not have survived.”  
 
    “Then why treat them like this?” 
 
    “No one is taking our victory from us,” Maiden Fayre pronounced.  
 
    “It doesn’t need to be like this,” Delridden argued. 
 
    “You are not from this land so you do not understand,” Maiden Fayre demanded, her lips, stained dark red. “The Shades have treated us like nothing for too long. Now it is our time to rule this land.” 
 
    “Then be better than them,” Delridden lectured. “Do not repeat the offences that were made against your people.” 
 
    “It is too late for forgiveness,” Maiden Fayre replied. “The Shades will suffer as we have suffered.” 
 
    Damselfly caught Laetitia Shade’s eye before the young woman lowered her gaze to the ground once more. 
 
    “What made you change your mind?” the princess questioned. 
 
    “When we left Mount Duskenside, you were unconvinced about fighting at all, and now your whole army is here.” 
 
    “Not what, child,” Maiden Fayre responded. “Who.” 
 
    The Sting appeared beside his leader, wearing a cruel smile, while the Blood Brothers stood with their weapons drawn. 
 
    “A man appeared shortly after you left,” he explained. “He offered us a better deal.” 
 
    “What did he offer you?” 
 
    “A chance to get rid of the Sprite army and defeat the Shades.” 
 
    Delridden shook his head in disbelief, and Damselfly looked nervously around at the Scorj who were still all wielding their weapons. 
 
    “Who promised you this?” she queried. 
 
    A man appeared from amongst the masses, wearing a familiar red cape with a high collar; a crescent birthmark could just be made out beneath his black beard and a gold pendent hung from his neck. 
 
    “Hello, Princess,” Orion greeted. 
 
    “I have been searching a long time to finally find you. “Who is he?” Delridden asked. 
 
    “I am Orion and the king sent me to return his daughter home,” the sorcerer proclaimed. 
 
    “I have come too far to go back now,” Damselfly retorted angrily.  
 
    “I was not asking for permission,” Orion threatened. 
 
    “You heard her.” Delridden stood before his wards protectively. 
 
    A burst of light flew from Orion’s fingers and struck Delridden in the chest, flinging him backwards several feet. 
 
    “No!” Damselfly cried. 
 
    Running to the soldier’s side, Damselfly glared at Orion who stood menacingly; his features may as well have been carved from stone for all the emotion he showed. 
 
    “I will go with you,” she acquiesced. 
 
    Orion stepped forward confidently before stopping in his tracks. “What is that?” he gasped. 
 
    At first the princess was confused by everyone’s attention until she followed their gaze and realised the bell was showing on her hip as she bent over Delridden. 
 
    “You recovered the bell,” the Scorpion’s Sting said, in shocked awe.  
 
    “How?” Maiden Fayre questioned. 
 
    “You achieved what even The Lady of The Lake could not.” 
 
    “It does not matter,” Orion interrupted. “I will take the girl and the bell with me.”  
 
    “I don’t think so,” Maiden Fayre disputed. 
 
    The Scorj immediately pressed forward behind their leader, although they appeared concerned by the magician’s powers. 
 
    “No, the bell is too powerful,” Laetitia Shade warned although her words were ignored. 
 
    “We had a deal,” Orion continued. “You would not have run off the Sprite army without my support.” 
 
    “Our agreement did not include the bell,” Maiden Fayre reminded. 
 
    A tense standoff followed with everyone waiting for someone else to make the first move. 
 
    “No one else is going to get hurt because of me.” Damselfly stood, raising the bell.  
 
    “Be careful with that, child,” Orion beseeched. 
 
    Damselfly held the bell high before her and watched as everyone took a step back. She knew the magic was too powerful for it to fall into the wrong hands, though she did not trust Orion. If the bell came back to Thronegarden, it could be protected by Pariah in The Hall of Bells. Maiden Fayre calculated her odds at overcoming a powerful sorcerer and a bell of unknown power before accepting her recent victory as sufficient reward. Orion placed a heavy hand on Damselfly’s shoulder and led her towards the gate. The princess took one last look over her shoulder at Delridden lying hurt though still alive on the ground before submitting to her captor. 
 
    They were going home. 
 
      
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 14 
 
    Testing Times  
 
      
 
      
 
    Damselfly was feeling miserable; her return home had been ignominious, being paraded through the castle by Orion like a naughty child. The sorcerer had confiscated Bakka’s skeleton key and the bell. Locking her away in her room, the princess had only seen one visitor, her father, King Handel, who had looked like a stranger and spoke harsh words that had caused Damselfly to burst into tears. Except Buttontail, all other visitors had been prohibited. Her nurse, Old Nana, was ushered away before Damselfly could speak with her, and a guard was stationed at her door. Kept prisoner, Damselfly could only reflect on her failure and remember the scolding words of her father. 
 
    They would not even let her see her mother. 
 
    Buttons had attempted to raise her spirits to begin with, though he soon became maudlin when they were given only bread and water twice a day. Damselfly had raged against her captors, banging on the door and throwing her belongings around the room. She had tried to bargain with anyone who would listen more times than she could count and received nothing except indifferent silence. Damselfly had hoped Death might return regarding their deal, though she was equally terrified that the old king would be angry too and take her mother away. King Handel had made it perfectly clear that she was on her last chance; even a princess was not immune to the laws of the land. Damselfly felt sure Orion was whispering poison in her father’s ear: the king had looked ancient and nothing like the kind man she recalled from her memories. Her father had taken her to visit the stables when she was 
 
    barely old enough to walk and comforted her when she had been frightened by the large bay horse. He had even allowed her to sit on his throne with him while he heard petitions from his public, and everyone in the court had laughed when she pretended to admonish the wanton landlord on trial. Those recollections brought fresh tears as Damselfly sighed heavily as the weight of her situation pressed down on her. Worst of all, Damselfly felt like she was letting so many people down: her mother Etherelle, the people of Wintergarden, the Matriarch and Delridden, who had all helped so much. A lingering thought struck the princess, one person who might be willing to help that she had not considered until now. 
 
    “Uriel would know what to do,” she whispered to herself.  
 
    “What was that?” Buttons enquired sleepily. 
 
    “We have to speak with Uriel,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    “How? We’re locked in and there is a guard outside,” Buttons questioned.  
 
    “I don’t know but there must be a way.” 
 
    “This is what got us in trouble to begin with,” Buttons warned. 
 
    Damselfly shook the nagging feeling of guilt as she assessed everything in the room for an opportunity to escape. There had to be something she could use, something that they had missed. The room was full of books and old toys scattered across the floor in abandon. The princess began searching through the disorganised piles, looking for inspiration. She came across one of Trigger’s old chew toys and felt another surge of regret. After her father had finished his lecture, the Dalmatian had entered the room with his tail wagging madly. Damselfly had been so upset that she had turned away from the animal who had left the room with his tail tucked between his legs. Damselfly swore to make it up to Trigger once she escaped from her current captivity. There were a lot of people that she hoped would forgive and understand the motive behind her behaviour. She could only imagine how furious her father would be if he discovered her missing again. 
 
    “There is nothing here,” she cursed, sitting on the floor and leaning against the bed.  
 
    “Perhaps it is for the best,” Buttons reasoned. 
 
    Damselfly rested her head upon her arms that were balanced on both knees. Something crept into her peripheral vision, and she jumped to her feet in excitement. “My wings,” she exclaimed. 
 
    Orion had taken all her possessions, yet he had not known the fairy wings had been enchanted with magic to enable her to fly. Running to the window, Damselfly threw it open, giving her a beautiful view of Thronegarden from the top of the castle. 
 
    “We can fly out here and circle back round,” Damselfly suggested excitedly. 
 
    “What about your damaged wing?” Buttons pointed out. “Last time we nearly crashed.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Damselfly agreed, looking at the hole in her wing from the Sprite spear. 
 
    Taking off her wings, the princess disappeared back into the sea of discarded objects and returned holding a roll of tape. 
 
    “This will do the job,” she claimed. 
 
    Buttontail watched nervously as Damselfly patched up the hole zealously and shrugged back into the wings. 
 
    “Come on, Buttons,” the princess urged. 
 
    Buttontail struggled between loyalty to his friend and his fear of everything that waited outside this room. With a backward look, the scared rabbit scrambled into Damselfly’s arms, and without any further delay she thrust them out of the window. Damselfly’s wings flapped in the wind, struggling to keep them steady. Buttons held on tight and closed his eyes to avoid catching sight of the terrifying drop below. Damselfly fought determinedly against the elements as she spotted an aperture in a lower level. Pushing them towards the opening, Damselfly stretched for the windowsill, only to find her fingers slip, and almost propelled them down to the ground. With a desperate lurch, the princess managed to drag them safely inside, before they collapsed on the cold stone floor with a piece of tape sticking to Damselfly’s face. 
 
    “Let’s not do that again,” Buttons added. 
 
    “At least we made it,” the princess registered. “Now we just have to find Uriel without being seen.” 
 
    It felt strange creeping around their own home, though Damselfly could only imagine what her father would say if he caught them. Putting that out of her mind, she concentrated on reaching Uriel who would know what to do. It was difficult to judge what part of the story she was most looking forward to sharing with the sorceress. The corridors were eerily silent as they stalked amongst the lingering shadows. There were no signs of habitation and the whole castle felt neglected. As they neared the dungeons’ entrance, Damselfly could make out two high-pitched voices. Even from a distance there was no mistaking who they belonged to. 
 
    Celeste and Coral. 
 
    The Children of the Moon were the only other youngsters that resided in the royal apartments. As twins they had always ganged up on Damselfly and teased her mercilessly. 
 
    Although the princess no longer felt like a little girl and wished to confront her bullies, it would not be wise to reveal herself as no doubt Celeste and Coral would run straight to their mother, Luyna. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Buttons questioned. 
 
    Damselfly could not make out their words, so she carefully snuck closer to overhear their juvenile conversation. Just as she began to comprehend the girls’ meaning, Damselfly realised they were not alone. Tyten, the Captain of the Guard was standing like a statue before the doorway they would need to enter the dungeon. He stood in full armour which was embossed with the Thrane family crest. The lone tree with an owl perched in the branches. Damselfly remembered the scene exactly from her dreams and momentarily forgot to listen in as Celeste and Coral argued. 
 
    “I will be queen before you because I’m older,” Celeste bragged.  
 
    “Only by a few minutes,” Coral disputed. 
 
    “I’m also prettier, aren’t I, Tyten?” Celeste twirled a finger through her fair hair.  
 
    The Captain of the Guard remained resolutely silent as the young twins continued their sibling dialogue. 
 
    “Tyten thinks you look more like a frog than a princess,” Coral teased. 
 
    The Children of the Moon squabbled pettily before Tyten finally abandoned his statuesque demeanour to pull them apart. 
 
    “The young ladies should be getting back to their mother,” Tyten instructed.  
 
    “Only if you tell us who you like best,” Celeste bargained. 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly choose between two such beautiful ladies.” 
 
    Coral and Celeste skipped off together, forgetting their earlier feud in light of the soldier’s kind words. Damselfly felt a stab of betrayal at Tyten’s behaviour. She knew the Captain of the Guard was honour-bound to protect the throne, though she had always believed he did it for more than just duty. Tyten whose long golden hair made him look every inch the prince himself, yet after a fortune teller had told him he would be defeated by love, the soldier had spurned all romantic entanglements in favour of a life of discipline. This revelation at least made tricking Tyten to enter the dungeon easier. After some convincing, Buttons agreed to run along the corridor. When Tyten spotted the escapee, he pursued, leaving the way clear for Damselfly to slip through into the dark stairway that led down to the dungeons and Uriel. 
 
      
 
    As the princess descended the narrow steps, she heard a low voice drifting upwards from the impenetrable gloom. Slowly, the words became comprehensible, and Damselfly realised someone was singing.  
 
   

 

   
 
    Girl in a Cage 
 
      
 
    Like a moth to the flame,  
 
    I sit a girl in a cage,  
 
    With no voice or name, 
 
    Even the sunlight appears beige. 
 
      
 
    The shadows are my only audience,  
 
    My heart and mind remain trapped,  
 
    As I have only patience, 
 
    A promise to be kept. 
 
      
 
    Though hope knows no barrier,  
 
    Even for a girl in a cage, 
 
    Faith is my strength, love my power,  
 
    This isolation is but a stage. 
 
      
 
    The voice went silent as Damselfly approached the cell. It was too dark to make out anything, and the princess followed where the sound had originated until she came upon the bars. 
 
    “Uriel,” she whispered. 
 
    It was unlikely anyone would overhear their conversation, being so far under the castle and surrounded by stone, though the oppressive atmosphere of the dungeon made it feel safer to keep your voice down. 
 
    “Who is it?” 
 
    “It’s me, Princess Damselfly.” 
 
    Uriel appeared close to the bars, allowing Damselfly to catch sight of her silhouette. There was a waver in the prisoner’s voice that suggested delicacy. 
 
    “Do I know you?” she asked. 
 
    “I came here once before and you helped me,” Damselfly recalled. “Now I am here to help you.” 
 
    “No one can help me,” Uriel cried. 
 
    Damselfly tried to look around for inspiration, but the cage door was locked, and without Bakka’s skeleton key there was no way she could release Uriel. 
 
    “You gave me a token for the Garden Gate, and I went on an adventure to restore time for my mother and your unborn child. I met The Matriarch and Eloise; they miss you.”  
 
    “I can’t remember,” Uriel struggled, holding her head in both hands. 
 
    Damselfly could see a familiar look in Uriel’s eyes. She had glimpsed it in her uncle’s eyes just before he had lost his mind. 
 
    “Uriel, you will never believe who I met,” Damselfly continued. “I found him, I found Kimson.” 
 
    Uriel sobbed pitifully, and the princess could not tell if she understood. A feeling of morosity seemed to permeate the chamber walls, poisoning the very air they breathed as Damselfly felt herself close to tears at her failure. 
 
    “I had the key and the bell which could have gotten me to the Evergarden. I was so close to restoring time yet I failed and now we are both trapped.” 
 
    “Girls in a cage,” Uriel stated. 
 
    “Yeah, girls in a cage,” Damselfly agreed. 
 
    A light illuminated their gloomy scene, and Damselfly turned to see a small party descending the stairs. It was too late for evasion and there was nowhere to hide, so the princess remained by the cage, waiting. Luyna led the group holding Buttons up by his waistcoat. The rabbit kicked futilely and looked at Damselfly with regret in his eyes. Tyten, along with four other soldiers, followed the sorceress, looking grim, and her heart dropped. 
 
    “You have really done it this time,” Luyna sentenced. 
 
    “I told your father not to be soft on you and he would not listen. Well, now he will have no choice.” 
 
    “I just wanted to help,” Damselfly responded weakly. 
 
    “You have disobeyed your father, put your own life at risk and endangered others who have been pulled into your foolhardy fantasy,” Luyna lectured. 
 
    “I had to do something,” Damselfly retorted. “I could not stand by and let everything I care about slowly disappear.” 
 
    “This is not a game or one of your precious stories,” Luyna refuted. “There will be consequences for your actions, princess or not.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Damselfly argued, her ire rising. “I wouldn’t change what I did and given the chance I would do it again.” 
 
    “You tell her, Damselfly,” Buttons supported from the sorceress’s grip.  
 
    “I am disappointed,” Luyna said, turning to the animated rabbit. 
 
    “I created you to be afraid to keep the princess in line; it seems in that I failed,” Luyna revealed. 
 
    Damselfly watched as Buttons’ face fell at the truth of his origin, before she was surrounded by soldiers and dragged away to her own prison cell.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly had been in a daze since Luyna had discovered her outside Uriel’s cell. Kept in complete isolation, the princess had been unable to sleep and now existed in a permanent malaise. If she was not terrified about her mother’s condition, Damselfly fretted over Buttons who had looked devastated by Luyna’s cruel revelation. Then there were all those people she had met on her adventure, who were depending on her. The villagers of the Wintergarden, the Matriarch who had placed her last hope of keeping magic alive in her, and, of course, the Shades who were right now prisoners like her. When Damselfly believed matters could not get any worse, Coral and Celeste had stood outside her door whispering terrible things. Damselfly had tried to ignore the spiteful twins, though it did not stop the tears from soaking her dress. It was Tyten who finally entered the room, wearing his shining armour and formidable broadsword.  
 
    “You have been summoned,” was all he would say. 
 
    Damselfly, who was initially glad to be leaving her confinement, soon discovered to her dread that she was being led to Judge Vale’s court. With Tyten leading the way, and two other stalwart soldiers on either side, Damselfly was led down to the upper levels of the castle beneath the royal apartments. The court room was surprisingly empty, although that did not stop Damselfly from feeling like her stomach was doing somersaults. Judge Vale was sitting on his plinth while Luyna was standing before the vacant benches, looking enchanting in a light blue dress with her golden hair tied up in a bun. Damselfly felt a shiver run down her spine as the sorceress looked at her with those yellow feline eyes. The princess was led into the defendant’s position by Tyten before the soldiers withdrew to a respectful distance, and Judge Vale drew everyone’s attention by bringing down his gavel. 
 
    “Court is in session,” he declared dramatically despite the lack of audience. “Lady Luyna, when you are ready.” 
 
    Damselfly had thought the benches were empty; however, she noticed now that two people were sitting near the back, and she recognised Old Nana being comforted by her husband, Pilgrim. It felt slightly better knowing that she was not completely alone although that feeling was soon to fade. 
 
    “This child has abandoned her duties, caused grief to her family and put many lives including her own at severe risk,” Luyna barked. 
 
    Judge Vale adjusted his tiny spectacles on his large nose and peered through them with tiny dark eyes that looked like pinpricks. 
 
    “This girl entered a restricted area through nefarious means before leaving the castle without permission and running amok. Without thought or consideration for her father, mother or the kingdom she is supposed to represent.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” Damselfly interrupted. 
 
    “Order, order.” Judge Vale slammed his gavel authoritatively.  
 
    “You will have your chance to speak later.” 
 
    Luyna smiled coldly at Damselfly before continuing her verbal assault. 
 
    “Due to her thoughtless actions, I was forced to send my brother chasing half way around Fable to keep her safe and bring her back.” 
 
    The proceedings were briefly unsettled by a latecomer who attempted to sneak into the courtroom and only succeeded in drawing more attention. Damselfly was surprised to see Gregorian the gatekeeper take a seat, near the front where he watched dutifully. Luyna, who had been unbalanced in her conviction for a moment, pressed on, speaking a litany of half-truths and accusations against Damselfly like she was some base criminal. 
 
    “I call Pariah as my first witness,” Luyna announced. 
 
    The Master of Bells, whose title was mostly ceremonial since the knowledge of bells had dwindled, obediently appeared and walked to the front where everyone could hear him. 
 
    “Tell us a little about the magic of bells,” Luyna introduced. 
 
    “Well, much of the knowledge about bells has been lost over many generations. We know that Death possessed the bell Sereth which was called ‘the voice of death’ and gave him great power. We also believe there was a sister bell known as Genesis ‘the voice of life’ though where this object might be is lost to legend.” 
 
    “Were these two bells the only ones made?” Luyna posed. 
 
    “No, there are records of other bells created and designed for different purposes,” Pariah explained. 
 
    “Unfortunately, there is no one alive today that truly understands the origin or mastery of fusing magic with bells.” 
 
    “Would you say that bells represent the greatest danger from magic?” Luyna questioned. 
 
    “It depends on the wielder, though it is fair to say that the power these bells can bring others is potentially a great threat to the wider community.” 
 
    “Exhibit A.” Luyna revealed the bell that Damselfly had won in the Shadowgarden.  
 
    Judge Vale nearly toppled from his perch trying to catch sight of the rare artefact. 
 
    “What do you make of this specimen?” the sorceress asked.  
 
    “Be careful, Lady Luyna,” Pariah pleaded. 
 
    “You are frightened of this bell?” 
 
    “Without studying it further, I cannot know what damage it could do; no one does,” Pariah warned. 
 
    “It does not ring,” Luyna revealed, flourishing the bell recklessly. 
 
    “That was extremely dangerous,” Pariah criticised. “We do not know the bell’s purpose.” 
 
    “You talk as if the object has cognizance,” Luyna scoffed.  
 
    “The truth is unknown.” 
 
    Luyna placed the bell down carefully, bringing a joint exhalation of relief from the attendants as the sorceress continued her diatribe. 
 
    “One fact we can all agree on is that this artefact is too dangerous for a child to possess.” 
 
    “I would like to know how she came to have such a treasure in the first place,” Pariah said. 
 
   

 

 “Please stick to answering the questions,” Judge Vale interposed.  
 
    “I am certain she stole it,” Luyna condemned. 
 
    Again, Damselfly leapt to her own defence, only to be silenced by a venomous judge whose face was turning red. 
 
    “You will get your chance later.” 
 
    The princess dropped into her seat, feeling like it was a mile down. When she finally raised her eyes, Damselfly noticed the orphan Rat watching from high above on the gantry. Damselfly remembered watching Blakast’s trial from that same spot in what felt like a lifetime ago. Rat was not the only fresh observer as the benches now boasted a fresh group of onlookers. 
 
    Damselfly recognised her tutor Palen along with Professor Drawbridge, sitting beside Doctor Garland and Nurse Vial. It seemed word of Damselfly’s trial was getting out and Luyna peered at the growing crowd with suspicion. 
 
    “I call my second witness,” Luyna announced. “Librarian Scroll.” 
 
    The old scholar ambled to the front, wearing a dusty cloak that no doubt smelt of musty old pages from his librarian kingdom. 
 
    “As our Master of Records, do you recall any time in history where a princess has disappeared alone for such an extended period of time?” Luyna opened. 
 
    “N-N-No,” the academic stuttered nervously. 
 
    “So what we are dealing with is an unprecedented crime,” Luyna phrased.  
 
    “I suppose,” Scroll managed. 
 
    “Exhibit B.” 
 
    Luyna once again captivated the crowd by producing the skeleton key taken from Damselfly along with the bell by Orion at Shadowgarden. It was noticeable again that the benches were fuller than before with many of the performers joining the ranks. Damselfly saw Pan the juggler, Harlequin the dancer, Lark the singer along with Polter and Geist the acrobats. 
 
    Luyna hesitated only briefly before continuing her performance.  
 
    “Do you know what this is?” she framed. 
 
    “A key,” Scroll replied. 
 
    A couple of laughs emerged from the crowd, though they were instantly frozen by Luyna’s cold yellow eyes and Judge Vale’s raised gavel. 
 
    “Have you ever seen a key like this?” the sorceress interrogated. 
 
    “No, I have searched my books and found nothing that resembles this particular type,” Scroll responded. 
 
    “How does a child, who has never left the safety of this castle, travel so far and acquire such instruments of destruction?” Luyna performed. 
 
    “I call Princess Damselfly as my final witness.”  
 
      
 
    As Damselfly made her way to the front, she noticed that the benches were now full, with many of those present offering a word of support. Madame Hart the stylist praised her wings, Mistress Taverner offered to do her hair and Colter to make her a new pair of shoes. The lower levels were also represented by Bullan, Master of Hounds, Fletcher the yeoman and Farcroft the blacksmith. These tough men all looked concerned at the princess’s situation and especially the look in Luyna’s yellow eyes. 
 
    “This is your opportunity to present your side of the story,” Judge Vale offered.  
 
    Damselfly nodded to show she understood and then waited breathlessly for Luyna to start her examination. 
 
    “Why did you leave the castle without permission?” the sorceress began.  
 
    “I was visiting my mother,” Damselfly explained. 
 
    “Were you supposed to enter your mother’s room?” 
 
    “No,” Damselfly replied. “She was sick and no one would tell me anything.”  
 
    Luyna sensed the crowd’s sympathetic response and decided not to tarry on the point any further. 
 
    “What happened next?” 
 
    “Mother was really sick and I got scared.” Damselfly felt hot tears flowing down her cheeks at the memory. “Death appeared and he offered me a deal.” 
 
    The audience made an audible gasp at this statement, and Judge Vale removed his glasses in disbelief. Luyna smiled deliciously, almost licking her lips in anticipation. 
 
    “So the old king who has not been seen for years appeared to you.”  
 
    “Yes,” Damselfly replied nervously, feeling a high level of scrutiny. 
 
    “Did anyone else witness this miraculous event?” Luyna questioned.  
 
    “Only Buttons.” 
 
    “Your sidekick in this make-believe fantasy.” 
 
    “I’m not making it up,” Damselfly retorted defiantly. 
 
    Luyna shrugged her shoulders in a gesture that showed what her thoughts on the matter were and allowed the audience to decide for themselves. A few murmurings arose from the crowded benches, though these were swiftly silenced by Judge Vale’s aggressive gavel. 
 
    “Where is your friend to support these wild accusations?” Luyna asked.  
 
    “I don’t know,” the princess replied. 
 
    “So there is no one who can substantiate your outlandish claims?”  
 
    “No,” Damselfly admitted. 
 
    Luyna looked triumphant until her moment was stolen by a curious Judge Vale. “What did Death say to you?” 
 
    Damselfly, seizing on this opportunity to regain some control of the conversation, started telling her story. 
 
    “Death offered to spare my mother’s life if I retrieved his stolen timepiece.”  
 
    “The one that the Fairy King stole?” Judge Vale posed. 
 
    “Yes,” Damselfly confirmed. 
 
    Luyna, who had been momentarily surprised by the unwanted insertion into her interrogation, quickly sought to regain everyone’s focus back to her agenda. 
 
    “We all know that the Fairy King was banished in this very court to the Evergarden; it is impossible to return from that dreaded exile and so retrieving the timepiece cannot be done.” 
 
    “I think there is a way,” Damselfly argued. 
 
    “Really,” Luyna laughed. “A child believes she can accomplish what the greatest minds in the land cannot.” 
 
    “How would you accomplish this feat?” Judge Vale chimed in again. 
 
    Damselfly looked out at the crowded benches, seeing even more people standing at the back when no other seats were available; even the kitchen staff were present and they never left the constant labour of feeding the castle’s residents. 
 
    “I discovered a young woman who shared my mission,” Damselfly told.  
 
    “Who was this woman and where did you find her?” Luyna overrode. 
 
    “Her name is Uriel and she is a prisoner in this castle.” 
 
    “Add trespassing and colluding with delinquents to the charges,” Luyna crowed.  
 
    “Uriel believed there was a way to reach Evergarden and return time,” Damselfly explained desperately. “We believe Blakast was attempting to rescue the Fairy King before his coup was stopped and that there might be magical artefacts capable of such things that we have not yet considered.” 
 
    “So you abandoned your family and your responsibility on a whim,” Luyna accused.  
 
    “I could not sit by and do nothing while my mother died.” 
 
    “This story is a child’s over active imagination and nothing more,” the sorceress fought. 
 
    “What are you so afraid of?” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    The tension was so palpable that Judge Vale was forced to step in. 
 
    “Perhaps the princess could finish her story so we can all decide for ourselves the merits of this tale,” he ruled. 
 
    So Damselfly relived her adventure, telling how she slipped past Gregorian to access the Garden Gate with a token given to her by Uriel. How in their haste they had mistakenly ended up in the Wintergarden and discovered a village beset by Sprites. Damselfly amazed her listeners by revealing their journey alone into the woods to befriend the monstrous Peritwinkle and free the villagers from the Sprites’ threat. Then she moved on to events at the Magicgarden, explaining the depleting magic reserves and how they only just managed to escape from the gaol. The Matriarch had given them Bakka’s whereabouts when everyone believed the great smith was lost forever and how they discovered him in seclusion amongst the sulphurous islands in the Lavagarden. Damselfly repeated her conversation with Bakka and how he created the skeleton key as a gift for her, rekindling the spark in his old heart. 
 
    “So according to your own story, Bakka, the person responsible for creating the Evergarden agreed that there is no possible return from that place,” Luyna interceded.  
 
    “Yes, that is true,” Damselfly accepted. “Bakka is an engineer who believes in rules and measurements while some things cannot be seen or accounted for.” 
 
    By this point Luyna could no more stop Damselfly’s story than she could hold back the wind, and with a growing crowd of onlookers desperate to hear more, she did not even try, allowing the princess to finish her tale. Damselfly delved into their strange visit to the Dreamgarden and her vision of her uncle whose experience was embossed on the armour of those soldiers sworn to protect her family. She revealed how this shared dream had given her a new direction and hope which they followed all the way to the Shadowgarden. Again, Damselfly exposed the appearance of Sprites far to the east, the civil war between Shades and Scorj, which threatened to destroy both dynasties, along with her search for the stolen bell. Damselfly finished her speech by telling of how she had defeated the leviathan by discerning Delridden’s true identity and finally being caught by Orion whose shadow had been a constant companion on their long journey. When the telling was finished, everyone took a moment to digest what they had heard and few could ignore the power of Damselfly’s words. Despite the unlikely events, there were so many things that could not be explained away as fiction or imagination. Luyna sensed the crowds favour turning away from her and quickly turned to her last chance of success. 
 
    “That was a wonderful tale.” She spun a web. 
 
    “Can you prove any of these events actually happened?” 
 
    “What about the skeleton key and bell?” Damselfly grasped. “Aren’t they proof?”  
 
    “The bell does not ring,” Luyna recalled. “The key could have been made by anyone and found anywhere.” 
 
    “What about my wings,” the princess pointed out. 
 
    Damselfly attempted to fly using her magical wings; unfortunately, the tape had come loose and her humble repairs meant she could only hover a couple of inches before falling back to the ground. 
 
    “Is there anyone or anything else that can prove your words are true?” Luyna asked.  
 
    “No.” Damselfly admitted defeat. 
 
    “Then I rest my case,” Luyna grinned. 
 
    All attention now switched to Judge Vale who seemed to be struggling with his dilemma. 
 
    “This court can only deal with matters of fact,” the judge ruled. “While many of us were moved by the princess’s story, without evidence to support and validate these events it cannot be taken into account when making a decision. Therefore, I reluctantly find the defendant, Princess Damselfly, guilty.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    The Loneliest Times  
 
      
 
      
 
    The whole courtroom was rendered silent by Judge Vale’s decision. Damselfly felt like someone had sucked all the oxygen out of her body, and the audience was stunned. Only one person retained their composure and that was Luyna, who was smiling like a cat. 
 
    “Considering the number of crimes committed by the defendant and her lack of remorse, we may have been able to agree a lenient sentence. However, even after causing all this chaos and being warned by her father, King Handel, Princess Damselfly once again flouted the rules in an attempt to free a dangerous prisoner. With regret I ask, no, demand that the court apply the harshest sentence available to act as an example to all.” 
 
    “You cannot mean…” Judge Vale stumbled.  
 
    “I most certainly do,” Luyna instigated. 
 
    “What about the king?” 
 
    “I have here a signed proclamation giving you full authority to deal with this case, sealed by the king’s own mark.” 
 
    The crowd was still trying to comprehend what was happening while Damselfly struggled to accept her father’s disapproval so soon after the shock of being convicted. 
 
    “Princess Damselfly…” Judge Vale stammered as he passed judgement. “I sentence you to exile in the Evergarden.” 
 
    The courtroom which had been near silent for several minutes now exploded with noise from all parts. Soldiers moved forward as the people in the benches protested. Damselfly could not believe what she was hearing. Surely her father would not allow this injustice to stand and any moment he would appear and put this misunderstanding right. Instead of King Handel she found Tyten standing over her, looking grim. He took hold of her arm and began marching her away. The crowd, who were now in uproar, remained penned in by the royal guard, and Luyna stood victorious at the centre of all this drama. Judge Vale at least had the conscience to look appalled by his own part in this tragedy and would not look at Princess Damselfly as she was taken from sight. 
 
    “Please, Tyten, let me speak with my father,” Princess Damselfly pleaded. 
 
    The Captain of the Guard remained impenetrable, his grasp on her shoulder firm and impossible to break free from. 
 
    “You can’t do this! I was only trying to save my mother,” Damselfly cried. 
 
    The furor behind them disappeared as they travelled further away from the courtroom. Damselfly found the stone walls unfamiliar as though this place was no longer her home. 
 
    “At least give me a chance to say goodbye,” Damselfly protested. 
 
    Tyten’s expression clouded momentarily before returning to the professional mask he always wore. Remembering the soldier’s story, the princess attempted a different angle.  
 
    “I know you were told that love would be your downfall, but you cannot live your life without love or you are already lost,” Damselfly argued. “I know it is your duty to protect my family, though I always believed you did it not out of compulsion alone but because you cared that we were safe.” 
 
    Tyten removed a silver key from around his neck, hidden from sight by his golden mane of hair, and opened a hidden door that Damselfly had never seen before. Inside it was blackest night and the air was frigidly cold. 
 
    “Please, Tyten,” Damselfly beseeched. 
 
    The soldier stood impassively looking down on her until a single tear rolled down his cheek. He released his grip on her arm, and Damselfly thought she had finally broken through his hard exterior. Before she could say anything in gratitude, Tyten pushed her just hard enough to knock her off balance and suddenly Damselfly was falling into the cold emptiness of exile.  
 
      
 
    Blakast the usurper had only just arrived in exile.  
 
    Yet it was true to say that he had always been here. 
 
    Blakast the usurper was always alone, even his faithful mistress had departed. Though he knew not a single moment of peace, for something inside had broken long ago and left behind a paragon. A contradiction that Blakast had named The Never. The Evergarden was like a physical manifestation of this paradigm; it was always dark and cold although the low temperature seemed to seep into your bones until you barely noticed it. 
 
    A clinging fog rose up from the ground periodically, creating shadows and shapes that one never knew if they truly existed. 
 
    “In one ear and out the other. It all disappears into The Never.” 
 
    Blakast had been a sorcerer. He liked to stand tall with his shoulders back and his head held high in a posture of benevolence, acting like a grand magician with his black ceremonial robes. Then that voice would return, whispering in his ear, screaming into his face. 
 
    You’re no sorcerer, your magic is weak! 
 
    It is true. 
 
    Blakast would sink down to his knees, hiding behind a mass of long dark hair that covered his face and the expression of shame. 
 
    Now they called him usurper. Who were they? 
 
    Blakast was alone in a black spectral maze of his own design, a subconscious nightmare that was ruled by that ethereal force. 
 
    “Another voice screams I am clever, but all this noise is really just The Never.”  
 
    He had a friend once, a truly great sorceress who looked after him and guided his darkness into the light. 
 
    Mistress. 
 
    Why had he lost her? 
 
    Blakast had failed in his mission and now the mistress had forsaken him. Beating the ground in frustration, the usurper clawed at his own face seeking to remove whatever weakness was inside that had resulted in this situation. 
 
    “This unwanted passenger. 
 
    He says you cannot escape from me, because I am 
 
    The Never.” 
 
      
 
    Blakast laughed though it was a sound without joy. He sang the words of his despair in a jolly tone that did not match his darker meaning and beat the ground until his knuckles were bloody. 
 
    Blakast was exiled in the Evergarden. 
 
    Blakast was imprisoned with his own madness. Blakast was trapped in The Never. 
 
    A sound unlike the other voices that constantly haunted the usurper caught his attention. Suspicious that this was another trick against him, Blakast moved cautiously amongst the fog like a phantom. Crawling on all fours like an animal, he espied a strange figure sitting in his territory. 
 
    Where had it come from? 
 
    Was it real? 
 
    Creeping closer, the usurper made out an unfamiliar sound; someone was crying and it was coming from a little girl with red hair.  
 
      
 
    Damselfly sobbed until her chest hurt. 
 
    Tyten had not even allowed her to say goodbye. She would never see her mother or father ever again and that thought alone was enough to bring tears to her eyes. 
 
    She was still in shock; everything had happened so fast it seemed surreal as though none of it had really happened and she would wake up from this nightmare at any moment. Damselfly pinched herself repeatedly, always with the same effect: she really was in the Evergarden and everything she had ever known was left behind. A surge of anger burned away the tears as Damselfly thought about Luyna’s smiling face as she was led away. The court had been as surprised as she was and surely someone would do something to help her. 
 
    What could they do? 
 
    She was exiled beyond anyone’s reach. Even her father, the king, could not extend his rule this far. No one had ever returned from the Evergarden. Thinking of home reminded Damselfly of Buttontail. Remembering the anguished look on her friend’s face as Luyna revealed the truth about his origin, dampened any sign of fire that had been building inside Damselfly and she fell back into despair. Going through her internal struggle, Princess Damselfly had hardly registered her strange new surroundings. In truth, there was little to see as the Evergarden was shrouded in a permanent gloom. A chill, which slowly permeated into your bones, left Damselfly feeling miserable as did the lingering fog, whose cruel tendrils cast evil shapes amongst the darkness and reflected her distressed state of mind. Damselfly had barely moved from the spot where she had emerged through the hidden gate. She was going through such turmoil that she feared leaving the area in case she could not find her way back again. A small hope flickered inside her that someone would come to rescue her, that Judge Vale would overrule his decision and she could come back after all. Despite the illogical thinking, Damselfly still felt closer to her past in this spot; however, moving even a couple of feet would mean her accepting her old life was behind her. How could she leave behind her parents, Old Nana along with her wonderful stories, Trigger whose tail would wag like a pendulum at the sight of her, Buttons who had become her closest companion and Uriel who was trapped in her own exile. Thinking of Uriel brought back memories of her journey’s beginning when she began to believe there was actually a chance of completing Death’s challenge. That was when the pallor around Damselfly’s mind began to clear; everything had been so turbulent that she had forgotten her original purpose was to reach the Evergarden and retrieve Death’s timepiece from the banished Fairy King. Although she had wanted to arrive under better circumstances, Damselfly had at least accomplished her first objective. Of course, finding the Fairy King and getting him to surrender the powerful artefact would be difficult. Returning home if she somehow managed to get her hands on the timepiece seemed impossible right now; however, she could deal with that obstacle when it arose. There was nothing for Princess Damselfly to do other than continue her mission. She had known that this adventure would be dangerous and perhaps if she was safely back home it might have been possible to ignore Death’s words. Now exiled in the Evergarden, Damselfly’s only path was forward. She was closer to the Fairy King than she could have ever have imagined when she started her journey and there was no way back from here. Dusting herself off, Damselfly stood up with both arms wrapped around her chest defensively. 
 
    She looked in all directions hoping for a sign or a road that could be followed, and when nothing appeared Damselfly simply took a single step forward and continued her mission to recover time, so Death would spare her mother’s life. 
 
      
 
    Damselfly was lost instantly. 
 
    There were no landmarks, such as a river, to follow, only an endless flat, dark plain. As no one had returned from the Evergarden, there were no true stories of how large the garden was or how to navigate the cold, dark tundra. All she could do was continue to walk and hope that she stumbled upon someone or something in the creeping fog. Alone with only her fears, Damselfly was never far from relapsing into a paralytic state, and only her bruised sense of hope inspired her to continue. There was also a permanent feeling of being observed. Damselfly had felt it almost from the start and could not rid herself of the sensation, no matter how much she told herself it was all in her head. To ease her sense of dread, Damselfly began to recite old stories and songs under her breath. 
 
      
 
    “How did magic happen, 
 
    Well, it was with the first child in the first garden,” 
 
      
 
    Damselfly spoke the familiar words and felt comforted.  
 
      
 
    “A whispered word telling a simple rhyme, 
 
    It all happened when the first sharing of Once upon a time.” 
 
      
 
    That was when she first heard him. Her song did not only illicit a response from within, it brought forward the shadow that had been watching from the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “In one ear and out the other, 
 
    It all disappears in The Never.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hello.” Damselfly called into the darkness without response, so she tried another rhyme.  
 
      
 
    “Come listen close while I tell you a tale,  
 
    Of the Children of the Moon, 
 
    It began on a dark night with the wind blowing a gale,  
 
    Warning of the approaching misfortune.” 
 
      
 
    The princess waited breathlessly for a reply, and after a brief silence one came.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    “One lone star that shines down on my madness, Everyone abandons me even the mistress.” 
 
      
 
    “My name is Damselfly. I am lost and afraid. Please help me.” 
 
    The princess’s plea was ignored as fog began to gather. Swallowing her fear, Damselfly continued the game.  
 
      
 
    “There is no reason, nothing is fair, 
 
    You may as well argue with a grizzly bear. 
 
    For the Peritwinkle is as mad as a rabid wolverine, 
 
    If you see him, it is sure to be the last thing you have ever seen.” 
 
      
 
    A deep resonating laughter filled the air and raised the hair on Damselfly’s neck. A shape appeared before her though his features were still hidden.  
 
      
 
    “Another voice screams I am clever, 
 
    But all this noise is really just The Never.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you are clever,” Damselfly offered. 
 
    Though the figure seemed strange she was desperate not to be alone, and so she sang sweetly while moving forward very slowly.  
 
      
 
    “There was a man who could remember, 
 
    Every little thing that happened each day, 
 
    Yet in his young life he had never lost another, 
 
    That was not the way it would stay.” 
 
      
 
    Damselfly stopped only a few feet opposite the apparition, and she recognised him as Blakast the usurper. The man who had attempted a coup against her family and who she had watched being exiled to this place.  
 
      
 
    “There was a child who swallowed a bell, 
 
    She could not speak for years, 
 
    No one could she tell, 
 
    Her many dreams and fears,” 
 
    Damselfly sung while Blakast remained entranced.  
 
      
 
    “Every time the child opened her mouth the bell would ring, 
 
    A single resounding chime, 
 
    The child wished to laugh or sing, 
 
    To read aloud every story and rhyme.” 
 
      
 
    “More,” Blakast demanded.  
 
      
 
    “It is the darkest black,  
 
    A fetid watery prison, 
 
    Like living life with your head in a sack,  
 
    Until you lose all reason.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Blakast hissed.  
 
      
 
    “The shadows are my only audience, 
 
    My heart and mind remain trapped, 
 
    As I have only patience, 
 
    A promise to be kept.” 
 
      
 
    Blakast squatted on his haunches so he was the same height as Damselfly who simply continued telling rhymes in the hope of communicating some bond between them. 
 
      
 
    “Before giants stomped, 
 
    Before Death called himself King, 
 
    The dragons had only just slept, 
 
    Three tribes in the east were battling.” 
 
      
 
    Blakast laughed to himself, crouching down and bouncing on his heels. Damselfly could only make out odd words though she heard one in particular repeated. 
 
    “What is The Never?” she asked. 
 
    Blakast froze in place as though surprised this young girl had read his thoughts. Having been alone for so long the usurper did not realise he spoke aloud. 
 
    “Are we in The Never? Is that what you call the Evergarden?” the princess guessed.  
 
    Blakast shook his head negatively. 
 
    “Where is The Never?” Damselfly posed. 
 
    Blakast slowly raised a crooked finger to point at his head.  
 
   

 

   
 
    The Never 
 
      
 
    I had a different name long ago,  
 
    Though recalling it is challenging,  
 
    Whenever I try to know, 
 
    It is like pulling on a rope that is attached to nothing. 
 
      
 
    You will not believe this wasted vassal,  
 
    Though I once stood tall as a giant, 
 
    I burned through magic like fuel, 
 
    Ran faster than a wolf on the hunt. 
 
      
 
    The wind whispers sweet secrets, 
 
     In one ear then out the other, 
 
    No matter how hard one tries to collect,  
 
    It all disappears into The Never. 
 
      
 
    Being me is so frustrating, 
 
    Not knowing today from tomorrow,  
 
    This could be my end or only a beginning,  
 
    Like falling down a well with no bottom. 
 
      
 
    I see a light at the end of this tunnel, 
 
    One lone star that shines down on my madness,  
 
    To reach it is impossible, 
 
    Everyone abandons me, even the Mistress. 
 
      
 
    A voice in my head whispers I am strong, 
 
    Another voice screams I am clever, 
 
    A third hisses that everyone else is wrong,  
 
    But all this noise is really just The Never. 
 
      
 
    Who can diagnose if they are sane?  
 
    Like looking into a mirror of broken glass, 
 
    Does everyone think like my brain?  
 
    Or is this world just a comedic farce? 
 
      
 
    Where does this struggle end?  
 
    When my enemy lives within my cranium, 
 
    Should I call him friend,  
 
    Or evil phantom? 
 
      
 
    I am never alone, even in exile,  
 
    This unwanted passenger, 
 
    Whispers poison in my ear all the while, 
 
    He says you cannot escape from me, because I am The Never. 
 
      
 
    “That is terrifying,” Damselfly commented. 
 
    Blakast dressed in a black shawl that covered him like a raven’s feathers bobbed and weaved like he could not remain still. Damselfly had another question for her strange companion. 
 
    “Who is the mistress?” 
 
    Blakast tried to remember the woman that had changed everything and taken over his life. Each time he caught a brief outline of her face, a blinding light erased everything. “Mistress,” the usurper muttered. “She is the mistress.” 
 
    Damselfly understood that he could not or would not answer, so she focused on her own challenges: how to find the Fairy King in this strange and hostile land. 
 
    Then she had an idea. 
 
    “Blakast, I am looking for the Fairy King. Do you know where he is?” 
 
    The princess felt hope surge through her body as Blakast instantly reacted to the legendary sorcerer’s name in a way that revealed he knew much. 
 
    “The Fairy King has great magic, Blakast has little.”  
 
    “Do you know where he is?” Damselfly asked. 
 
    Though Blakast may have been classed as crazy, he was not dumb. He remembered enough from the fragments of his past to realise that any hope of escaping the Evergarden depended on magic. Blakast did not have enough power over magic to create the desired effect; however, the Fairy King was a great magician and perhaps he could. The usurper had wanted to use the girl to ingratiate himself with the Fairy King and now it seemed like she was willing to be sacrificed. 
 
    Blakast was suspicious. 
 
    His mania created a creeping level of paranoia that never truly abated. The Never was always watching and waiting to trick him. 
 
    “Why do you want to see the Fairy King?” Blakast questioned. 
 
    Damselfly was surprised by the direct enquiry. More so because she did not have a ready answer other than the truth, which seemed ridiculous. 
 
    “I wish to meet a great sorcerer,” the princess replied. 
 
    Blakast was extremely pleased with himself, because he saw in the girl’s hesitation a lie; she was trying to trick him and now he knew it. 
 
    “I might know the place.” Blakast grinned malevolently.  
 
    “Oh, good,” Damselfly exclaimed. 
 
    Blakast, disappointed at the girl’s pleasure at his response, was quick to back track.  
 
    “He may not still be there and it is very dangerous,” the usurper warned. 
 
    “I cannot turn back now even if I wanted to,” Damselfly responded. 
 
    Blakast had felt the same when trying to escape The Never. For a second he started to feel a kinship with the girl and wondered if it was wrong to lead her straight to the Fairy King. Clearly this was another trap laid by The Never. Blakast ignored his conscience and continued with his plot. 
 
    “I will go check. You stay here,” Blakast ordered. “Can’t I come with you?” Damselfly pleaded. 
 
    “No, it is too dangerous.” 
 
    With that, Blakast sprang into a hobbled run that soon took him out of sight, leaving Damselfly alone once again in the dark.  
 
      
 
    Blakast soon discovered the Sprite camp. He clung to the shadows watching everything before revealing his presence. Sprites have an excellent sense of smell to alert them of any intruders. Fortunately, Blakast had managed to remain undetected. A strong baritone voice was singing a familiar Sprite song as the usurper observed from his position.  
 
   

 

   
 
    What is a Sprite? 
 
      
 
    What is a Sprite?  
 
    Nothing but delight. 
 
    They are a branch of the fairy family,  
 
    With no magic but plenty of ingenuity.  
 
      
 
    A Sprite is built for survival,  
 
    We ride our Baywolves into battle. 
 
    Every one of us follows our king, 
 
    Until the day we win. 
 
      
 
    Then Sprites will have power, 
 
    Greater than any sorcerer. 
 
    My friends are called Hiccup, Grapple and Fatlip,  
 
    Lickspittle, Havenot and Nosedrip. 
 
      
 
    One truly fearsome band, 
 
    Now you finally understand. 
 
    We love mayhem and creating a crisis, 
 
    That is what a Sprite truly is. 
 
      
 
    Blakast stepped out from the shadows applauding generously. The Sprites looked up with concern until they recognised their guest, and then each of them returned to their preoccupation. The camp leader, Bullring, stood a foot taller than any of his peers. His flat nose was pierced by a large gold circlet and his eyes were narrowed in suspicion. 
 
    “Look who it is, boys,” Bullring announced. 
 
    “The magician who can’t do any magic.” 
 
    The other Sprites laughed in a high-pitched squeal. Blakast nervously joined in and before he could point out that he did know some magic, another voice spoke up. 
 
    “What was his name again? Blaggard the Unpopular.” 
 
    This clever play on words brought greater mirth to the Sprite camp. Bullring, who had been looking for something to delay his boredom, was quick to join in. 
 
    “No, chums, his name is Breakfast the Unbearable.” 
 
    A chorus of fresh laughter infected the camp with tears rolling down the Sprite leader’s amused face. Blakast fingered the dagger that he hid under his robes. Unfortunately, the numbers against him were too great. 
 
    “Are you sure, boss, because I thought it was Blackness the Unsavoury,” another voice ventured. 
 
    After a period of unreserved mockery, Bullring managed to contain his own laughter long enough to speak. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked. 
 
    Blakast the usurper, who had smiled through the whole contagious hysterics, although his eyes remained humourless, replied. 
 
    “I need to see the Fairy King.” 
 
    The camp faded in to silence at the mention of their esteemed leader.  
 
    “You got an appointment?” Bullring questioned. 
 
    “No,” Blakast admitted. 
 
    “Well, no one sees the boss without an appointment.” 
 
    “How do I make one?” the usurper responded. 
 
    “You have to go through me.” Bullring swelled with his own importance. 
 
    Blakast was powerful enough to deal with a single Sprite; unfortunately, he was vastly outnumbered, and the Sprites were confident because they had the most powerful sorcerer in Fable as their benefactor. Ignoring the dark voices in his head, Blakast remained calm, playing the Sprites’ game. 
 
    “I would like an appointment to see the Fairy King.” 
 
    “What is so urgent?” Bullring enquired. 
 
    “I have a gift for him,” Blakast offered. 
 
    “What kind of gift?” 
 
    Blakast struggled to control the conversation. He had little leverage and The Never was constantly trying to trick him into a mistake. 
 
    “A girl.” He decided to play his hand. 
 
    “What would our king want with a girl?” Bullring dismissed. 
 
    “There are no girls in the Evergarden,” Grapple argued. 
 
    “This girl is special,” Blakast pressed. “She can sing better than any instrument plays and knows all kinds of fairy tales.” 
 
    Bullring was beginning to get uncomfortable; he had thought Blakast was wasting their time though now he was not so sure, and the Fairy King was not known for his understanding. 
 
    “Where is she?” Bullring demanded. 
 
    “I can bring her to you in exchange for an audience with the king,” Blakast bartered.  
 
    Seeing the usurper’s idea, Bullring decided to steal it. Perhaps the Fairy King would be happy and grant him the praise. 
 
    “Find the girl and bring her here,” Bullring ordered. 
 
    Blakast looked around helplessly, knowing there was nothing he could do. The Never had defeated him again, and it was the best he could do to escape the camp. 
 
    I want that girl,” Bullring roared as his minions scattered in all directions to search for their quarry. 
 
      
 
    Damselfly was wondering if Blakast would ever return. In the dark, swirling fog it was easy to understand how a mind could create something like The Never to avoid being alone. The Evergarden was as solitary and desolate as she had been told. Still Damselfly began to overcome her fear. She remembered how scary it had been to leave her home and family behind at the beginning of her mission. The obsidian woods that she had experienced in the Wintergarden were equally as creepy and nothing hiding in all this fog could compare to a full-grown Peritwinkle. Or to the terrifying creatures she had glimpsed in the Magicgarden gaol. Damselfly had faced her deepest fears in the Dreamgarden and survived so that facing a leviathan in a game of riddles had seemed possible. Damselfly had come farther than she could ever have imagined when Death set her this task. The obstacles she had hurdled were staggering and there was no way she was going to give up now. 
 
    “You have one second to retrieve my timepiece or I will take your mother to the other side.” 
 
    Damselfly would keep fighting for her mother no matter what. Time remained broken and with that knowledge came hope. The princess thought she heard something and hoped Blakast had returned. She held her breath to listen and when no sound presented, Damselfly thought it had been a trick of the mind. Then a laugh came from somewhere not too distant. 
 
    A pair of eyes blinked from out of the darkness before Damselfly realised she was surrounded. 
 
    “Take me to the Fairy King,” she cried. 
 
    A raucous group of Sprites emerged from the fog, laughing at Damselfly’s commands.  
 
    “She wants to meet the king.” 
 
    “Has she got a death wish?” 
 
    The Sprites pulled Damselfly’s red hair, mocked her broken wing and pulled grotesque faces in an attempt to intimidate her. Princess Damselfly remembered what her mother had said about ignoring Celeste and Coral when they teased her and remained impassive. 
 
    “Let’s take her back to Bullring before his nose falls off,” one cheeky Sprite relayed.  
 
    Damselfly allowed herself to be escorted by the naughty Sprites, who ran and skipped beside her with glee. The princess was secretly happy too. She was about to meet the Fairy King and with him was her only chance to save her mother. 
 
    Death’s timepiece. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The Darkest of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rat had watched the trial from his usual vantage point high above the court. He remembered sitting in the same position with Damselfly, watching Blakast’s trial and could not believe what was happening. Rat’s dream was to visit the royal apartments, and despite winning a wish at the princess’s birthday party, he had still never been approached. Every night he went to sleep dreaming of the day he would be invited up to the highest level in the tower. His pet and friend, Midknight, the raven would wake him in the morning, only for him to discover that nothing had changed. Rat was an orphan who slept in the lowest levels of Castle Thrane with the horses and birds. His curious nature had allowed Rat to uncover almost all of the castle’s hidden passages and short cuts. Only the royal apartments remained a mystery, and Rat was determined to find a way in. After Judge Vale gave his verdict and Tyten took Damselfly away, the crowd had erupted angrily. After a few moments of shock all the benches rose as one to give their condemnation to the decision. Judge Vale was first to flee while the royal guard kept the dissenters at bay. Rat watched with interest as events unfolded with the rebels being led by Old Nana and her husband, Pilgrim. Despite their age, the two servants were greatly wounded by the princess’s exile and were oblivious to the potential harm they placed themselves in. Rat also noticed the gatekeeper amongst the crowd, which was unusual as he rarely came up to the castle. The kitchen staff along with the masters were equally unrestrained in their protest with Bullan the Master of Hounds turning red as he screamed at the soldiers blocking their path. Luyna who alone had stayed calm was beginning to grow concerned as the mob’s enmity continued to burn hotter. Rat wondered if the soldiers would be forced to draw their weapons and then Tyten returned. The Captain of the Guard was able to inspire his men with renewed confidence, together with the unspoken truth that his appearance alone meant that Damselfly had been sent to the Evergarden, momentum swung towards the soldiers. Old Nana, realising what had happened, dropped in a sheer faint. Pilgrim knelt over his wife, protecting her from the brazened crowd until the gatekeeper arrived to carry her to safety. Many of the crowd were intent on going further until Tyten ordered the soldiers to draw their swords. Faced by three dozen armed fighters, the residents of Thronegarden began to understand the futility of the current situation. In small numbers the group started to disperse. Luyna watched triumphantly, although there were many hard looks and curses sent in her direction. The people of Thronegarden had seen King Abeldine go mad. Now his brother, King Handel, was heading the same way, and Queen Etherelle, who had always been so popular, was struck down with a mystery illness. The loss of their princess in such a cruel manner was too much. Damselfly’s story, whether true or not, had caused many to raise questions that had lain dormant. 
 
    Was there a cure for the queen? Could time be restored? 
 
    What had happened to Death? 
 
    Even news of other gardens had risen old alliances, with the folk of Thronegarden sympathizing with the villagers of Wintergarden and becoming concerned when they heard magic was running out in the Magicgarden. Since the rivers dried up, travel between gardens had become rarer. Few visitors came to Thronegarden and it was easy to forget that other people were struggling just as they were. Rat wondered what would happen now the sole heir of House Thrane had been exiled. Who would rule when King Handel died and would they be a good ruler or bad like the Fairy King? 
 
      
 
    Rat travelled the length of Castle Thrane completing his many chores. Wherever he went in the castle, a tense atmosphere lingered and would not pass. People would talk in whispers and stop the moment someone else entered the room. Pilgrim who was a master storyteller had already embellished Damselfly’s tales into legends and created new ones regarding Luyna and Tyten. A petition to the king was signed by dozens of residents asking for an audience with King Handel so they could voice their grievances. Many people believed the king was unable to rule due to illness or had been manipulated into exiling his daughter. Rat also discovered, to his annoyance, that soldiers were placed on every level at all times. They watched everyone and everything which made it difficult for the orphan to spy. Gleaning information was one of the ways Rat fed himself; scraps of overheard conversations could be traded for scraps of pie crust and stale bread. Three individuals were almost exclusively blamed by the mass populace for Damselfly’s exile: Luyna, Judge Vale and Tyten.  
 
    The Captain of the Guard was especially targeted as he was forced to face down his critiques every day when he patrolled the castle. One time a rotten tomato was thrown at Tyten by an unseen hand. Tempers almost boiled over, yet, surprisingly, it was the soldiers who backed down, realising that violence would only encourage greater resistance. Damselfly had become a martyr to the people of Thronegarden, a sign of the lost time and innocence that they had been enduring for too long. While Luyna hoped for the rebellion to fade, Rat expected further escalations to happen imminently and was not surprised when a couple of soldiers got into a scrape, arguing with Pariah when they attempted to enter The Hall of Bells. Everyone was on alert and it would only take one spark to burn the fragile peace.  
 
      
 
    Luyna had been surprised at the reaction Damselfly’s trial had caused. She expected the residents of Thronegarden to remain passive and certainly did not predict such a violent consequence. The tension showed little sign of abating, so Luyna went in search of her greatest ally, her brother, Orion, who had barely left the queen’s side since returning from his mission to bring the princess home. Luyna disliked visiting the queen’s bedchamber as it was a place infected by dark magic. The room was ten degrees colder than anywhere else in the castle and left you feeling dirty. 
 
    “Brother, I must ask for your assistance.” Luyna spoke from the doorway, keen to avoid any further contact with the atmosphere. 
 
    Orion was resting close to the bed where a silhouette beneath the sheets was all that could be discerned of the queen’s fragile presence. Luyna could just make out the crescent moon mark on her brother’s face that was the twin of her own. 
 
    “The castle is close to rebellion,” Luyna warned. 
 
    “I cannot leave,” Orion replied without opening his eyes. 
 
    “When will you accept the truth,” Luyna added. “Queen Etherelle is beyond redemption.” 
 
    “While she lives, I will remain here,” Orion answered. The weariness could be heard in his voice. 
 
    “You expect me to run everything while you sit here,” Luyna accused.  
 
    “You brought this on yourself, sister,” Orion remarked. 
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” Luyna responded bitterly.  
 
    “It is best if I deal with this matter myself.” 
 
    Leaving her brother to his vigilance, Luyna decided to seek allegiances elsewhere. Despite her powerful magic she could not hold everything together alone and clearly violence was not the answer. Luyna required a different kind of deterrent. Travelling the empty corridors of the castle, she almost crashed into her twin daughters, Celeste 
 
    and Coral. On seeing their mother, the girls grabbed hold of Luyna’s dress in an unusual show of affection. 
 
    “Mother, you must punish them,” Celeste cried.  
 
    “They were being mean to us,” Coral sobbed. 
 
    Luyna had a lot on her mind so found the unexpected intrusion exasperating. However, she dutifully calmed the girls down until they were able to tell her what had happened.  
 
    “We were just minding our own business,” Coral started. 
 
    “Playing a game,” Celeste inserted. 
 
    “When a group of those rotten performers started making fun of us,” Coral continued. 
 
    “They said Damselfly sang like a bird and we sang like a cockerel,” Celeste confessed. 
 
    “What were you singing?” Luyna enquired. 
 
    “Nothing, just a little rhyme we had created,”  
 
    Coral defended. 
 
    In reality, the twins had been boasting about Damselfly’s exile and had been scolded by Polter and Geist, the acrobats, for doing so. Luyna guessed that her daughters were not quite as innocent as they said, though she was still furious that anyone would have the audacity to discipline her children. 
 
    “Don’t worry, girls, I will see to it,” Luyna promised. 
 
    Both children had a glint of mischief in their eyes as they watched their mother depart. They would enjoy hearing about how the perpetrators were punished. Hand in hand the girls skipped away singing their song.  
 
    The princess is gone, 
 
    Leaving the king without an heir. 
 
    Who will the crown rest upon? 
 
    The Children of the Moon will soon be there. 
 
      
 
    Luyna was fuelled with indignation at her daughters’ treatment and could not hide her irritation when she came across Tyten. 
 
    “What are you doing about this situation?” the sorceress demanded. 
 
    “My hands are tied,” the Captain of the Guard replied. “Any show of force from my soldiers will only make matters worse. We need greater powers to deal with this insurrection.” 
 
    Luyna understood the sense in Tyten’s request, so the two of them went to find Judge Vale to request greater powers for the castle’s guardians. Judge Vale was locked in his office, too frightened to leave amidst the animosity towards him. He had demanded two soldiers remain with him at all times for his personal protection and even that was not sufficient for him to feel safe. When Luyna suggested a new proclamation giving Tyten’s men greater authority, she found her idea met with skepticism. 
 
   

 

 “What punishment is going to make them forget?” Vale argued. 
 
    “We don’t need them to forget,” Luyna explained. “Just to know that any resistance will have consequences.” 
 
    “We cannot lock up the entire castle,” Vale stated. 
 
    “We only need to discover what these people most fear,” Luyna revealed. 
 
    This thought gave her a fresh insight into the two men who shared her confidence. Tyten famously was driven by a prophecy that foretold his defeat by love. The captain’s whole life had been spent serving his duty and perfecting his own skills. No one in Thronegarden could wield a blade half as well as Tyten, though the captain lived alone and had no close acquaintances.  
 
    Judge Vale loved power. He reveled in being respected and lording it over other people. His vanity was Luyna’s best chance at persuading the man to her cause. 
 
    “We could outlaw any mention of Damselfly,” Luyna suggested. 
 
    “How would you patrol something like that?” Judge Vale questioned.  
 
    “My men could do it with the right support,” Tyten agreed. 
 
    “What do you think, Vale?” Luyna requested.  
 
    “I am not sure.” 
 
    “Perhaps if it came from a greater authority,” Luyna considered.  
 
    “You mean the king?” Vale questioned. 
 
    “No, I mean Chief Justice Vale,” Luyna teased. 
 
    Judge Vale’s fear of the mob was lost in his desire for greater accolades, and he readily agreed to Tyten and Luyna’s plan. Any mention of the exiled princess would be a crime and those found guilty would be stripped of their roles. Any further occasions of ingress would result in expulsion from the castle or a term of imprisonment in the castle dungeons. 
 
    “That should be enough to deter these reprobates,” Luyna hoped. 
 
    “What we really need is an example,” Chief Justice Vale proposed. 
 
    “I have just the person in mind,” Luyna revealed, her yellow eyes shining malevolently.  
 
      
 
    Gregorian the gatekeeper had been the first civilian of Thronegarden to witness Damselfly’s return. Escorted through the Garden Gate by Orion it had taken all of Gregorian’s willpower to stand by and watch as the princess was marched up to the castle like a prisoner. Ever since Gregorian’s first encounter with Damselfly at the very beginning of her journey, he had been struggling with the revelations she had brought him. The song about Death’s right-hand man had struck a chord with the gatekeeper, and he could no longer simply forget his past. So, abandoning his post, Gregorian had travelled up to the castle where he had watched with horrid fascination as Princess Damselfly was exiled. No one in the courtroom had ever suspected the sentence would be so harsh. Even Judge Vale seemed surprised at Luyna’s request for such a brutal punishment. In the aftermath, Gregorian had carried an unconscious Old Nana from the room after she fainted. Her husband, Pilgrim, had soon become a friend and the trio had arisen as unofficial leaders of the rebellion. Gregorian had been blessed and cursed with an incredible memory. He had made a deal with Death to have his worst memories taken away in exchange for a life of servitude. This had ended prematurely when the Fairy King had stolen Death’s timepiece and the old king had fled. Without a master, Gregorian had lived a quiet existence guarding Thronegarden’s gate, until Princess Damselfly had entered his life and washed away all the ignorance. Old Nana and Pilgrim loved Damselfly like a granddaughter. Even Old Nana’s name came from the princess although the nanny was no older than middle age. She had sacrificed a life with her husband to watch over Damselfly. In the fleeting moments the couple managed to spend together, there was always an unspoken realisation that they would have to part, and so Pilgrim would tell stories to avoid the dreaded silences. Old Nana would then impart these stories to her young charge and inspire Damselfly’s love of fairy tales. Gregorian realised that he owed his new enlightenment indirectly to the couple and was eager to repay his appreciation by helping with the current injustice. Everyone knew that no one returned from the Evergarden. That is why the Fairy King had been exiled there for eternity and why the residents of Thronegarden could not find a way to fight back.  
 
    This did not decrease the level of emotion that continued to weigh heavily on the castle, and tension only seemed to be growing when Luyna announced that any mention of Damselfly was prohibited. This news was met with a fresh wave of anger. How could speaking about the princess be a crime? What had she done that was so reprehensible? Pilgrim who had been retelling Damselfly’s stories from the courtroom in greater and greater detail to growing audiences was the first to fall foul of this new legislation. While speaking of Damselfly’s adventure in the Lavagarden to a group of willing listeners, Pilgrim was detained by a group of Tyten’s guards who declared the bard guilty of breaching the new proclamation. Gregorian was again helpless to defend his friend, and much of the fight went out of the residents who began to accept that Damselfly would never return.  
 
    Knowing that he could not forget even for a moment this loss, Gregorian decided with a heavy heart to leave the castle and return to his post. A feeling of defeat dragged at the gatekeeper’s heels and he kept his eyes demurely on the ground so when he finally raised them, he was astonished to discover people exiting the Garden Gate. It had been so long since anyone had arrived in Thronegarden from Fable that Gregorian was stunned. The travellers were equally astonishing in their own right. An unmistakable warrior sat astride a beautiful white horse leading the group. He was followed by a group of rough-looking fellows who were all dwarfed by an enormous beast that looked like it could eat the white horse whole. Gregorian, in his state of surprise, did not consider any danger to himself and went to greet the new arrivals. 
 
    “My name is Gregorian the gatekeeper. Welcome to Thronegarden.” 
 
    The warrior leapt down from the saddle gracefully and accepted the warm welcome. “I am Delridden. It is good to meet you.” 
 
    “What a spectacular horse,” Gregorian commented. 
 
    “Thank you,” Delridden replied. “Winter is one of a kind.” 
 
    The horse swished his pure white tail in agreement and pawed at the ground. 
 
    “These are our friends: villagers from Wintergarden, Shades from Shadowgarden and, of course, the unforgettable Peritwinkle.” 
 
    Gregorian was once again staggered by the sheer size of this monster. Although the creature showed no signs of aggression, the gatekeeper wondered what anyone could do if the Peritwinkle attacked. 
 
    “We are looking for a girl,” Delridden explained. 
 
    Suddenly, Gregorian remembered Damselfly’s stories of facing down a mighty Peritwinkle who helped save the villagers of Wintergarden from a Sprite army. He recalled the princess’s adventures in Shadowgarden and how she had stood up for the Shades against the vengeful Scorj. Then Gregorian realised that they had travelled all this way for nothing and his excitement at meeting new visitors disappeared. As if events were not strange enough, an owl began circling overhead before falling from the sky, and only Delridden’s sharp reflexes stopped the bird from crashing into the hard ground. 
 
    “I am sure there used to be a river here,” the owl squawked.  
 
    “Many years ago, there was,” Gregorian corrected. 
 
    “I do hate it when things change,” the owl spoke indignantly. 
 
    “Who are you and where did you come from?” Delridden asked.  
 
    “My name is…” The owl stopped, clicking his beak in agitation. “I am sure there used to be a river here,” he repeated. 
 
    “Perhaps he hurt himself during the fall,” Delridden ventured. 
 
    Gregorian, with his impressive memory, felt especially sympathetic towards the forgetful owl, and they were all wondering how to help the creature when further guests arrived. The latest arrivals did not emerge from the Garden Gate but walked up from the barren outer edges of Thronegarden which once had all been covered in water. They came from the direction of The Captive shipwreck, a pair of unlikely travellers. 
 
    “His name is Phoebus and he makes a rather irritating travel companion.”  
 
    Gregorian felt his mouth hang open as he watched a tall woman in splendid robes stride purposefully towards them. There had been no visitors in Thronegarden for so long and now all these people had come at once. 
 
    “Of course, my name is Phoebus. Don’t you think I know that,” the owl snapped.  
 
    “It is good to meet you,” Delridden offered. 
 
    “Who are you?” Phoebus enquired.  
 
    “My name is Delridden.” 
 
    “Is that what you call yourself now?” The Matriarch raised an eyebrow.  
 
    “It is an honour to meet you again, Matriarch,” the warrior acquiesced. 
 
   

 

 Gregorian recognised the sorceress from Damselfly’s tale. Magicgarden’s last guardian had travelled all this way and she was not alone. The greatest surprise came in the shape of a rather insignificant-looking man whose name was as famous in Fable as any king’s. 
 
    “Bakka, the great smith.” 
 
    “Why are you here?” Delridden questioned.  
 
    “We are looking for a bell,” Phoebus stated. 
 
    “No, we are looking for a girl,” the Matriarch corrected. 
 
    Gregorian was getting a bad feeling about the conversation, and despite his fascination at meeting such an exciting band of travellers, he wished someone else had found them first. 
 
    “That is strange. We are also looking for a girl,” Delridden explained. “The Princess Damselfly.” 
 
    “It seems we are all here for the same reason,” the Matriarch discerned.  
 
    “I have some bad news,” Gregorian interrupted. 
 
    As everyone turned to look at the gatekeeper, he felt his heart drop and soon his expression was mirrored in the faces of his new friends as he described the recent events.  
 
      
 
    Luyna was just starting to feel that the tide was turning in her favour when Tyten rushed into her chambers with news that a band of travellers had arrived. Visitors were rare enough in Thronegarden to cause a stir, let alone these famous and unique individuals. The sorceress cursed her luck before following the Captain of the Guard to the courtroom where the guests had been stationed. Luyna immediately recognised her counterpart, the Matriarch, amongst the unusual band and steeled herself for another battle. The other faces were unfamiliar although she recognised Phoebus from the Thrane family crest and there was no mistaking the Peritwinkle whose massive frame was currently covering all the available space. 
 
    “Luyna, tell me there is some mistake.” The Matriarch came forward. 
 
    Soldiers created a barrier between the magicians before Luyna signalled for them to stand down; this was not a conflict that could be won by sheer force. 
 
    “Did you condemn Damselfly to the Evergarden?” 
 
    “She was found guilty by the court,” Luyna rationalised.  
 
    “She is only a child,” the Matriarch criticised. 
 
    “Princess Damselfly is much more than that,” Morris, the Wintergarden innkeeper interrupted. “She is the bravest of us all.” 
 
    “It is true,” Delridden agreed. “No one else came as close to saving time as the princess.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, such a goal is impossible,” Luyna stated. 
 
    “We cannot continue like this,” the Matriarch criticised. “Wintergarden is a frozen wasteland, magic is running out and even here in Thronegarden the fields are dry. Time may have stopped but the cracks are growing larger and soon we will all be standing on a precipice.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?” Luyna asked. 
 
    This was a question that stumped the small group for a moment as each attempted to come up with a plan to achieve the impossible. 
 
    “I came to help Damselfly,” a figure at the back relayed.  
 
    “Who are you?” Tyten posed. 
 
    “My name is Bakka.” 
 
    Luyna was truly shocked at this revelation and thoughts rushed through her mind as she considered the consequences of the great smith’s return. 
 
    “Damselfly is lost to the Evergarden,” Luyna added with a note of sincerity. “However, we will find a solution to these problems.” 
 
    Remembering the young woman whom she had known years ago in the Magicgarden, the Matriarch offered Luyna the benefit of any doubt, and it was agreed that they would reconvene later to discuss alternative options. This granted Luyna a short time to come up with a fresh solution.  
 
      
 
    Gregorian was glad he returned to the castle so soon after leaving with a feeling of unfinished business. Unfortunately, the growing tension pervading Thronegarden meant that conflict was always likely.  
 
    With his new friends bringing a fresh wave of impetus to the residents, the royal army was under greater pressure. The catalyst was Delridden who, unable to help Damselfly, turned his attention to visiting his lost love, Uriel. When the guards stopped him from going down to the dungeons, a skirmish broke out that resulted in Tyten and Delridden facing off. With neither warrior willing to back down, others had to get involved to stop bloodshed.  
 
    Gregorian had warned the visitors that discussing Princess Damselfly broke the new proclamation set down by Luyna. At first this could be tolerated due to the ignorance of these outsiders. After being told repeatedly to cease their fire branding without success, another argument broke loose, and Luyna demanded that if the strangers were to stay in Thronegarden they must obey by the castle’s rules. 
 
    “What if I refuse?” Delridden questioned. 
 
    “You will be removed from Thronegarden,” Luyna threatened.  
 
    “This rule cannot stand,” Delridden argued. “I want a trial.” 
 
    Luyna debated back and forth before finally agreeing to a court case. Feeling exasperated, the sorceress was accosted again by the Matriarch who had some further questions. 
 
    “I have spoken to the kitchen staff and they have advised food supplies are running low and with no rain falling our underground wells are almost dry,” the Matriarch queried. 
 
    “I shall look into rationing,” Luyna attempted to evade. 
 
    “Even that will only work for a short time,” the Matriarch pressed.  
 
    “We still have the animals,” Luyna stated. 
 
    “Who also require fresh water and food.” 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Luyna demanded, her yellow eyes flashing a warning. 
 
    “I want you to accept that fixing time is the only option to resolving the issues we face,” the Matriarch explained. “Damselfly was right about that.” 
 
    “You cannot say her name,” Luyna raged. “You will stand trial beside Delridden.”  
 
    “Fine,” the Matriarch replied calmly. 
 
    Furious at feeling like she had been outmaneuvered, Luyna returned to the royal apartments to seethe and brood on her plans.  
 
      
 
    Chief Justice Vale was dressed in a fine new robe as he presided over his courtroom at the trial of Delridden and the Matriarch although everyone in Thronegarden believed it to be greater than just two people’s fate. Luyna again represented the prosecution with power from the king, who was still conspicuous in his absence, while the Matriarch would stand for the defence. The benches were full of Thronegarden residents with everyone wanting to witness this turning point in their history. Tyten along with all his soldiers lined the far wall ready to step in and restore order if necessary. Rat once again watched from his unique vantage point above the gallery as Luyna started her opening speech. 
 
    “In these difficult times it is essential that everyone comes together and supports each other. There is no place for those who want to abandon their duties and seek to fulfil individual vendettas.” 
 
    “If that is true then why is King Handel absent?” the Matriarch queried. 
 
    “His Majesty is looking after the queen along with my brother,” Luyna excused. 
 
    “So it is all right for the king to ignore his responsibilities to be with his sick wife though not for Damselfly to do the same for her mother?” the Matriarch highlighted. 
 
    Luyna gave a wry smile that did not reach her venomous yellow eyes. 
 
    “The king is sitting beside his wife’s bed offering emotional support. He is not gallivanting across Fable on a foolish quest and disrupting the peace.” 
 
    The Matriarch, speaking to the people of Thronegarden, took centre stage. 
 
    “Since time stopped, we have all been guilty of melancholy. Without the threat of death, we have forgotten to live and ignored the critical signs around us. Without the changing of the seasons and nature’s wisdom guiding us, no garden can survive forever. Many people have left Wintergarden because there is not enough food. The same will soon be true of Thronegarden although there will not be anywhere else to go. Without the passing of time, there can be no change and that means we will stagnate and eventually our existence will be a curse.” 
 
    “We cannot die,” Luyna stated. 
 
    “Perhaps that is not enough,” the Matriarch offered. 
 
    Delridden stepped forward. As an accused he had the right to speak and did so with a conviction motivated by strong emotions. 
 
    “Before the Fairy King destroyed time, I was in love with a beautiful and kind woman. We were planning to start a family and had our whole lives ahead of us. Now there is no future, only a degrading present and if this is the price of living forever, I for one am not willing to pay it.” 
 
    “Who are you to make that decision for everyone?” Luyna snapped. 
 
    “We cannot cheat death,” the Matriarch countered. “Princess Damselfly was right when she attempted to correct this mistake. We have to restore time and go back to how things used to be.” 
 
    A murmuring of agreement rose from the watching crowd. They had seen the cracks appearing in the castle walls and glimpsed the food stores getting lower. Perhaps they would not die, though time’s absence could not remove the pain of hunger or hopelessness they felt. 
 
    “Even if we wanted to bring back time it is impossible,” Luyna raised.  
 
    “Damselfly believed there was a way,” Delridden replied. 
 
    “Enlighten us on this plan,” Luyna offered. 
 
    “It is a theory,” Bakka interrupted. “Damselfly thought that moonlight could break through the barriers between gardens.” 
 
    “As the creator of these gates, do you believe this idea?” Chief Justice Vale asked.  
 
    “Not to begin with,” Bakka confessed. “I still do not know if it can be done, though I agree with the Matriarch and Princess Damselfly that we should try. Death granted me longevity in exchange for creating items of power. Until recently I was using that time to wallow in the Lavagarden alone and miserable. Damselfly rekindled the fire inside me to live and rebuild what we have lost.” 
 
    “Can you construct a bridge to the Evergarden?” Luyna interrogated.  
 
    “I do not know,” the great smith responded. 
 
    Luyna looked triumphant as her opponent appeared to admit defeat. While the idea of restoring time might appeal to some, the actual reality of doing so was too difficult. 
 
    “I remain open to suggestions regarding restoring time; however, we need a viable option before we can give it further consideration,” the sorceress concluded. “In the meantime, a royal proclamation remains in effect and anyone breaking the terms of the castle’s rules will be subject to the relating punishment.” 
 
    “All who live within these walls must accept the laws that govern us,” Chief Justice Vale expanded. 
 
    “What if we refuse?” Delridden remained defiant. 
 
    “Then you will be forced to leave Thronegarden and return to your respective homes,” the judge informed. 
 
    “I am not leaving without Uriel and Damselfly,” Delridden instructed the court.  
 
    “Damselfly is lost to the Evergarden and if you are not careful you will join her,” Luyna threatened. 
 
    “I would rather join my friend in exile than live with the knowledge that I abandoned her when she needed me most,” Delridden resolved. 
 
    “Then you are a fool,” Luyna accused. 
 
    “I am also a fool.” The Matriarch stood beside Delridden in a show of solidarity.  
 
    “Me too.” Bakka stepped forward. 
 
    To Luyna’s consternation all the recent arrivals stepped forward to accept their punishment in support of Princess Damselfly and her mission. While this seemed like an opportunity to remove the insurrection, Luyna was concerned about the statement it might have on the castle’s general population. Mistakenly, Luyna had made Damselfly into a martyr, and now these followers were willing to sacrifice everything for her cause. 
 
    “Is anyone else foolish enough to step forward?” Chief Justice posed.  
 
    “I am!” 
 
    Everyone turned to the court’s main entrance where a small animated toy rabbit with a gold button for his tail strode forward and joined the accused. 
 
    “It is good to see you again, Buttontail,” the Matriarch smiled. 
 
    “Always room for a brave soldier in this army,” Delridden welcomed.  
 
    With a sign from Luyna the case was decided and sentence given. 
 
    “I condemn all of you to exile in the Evergarden,” Chief Justice Vale pronounced. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The Hardest of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    Damselfly had been captured by the horrible Sprites who refused to grant her an audience with their master. She had been tied up with old clothing as there were no animals or plants in the Evergarden. In the dominating dark, only exiled prisoners roamed the Evergarden, watched over by a creeping fog. The princess had lost all hope of escape, so when a strange noise disturbed the Sprite camp, she was as dumbfounded as her captors.  
 
    Bullring, the Sprite leader took a couple of steps closer to the sound, showing he was unafraid. 
 
    “What was that noise?” one of the Sprites called Trogg questioned. 
 
    Before anyone could respond, Delridden emerged from the shadows along with a ragged army of Shade soldiers and Wintergarden villagers. Damselfly could barely believe her eyes, and the Sprites were equally shocked to discover an army appear out of nowhere. 
 
    “Where is the princess?” a voice called over the melee. 
 
    Damselfly recognised the Matriarch with Phoebus perched upon her shoulder. The forgetful owl still had the sharpest eyes and raised a talon in her direction. A tear rolled down Damselfly’s cheek as Bakka removed her bonds and she hugged the Matriarch. 
 
    “You should not have come. Now we are all trapped here,” Damselfly cried. 
 
    “Don’t worry, child, if there is a way out of here, we will find it,” the Matriarch promised. 
 
    The skirmish lasted only until the struggling Sprites witnessed the Peritwinkle’s massive bulk trample onto the battlefield and every single one of them turned tail.  
 
    “They deserve a taste of their own medicine.” Gregorian stated. 
 
    “We have bigger issues than a few lazy Sprites,” the Matriarch reminded. 
 
    Delridden, who had led the attack against Bullring’s meagre gang, pushed through his gathered friends to reach Damselfly who embraced him with fresh tears running down her face. 
 
    “You all came to rescue me despite the consequences,” Damselfly sobbed.  
 
    “We learnt how to be brave from you,” Delridden replied. 
 
    “But where is Buttontail?”  
 
      
 
    When Luyna had revealed to Buttontail that she had created him to keep Damselfly compliant, it had shaken the rabbit’s world. His love for Damselfly even exceeded his desire for food, and knowing that his creation was tainted made it difficult to face his best friend. After hearing Damselfly had been exiled to the Evergarden, Buttons had blamed himself, knowing that he had abandoned his companion when she most needed him. This was a tougher blow to accept as Buttons had no control over how he was made, yet he had chosen to stay away from Damselfly due to his own shame. When he heard that people from their travels had come to rescue the princess, Buttons was determined to join them, though that was not enough for the redemption-seeking bunny. After Luyna had exiled them all to the Evergarden, Buttons had gone off alone to find the Fairy King and recover Death’s lost timepiece. If he could complete their mission then Buttons felt he could face Damselfly with his head held high. Unfortunately for Buttontail, everything in the Evergarden terrified him. Firstly, it was dark; secondly, a mysterious fog seemed to slither after him; and thirdly, there was no food to be found anywhere. the Fairy King slept in a tomb; a natural hole had formed in the earth creating a narrow valley that the regent had settled upon. Confident that there were no threats to his security, the Fairy King was unguarded, and Buttontail had snuck right up to the sleeping despot. As Buttons neared the edge, dirt slipped from under his paws and sent him tumbling head first into the hole straight on top of the slumbering form. The Fairy King grunted though remained sleeping while Buttontail held his breath and tried to calm his nerves. Knowing this might be his only opportunity, the rabbit searched for the timepiece. Everything that he had learnt about the Fairy King made him believe that the sorcerer would keep the precious object close and so he was frustrated when there was no sign of it. Fearful that the Fairy King would wake up at any moment, Buttons renewed his search and with horror he discovered the timepiece was actually hidden inside the Fairy King’s chest. When Death had been defeated, he left a scar on his successor, tearing a hole through his chest and piercing the Fairy King’s heart with his scythe a fraction after his opponent had grabbed the timepiece. Now the Fairy King was actually hiding his greatest treasure inside the puncture wound, meaning that Buttons would have to enter the chest cavity in order to retrieve the timepiece. Steeling himself, Buttons lowered himself using his strong hind legs for balance while his upper body entered the Fairy King’s chest so he could recover Time. The rabbit cursed his short arms as he struggled to reach the chain attached to the oval-faced timepiece. With a final stretch he grabbed hold of the metal and retrieved the precious watch, only to discover that the Fairy King’s eyes had just opened.  
 
      
 
    The Fairy King woke with a feeling that he was not alone. His tomb was so dark he could not make out the roof above him. Sitting up, he brushed a fleck of dirt from his dark green cloak and snapped his fingers to create a spark of light. Shadows flickered across the walls, raising the sorcerer’s suspicion, though he could not discern who or what had disturbed his slumber. The Fairy King’s long, spindly fingers looked for an opportunity to strike, and he spoke in a deep voice that echoed authoritatively. 
 
    “Whoever you are, come out and face me.” 
 
    The Fairy King waited, poised to unleash a magical barrage against his unknown intruder and when no one appeared, he decided that perhaps someone had stumbled upon his lair by mistake. To make sure they did not linger he decided to sing a few verses of the poem that his loyal Sprites had created for him. This time the Fairy King’s voice was much higher as it was his natural pitch which he had always rather disliked.  
 
   

 

   
 
    The Fairy King 
 
      
 
    I am a legend, villain in all the greatest stories, 
 
     A man of mysteries, leader of the fairies.  
 
    The regent of ill repute, master of magic, 
 
    Feared by all those who inhabit these parts,  
 
    My contribution to pure evil is epic, 
 
    The night is my domain, black as his despicable heart. 
 
      
 
    For I am the Fairy King, the bells ring,  
 
    For I am the Fairy King, the undying. 
 
      
 
    I hold Death’s greatest power, time, in my hand,  
 
    Age is no threat to the ability I command.  
 
    Those who seek to defy me, 
 
    Are like particles of sand in the wind,  
 
    For they will soon come to see,  
 
    They lost, it already happened. 
 
    For I am the Fairy King, the all-knowing,  
 
    For I am the Fairy King, cruel and upsetting. 
 
      
 
    Who else could valiantly conquer Death,  
 
    To face his fear until his last breath? 
 
    It is I the magnificent despot,  
 
    Tyrant to women and children, 
 
    Wicked, callous, maniacal, I am the lot,  
 
    I own everyone in every garden. 
 
    For I am the Fairy King, the reason you lie under your bed crying,  
 
    For I am the Fairy King, whose majesty there is no denying. 
 
      
 
    This our proud Kingdom of Fable,  
 
    Is saved by the man with no equal. 
 
    If you have been living under a rock or at the bottom of a lake,  
 
    Or meet a traveller who took a wrong turn, 
 
    Be sure to advise them so they do not make a terrible mistake,  
 
    For the name of their leader they must learn. 
 
    For I am the Fairy King,  
 
    For I am the Fairy King. 
 
      
 
    After finishing his performance, which involved a series of disjointed dance moves, the Fairy King was satisfied that any possible intruder had been scared away. The effort from his revelry was already making the sorcerer tired, and he was pondering whether to take another nap when he heard strange noises coming from the surface. The Fairy King had settled into life in the Evergarden surprisingly easily; he was adored by his trusty Sprites and was treated like an emperor, even in exile. The magician’s greatest fear had been death. In the Evergarden he could not die and so a great weight had been lifted off his chest. The Fairy King’s pursuit of defeating death had given him a strange phobia of clocks, watches and even hourglasses. That meant even after he banished Death and stole his precious Timepiece, the sorcerer could barely force himself to touch the loathsome object. Thankfully, Death had provided him with a solution. Hiding the timepiece inside the wound created by his adversary’s scythe, the Fairy King could keep the item close without having to see or touch it. In truth, the sound of time had been the Fairy King’s greatest foible, so when time had stopped and the clock went silent, he had finally been able to sleep easily. Since being exiled to the Evergarden, the Fairy King had enjoyed a peaceful rest until today. Stalking his lair, he searched for any sign of an intruder when he heard a clamor from up above. Springing out of his hole, the Sprite leader dashed onto the surface to discover what all the commotion was about. Buttontail who had been hiding in the dark, terrified of being discovered and clinging on to the stolen timepiece, finally stopped shaking. Opening one eye, the frightened rabbit stared at his stolen treasure in awe. The timepiece had been crafted of metal from a fallen star and shone brighter than silver. Intricate patterns were embossed in the shell that reminded Buttons of those relics that adorned the library doors of Magicgarden. They seemed to glimmer in the moonlight like liquid. Opening the case, Buttons looked upon the timepiece’s face which was designed in a circular display with strange symbols along the edge. 
 
    Perhaps only Death could read or understand these runes that Buttons was staring at. There were three delicate hands, all of varying lengths, and currently none of them were moving. Buttons did not believe they represented hours, minutes and seconds like a regular clock. This was anything but ordinary. Inside the timepiece was the Voice of Sereth which called to Death, and some believed the Voice of Genesis also although no one could penetrate the unbreakable outer shell to know for sure. The neck was grained sharply in contrast to the crown which was perfectly smooth, a warped bow offered a way to carry or hang the pocket watch. This timepiece had not only tolled the life and death of countless souls, it physically represented time in Fable. Uncurling his stiff body, he followed the Fairy King out of the tomb and went in search of his friends.  
 
    The Fairy King was surprised to see his faithful Sprites running towards him as though they were afraid of the pursuing fog. His shock increased when he witnessed a group of strangers emerge from the shadows behind them. After being exiled in the Evergarden for so long with just his trusty Sprites, the Fairy King had grown complacent, believing himself to be the undisputed ruler of this isolated garden. This intrusion awoke a fire inside the monarch who strode forward purposefully to meet this new threat. Bullring and the other Sprites were fortified by rallying around their leader, following the sorcerer back into battle. Delridden who was leading the charge glimpsed the Fairy King up ahead, and knowing what this individual had stolen from him, he ran straight for the sorcerer. A band of Shades and Wintergarden villagers followed Delridden’s lead, closing the distance between their two armies rapidly. With one sweep of his hand, the Fairy King pushed Delridden and his attackers backwards, flinging them all to the ground. Seeing this, Bullring and his fellow Sprites cheered, seeing their enemy halted. Into the void stepped the Matriarch who looked upon her old peer with pity and disgust. 
 
    “It has been a long time, pupil,” the Matriarch introduced. 
 
    The Fairy King snarled at her old name for him. He was a king and would accept being called nothing less. 
 
    “It has been a long time since I needed your guidance.” The Fairy King drew himself to his full height (which was about five and a half feet) and gathered his dark green robes around him. 
 
    “Where did I go wrong?” the Matriarch asked. 
 
    “You accepted being ordinary,” the Fairy King accused. “I outgrew the need for you long ago.” 
 
    The Matriarch shook her head sadly to see how twisted her student had grown. 
 
    “Your obsession with Death has caused greater damage than you could ever know. It is time to take back what you stole.” 
 
    The Fairy King was impatient with talking so he released a bolt of magical energy at the Matriarch who was only just able to fend it off. 
 
    “You’ve grown weak,” the Fairy King chided, seeing his opponent’s concern.  
 
    Indeed, the Matriarch realised her own frailty; far away from the Magicgarden, her reserves of magical energy were low and somehow her adversary still maintained his powers. 
 
    “It does not have to end like this,” the Matriarch negotiated. 
 
    “I agree,” the Fairy King accepted. “If you all vow to serve me as your king I will end this conflict.” 
 
    “We came for the timepiece, to undo your mistake, and none of us will ever recognise you as our king,” the Matriarch replied. 
 
    The Fairy King shrugged before releasing another crackle of energy from his hands that brought the Matriarch down to her knees. 
 
    “You will kneel before me,” the Fairy King screamed maniacally. 
 
    From out of nowhere, the Peritwinkle placed his mammoth bulk between the two sorcerers; his long hair and thick skin seemed unaffected by the Fairy King’s magic and allowed the liberators to recover. Infuriated that his onslaught had been stopped prematurely, the Fairy King ordered his army to attack the Peritwinkle, and without hesitation the Sprites charged as a group against the giant beast. With his army engaged in combat with the Peritwinkle, it left the Fairy King alone and vulnerable. Delridden, sensing his opportunity, rushed forward with his sword in hand to face the man who had stolen his love and family from him. 
 
    “I will kill you,” he roared. 
 
    The Fairy King was not intimidated. He had eliminated the threat of death long ago and his magical powers were unmatched. He easily avoided Delridden’s blade before sending a pulse of energy into the soldier’s chest and hurling his body through the air like a projectile. Delridden landed heavily at Bakka’s feet. The great smith checked on his friend and although the warrior was unconscious, he could still feel a pulse. 
 
    “You cannot defeat me,” the Fairy King reasoned.  
 
    “Oh yes, we can!” 
 
    Buttontail emerged before the Fairy King, holding the stolen timepiece aloft. In shock, the sorcerer checked his chest and when he found it empty his eyes burned red with anger. 
 
    “No one steals from me,” the Fairy King raged. 
 
    Buttons dodged the barrage of magical strikes launched at him as he ran full pelt across the battlefield, zigzagging as he went. Frustratingly for the Fairy King, he was unable to stop the fleeing rabbit, and he could only watch as Buttontail delivered the timepiece to Bakka. The great smith accepted the gift with reverence before studying the object closely. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Buttons questioned. 
 
    “This is not my timepiece,” Bakka revealed. “It is a fake.”  
 
      
 
    The battle stopped as everyone turned to witness the drama that was unfolding. The Fairy King walked towards the enemy without fear for his personal safety.  
 
    “What do you mean it is a fake?” he demanded. 
 
    “This is not the timepiece I created for Death,” Bakka repeated. 
 
    “That is impossible,” the Fairy King declared. “You are trying to trick me.” 
 
    “I will admit it looks exactly like the original, a feat likely achieved with magic; however, this timepiece is a fake.” 
 
    “Then where is the original?” Buttons asked. 
 
    The Fairy King, whose ire was building exponentially, felt a powerful surge of magic tingling through his fingers. 
 
    “Prove that it is a fake,” he demanded, barely containing his flow of magical power that would decimate the area. 
 
    Bakka could not explain to someone who did not know his craft how he could tell the timepiece in his hand was a fake. There was something alien about the weight and feel that was almost impossible to explain. Knowing that the Fairy King would not accept opinions from someone he already distrusted, the great smith did the only thing he could think of to convince his opponent that the item was indeed a trick. 
 
    “Here,” Bakka threw the timepiece. 
 
    The Fairy King drained the power from his hands before catching the watch. It looked and felt the same as always to him though he understood Bakka’s explanation. 
 
    “You would not have given this up so easily if it really was Death’s timepiece,” the sorcerer comprehended. 
 
    “We have come all this way for nothing,” Delridden commented. 
 
    As a deafening silence descended upon both sides, a small, lyrical voice broke the malaise. 
 
    “Buttons!” 
 
    The rabbit’s ears perked up as he heard a familiar voice call his name.  
 
    “Buttons, you came back.” 
 
    Damselfly squeezed through the crowd to reach her best friend. The rabbit tapped his foot in excitement, and the two embraced in a tearful reunion. 
 
    “I’m sorry I left,” Buttontail apologised. 
 
    “I’m sorry for what Luyna said to you,” Damselfly reciprocated. 
 
    Buttons hung his head at the terrible memory, though the princess raised his chin so they were eye to eye. 
 
    “It isn’t true, Buttons. Luyna may have intended for you to hold me back but that could not be farther from the truth. I could never have gotten this far without you.”  
 
    “Yes, you could because you’re very brave, unlike me,” Buttons doubted. 
 
    “How can you say that when you went into the wood with me to hunt down a Peritwinkle, faced your nightmares in the Dreamgarden and saved me from a member of The Clay Legion. Even now you risked everything to come here and went alone to the Fairy King’s lair and stole the timepiece from him.” 
 
    “It was a fake,” Buttons stated. 
 
    “It does not matter to me,” Damselfly responded.  
 
    “You risked everything for me and I think you are the bravest little rabbit that ever lived.” 
 
    As the two friends shared their tender moment, it gave everyone else perspective on their current situation and a sliver of hope. 
 
    “Perhaps if we work together, we can find a way out of the Evergarden,” the Matriarch suggested. 
 
    “The sooner you leave the better,” the Fairy King concluded before retreating with his army. 
 
    “Can you get us out of here, Bakka?” Damselfly queried.  
 
    “I have no idea,” the great smith replied.  
 
      
 
    After the departure of the Fairy King and his Sprites, they created a circle to discuss what would happen next. Damselfly sat holding Buttontail while leaning against Delridden; the trio were fast becoming inseparable. 
 
   

 

 “Does anyone have any idea how the timepiece could have been switched?” the Matriarch posed. 
 
    “I believe the Fairy King did not know it was a fake,” Bakka stated holding the timepiece which had been left discarded on the ground.  
 
    “Then who has the original?” Gregorian questioned. 
 
    “It cannot be Death because he sent me looking for it,” Damselfly added.  
 
    The group pondered this riddle until Buttons made a poignant statement. 
 
    “The Fairy King was sentenced to the Evergarden in a trial like ours, perhaps it was switched then.” 
 
    “It would make sense, however it does not tell us who took it,” the Matriarch pointed out.  
 
    “What we should really ask ourselves is not who took the timepiece, but who benefits from time being lost,” Phoebus reasoned. 
 
    “If we have ruled out the Fairy King then I suppose the other person who has benefited most would be Luyna,” Gregorian theorized. 
 
    “That’s right, she practically rules Thronegarden now,” the Matriarch agreed. 
 
    “We’ve all heard the stories relating to the Children of the Moon,” Delridden hinted.  
 
    “Isn’t one of them supposed to be good and the other bad?” Damselfly queried. 
 
    “I always thought Orion was the mean one.” 
 
    “Stories are not always correct, though they often have a basis in fact,” the Matriarch offered. 
 
    “So if Luyna really did steal the original timepiece, why not restart time?” Bakka asked. 
 
    “We will have to ask her, though first we must find a way out of here,” the Matriarch advised. 
 
    “Bakka, you created the Evergarden, how do we get out of here?” Gregorian questioned. 
 
    The great smith considered this deeply, having thought of little else since Damselfly had asked him the same question back in the Lavagarden. 
 
    “I made the Evergarden to be a perfect prison with no way of escape; it is not linked to any of the other gardens and so we cannot travel via a gate. Until recently I believed it was impossible to travel between gardens without using a Garden Gate; however, Damselfly mentioned that Sprites had returned to the Wintergarden, and the Matriarch suggested moonlight might be powerful enough to blast a hole between gardens.” 
 
    “Blakast had an artefact that could hold magical energy. Maybe instead of magic he was collecting moonlight to secretly travel between gardens,” Damselfly considered.  
 
    “Perhaps we could ask him,” Delridden proposed. 
 
    “I’m not sure we would get much sense out of him,” Damselfly warned. 
 
    Bakka looked at the fake timepiece in his hand, carefully looking for inspiration. 
 
    “Perhaps we could use this timepiece to create an artefact similar to the one Blakast stole, yet there is no moonlight in the Evergarden to capture,” the great smith pondered. 
 
    “I hate to admit it but the Fairy King’s magic is stronger than mine,” the Matriarch confessed. “I am too far away from the Magicgarden to draw on my magical reserves, although this does not seem to affect the Fairy King as much.” 
 
    “Still, we do not have moonlight,” Bakka reminded. 
 
    “Maybe we should create the artefact first and worry about getting the moonlight afterwards,” Damselfly encouraged. 
 
    “Without tools or a forge, I will need magic to turn this timepiece into an artefact that can store energy,” Bakka explained. 
 
    “That means we need the Fairy King’s help,” the Matriarch pronounced. 
 
    The small group looked at each other for fresh inspiration until every other avenue had been exhausted, and yet no one could come up with a better plan. 
 
    They would have to ask the Fairy King for his help. 
 
      
 
    The Fairy King had returned to his tomb along with his faithful Sprites who licked their wounds outside, yet the sorcerer found he could not sleep or rest after discovering that he had been tricked. the Fairy King had believed he was the master of his own fate, that he had stolen time and defeated Death singlehandedly. Even being exiled to the Evergarden was an acceptable sacrifice as long as he remained in charge and free from death. Now it seemed someone else had played him, making the Fairy King believe in his victory while really, he had suffered a humiliating defeat. 
 
    The biggest concern for the fallen regent was that he did not control time. Whoever had stolen the timepiece could choose to restart it at any point, and what would happen to the Fairy King then? 
 
    “Boss, the others are heading in this direction,” Bullring warned. 
 
    The Fairy King gathered his dark green robes around him and swept from the tomb. He waited patiently at the head of his army while the Matriarch approached, followed by her own troupe. 
 
    “Do you seek another fight?” the Fairy King questioned. 
 
    “We have all been fooled,” the Matriarch stated. “If we work together perhaps it is possible for us to get out of here and find the real culprit.” 
 
    “We believe Luyna stole the timepiece,” Bakka added. 
 
    “I know who took the watch,” the Fairy King revealed. “It was not Luyna.”  
 
    The group from Thronegarden were shocked to find their logic flawed. Could they trust the Fairy King’s version of events? 
 
    “If not Luyna then who stole the timepiece?” Delridden questioned. 
 
    The Fairy King remembered the day he was sentenced to the Evergarden vividly. The brothers Thrane had stood regally, watching as others handled their dirty work. Tyten, the Captain of the Guard had marshalled the Sprites who hissed and spat at their captors. Luyna and Orion had stood side by side like two pieces of a puzzle while Judge Vale gave orders like a drill sergeant. 
 
    “There was a soldier,” the Fairy King recalled. “I had seen him before though never really paid him any attention. I remember his name only because it was so unusual, Slabtak.” 
 
    “I have never heard the name before,” Damselfly queried. 
 
    “He had a strange look in his eyes and before I was placed on trial, he checked my robes to be sure I was not planning any last-minute schemes,” the Fairy King told. 
 
    “I did not think anything of it until now. He was the only person who had an opportunity to steal the timepiece and replace it with a fake.” 
 
    “Even if we believe you, how does this help us get home or recover time?” Delridden asked, frustrated. 
 
    “You came to me for help?” the Fairy King reminded. 
 
    “We need to create an artefact powerful enough to store large amounts of magic,” Bakka explained. “We can use the false timepiece for parts to create this object; however, we need your magic to complete the process.” 
 
    “Why would I help you?” the Fairy King posed. 
 
    “You’re trapped here the same as us. If you ever want to escape from the Evergarden then you had better help us,” Delridden threatened. 
 
    The Fairy King did not seem intimidated by the warrior’s words although he was convinced enough to assist with the project. While Bakka and the Fairy King began work on the artefact, Delridden took the Matriarch aside for a quiet word. 
 
    “We cannot allow the Fairy King to leave here or history will repeat itself.” 
 
    “Presently, we need his help to create the artefact. Once that is done, we will find a way to make sure he does not return with us,” the Matriarch vowed.  
 
      
 
    Blakast had been watching events from the shadows. After being betrayed by Bullring, he knew that he could not trust anyone. 
 
    The Never was always looking to trick him. 
 
    Blakast had hoped both sides would wipe each other out during the battle. Unfortunately, they had separated and gone their own way. The only good thing to come out of all this was the Fairy King had emerged from his long slumber. Blakast was thrilled to watch the great sorcerer wield his power and was disappointed when he did not finish off the Matriarch. Now something strange was happening. Blakast could not understand what he was seeing as both sides seemed to be working together on a new project. Blakast was concerned that The Never was twisting his vision, yet he could not deny what he was seeing: the Fairy King was helping their enemies. 
 
    “My mistress was right about him after all,” Blakast whispered under his breath.  
 
    Watching from his shrouded position, the usurper witnessed Bakka and the Fairy King transform the timepiece into something else. Blakast was aghast. If they were destroying the timepiece then they must have learned the truth and that meant… Was this another of The Never’s illusions? 
 
    Blakast could hear himself breathing heavily and a pulse in his head pounded like a drum. 
 
    “I have to get closer,” Blakast concluded. 
 
    Luckily, the Evergarden offered excellent camouflage, especially with Blakast’s long dark robes. He was able to move within hearing distance without fear of being discovered. 
 
    “So what happens once we create this artefact?” the Fairy King asked. 
 
    “We believe that moonlight can break the barrier between gardens. If we can filter that inside this object then we can return to Fable,” the smith advised. 
 
    “I thought leaving the Evergarden was impossible,” the Fairy King questioned.  
 
    “So did we until Damselfly discovered evidence to the contrary.” 
 
    “The girl is important,” the Fairy King considered. 
 
    “None of us would be here without her,” the smith revealed. 
 
    Blakast was more interested in what the unusual duo were creating. The Never had taught him that words were often deceitful. He wanted to see with his own eyes what this pair were doing. Imagine Blakast’s surprise when he recognised the artefact as his own weapon, granted to him and him alone by his mistress. The usurper was furious. Although his mind wondered if The Never was behind this, he dismissed it and allowed his anger to build. 
 
    “I will teach them to steal from us, my mistress,” he swore.  
 
      
 
    Once the artefact was complete, their plan hit a dead end. Without moonlight it was only a conduit and of no particular use. Damselfly inspected the artefact carefully and was impressed by the similarity of this object compared with the one she had witnessed at Blakast the usurper’s trial. With a sudden moment of clarity, the princess discovered a link that she had not considered previously, an idea that might offer an opportunity to escape the Evergarden and return home. After explaining her plan to Delridden, Bakka and the Matriarch, she finally convinced them to let her try it out. So with some trepidation, Damselfly and Buttons drifted away from the main group, taking the artefact with them. The princess was careful to make sure the artefact was visible to anyone who might be watching without making it too obvious that they were showing it off. 
 
    “Explain the plan to me again,” Buttons requested as they walked. 
 
    “The Fairy King said a soldier named Slabtak stole the timepiece. Having never heard the name before, I thought he must be mistaken, but what if he was right.”  
 
    “So why have you never heard the name before?” 
 
    “I have,” Damselfly corrected. “Slabtak is an anagram for Blakast.” 
 
    “Blakast is the soldier who switched the timepiece,” Buttons reasoned. “So does he still have it?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” Damselfly replied. “He is always talking about a mistress and this plan is too intricate for his unstable mind to compose. Likely he gave the timepiece to someone else after he stole it.” 
 
    “How does this information help us if Blakast no longer has the timepiece?” Buttons queried. 
 
    “Well, I remembered at the usurper’s trial we saw the artefact as evidence. Then I thought how easy it would be for Blakast to have created a doppelganger and switched it for the real one just like he did with the timepiece.” 
 
    “So you think that Blakast may have the original artefact, which would mean…”  
 
    “It would already contain moonlight which he stole from the Wintergarden,” Damselfly concluded. 
 
    Buttons was beginning to get excited about this new plan, yet he had one more question. 
 
    “If Blakast has the original artefact, why hasn’t he already used it to get out of here?”  
 
    Before Damselfly could respond, a silhouette appeared from behind them and snatched the fake artefact before fleeing into the darkness. What the thief did not know is that Damselfly’s friends had been following at a safe distance, hidden by the insentient fog. When they witnessed Blakast take the bait, they gave chase, hoping to collar the magician before he disappeared into the Evergarden’s endless shadows. Blakast instantly realised that The Never had deceived him once again. He attempted to use the artefact to escape his pursuers though it failed to work. 
 
    “What is happening?” Blakast shook the useless artefact before looking inside the conduit. 
 
    Finding the cylinder empty, the usurper continued his flight before recalling a fact The Never had been hiding from him since he arrived in the Evergarden. Blakast retrieved the original vial from his robes, and this time when he opened the conduit, a blinding light emerged. 
 
    “He’s opened it,” the Matriarch cried out.  
 
    “Look, it’s working,” Bakka highlighted. 
 
    The luminescent light created a portal in the fabric of the Evergarden, allowing Blakast to pass through it. Only a few feet behind, the Matriarch followed along with Phoebus, Gregorian, the Peritwinkle, the Wintergarden villagers and the Shades. 
 
    “Hurry, before the portal closes,” Delridden urged. 
 
    Buttons put on a burst of speed, using his powerful hind legs, and vanished inside the portal, leaving just Delridden and Damselfly bringing up the rear. 
 
    “Something’s got me,” Damselfly screamed. 
 
    Delridden turned only a couple of paces from the portal. He glimpsed Damselfly and reached out for the princess, taking her hand just as something pulled them backwards. Digging in his heels, Delridden put all his strength into dragging Damselfly through the barrier with him. 
 
    “The Fairy King has my foot,” Damselfly cried. 
 
    “You have to let me go. We cannot risk bringing him back to Thronegarden with us.”  
 
    “I am not leaving you again,” Delridden refused. 
 
    With one last heave, Delridden entered the portal bringing his passengers with him. 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Time to go Home 
 
      
 
      
 
    Damselfly landed heavily on a bed of dried grass. Ignoring the impact, she shook her leg only to discover that the Fairy King was nowhere to be seen and they had safely returned under the setting sun of Thronegarden. 
 
    They had done it.  
 
    They had returned from the Evergarden. 
 
    The portal had dropped them at the Garden Gate, underneath the shadow of the castle. Gregorian was quick to point out that another gatekeeper had not been assigned. 
 
    “I suppose they are not expecting visitors,” the Matriarch theorized. 
 
    “Then why is the castle surrounded by soldiers?” Phoebus announced, having scouted ahead. 
 
    “Blakast must have warned them,” Delridden cursed. 
 
    The group gathered together in search of a plan that would avoid bloodshed on both sides. 
 
    “We could charge the front door using the Peritwinkle as a battering ram,” Delridden suggested hopefully. 
 
    The Peritwinkle nodded his giant head at this idea although the Matriarch was not so keen. 
 
    “The castle is well defended by Tyten’s men. A frontal assault is playing directly into their hands, and we do not have enough fighters to break through.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” Damselfly ventured. 
 
    “Does it involve lunch? I’m starving,” Buttons added. 
 
    “Not yet,” the princess explained. “First, we have to get inside the castle, and I know someone who can get us in without alerting the guards. Phoebus, can you find an orphan boy called Rat inside the castle and tell him I need help getting inside.” 
 
    “How do you expect me, a sophisticated scholar, to communicate with a rat?” Phoebus demanded. 
 
    “Rat is a boy and he knows the castle better than anyone,” Damselfly revised. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say so?” Phoebus puffed out his chest and launched into the sky, heading towards the castle. 
 
    “Are you sure this will work?” the Matriarch questioned.  
 
    “No, but it is our best shot,” the princess stated. 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Delridden requested. 
 
    “Only Buttons and I can go,” Damselfly replied.  
 
    “Some of the passages are so small only children can fit through them.” 
 
    “Children and rabbits,” Buttontail corrected proudly. “It sounds dangerous,” the Matriarch worried. 
 
    “We cannot stop now,” Damselfly argued. 
 
    While the group waited for Phoebus to return, they noticed that Thronegarden was struggling. The grass was dry and dead with no rain to sustain it. The fields which had once housed cattle and crops were bare, with only old hoof marks and weeds left behind. Faced with this desperate situation only fuelled Damselfly’s determination to see through her plan. 
 
    “Princess, while we wait, I would like to speak with you,” Gregorian introduced.  
 
    “Of course, what is it?” Damselfly enquired. 
 
    “While I have the chance, I would like to thank you,” the gatekeeper offered.  
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “I was a hollow man before meeting you,” Gregorian confessed. “I had forgotten not only my pain but who I was. Masterless after Death fled, I was gatekeeper to a 
 
    gate that no one used, and my life had no purpose.  
 
    That all changed because of you, and I would like to thank you for it.” 
 
    Damselfly was surprised at Gregorian’s gratitude, although she could witness the emotion etched into his features, and accepted his words gracefully with an embrace.  
 
    “I am glad I did not stop you from going on this journey,” Gregorian stated.  
 
    Damselfly had a tear in her own eye as she was released from the gatekeeper’s arms. The blurred vision did not stop her from viewing a line of people behind Gregorian who dutifully stepped aside. 
 
    “I would also like to express my gratitude to you, Princess,” Bakka followed.  
 
    “You’re the one who helped us,” Damselfly queried. 
 
    “I had also given up on life and exiled myself to the Lavagarden,” the great smith reminisced. “I would still be there now if you had not come and found me. I see now that we cannot change our past mistakes, though we can try to make it right in our present actions.” 
 
    Damselfly hugged Bakka whose hands were rough, and he smelt like a welcoming forge. 
 
    “It is my turn to thank you,” the Matriarch expressed. 
 
    “I haven’t done anything for you,” Damselfly questioned. 
 
    “I was so busy watching over the Magicgarden that I forgot to actually fight for it. Magic is disappearing from Fable and if we do nothing then it will be lost forever. Without you I would never have realised that in time and so I am extremely grateful to you.” 
 
    Next came the villagers from Wintergarden who were thankful for Damselfly’s intervention with the Peritwinkle and her assistance in battling the Sprite army led by Jinx. The Peritwinkle himself appreciated Damselfly brokering peace between the villagers and himself so now they were friends rather than enemies. The Shades were next, and as a group they thanked Damselfly for standing up for them against their nemesis, the Scorj, and although they had lost the battle, her example allowed them to continue with their heads held high. When Delridden stepped forward, the last in line, Damselfly was feeling completely overwhelmed. 
 
    “What can I say?” Delridden started. “I lost the love of my life and because of that my heart was cold. You restored my faith in love and gave me back my identity. For that I can never repay you enough.” 
 
    Damselfly thought her emotional turmoil was finished until Buttontail moved from her side to join the others. 
 
    “Thank you for teaching me how to brave,” he said. 
 
    Damselfly stood before her entourage with tears in her eyes and a sense of pride that made her feel ten feet tall. 
 
    “I love you all,” she replied. 
 
    The moment was concluded by Phoebus’ auspicious return. The ancient owl landed on the Peritwinkle’s back and looked around obliviously. 
 
    “Did you find Rat?” they asked. 
 
    “Why would I want a rat, filthy creatures,” Phoebus answered.  
 
    “Not a rat, the orphan boy,” Damselfly clarified. 
 
    Phoebus looked indignant at being corrected and began pruning his feathers obstinately. 
 
    “I am here,” Rat announced.  
 
      
 
    Rat was exactly the way Damselfly remembered him: short for his ten years, stick-thin with long limbs and a shock of wild black tufty hair. He still wore ragged clothes, 
 
    covered with dust from his latest excursions, and only his eyes sparkled with richness. A crow perched upon the orphan’s shoulder with obsidian feathers and a silver beak. Unlike his master, the bird’s small dark eyes were dull and lifeless. 
 
    “I need you to get me inside the castle,” Damselfly explained.  
 
    “It will be difficult, there are guards everywhere,” Rat warned.  
 
    “That is why I asked Phoebus to fetch you.” 
 
    Rat smiled at the compliment, confident in his own abilities to move invisibly through the intricate passages of the castle without detection. 
 
    “Are you certain there is no other way?” Delridden questioned before they departed.  
 
    “I need to find my father; only he can stop this conflict without further bloodshed,” Damselfly explained.  
 
    “I have concerns about this plan too,” the Matriarch voiced.  
 
    “Damselfly has earned our trust and so we will consent to this venture.” 
 
    “Just know that I will storm this castle alone if need be, should you not return safely,” Delridden added. 
 
    “One final thing before you go,” the Matriarch offered. 
 
    With a touch the sorceress fixed the rip in Damselfly’s wings so they were just like new again. 
 
    “I might not have much magic left though I can still help in my way,” she said proudly. 
 
    After a brief farewell Damselfly and Buttons followed Rat back towards the castle. It felt strange returning home again under her own power, and yet Damselfly looked back to where her friends were gathered with greater familiarity than the castle. Having lived here all her life, there was a sense of moving backwards for Damselfly that she could not shake. 
 
    Was this still her home? 
 
    Rat did not talk much, so Damselfly concentrated on following without being spotted by the soldiers who were guarding the entrances. Instead of heading for the main entrance, Rat circled round to the rear of the castle where they were able to enter unseen through an old well shaft. Many years ago, the castle had been surrounded by water, which flowed via rivers across all the gardens. Those waters had long since receded though there were still some evidence left behind. The castle had a sombre atmosphere with hardly any noise; even the mice seemed to be walking on tiptoes. Once inside, Rat was easily able to keep them out of sight, using a myriad of secret passages and hidden corridors. Damselfly was instantly lost and relied entirely on her guide for direction. Buttons, who also managed to remain unusually quiet, could not stop his stomach from growling as they passed the kitchens. 
 
    “I don’t suppose we could stop for a quick snack?” the gluttonous rabbit queried.  
 
    “No,” both Rat and Damselfly answered in unison. 
 
    Tyten had placed soldiers on every level of the castle. Working in pairs, they patrolled every staircase and bolt hole. Thankfully, Rat was familiar with routes that had been forgotten centuries ago. The orphan boy was masterful at discovering fresh paths and some of those they passed through were so covered in dust that it looked as though no one had stepped foot in them before. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing me back here,” Damselfly said.  
 
    “It’s nothing,” Rat shrugged. 
 
    “No, without your help I never would have escaped the castle to begin my quest, not to mention you were the one who gave me Buttons for my birthday. It feels so long ago now.” 
 
    “A lot has changed since you’ve been gone,” Rat replied. 
 
    They travelled steadily upwards, avoiding any creaky board or stair that might give away their presence. Just as Damselfly felt sure they must be reaching the higher levels of the castle, Rat turned to her with a finger to his lips, emphasising the need for silence. Buttons struggled with being quiet though his fear was able to hold back his words. 
 
    “Just through here,” Rat advised, sliding back an old oil painting to reveal a hidden gap in the wall. 
 
    Damselfly went first, ducking to avoid hitting her head. Buttons followed close behind, so they both fell into the next room together. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us.” 
 
    Damselfly looked up to discover Luyna smiling like a hyena and sitting in a chair her mother had often favoured when entertaining. The princess discovered that the parlour was also occupied by Judge Vale and Luyna’s twin daughters. Rat hung in the opening, uncertain where he should put himself. 
 
    “It is like my dream from the Dreamgarden,” Damselfly recalled. 
 
    Rat at least had the decency to avert his eyes when she stared accusingly at her betrayer. 
 
    “You have done well.” Luyna praised the boy who smiled shyly. “Come sit by my side.” 
 
    Rat scrabbled across the room awkwardly. His hair looked wilder and his clothes shabbier in contrast to Luyna and her daughters’ sophisticated beauty. 
 
    “Why?” Buttons asked. 
 
    “He wished to visit the royal apartments and I guess now he will get it,” Damselfly answered bitterly. 
 
    “I didn’t…” Rat started. 
 
    “You do not need to explain yourself,” Luyna interrupted. “This girl is a criminal and you served your people well by bringing her to us.” 
 
    “I am not the criminal, you are,” Damselfly accused. 
 
    From a darkened corner, Blakast the usurper appeared, showing a row of teeth beneath his shadowed cowl. 
 
    “Do not speak to my mistress like that!” 
 
    While Buttons cowered behind her, Damselfly stood her ground, armed with the truth.  
 
    “She tricked you worse than any of us,” the princess revealed. 
 
    “She made you steal the timepiece for her and then gave you a small taste of magic so that you would crave more and become her puppet.” 
 
    “Do not listen to her lies,” Luyna contradicted. 
 
    “You did not expect him to steal the artefact though, did you?” Damselfly questioned. “You were happy he was exiled to the Evergarden, another loose end you did not have to worry about,” Damselfly accused. 
 
    “The Never always tries to fool me.” Blakast struggled with his inner demons. 
 
    “We are together now and that’s all that matters,” Luyna replied, her yellow eyes flashing dangerously. 
 
    “You had everyone believing that the Fairy King stole time when all along it was you,” Damselfly continued. 
 
    Rat and Judge Vale both looked surprised at this revelation, although Luyna did not seem concerned by her allies’ reactions. 
 
   

 

 “The Fairy King believed he had banished Death. In the end only I had the conviction to actually achieve it,” Luyna bragged. 
 
    “You stole so much from everyone,” Damselfly castigated. “You took away Uriel’s chance to be a mother, created an eternal winter in Wintergarden and drained magic from the Magicgarden.” 
 
    “A rather useful consequence,” Luyna smiled. 
 
    “What about Thronegarden, when there is no water left for crops or cattle, what will you do then, rule over a land of dust?” 
 
    “Such things are none of your concern,” Luyna stated. 
 
    “I will not stand by and let you get away with this,” Damselfly threatened. 
 
    Luyna grinned alarmingly, showing pristine white teeth between her blood red lips. 
 
    “Your uncle Abeldine spoke very similar words to me once, before I twisted his mind around my fingers.” 
 
    “It was you who cursed my uncle,” Damselfly flared. 
 
    “Your mother was suspicious of me too, so I had to get her out of my way,” Luyna confessed. 
 
    “My father as well,” Damselfly realised. 
 
    “Your whole family, the great Thrane dynasty, is beholden to me and very soon you will be too,” Luyna predicted. 
 
    “Never,” Damselfly rebelled, though secretly she was frightened of what the sorceress might do to her. “I did not come back from the Evergarden alone. My friends will come for me when I do not return and then you will be sorry.” 
 
    “Let them come,” Luyna responded confidently.  
 
    “Tyten will deal with your little friends, and if not I have you as my hostage.” 
 
    Damselfly looked at Rat for support, though the orphan boy was staring at Celeste and Coral, who were poignantly ignoring him. Judge Vale shrank in his seat until he almost disappeared, and Blakast was talking to himself in a dialogue that only he could understand. 
 
    “You are alone,” Luyna chided. 
 
    Before Damselfly could respond, the whole castle shook and, echoing up from below, they heard the first sounds of battle.  
 
      
 
    Delridden had been uneasy about letting Damselfly enter the castle alone. He did not know the boy Rat and Buttons would not be much help in an emergency. From the moment they departed, Delridden was pacing like a caged animal, even the Matriarch could not assuage his anxiety. In truth, though he was loath to admit it, Delridden had become extremely fond of the princess. She had restored his purpose and given him hope that he might reunite with Uriel. Regaining his family was only part of it, because now he felt that Damselfly was his family, and when Orion had taken her away in the Shadowgarden, it had felt like someone had punched him in the stomach. Delridden might not have any familial bonds to Damselfly; still, he had adopted her in his heart, and he was certain that Uriel would agree with his decision. 
 
    “We cannot just stand around doing nothing,” he stated, for the hundredth time.  
 
    “They have been gone a while,” the Matriarch agreed. 
 
    “What can we do? The castle is well-fortified,”  
 
    Bakka enquired. 
 
    “I don’t care how many men stand between me and Damselfly, it will not be enough to stop me,” Delridden vowed. 
 
    While the Matriarch questioned her companion’s wisdom, she was also growing worried about Damselfly and she had spent enough time waiting. 
 
    “We will go in and hope it is enough,” the sorceress concluded. 
 
    All of their followers were eager to help Damselfly despite the odds being against them. The Peritwinkle volunteered to charge the gates, and once they were open, 
 
    Delridden would lead the first wave through.  
 
    The castle gate was fifteen feet high and twelve feet wide, yet it sprung open like a mousetrap when the Peritwinkle bulldozed his way through it. Immediately, he became a large target for the waiting soldiers who shot arrows and threw spears at him from behind a barricade. Delridden wasted no time leading his men through the castle entrance. Villagers from Wintergarden and Shades from Shadowgarden made up the majority of his army with the Matriarch adding her magical prowess to the invasion. The soldiers all wore bronze armour with the Thrane family crest embossed on the metal. None of them realised that the owl sitting upon the tree was actually one of the attackers, and rather than worry about the fighting here, Phoebus went in search of Damselfly on his own. Delridden could not fly so he was forced to fight for every inch as his small group met a strong resistance from the household guards. The Peritwinkle was little use in tight areas as they fought up staircases and in narrow corridors. 
 
    “This is taking too long,” Delridden cursed. 
 
    “There is nothing more we can do,” the Matriarch replied. “I am not powerful enough to wave so many men aside.” 
 
    Delridden could see that their path was successfully blocked. It would take a miracle to get past so many vigilant defenders, and who knew what might happen to Damselfly in the meantime. Without a better option Delridden fought twice as hard, his sword seemed to be everywhere at once, and the castle guards were pushed back although they did not break. Tyten had been watching the conflict with satisfaction. His men were well ensconced and the invaders too few. The leader of his opposition refused to accept his situation and the heroic effort he was showing was encouraging his own forces to keep going. Tyten considered himself the greatest swordsman in Fable. He had sacrificed love, companionship and a family for his duty as Captain of the Guard. Now, standing before him was a real threat to his dominion, and no man could call Tyten a coward.  
 
    Passing through the lines of his own men, Tyten drew his blade and set his sights upon the opposition leader. Delridden glimpsed Tyten heading his way. The Captain of the Guard was dressed in gold armour with a helm that covered his face except for a pair of fierce blue eyes. Tyten’s long golden hair fell down his neck like a mane making him an intimidating figure. Delridden had fought many battles and he did not shy away from this latest challenge. Both warriors knew that the quickest route to victory was through each other. As the lines of fighters seemed to move aside, Tyten struck first bringing his sword down hard in a movement that would have slain Delridden had he not brought his own blade up to parry. For a brief moment the ’combatants’ eyes locked before Tyten drew back, feinted left and then struck right. His blade missed Delridden’s side by an inch and cut through his thin shawl before whirling back around like a striking snake and passing a hair’s breadth from Delridden’s throat. 
 
    “I have been training for this my entire life,” Tyten boasted. 
 
    Delridden was already breathing heavily. His opponent was obviously very skilled with superior footwork and heavy armour. To defeat such an adversary Delridden would need to be patient and cunning if he hoped to survive. As the duo once again came together with blades bared, they both heard a noise from behind them. Briefly distracted from their own personal duel, Delridden and Tyten witnessed a flood of castle residents rushing down the stairs to join in the battle. Led by Pilgrim the makeshift army fell on their protectors with whatever weapons they could find; Bullan the Master of Hounds carried a chain while Balius the Master of Horses wielded a bullwhip. The kitchen staff were well represented too; Swelter the Butcher charged into the fray with a cleaver raised high above his head while Skowl the Cook brought a carving knife, and Kale the Baker swiped at any soldiers with a pair of rolling pins. With his men facing challengers from both sides, Tyten was forced to retreat, awarding the ground level to the invaders while defending the steps that led higher up.  
 
    “Thank you for your support,” Delridden welcomed the reinforcements. 
 
    “If you are looking for Luyna she has barricaded herself in the royal apartments,” Pilgrim explained. 
 
    “Have you seen Damselfly?” the Matriarch asked.  
 
    “She is alive?” Pilgrim questioned. 
 
    “Yes, we brought her back with us from the Evergarden,” Delridden revealed. 
 
    The castle residents cheered at this news. Luyna had kept them in the dark about her reasons for increasing security around the castle, and now they had even greater reason to keep fighting. 
 
    “It will not be easy and many of you may get hurt,” Delridden warned. 
 
    “We are with you,” Pilgrim pledged, and the others behind him swiftly agreed.  
 
    “Then follow me.” Delridden renewed their charge up the castle tower.  
 
      
 
    Luyna could not block out the sound of battle being waged below them. She sat icily in her chair and snapped at anyone who spoke above a whisper. Rat was perched on his heels, trying to get Coral and Celeste to notice him, while Blakast remained in a dark corner mumbling nonsense to himself. Damselfly and Buttons were straining to hear what was happening beneath their feet, though it was impossible to really know how the fighting was going from so far away. 
 
    “Let us go,” Damselfly demanded. 
 
    “Be quiet, child, or I will turn you into a frog,” Luyna intimidated. 
 
    One look from the sorceress was enough to still the princess’s tongue; despite her bravery, only a fool would test Luyna’s threats in her current mood. To everyone’s surprise, the door to their room suddenly opened. Damselfly briefly hoped it would be her friends coming to rescue her, though these expectations were dashed as she recognised Orion, swathed in his usual red cape, step into the room. 
 
    “Brother, you are just in time to celebrate our victory,” Luyna heralded.  
 
    “What is going on?” Orion questioned, seeing Damselfly and Buttons.  
 
    “It is all under control,” Luyna pronounced. 
 
    “How did they return from the Evergarden?” Orion queried.  
 
    “I will explain everything, just not now,” Luyna promised. 
 
    Damselfly knew this was her only chance to speak up. Despite her long-standing distrust of Orion, it was clear that he had been unaware of all Luyna’s plots. 
 
    “Blakast blasted a hole in the Evergarden, using the stolen artefact from his trial,” the princess revealed. 
 
    “Shut up,” Luyna hissed. 
 
    Orion glimpsed the usurper curled up in a corner and turned back to Damselfly for further enlightenment. 
 
    “He stole the artefact just as he stole the timepiece, for her,” Damselfly pointed accusingly at Luyna. 
 
    Orion looked unconvinced until he looked in his sister’s yellow eyes and glimpsed the truth. 
 
    “It was you,” Orion reeled. 
 
    “I did it for us,” Luyna pleaded. 
 
    The Children of the Moon looked at each other from across the room, their dual crescent birth marks revealing how much they were a part of one another. 
 
    “The king and queen, that was you?” Orion realised. 
 
    “She would be dead already if you had not interfered,” Luyna raged. 
 
    Orion stepped forward placing his hands on Luyna’s shoulders. The siblings seemed to only see each other, and Damselfly wondered if she could reach the door while they were distracted. 
 
    “I do not blame you, it is our curse,” Orion voiced. 
 
    Damselfly remembered the fairy tale about The Children of the Moon and these lines particularly held a new perspective for her.  
 
      
 
    Your children will be born with the moon’s mark, 
 
    So you know my words are true, 
 
    One will be fair the other dark, 
 
    One will be a gift the other will be the death of you. 
 
      
 
    “I have spent my whole life trying to protect you,” Orion stated. “And to protect others from you.” 
 
    A single tear rolled down Luyna’s cheek, the first Damselfly had ever seen the sorceress shed. 
 
    “I will not let you hurt the child.” Orion let go of Luyna who slumped without her brother’s support. 
 
    Turning his back, Orion walked over to where Damselfly and Buttons were being kept prisoner and stood protectively before them. 
 
    “I’m sorry for believing the worst of you,” Damselfly apologised as Orion stood bravely between them and his sister. 
 
    “We need the girl,” Luyna argued. “She is the last Thrane. We cannot rule Fable while a single heir remains.” 
 
    “We are not here to reign but to serve,” Orion answered. 
 
    “These regents are not superior to us. We wield magic and have power they could only dream of,” Luyna spat. 
 
    “You sound like the Fairy King,” Orion argued. 
 
    “I am better than the Fairy King!” Luyna screamed. 
 
    In her emotional state the sorceress pulled the timepiece from her robes, and every eye in the room was drawn to Death’s greatest weapon. 
 
    “The Fairy King was terrified of death; I control death,” Luyna demanded. 
 
    “You have gone too far,” Orion warned. “I cannot let you lose any more of your humanity, or you will be lost to yourself.” 
 
    “Stand aside,” Luyna ordered. 
 
    “No.” Orion raised his chin and stood his ground.  
 
    “Move aside,” Luyna screamed. 
 
    “If you want to kill the girl you will have to kill me first.” Orion delivered his ultimatum. 
 
    Luyna was growing unhinged; her hair had fallen across her face, which was red with anger and tears. Damselfly thought for a moment that they were safe. Luyna could not bring herself to harm her twin brother, and Orion was refusing to back down. Everyone had taken their eyes off Blakast.  
 
    Hearing his mistress’s distress, he sought to remove the cause of it. Sneaking up behind Orion, the usurper plunged a dagger into the magician’s back, right up to the hilt. Luyna and Damselfly screamed as the blade sank deeper. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Orion fell to his knees, the life already draining from his eyes. Luyna knelt before her brother, trying to save his life with magic. 
 
    “What have you done?” Luyna cursed Blakast who retreated back to his corner, like a scolded dog, unable to understand why his mistress was angry with him. 
 
    “I cannot save you.” Luyna admitted defeat as the blood continued to flow from her brother’s mortal wound. 
 
    Orion’s magic was based in the healing arts while Luyna’s had always taken on a darker purpose. To reverse the damage done to her brother was beyond Luyna’s capabilities. 
 
    “If you cannot save me, at least save yourself,” Orion wished. 
 
    “No, you cannot die,” Luyna fought. “Not while I hold time in the palm of my hand.” 
 
    Damselfly felt a confliction of emotions, knowing that the sorceress’s words might be true. Perhaps Orion would not die, yet his body could not reconcile such a devastating injury and all but the faintest sign of life had already left his stricken body. 
 
    “Please, Luyna, restart time and end his suffering,” Damselfly begged.  
 
    “No, I have come too far and sacrificed too much,” Luyna refused. 
 
    “My daughters will rule Fable after me and you, Princess Damselfly, will secure my victory.” 
 
    

  

 

 Chapter 19 
 
    End of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    Delridden had fought Tyten all around the castle as the soldiers slowly retreated before the zealous rebellion. Tyten knew he was the superior swordsman; several bleeding wounds on Delridden’s torso supported this theory, and yet his opponent would not stop coming. 
 
    “Yield and I will not kill you,” Tyten offered. 
 
    “You have not beaten me yet,” Delridden exclaimed, dodging another lethal thrust.  
 
    They found themselves on a high level of the castle, meaning Tyten could no longer retreat without risking the uprising reaching Luyna and the royal apartments. The Captain of the Guard considered fleeing the duel, though his heavy armour would make it impossible to outrun his relentless opponent.  
 
    Then an idea struck Tyten. He manoeuvred the conflict down a narrow, dark corridor, skillfully keeping his adversary at arm’s length. When they reached a dead end, Delridden thought he had his prey cornered until Tyten kicked in a wooden door and disappeared down a narrow spiral staircase. Without hesitation Delridden followed, unwilling to let his enemy escape. In his haste he almost slipped on a broken stair and had to grab hold of the stone wall to stop his descent. With his heart pounding against his chest, Delridden continued his pursuit, although Tyten had opened up a small lead. The staircase ended so abruptly that Delridden jammed his knee painfully.  
 
    It was pitch-black and only the sound of scurrying rats broke the ominous silence. 
 
    “I thought you were a man of honour,” Delridden shouted into the darkness. “I guess you are just another coward.” 
 
    A blazing torch appeared up ahead, throwing a halo of light in what seemed like a cavernous room. Tyten’s bronze armour and golden hair shimmered in the firelight, making him look angelic. 
 
    “I am right here,” the Captain of the Guard announced. 
 
    Delridden took a moment to recover his composure before striding forward to meet his challenger. It was clear that Tyten was an expert swordsman, perhaps the best he had ever faced, and yet he was not scared. 
 
    “You should reconsider who you are fighting for,” Delridden posed.  
 
    “I am the king’s man,” Tyten vowed. 
 
    “Really, because I have not seen the king give any orders since I arrived here,” Delridden questioned. 
 
    “There is a chain of command. As a soldier you should understand that,” Tyten replied. 
 
    “It only takes one weak link for the chain to break,” Delridden warned. 
 
    As Delridden came within reach, Tyten whipped the flaming torch at him like a cudgel which only just missed his shoulder by inches and was close enough for him to feel the heat. Delridden was forced backwards, avoiding the torch and Tyten’s sword, which he swung alternatively. In desperation Delridden stood his ground, ducking at the last second as the torch passed over his head and driving upward with his own blade. Tyten reacted quickly, deflecting the blow with his own sword at the last moment. Delridden’s point drew blood just under the soldier’s right armpit where the armour was not as strong. Fueled by this small victory, Delridden pushed Tyten back, the captain showing doubt in his blue eyes for the first time since they had locked swords. Unfortunately, Delridden became over confident in his attack, allowing Tyten to lure him in with a well-disguised feint before countering with a flick of his wrist that left a bloody gash across Delridden’s collar bone. Seizing the moment, Tyten placed the burning torch into a wall bracket, allowing him to use both hands on the sword, which he now did. Each blow was delivered with greater force, shaking Delridden’s bones as he blocked first one and then another. 
 
    “You cannot keep this up much longer,” Tyten grinned. 
 
    Delridden knew the truth in his opponent’s words and sought to take him off his feet. Delivering a sharp kick to his adversary’s knee, Delridden was stunned to find Tyten’s armour absorb the blow and leave him open to a vicious backhanded slash that opened a long line across his chest that dropped him to the ground. 
 
    “This armour was made by Bakka himself for the winner of a tournament long forgotten, only now it has found a worthy suitor,” Tyten bragged. 
 
    Delridden attempted to rise though Tyten was quicker, aiming a fatal blow at his head. Delridden managed to block the strike at the very last moment, only to have his blade wrenched from his grip. Disarmed, Delridden was completely vulnerable so he charged forward, taking Tyten by surprise, and, grabbing him around the waist, pushed with all his might. Tyten was trying to thrust his sword into Delridden’s exposed back, though he found his enemy’s momentum dragging him backwards rapidly until they slammed into the wall. The torch was dislodged from its’ bracket where it fell to the floor, casting strange shadows as the two warriors battled for survival. Finally, Tyten regained his balance and threw his aggressor to the ground where Delridden’s face rested only inches away from the burning torch. 
 
    “You have proved a worthy opponent,” the Captain of the Guard praised as he raised his sword for one final strike. 
 
    “Kimson!” 
 
    A voice broke through the duel causing Tyten to pause. Delridden remembered the sound of his true love’s voice and, seizing upon his assailant’s hesitation, rolled out of harm’s way and retrieved his own blade. 
 
    “Uriel,” Delridden cried out, still unable to see her amongst the darkness.  
 
    “I am sorry she will have to witness this,” Tyten stated. 
 
    Delridden, coursing with adrenaline from hearing Uriel’s voice again, fought with a fresh vengeance, delivering a barrage of thrusts and parries so Tyten was forced to go on the defensive. Several times Delridden’s blade struck the bronze armour, only to find the blow deflected and the metal barely dented.  
 
    Tyten was pushed backwards, though none of Delridden’s blows got through. With blood seeping down his adversary’s arms and chest, it was just a case of weathering this final storm. Delridden refused to surrender to his fatigue, although the sword in his hand felt heavier with each stroke. His knee was on fire and his grip was affected by the blood flowing freely from his multiple wounds. After a flurry, which would have defeated any other opponent, Delridden finally stopped to rest, his chest heaving, and his sword rested on the floor like a crutch. 
 
    “It is over,” Tyten declared.  
 
    “Kimson!” 
 
    As Tyten thrust forward with his sword, Delridden left himself open until the last moment when he twisted his body, too late; the captain’s blade entered his flesh, just above the right hip, and went straight through.  
 
    Now, though, Tyten’s weapon was stuck, and Delridden was still holding his own blade. A flash of doubt crossed the captain’s eyes as his challenger reared back and struck powerfully with his own blade straight at Tyten’s heart. Fortunately for the soldier, his armour absorbed the lethal impact, stopping the blade inches from Tyten’s heart. Delridden, drawing on his last reserves of strength, charged forward with his sword still pressed to Tyten’s chest. When they collided with the bars of Uriel’s cell, the blade finally punched through the breastplate of Tyten’s armour and impaled the soldier’s heart. So the prophecy was fulfilled and despite the absence of it in his own life, Tyten was killed by love.  
 
      
 
    Without leadership, the castle guards had retreated as far as they could without breaking. The liberators, fueled by determination, had fought bravely though many were exhausted or injured. The Matriarch and Bakka were both attempting one last treaty while both sides took a breath. With the guards holding the higher ground just outside the royal apartments, it would take one giant effort from the invaders to break through. While the Peritwinkle growled intimidatingly, Bakka tried to reason with the remaining defenders. Before peace could be negotiated, Luyna emerged at the top of the staircase, behind her twin daughters, Celeste and Coral, who were followed by a shame-faced Rat. Lastly came Blakast who held Damselfly hostage so the rebels could see. Buttons, unwilling to risk anything happening to his friend, trailed behind obediently. 
 
    “End this foolishness now,” Luyna threatened.  
 
    “We have come too far,” the Matriarch warned. 
 
    “You would risk harm coming to your precious princess?” Luyna questioned, her yellow eyes bright with malice. 
 
    “No harm will come to her while I breathe,” the Matriarch vowed. 
 
    “Then perhaps we should find out who is the strongest sorceress,” Luyna challenged.  
 
    Damselfly wanted to scream a warning. She had witnessed Luyna’s terrifying rage at losing her brother and knew that the Matriarch could not win. Yet Blakast held her tightly so she could not speak or move, and painfully she watched as her friend stepped forward. 
 
    “If it means no one else gets hurt I gladly accept,” the Matriarch responded. 
 
    “You always believed yourself to be the authority on everything,” Luyna recalled. “Teacher or mentor, you always positioned yourself above others like you were special.” 
 
    “I never thought my magical abilities were superior to anyone. I only hoped to guide and advise those with powers on how to use them for good.” 
 
    “Then you failed.” 
 
    Luyna unleashed a blast of energy that staggered the Matriarch. Damselfly screamed, although no one could hear it because Blakast’s hand was covering her mouth. Within moments it was over. The Matriarch was on her knees with greater streaks of silver in her hair and her robes tattered. 
 
    “You are holding back, why?” Luyna asked. 
 
    “Magic is running out. Soon there will be nothing left for any of us,” the Matriarch answered. 
 
    “You lie,” Luyna accused, although there was doubt in her lupine eyes. 
 
    “Without time, magic will disappear from Fable along with everything else,” the Matriarch prophesied. 
 
    “What will we do without magic?” Celeste questioned. 
 
    “Do not fall for her lies,” Luyna snapped at her daughter.  
 
    “It is the truth and you know it,” the Matriarch posed. 
 
    “I preserved existence by stopping time,” Luyna orated. 
 
    While the sorceress was distracted, Damselfly desperately sought to gain the Matriarch’s attention. Making eye contact, the princess looked at Luyna before making an O with her fingers. It took a few moments for the Matriarch to comprehend the message. 
 
    “If you preserved everything, why is your brother not with you?” the Matriarch inquired. 
 
    Luyna, still raw with grief, retaliated, animating an infestation of creeping vines to tie up the Peritwinkle. Moving confidently down the stairs, the sorceress sneered at the Matriarch before releasing all her power at the stricken figure. Damselfly once again screamed. This time she slipped from Blakast’s grip, and her voice echoed around the stone walls. When the light faded Damselfly could see, to her relief, that the Matriarch remained untouched on the stairs. 
 
    “Impossible,” Luyna queried. 
 
    “I heard there was a contest to see who was the greatest magician in the land, and I cannot believe you forgot to invite me.” 
 
    From behind the rebels came the Fairy King, wearing his dark green robes, and behind him a rabble of Sprites followed including their leader, Jinx, who was riding a large Baywolf. Damselfly was as surprised as anyone, although she remembered the hand on her leg as they entered the portal between Evergarden and here. 
 
    “I got rid of you once and I can do it again,” Luyna threatened. 
 
    “You may have tricked me from the shadows. Now I see clearly who my enemy is, I will not make the same mistake again,” the Fairy King promised. 
 
    The stairway was bathed in brilliant light as Luyna and the Fairy King dueled. Bakka desperately hauled the Matriarch to safety while the Sprites worked on releasing the Peritwinkle from his restraints. Damselfly struggled against her captor until Blakast pressed a knife to her throat, and Buttons shook his head to ward off any further struggle. the Fairy King appeared to be the only person enjoying himself; he danced across the stairs, singing at the top of his lungs, as he exchanged fire with Luyna. 
 
    “This, our proud Kingdom of Fable, is saved by the man with no equal. So if you have been living under a rock or at the bottom of a lake, or meet a traveller who took a wrong turn, be sure to advise them so they do not make a terrible mistake. For the name of their leader they must learn. For I am the Fairy King. For I am the Fairy King.” 
 
    Luyna felt her powers waning; the pull of magic at her fingertips was fading, and the Matriarch’s words proved true. With one final assault, Luyna dropped to the ground, her body wasted by the power that she had stolen. the Fairy King stood triumphantly, a reminder of a distant past. 
 
    “You are defeated. Tell your men to lay down their arms,” the Matriarch instructed.  
 
    “I still have this.” Luyna produced Death’s timepiece for everyone to see. 
 
    “Hand it over,” the Matriarch instructed. 
 
    “You want me to restart time? Perhaps I will,” Luyna teased.  
 
    “We want you to return time,” Bakka concluded. 
 
   

 

 For two individuals this statement was incorrect; the Fairy King had a frozen mask of fear imprinted on his face, and Damselfly struggled desperately in Blakast’s grip as 
 
    she remembered Death’s ultimatum: 
 
    You have one second to retrieve my timepiece or I will take your mother to the other side. 
 
    With a look of pure malevolence, Luyna pressed down the crown on Death’s timepiece and restarted time. the Fairy King clutched his heart, where Death’s scythe had made a fatal wound, before collapsing on the stairs. Jinx along with all the Sprites crowded around their fallen leader, hoping for some response; they were disappointed. “I defeated all my enemies, except time!” the Fairy King whispered, before falling to the ground. 
 
      
 
    The Fairy King was dead. 
 
    Damselfly, slipping from Blakast’s grip for a moment, screamed; her voice was high with fright, and from nowhere Trigger, the Dalmatian, leapt at the usurper who was forced to release his grip. Freed, Damselfly slipped away from her captors with Buttons and entered the royal apartments, which felt haunted. It was cold, dark and unfamiliar as if Damselfly had never walked these corridors before. The princess ran through the empty halls with Buttons struggling to keep up. She burst into her mother’s room and headed straight for the bed where her mum lay. 
 
    She was too late. 
 
    Death stood by her mother’s bed, almost indistinguishable from the shadows if not for the frigid atmosphere that made the hairs on Damselfly’s neck stand up. 
 
    “No, I did what you asked,” the princess pleaded.  
 
    “I restarted time. Luyna has the timepiece, go and take it from her. Please, do not take my mother.” 
 
    Damselfly may only have been twelve years old, yet she had learnt that no one can barter with Death as her mother’s spirit was taken away by the old king. Damselfly placed her head on her mother’s cold hand and cried until there was nothing left inside. After everything they had been through, it was all for nothing; her mother was gone. Luyna still held sway over the castle, and although time had restarted, it still felt like it was stopped to Damselfly. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” 
 
    Damselfly wiped her tears away to discover Buttontail sitting beside her solemnly.  
 
    “Did you say something, Buttons?” 
 
    The rabbit looked up to the ceiling where Phoebus, the owl, was hovering with some difficulty due to his age and large wing span. 
 
    “Oh, Phoebus, I did not see you there,” Damselfly replied. “I am crying because my mother is dead. Death gave me one second to return his timepiece and I failed.” 
 
    “You have not failed yet,” Phoebus contradicted.  
 
    “What do you mean?” the princess questioned. 
 
    “Here.” The owl dropped something from his foot onto the bed. 
 
    To Damselfly’s astonishment, she discovered her uncle Abeldine’s bell, the one they had won from the leviathan back in Shadowgarden. 
 
    “Where did you get that?” Buttons asked incredulously. 
 
    “Pariah retrieved it from the Hall of Bells,” Phoebus managed to remember.  
 
    “What does it do?” Damselfly questioned, reaching for the instrument. 
 
    “Don’t touch it, Damselfly,” Buttons warned. “You recall what happened to the Shades.” 
 
    Princess Damselfly retracted her hand, although the desire to touch the bell remained intense. 
 
    “That bell has magical powers,” Phoebus revealed.  
 
    “In the right hands it could do a lot of good, even potentially bring the dead back to life.” 
 
    For a brief moment Damselfly considered the possibility of bringing her mother back from the grave, though when she remembered Death’s presence it was surely too late.  
 
    “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Damselfly stated. 
 
    “It might be the only way to stop Luyna,” Buttons considered. 
 
    “Perhaps there is a way to control the magic infused within this bell,” Phoebus offered. 
 
    “The lore of bell magic has been lost for decades. How could I possibly find it now?” Damselfly pondered. 
 
    “Maybe you should do what worked before,” Phoebus hinted. 
 
    The princess ruminated on this conundrum, repeating the owl’s words until an idea popped into her head. 
 
    “According to the tale I swallowed it last time.” 
 
    “Bravo.” Phoebus flapped his wings in silent applause.  
 
    “How is that going to help?” Buttons posed. 
 
    “I don’t know but it is worth a try,” Damselfly decided. 
 
      
 
    There was a child who swallowed a bell. 
 
    She could not speak for years. 
 
    No one could she tell, 
 
    Her many dreams and fears. 
 
      
 
    Damselfly popped the bell into her mouth and grimaced at the metallic taste, like blood on her tongue. She had expected to feel different somehow, a connection between her and the bell’s magic, yet she felt nothing. When she went to relay this to her companions, no words came out, only a faint chime. 
 
    “You did it,” Buttons praised. 
 
    Damselfly was unsure exactly what she had done or how this would help her defeat Luyna, only that they had to try. The return of time was revealed by a distant crack of thunder and the drumming of rain bouncing off the castle stones. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” Phoebus repeated. 
 
    “He’s forgotten the whole conversation we just had,” Buttons remarked. 
 
    Damselfly, unable to say anything, decided there was no time to waste and headed back towards the stairwell where they had left the others. The princess thought briefly of Orion who had sacrificed his life for her own and whether Death had visited his body yet. She owed him a debt; if the bell could save him, was it not her responsibility to try? Damselfly decided that she did not know enough about the bell’s power to risk something so dangerous, especially without confronting Luyna first. They walked purposefully back towards the staircase where Luyna was trying to win over the devastated Sprites to her side. Without the Fairy King, they would likely side with the next most powerful sorcerer which was without doubt Luyna. As Damselfly watched the face-off from behind Luyna’s army, Kimson and Uriel joined the rebels, bringing with them the news of Tyten’s passing. Kimson was supported by his partner after suffering several superficial wounds. Uriel, herself weakened by the long incarceration, seemed to gain strength from her newly found freedom. The Matriarch was delighted to be reunited with the pair, although their reunion was overshadowed by Jinx, the Sprite leader, agreeing to join Luyna.  
 
    The tide of the battle had turned irrevocably. Even without Tyten, the Royal Guard fortified by the Sprites was too great a challenge for the rebels to overcome, especially with Luyna still in possession of Death’s timepiece. A flash of lightning added a sinister element to the atmosphere, as though nature was also in conflict after being held in place for so long. Princess Damselfly stepped forward knowing that if she failed now there would be no future for those she cared about most. Rat glimpsed her first though he could not maintain eye contact. He tugged on Luyna’s dress to gain attention. The sorceress stopped Damselfly in her tracks with those terrifying yellow eyes. Willing herself to be brave, Damselfly walked forward and was allowed through the armed defenders until she stood next to Luyna at the head of the staircase. 
 
    “Have you come to surrender?” Luyna asked. “I am the most powerful sorceress alive and I still hold this.” 
 
    A flash of lightning illuminated the timepiece which Luyna held up proudly, like a sword hanging over all of their heads. 
 
    “Your army is defeated,” Luyna gloated over the battered remnants of the rebel uprising. 
 
    Kimson, with fire in his eyes, still wished to fight, though Uriel held him back as the wounds he suffered were too great. Luyna laughed at the feeble sign of resistance, although it ended abruptly as Damselfly stepped forward challengingly. 
 
    “I suppose it does come down to you and I,” Luyna acknowledged. “Well, aren’t you going to say anything?” 
 
    Damselfly simply stood looking at Luyna, knowing that her eyes were capable of speaking a thousand silent words and conveying a multitude of emotions. 
 
    “I corrupted your uncle Abeldine because I wanted his throne,” Luyna confessed. 
 
    “Your father never believed himself worthy of the crown, and I personally agree. It was easy to twist his mind and make him my puppet.” 
 
    Luyna was boasting though her words were creating animosity, especially amongst the Royal Guard who had stood faithfully beside her all along. Now they realised her deception, many of them moved to stand behind their princess in a show of defiance. Luyna did not seem to care. She did not need soldiers or followers now that her magical competition had been neutralized. 
 
    “Your mother is dead and it is because of me,” Luyna smiled. 
 
    Damselfly wanted to scream her wrath, like the storm outside, for her uncle and her parents. Every terrible consequence of Luyna’s deceptions ran through Damselfly’s mind like a flood threatening to overwhelm her. It was actually thinking of Orion’s selfless sacrifice that gave her pause. If Damselfly allowed the pain to control her actions, then she would be no different than Luyna or Laetitia Shade who had suffered for her vengeance by misusing their power. The bell held old magic greater than anyone could remember. If brought to bear from a place of anger, it could consume them all and Damselfly was tired of fighting. Her sole purpose for everything she had done was to save her mother, and in that she had failed.  
 
    Now she stood for the whole of Fable.  
 
    Like her ancestors she represented the Thrane legacy and would once again battle evil. Orion had been her greatest nightmare, yet there was good in him all along, and Damselfly had to believe that there was some good in everyone. Luyna had given her Buttontail. Whatever the motivation behind such an act was irrelevant, some part of her best friend came from Luyna, and that was enough to help calm the rage that threatened to break free. 
 
    “You think I won’t harm a child?” Luyna screamed, growing enraged by Damselfly’s passive demeanour.  
 
    “Everything belongs to me now, Fable is mine to command, and I alone will reign, not as a queen but as empress.” 
 
    Even Luyna’s remaining followers took a step back from the sorceress, whose entire being was glowing with magical energy. Her daughters, Coral and Celeste, each took one of Rat’s arms for comfort, bringing a delighted smile to the orphan’s face. Only Blakast remained completely intoxicated with devotion for his mistress. The usurper, loyal as ever, bathed in her glow, completely oblivious to anything else that was happening around them. 
 
    “Let us finish this,” Luyna announced. 
 
    Damselfly tried to think of her happiest memory; a time when her parents were together, and she felt safe. Her father’s coronation day had been full of ceremonies, so Damselfly had hardly managed to speak a word with either of her parents and everything seemed to be changing rapidly. That night her parents had come into her bedroom to say goodnight; her father had called her a princess though this time it was really true and that felt scary. Damselfly had cried because she did not want things to change, and her parents had comforted her and explained that nothing had changed regarding how much they loved her. Then her mother had sung a lullaby which Damselfly liked, and so now she decided to sing it. Damselfly ignored the storm outside. She put Luyna out of her mind and concentrated solely on that memory. When she opened her mouth no words came out, only a beautiful melody that washed over the crowd like a comforting blanket.  
 
   

 

   
 
    The Lady of the Lake 
 
      
 
    The Lady of the Lake loved looking up at the night sky,  
 
    From her rocky throne she kept a watchful eye. 
 
    Then one day a strange creature entered her inlet,  
 
    Scouring the sea with hook and net. 
 
    Frightened she swam down to the riverbed,  
 
    There everything was dark and full of dread. 
 
    The Lady of the Lake missed the smell of fresh air, 
 
    She longed for the wind to once again blow through her hair.  
 
    Most of all she missed the stars and her lunar companion, 
 
    So she plotted to make the moon the newest member of her underwater nation. 
 
      
 
    The Lady of the Lake was very beautiful,  
 
    Even the tide could not resist her smile.  
 
    Her eyes were like precious pearls, 
 
    Pretty shells adorned her hair which ended in perfect seaweed curls. 
 
    The following evening, 
 
    She invited the moon for some twilight dining.  
 
    The Lady of the Lake returned to the surface, 
 
    While he was enchanted by her beauty, she cast a spell to keep him in place. 
 
    The Lady of the Lake cast the moon down to the bottom of the ocean,  
 
    To give light to all her creation. 
 
      
 
    The spell meant that the moon would remain her prisoner,  
 
    Trapped in her underwater kingdom forever. 
 
    The moon demanded his immediate release,  
 
    Otherwise, he would see there was no peace. 
 
    If he was not allowed to return to his obsidian tower, 
 
    He threatened the Lady of the Lake would one day be under his power. 
 
    The spell was eternally binding,  
 
    Yet as the moon had been unwilling. 
 
    There was one condition, 
 
    Every year on the longest night the moon could escape his prison. 
 
      
 
    If only he could avoid the Lady of the Lake’s gaze,  
 
    He could be free, to return to his old home and ways.  
 
    A sweet revenge he would have against the lady,  
 
    Once he obtained his blessed liberty. 
 
    Many longest nights passed, 
 
    Without a chance to break the spell that had been cast.  
 
    To make matters right, 
 
    For the moon to once more set the night sky alight. 
 
    So the moon waited patiently, 
 
    Knowing that one day he would get his opportunity. 
 
      
 
    Without the moon’s presence the night belonged to the Evening Star’s grace,  
 
    Finally, he had reached his rightful place. 
 
    The Evening Star decided to bless the longest night with a meteor shower, 
 
    The Lady of the Lake was an eager spectator. 
 
    She checked now and then that the moon was still trapped below,  
 
    Though her eyes kept being drawn to the sky and the show.  
 
    When the lights had burned to brilliance, 
 
    The Lady of the Lake swam to the depths to share her experience. 
 
    While she had been distracted the moon had fled. 
 
    The light under the waves had been a reflection of the moon’s radiance reinstated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Luyna could not understand this new power Damselfly possessed. It was like nothing she had seen before and with it came a disbelief that such a thing could happen. Luyna had trained for years to control her magical abilities, learning from masters and always competing with her twin brother, Orion, despite their differences. As Damselfly continued to sing, Luyna gathered all her strength to repulse the magical effects. To Luyna’s surprise, even this reinforced attempt had no impact on Damselfly’s newly discovered power. 
 
    “How can this be?” Luyna demanded. 
 
    “Perhaps we should get out of here,” Coral suggested. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, girl, this castle belongs to me and I will not be chased from it by a child,” Luyna screamed manically. 
 
    What Luyna could not discern is that her own physical appearance was changing the more she struggled against Damselfly’s voice. The sorceress’s hair was turning silver, her skin was aging, and her clothes were growing loose as she literally shrank before their very eyes. 
 
    “Stop, Luyna, before it kills you,” the Matriarch warned. 
 
    Luyna paid no attention, knowing that her victory was so close and all she had to do was remove this child from her path. With a stubborn show of power, Luyna released a fresh burst of energy that should have destroyed half the castle, and yet Damselfly remained untouched, her eyes closed, lost in the memory of her song. By now even Blakast had become concerned for his mistress, though when he scuttled up beside her, he was zapped by stray energy. Like a loyal hound, the usurper curled up beside his mistress, unable to get through to her yet unwilling to leave. Coral and Celeste were far more practical about the situation. They could see their mother destroying herself before their eyes and understood the repercussions that they would face without her protection. Their only chance was to escape now while all eyes were focused on Luyna. With Rat dutifully leading the way, Coral and Celeste disappeared into the shadows.  
 
    Luyna was oblivious to her ’daughters’ departure, ignorant of Blakast’s lingering loyalty and blinded to the damage she was inflicting on herself. All she could hear was the pounding of her heart, louder than the storm outside. Rage beat out any other emotions until it consumed her. With a sickening finality, Luyna felt a piercing pain in her chest. Letting out a strangled cry, she fell to the ground. Her vision was blurry so when she looked at her unfamiliar hands, it seemed to be a trick of the senses. When Luyna tried to get up she had no strength in her limbs and found herself trapped within her own body. The Matriarch came forward, knowing the battle was over. Luyna looked a hundred years old, only her yellow eyes revealing it was the same person. Few spectators even noticed Damselfly had stopped singing; the melody lingered in the air and held everyone in a trance. 
 
    It was over. Fable was safe. 
 
    A forceful gust of wind extinguished all the lights in the castle like a giant hand covering the sky. No one moved until a flash of lightning revealed a cloaked figure retrieving his timepiece from Luyna’s frail grasp. Blakast wailed pathetically by his mistress’s side. While others reignited the lights, it was to find Death gone, Luyna still alive, although barely, and her children, along with the betrayer Rat, missing. Damselfly ran across the hall to be embraced by Kimson and Uriel. 
 
    “You did it, sweetheart, you saved us all,” Uriel cried. 
 
    Damselfly hugged Uriel, feeling safer than she had in what seemed an eternity. The enormity of what had happened would not set in for some time, yet one thing did reveal the startling consequences of this moment. Holding Uriel close, she felt the baby inside her kick, and the presence of new life beginning became a reality. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter 20 
 
    The Beginning of Times 
 
      
 
      
 
    Phoebus the owl flew down the burgeoning River Thane which threaded through green pastures that supplied fresh crops and animals. A new born ewe was taking his first trip to the water’s edge with his mother, learning the risks and rewards that life could bring. Bakka, the great smith, had been working on a fresh series of rivers planned to stretch across Fable. The Garden Gates had been an ingenious feat of engineering, yet their purpose to connect the kingdom had ultimately failed. Now they would be replaced with rivers reminiscent of the days when Bakka’s father had worked as a shipwright at the castle. A spectacular spring was blossoming across Fable. Time was catching up with itself after being on hold for so long. Every day new flowers were blooming, the numbers of animals in the fields were increasing and the dawn was greeted by the song of nesting birds. Phoebus was far too old for chicks of his own, yet he reveled in the joys of spring, flying with an ease that belied his many years. Travelling downriver he came to what had been known as the Wintergarden. Now the snow had thawed, leaving behind a fertile, rich soil that was bringing people back in droves. The small village that Damselfly had visited was becoming a full-scale town with all manner of craftsmen and wares being offered. Many men lived off the woods’ bounty, always careful to respect the Peritwinkle’s territory, of course. Phoebus turned away from the sun, heading towards his personal favourite place in Fable, the Fairiegarden which was a land of small creatures and great beauty. It had been enhanced by the recent arrival of Jinx and his band of Sprites who had been gifted with the ability to fly by Damselfly, before Phoebus himself had removed the magic bell from the princess’s throat. With their new abilities of flight, the Sprites were finally accepted into the Fairiegarden where they continued to wreak havoc and cause mischief to their new neighbours. In every direction except east, Fable was at peace with greater unity than anyone could remember. In Shadowgarden, the Scorj remained entrenched in the past, unable to move forward even after so many years of civil war. Yet time would resolve all such issues. Phoebus knew that things were changing and for the better. Only one thought concerned the wise owl and that related to Luyna’s missing daughters. Coral and Celeste had disappeared from the castle on that fateful night, no doubt guided by the orphan Rat. Any attempt at finding them had failed, and Phoebus guessed they had journeyed into the Lostgarden. A place where all the things one loses over a lifetime end up. Filled with labyrinths and mazes, it was practically impossible to navigate. Should the trio eventually find their way back from the Lostgarden, Phoebus foresaw only danger.  
 
    On a beautiful spring day like this, it was difficult to worry about the future. Phoebus headed home, which was now Castle Thrane. The old fortifications had been patched up, banners and flags hung from the towers so there was no longer a feeling of decay. Inside, King Abeldine was throwing a feast for his residents alongside his new queen, the Matriarch. With the return of time, residents of Thronegarden had seen their stores refilled and food was bountiful once more. There was a great deal for the people of Thronegarden to celebrate. The royal wedding was still fresh in their minds with a simple ceremony and a party that had lasted several days. King Abeldine was completely restored after his illness; the Matriarch had sparked something deep inside him back to life, and it was a joy to see. Gregorian had been named Commander of the Guard after Bakka declared the Garden Gate would be replaced by new waterways. Gregorian may not be the greatest swordsman, though he had proven his loyalty beyond doubt, and the other guards accepted him without hesitation. Any thoughts of the Fairy King and Luyna had been banished with an explosion of enthusiasm. Only Blakast, a prisoner in the castle dungeon, mourned their departure. A great banquet had been set up in the royal apartments with all welcome. King Abeldine sat at the head alongside his new wife and queen, the Matriarch. Gregorian sat proudly on the king’s other side along with his guards. Pariah, as Master of Bells, was also given a prominent position with greater research into the lost magical art declared by royal proclamation. Old Nana and Pilgrim were reunited, this time permanently. Although they missed Damselfly, they found solace and companionship in each other. Librarian Scroll had newly been appointed as Judge Scroll, replacing the dismissed Judge Vale, who had been cast out for his collusion with Luyna and condemning Damselfly to the Evergarden.  
 
    One of King Abeldine’s first acts after returning to his throne had been to order the gate which led to the Evergarden be destroyed so no one else could face such cruel injustice. With the land flourishing once again, there was plenty of food with fresh fish, cured ham and succulent fowl. A mature cheese had been brought from the castle cellars for the celebration to accompany vintage wine and mead kept for just such an occasion. The masters were all toasted individually for their skills in rejuvenating Thronegarden. Tarq the master builder was praised for his repairs to the castle. Lokei the master shipwright was lauded for finishing King Abeldine’s newest galleon, which had been christened The Bell Tower. Balius the Master of Horses and Bullan the Master of Hounds were celebrated for building up the royal stocks while Mayden the master brewer was drunk to with her own creation. For a whole day the castle dined and celebrated their victory. The tradesmen, kitchen staff and performers were all invited to share the revelry. There was still much work to be done so that Fable could once again be a peaceful united land. On this day, that was forgotten and what they had was celebrated. After much encouragement from his followers, King Abeldine stood to give a speech; the hall quietened as everyone sought to hear the regent’s words. 
 
    “When a wise friend told me, I would be king and bring peace back to Fable, I did not truly believe it.”  
 
    The king saluted Phoebus who bowed his head in acknowledgement. “It has been a long journey to reach this day. We have all suffered from doubts and dark times that have tested our resolve. Those experiences only serve to make this celebration sweeter. To be here today as your host is my honour. Sharing this bounty with loved ones, friends and family.” 
 
    This last sentiment was toasted loudly by the delegation who drank deeply of the finest nectar to celebrate their triumph over adversity. 
 
    “We don’t just celebrate each person in this hall but those who are absent too,” the king continued. “For those who made the ultimate sacrifice for us we remember.  
 
    “We remember,” the guests echoed. 
 
    “Do not be fooled. There are still difficult challenges ahead. Death stalks the land once again and beggar or king, none of us can dismiss his call. Yet with the threat of death comes the promise of life. I personally have a great deal to be thankful for, especially my beautiful wife who has just enlightened me that she is pregnant.” 
 
    If the previous gaiety had been raucous, this latest announcement caused an eruption of jubilation that did not surcease for several minutes. 
 
    “Thronegarden will have a new heir,” King Abeldine announced proudly.  
 
    “A new future,” the queen announced, standing beside her husband. 
 
    “Let us all be united in creating a bright future for everyone in Fable.” King Abeldine raised his glass one last time. 
 
    The celebrations continued well into the night with a half-moon appearing in the sky as a sign of transition. Phoebus, who had dozed a little despite the tumult, decided it was time to go hunt. Spreading his wings, the ancient owl took flight on the wind that came from the west. His eyes were not what they had once been so he was unable to catch any prey as they went about their business in the flourishing fields. One figure that Phoebus could not miss was standing upon a knoll, cloaked in black and calling to him with a silent voice. Phoebus alighted on Death’s shoulder, feeling his aches and pains disappear. The wise owl took one last look at Castle Thrane, illuminated by light and warmth, before allowing Death to carry him onto his next journey. 
 
      
 
    The Magicgarden was once again full of vibrant colours. The bazaar was busier than ever with fresh trade coming in from all over Fable. Eloise had taken over from the Matriarch as custodian. Luyna had been imprisoned in the gaol and was guarded by the old king, Handel. 
 
    Handel had volunteered to be warden as he had yet to forgive himself for his weakness in allowing Luyna to manipulate him. His daughter, Damselfly, had also not fully forgiven him, although they did see each other now and then. This was because Damselfly had travelled with Kimson and Uriel back to the Magicgarden where they had a sweet little cottage away from the bustling marketplace. It had a large garden for Trigger the Dalmatian to run around. Buttons, who had now developed a strong bond with the canine, often rode on the dog’s back as he careened through the flowerbeds at breakneck speed.  
 
    With her father replaced by her uncle as regent, Damselfly had gladly left Thronegarden and her own royal responsibilities behind in search of a new life. Kimson and Uriel, who was heavily pregnant, were delighted when Damselfly agreed to be a part of their family. 
 
    “Our child would be blessed to have a big sister like you,” Kimson had grinned.  
 
    “It would not feel like home without you,” Uriel had praised. 
 
    Damselfly felt happier in her new home than she had ever been in the castle. For one thing, there were lots of other children her age to play with. They would run around the garden playing games all day while Uriel watched from a chair with both hands on her growing stomach. Kimson who had been a soldier his whole life decided to put aside his sword for a plough and worked tirelessly on keeping the grounds respectable. Kimson also planted a vegetable garden, although his efforts needed a sprinkling of Uriel’s magic to grow, something Uriel and Damselfly kept to themselves so as not to dishearten Kimson. Somedays Damselfly did miss her friends back at the castle, though mostly she was having too much fun to think about it much.  
 
    Finally, the day arrived when Uriel gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. Kimson swaddled the infant in a clean towel and held her so Damselfly could take her first look at the latest addition to their family. The baby’s eyes were large despite everything else about her being so small. Damselfly was immediately enchanted with her little sister and the feeling seemed mutual. 
 
    The child was named Lorelei, and she brought great joy to the household. 
 
    Although Lorelei had to spend most of her time with Uriel during those first few days, she constantly looked for Damselfly and would happily watch her sister’s exploits rather than sleeping as her mother wanted. When the child would get grisly because she was tired, it was often Damselfly that would sing her a lullaby which would send her to sleep. 
 
    “I don’t know if there are two sisters closer anywhere than you,” Kimson commented.  
 
    Then one morning Damselfly awoke to find her whole family in her bedroom including Lorelei, who was wearing her first dress. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Damselfly asked sleepily. 
 
    “It’s your birthday and we’re going to celebrate,” Uriel announced. 
 
    “There’s going to be cake,” Buttons shared, thinking of his stomach first as usual.  
 
    Trigger barked enthusiastically at all the excitement as Kimson led Damselfly into the garden for her present. Standing beside the house was an apple tree and amongst the strongest branches hung a child’s swing. 
 
    “I love it.” Damselfly dashed to the swing, eager to test it out.  
 
    “Be careful,” Kimson warned. 
 
    Damselfly’s father, Handel, came to the birthday celebration, although their relationship was still frosty. He gave her a picture of Etherelle, so she would always remember her mother. They shared a tear and a tender hug, knowing that their shared love for Etherelle would always bind them together. There was little time for being sad as Damselfly opened further gifts, played games with her friends and attempted to eat more cake than Buttons, which turned out to be a mistake.  
 
    In all of this excitement, Damselfly did not forget her baby sister, Lorelei, who screamed in protest as the other children played while she was stuck in her cot. Damselfly carried her sister round with her during the afternoon, made sure her high chair was placed next to Damselfly’s own at dinner and even briefly took her on the swing, despite Uriel’s concern. Lorelei loved every second of it because she loved her sister. The bond between the two girls was special and something everyone commented upon. That night Lorelei and Damselfly slept in the same bed because the baby would squeal whenever her mother or father tried to part them. 
 
    “Happy birthday, sweetheart.” Uriel kissed her goodnight. 
 
    “Thank you for my presents,” Damselfly yawned.  
 
    “And my party.”  
 
    “Thank you for the cake,” Buttons added. 
 
    “Most of all, thank you for my sister.” 
 
    Uriel and Kimson watched their daughters sleeping peacefully in a moment of pure contentment. Uriel no longer felt the need to practice magic because she possessed something even greater, love.  
 
    Slipping quietly out of the room, Kimson turned out the light before closing the door. A silence prevailed, broken only by a small child’s moan; Lorelei was awake and normally in her room the light was left on. Unwilling to be separated from her sister who was sleeping peacefully, the young baby created a magical spark which kept the darkness at bay and allowed her to drift into a deep sleep.  
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