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Woods




A boy called Philip, who went to sleep a boy and is waking, now, to be a man, opens his eyes to see that he is in the middle of a forest. He was asleep for some days, for magic does different things to different people that cannot always be explained. He wakes and blinks and blinks again, for there are terrifying animals all around him, beasts of this forest, and he would like them to disappear. But, alas, they do not. It is the dead of night, unfortunately, and they have all come to see what is lying in the middle of their forest.

They loom over him: wild-eyed panthers; snakes with long, curved necks; and the largest wolves Philip has ever seen, except in story books. Philip gives a cry that startles them all. The black panthers leap into the trees and watch from there, all of them knowing, instinctively, that this one piece of meat is not nearly enough for all the animals gathered around it.

Philip, for his part, thinks quite rationally, though surrounded by all these dangers. His first thought is, Where am I? His second is, I should not be lying down, and it is this thought, fortunately, that settles into his legs. He stands, and the animals back away for a moment, unafraid but wary. He considers them, surprisingly calm for one surrounded by such a large number of beasts, and his eyes settle on the wolves, all of which reach his shoulder in height—and though he does not know the significance of this, for he does not yet know he is a man, it is still quite unnerving to discover that you can see eye to eye with a gray wolf. The wolf’s eyes shine silver, and he releases a low growl, which spreads into all the other wolves around him, vibrating the earth. Philip does the only thing he can think to do, and, fortunately again, this is, Run.

The wolves give chase, but Philip has always been adept at climbing trees. His legs, however, are longer than he thought them to be originally, and this gives him some trouble on the way up. But his arms, too, are stronger than he remembers, and they do the bulk of the work for him. The wolves, he is happy to see, cannot climb trees, and so, for a moment, he is safe, though he can see the yellow eyes of panthers staring at him from where they perch on lower limbs. He looks at his hands, much larger than they used to be. He touches his face. There is much more hair on his chin and above his lip. 

What has happened?

He has not vanished, has he? The last thing he remembers was standing outside the home of Maude, who had fled with Philip and twenty-two other children to escape the king of Fairendale, who wanted to round up all of them for who knows what purposes. Philip had not paid attention to all of the details, and now he wishes he had, for maybe he would understand a little more of what has brought him here.

What was it that Maude had said to the children gathered outside their shoe-shaped home? They would all have to leave, spread out, go their separate ways. Philip stares at his hands and the understanding shifts within him. He had vanished. He had reappeared. And he is now altogether changed.

He rests his head on the tree behind him and spreads his legs out on the limb. It is a large limb and will do well for a sleeping place. Perhaps the creatures of the forest will even forget he is here.

Unfortunately, his thoughts will not leave him alone. Where are the other children? Are they safe? Are they as changed as he is? How will they survive? How will he survive? His eyes snap open. The darkness is practically overwhelming. He feels fear crawl into his chest, circle three times, and lie down there.

Everywhere is dangerous, is it not? The forest has creatures—and the ones he has encountered already are not even the worst of them, or so he remembers from the story books. There are darker dangers. How will he survive on his own?

He looks down at the ground, a pit of blackness. It is much farther down than he had, at first, thought. He knows this intuitively, though he cannot see it. The trees here are much taller than they appear from the ground. He remembers a story about trees that grow all the way into the clouds and lead into another land. Perhaps, in the morning, he can simply keep climbing.

A shadow catches his eye. He looks down again, his shoulder-length hair tickling his nose. He pushes it away. A panther is clawing up the tree, but as the trunk narrows, the panther’s paws slip. It tries again and again and again, and Philip is glad for the height of this tree, for the instinct that landed him here. Perhaps he will be safe tonight. Perhaps he might sleep.

Of course he does not. His mind will not quiet, and, besides, the creatures of the forest wait beneath him. He cannot sleep with so many eyes, with so many unknowns. Are there vicious birds in this forest? He must keep his eyes open to see.

And as he keeps his eyes open, they travel over the long legs, the very large feet, and back up to the arms that are thicker and bulkier than his were back in Fairendale. He pulls up the sleeve of his tunic and sees dark curls of hair covering the skin. He smiles for the first time since waking. Yes. He has become a man. Perhaps he has become his father. 

No. Magic does not work that way. One cannot simply become the person who waits for you—alive, he hopes—back in the land of one’s birth. A growl pierces the darkness, followed by many, many more. Philip takes a breath and tries to clear away the fear that constricts his throat. The darkness, however, is fearsome enough on its own. So he watches the night, and when the morning light breaks in the east, he looks below him to see that the creatures have vanished. And then, finally, he sleeps.

It is many more days of the same—remain on guard during the long hours of the night, sleep in the early part of the morning, wake in the afternoon, when the golden light is warm and the air is heavy with water. Philip carves arrows from the limbs of the trees and constructs a quiver from a multitude of items: his leather belt, some fabric from his tunic, and a short, hollow trunk he found lying on its side along his travels. He makes himself a bow out of more limbs, which he carves into curves with the bone handle knife his father gave him on his twelfth birthday. He ties on a bit of string from one of his boots and notches the ends of the arrows so they fit securely in his homemade bow. With this, he secures himself food—rabbits, squirrels, wild turkeys, any bit of meat he might find. He forages the wild grasses as well, for he knows his father would not like him to eat only meat. He fashions a canteen out of a leather boot he finds discarded near the bank of a stream and congratulates himself on his cleverness. (Allow me a moment of commentary, if you would, reader, for I know you are likely wondering the very thing I wondered when I witnessed Philip make this canteen. What kind of person would be so desperately thirsty that he would find himself inclined to drink from something that has held feet all day? Well, to know the answer to that, you will have to do your own experiment. When you are desperately thirsty, what would you be inclined to do?)

One day runs into another, until Philip stumbles upon a man in the woods.
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It is early morning—too early. The blackbird has been squawking for some time. It woke the Enchantress from a deep sleep, in fact, and she is none too happy about this. 

She is also none too happy to find that the Huntsman appears to have vanished. He is not next to the fire that no longer glows. She can see where he slept. The grass flattens into his form. But he is not there. She was looking forward to seeing him this morning, for she checked her looking ball, and there in the cloudy white was another face, this one belonging to a ruddy man, and above the face was the name, “Lincastle.” And though Lincastle is many thousands of leagues from Rosehaven, where she and the Huntsman currently are, her travel spell will help them cross the distance a bit faster, if not as fast as she would prefer.

The Enchantress shivers. It is cold in this land. She is quite ready to leave it for the warmer climate of Lincastle. But she cannot leave without the Huntsman. She looks around. She could summon everything she needs with magic. But she has grown accustomed to the Huntsman during these days of travel. She does not need him, of course, but it is nice to have a bit of warmth from a fire he has conjured with sticks and his own two hands. The Enchantress points her staff toward the dead fire, and it erupts in tall flames. She takes a breath and lets it out. She cannot let anger dominate. It is unpredictable and dangerous, especially when paired with magic.

The bird squawks from its cage. The Enchantress sighs. They are troublesome things, blackbirds. Why could she not have turned the boy into something more silent, like a rabbit? She bends to the ground and places her hand above the grass. Worms wriggle up through the earth. The Enchantress folds them in a cloth so she does not have to touch them—she has never liked the crawling things of the world, after all—and turns away before she can see the yellow and red and orange flowers that pop up from the ground where she extracted the worms. She dumps the worms into the iron cage.

“I know it is not much,” she says. “But it will do for your bird stomach. And when you become human again…” Here she falters, for she does not know if this bird will, in fact, ever be human again. She has never known this power before. It remains a mystery to her. She knows that every spell has its bounds, but she does not know much about transformation as it concerns transforming a person into an animal. She has heard stories of shape shifters, but this is not the same, is it? The questions only serve to anger her more. She turns away from the bird and looks into the woods.

Where is the Huntsman? Why has he left her here, alone? Not that she is frightened, for she has magic on her side, and magic can do wonders when it comes before the creatures in these woods, but where is he, and will he be back? A terrible feeling tears at her stomach. Perhaps he has run. Perhaps he has escaped. She glances toward the bird, still in its iron cage. But would he not have taken the bird with him if he were escaping?

She has many concerns on her mind this morning, and concerns coupled with loneliness make for a restless mind. She has no one to distract her from these worries, and so they sound a bit like this: What will she do when she has found the twenty-four children she has touched with her hands and so can track down easily by gazing into her looking ball? How will she locate the remaining lost children, whom she did not touch and so cannot see in her ball? What will she tell the king, after having promised him that she could find all of them? If she does return all the lost children, will the king do as she will request, or will she have to fight the power of the throne? How will she and the Huntsman escape the land of Lincastle if the stories are true—the stories that say there is an enchantment on the land that prevents people from exiting?

And where is the Huntsman?

The thoughts are loud and bothersome. The Huntsman seems to care about this quest as much or perhaps more than even she does. Why would he leave? What had she done to make him leave? A knot forms in her throat. She will have to move on. She will have to move on without him. She cannot wait any longer.

If he desires to continue with the quest, he is skilled enough to track her down. She does not know whether this is more disconcerting or comforting. She rubs her head. It is much too early in the morning. She is not accustomed to rising this early. The sun has barely lifted itself.

She will check her ball. She has not touched the Huntsman, of course, but this will give her something to do (and she must, in the future, remember to touch him so that she will know where he is at all times). She strides over to the white tent she has not yet removed from this clearing. She stumbles over something in her haste. She looks behind her. It is the Hunstman’s pack. He would not have left his pack if he were leaving.

And now she feels a bit of fear. Pinpricks rise on the back of her neck. She turns in a slow circle, looking all around. Has something taken the Hunstman from where he slept but spared her and the bird? The woods are eerily silent. The trees do not whisper as they did when she first entered them days ago. What is different? What has happened?

A sound bursts through the trees, a crack that echoes through the sky and into her clearing. The Enchantress rushes to the bird’s side and lifts her staff, ready for whatever might be coming. A shadow takes shape at the edges of the clearing, and it grows and grows, and she feels the fear throbbing in her heart, pounding proof of her existence to whatever is coming. The whole world hangs in a hushed silence now, as though every creature and tree and blade of grass holds its breath. She points her staff toward the shadow and waits, all her attention focused on the creeping, lengthening form. But it stops unexpectedly and, even more unexpectedly, retreats. The Enchantress watches it disappear. She does not know what it was and does not, in truth, even wonder what it was, for the relief that it has left her unharmed and that she remains alive overwhelms her. She leans her head against her staff and closes her eyes.

“What is it?” a voice says. 

The Enchantress looks up. It is the Huntsman, clothed in his brown and green costume that mimics the look of a tree. He does not emerge from the place where the shadow walked. The Enchantress glances toward that place and then looks again at the Huntsman.

“Where have you been?” she says. She tries to make her voice fierce, perhaps inject a bit of anger into it, but she only sounds scared.

The Huntsman tilts his head. “Did something happen in my absence?” He holds up a bleeding rabbit. “I only went to fetch a bit of food.” He holds up a leather bowl wherein lie the stems and leaves of wild plants. “For you as well.”

The Enchantress tries her best not to smile, but it is impossible when he looks at her as he is doing—that childish face glowing and the mouth turned up more on one side than the other. 

She straightens and lifts her chin. “I have found the next lost child,” she says. 

“And where is he?” the Huntsman says, crossing the clearing to the fire. He kneels before it and places a bit of wood on it. He glances at her and then back at the fire, and the Enchantress feels a warmth unfold inside. She can see by the look on his face that he is impressed that she managed the fire on her own. Well, she used magic, but still.

“Lincastle,” The Enchantress says. “Have you ever been to Lincastle?”

The Huntman busies himself with the meat, impaling bits of it onto sharpened limbs and holding it aloft over the fire. He does not look at her when he says, “No.” She wonders how many of the lands he has crossed. She wonders how he became a Huntsman at all. He does not seem like the sort, not from what she remembers of the storybooks her mother read her. Her mother. She cannot think of her mother. The Enchantress presses the word from her mind, as if it never existed at all.

“It is the nearest land to the Violet Sea,” the Enchantress says. “Some say there is an enchantment over the land that keeps monsters out and keeps people in.”

“Lincastle is where King Sebastien came from,” the Hunstman says. His voice is low, measured, as though he is thinking. “If there were an enchantment, how would he have escaped?”

“Then I suppose we have nothing to worry ourselves about,” the Enchantress says. She feels better, having talked it out with the Huntsman. This is what the company of another person can do. One worry has been tracked down, slain, and buried in her mind.

After some minutes, the Enchantress speaks again. “Where were you off to so early in the morning?” she says. 

“I went to find us food,” the Huntsman says, gazing at the fire. “As I have already said.”

“I know what you have already said,” the Enchantress says. Her voice rises a bit, hardens at the edges. “It is only that I do not trust what you say.”

The Huntsman lifts his eyes at that. His are deep blue, a color she has noticed they turn when he is angry. “If you must know,” he says, “I went in search of a cart and a horse.”

She remembers, now, that she told him to do this very thing. She had not thought it would take him until morning.

“And did you manage to bring one back?” she says.

“No,” the Huntsman says. “There are not many to spare in this village. I thought, perhaps, we might wait for another.”

The Enchantress nods. She can carry the iron cage for some time. It is not heavy. “I would like to circumnavigate Fairendale in our journey,” the Enchantress says. She feels that this will be important to do. No sense in letting the king see them both returning and then disappointing him with the news that they had only found one of the lost children. It would be months before they had gathered them all. She would rather not see the king to tell him this bit of news. She does not know the king well, but she does know he is an impatient man.

“I consider that wise,” the Huntsman says.

They grow quiet for some minutes, and then the Huntsman says, “Tell me, why is it that you cannot simply use your staff to transport us from one land to another?” He looks at her with curious eyes. “Is there not a spell that can do this?”

The Enchantress holds his gaze. “Of course there is,” she says. “But the creatures of the forest would not give us so wide a berth if I expended my strength on our traveling speed. Perhaps you do not know that all magic weakens its master for a time.”

“And you hold off the creatures?” the Huntsman says. 

“As well as I can,” the Enchantress says. “I do not wish to see them.”

“So you are using your magic at all hours every day,” the Huntsman says. “How is it that you do not weaken, then?”

The Enchantress looks into the fire. She has, of late, been wondering the same. The kind of magic she performs now, after the old woman in the Weeping Woods touched her arm and gifted her with something strange and warm, is a different kind of magic. A stronger kind. One that grows weak in the evening but carries on even in her sleep. It is as though someone else is controlling the magic—a frightful thought.

This, you see, is why she has not let herself consider it all. It is much too strange, much too mysterious. The Enchantress does not like questions that cannot be answered.

Still, she cannot keep one of her worries from escaping her mouth. “It is only the darkest of magic that can turn a person into a blackbird.” She lets the words hang between them. They are vulnerable words. They put her at risk because he is a man with a weapon, and she is a sorceress with a dark gift. He could slay her in her sleep, for the simple fact that dark magic lives within her. Dark magic comes with great fear and misunderstanding. She knows this.

“I have always heard that magic is given in proportion to passion,” the Huntsman says, and once again, the words spread a warmth through the heart of the Enchantress. “When you have passion for what you are doing, when you are doing what is best for the realm, it comes in greater measure.”

“You speak like someone I once knew,” the Enchantress says. “The man who taught me to use my magic.”

“I knew a man who taught magic once,” the Huntsman says. “And he used those very words, I believe.”

“So perhaps it is true, then,” the Enchantress says, more to herself than to the Huntsman.

“Perhaps,” he says. “Perhaps the gift of transforming a person into an animal was in you all along. Perhaps the woman you met in the Weeping Woods only awakened it.”

They are quiet for some minutes, and then the Enchantress says, “I have tried to hasten our travel, too. It seems that even dark magic has its limits.”

“You speed it along well enough,” the Huntsman says. “We reach a land in days that would be reached in months without magic. Do not tire yourself.” He meets her gaze. “I expected much longer journeys. I am only a Huntsman without magic.”

She dips her head. He hands her a bowl of boiled greens, which he cooked in a pot that was hidden, she supposes, in his pack. The pack does not look large enough to hold a pot and a bowl of this size, but the Enchantress does not dwell on this. They eat in silence, only the bird squawking behind them. When they are finished, the Enchantress clears her throat and says, “Thank you for supper. We shall leave tomorrow morn.”

And though it is not yet evening, she retreats into her white tent, where she can pull out her looking ball and gaze into the sleeping face of Hazel, who is now in her bed, and the woman who now sits beside her. The Enchantress remains for quite a long time, as she is, thinking, spreading out in her mind the plans she has made, folding them up, and then unfolding them again to see their trajectories and consider their consequences. 

If anything can be surely said of this Enchantress it is that she does not move, ever, without long and arduous rumination.
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Garth collides with Calvin in the royal hallway inside Fairendale castle.

Both of the boys were running, which was not originally permitted by the keepers of the castle, but they are children and they are boys, and running is the most efficient way to get anywhere. And, besides, the keepers have all disappeared.

So it is with great force and surprise that they collide.

“Ooof,” they both say, and then they look at one another, sprawled out on the floor, and laugh. Their voices bounce along the walls and the ceiling and the floor, in a diamond sort of shape that keeps them laughing for quite some time.

“I have been meaning to find you,” Garth says when they have regained their composure, which is to say they have regained the ability to speak. “I would like to help you with the children.”

“The children?” Calvin says. “There are no children in the castle. I have no children.”

“The children in the dungeons beneath the dungeons,” Garth says. “I would like to help you care for them.”

Calvin could certainly use the extra help. He is weary of trying to see to every part of running a castle. He is only one person, and that one person is a twelve-year-old boy. He cannot balance it all. Garth has helped in his way, but he has mostly kept to the king’s side, like a shadow, for he still feels guilty about allowing the king to lie on the floor of the throne room, where he stumbled and fell, for so many days. Calvin does the cooking (which he does not do all that well), the tending of the garden (which he also does not do well), the cleaning (which you might have guessed he does not do well), and the lighting of the fires and torches throughout the rooms and halls of the castle, which is the only thing he does well when he remembers where he placed the lighting mechanism. It is a simple thing, a brass contraption shaped into a stick with a curve on the end of it, and a small button that he pushes to ignite it. It has been enchanted in some way, and when one pushes the button, a fire appears on the pointed end. At the other side of the pointed end, is, conveniently, what appears to be a bell, which he uses to put out the torchlights lining the hallways of the castle when those in the castle are sleeping. The fires in the hearths are a bit more complicated, and, truth be told, he usually lets them simmer out on their own. After all, he has only so much time.

“It is late,” Calvin says, not addressing what Garth has offered. “Why are you out?”

“I was looking for you,” Garth says. “Why are you out?”

“I was on my way to bed,” Calvin says, which is not entirely true. He had actually been on his way to visit the children in the dungeons beneath the dungeons, but he has nothing to give them today. The garden has practically dried up. He does not know how to make bread. His only attempt today produced a rock of some sort. He avoids the dungeons beneath the dungeons, because his face burns when he thinks of the starving children and the helplessness he feels because of them. Because of Cook, really. She is the one who disappeared.

“How are the children?” Garth says.

Calvin tilts his head and narrows his eyes at Garth. “Why do you care?” The words come out all wrong. Poor Calvin is quite tired and a bit grumpy. And he feels slightly ashamed that he has not been down to the dungeons beneath the dungeons. He does not like being reminded of this particular oversight, lined up on a whole long list of oversights these days past.

Garth sighs, and his eyes shimmer in the torchlight that Calvin has no energy left to extinguish. “I have brothers and sisters,” he says. “I would like to know if they are there or if they have escaped.”

Calvin had not considered this possibility. He does not have brothers and sisters. “There are many children in the dungeons,” he says. “It is difficult to see them all.”

“That is why I would like to come,” Garth says. “Next time you go.”

Calvin sighs this time. “I do not know when it will be,” he says. “We are running out of food.”

And perhaps it is because he is so weary, so affected by the state of the castle, that he launches into a long and drawn out monologue about how there are no shipments of food coming in and how he has no knowledge of how to ensure that shipments come in or even where they come from and how the garden is drying up because he does not know how to grow a single simple vegetable and how they even run low on firewood, and how can one cook without a load of wood to stoke the fire?

When he is finished, he slumps. Garth pats his shoulder. They sit there thinking their own thoughts until Garth says, “Perhaps the king will know what to do,” and fear crawls up Calvin’s throat. He has nowhere else to go, you see. If the king knows how he has ruined the castle, he will be thrown out, or, worse, killed.

“You cannot tell the king,” Calvin says.

“The king has changed,” Garth says. “Since his fall.”

“How can a fall change a man?” Calvin says.

“I do not know,” Garth leans closer. “He has been confined to his bedchambers, and he grows kinder by the day.”

Calvin stares at Garth. He does not know what Garth is saying, so he shakes his head.

“The king,” Garth says, “has not been sitting on his throne.”

Calvin tilts his head. “And you think that has something to do with his kindness.”

“Yes,” Garth says, his voice triumphant. “I do. I have thought and thought about this. Every time the king raised his voice, every time he struck someone, every time he made a cruel decision, he sat on the throne. Or touched it in some way.”

“You think it is magic,” Calvin says. He cannot help the doubt from dousing his words.

“I do,” Garth says. “And I intend to do something about it.”

“Do what?” Calvin says. 

“Get rid of it,” Garth says.

Calvin is much too tired to think and consider, so he says, “Perhaps we should talk about this on the morrow. I must sleep.”

“Yes,” Garth says. “We shall talk about it on the morrow.” His eyes gleam, and his shock of dark brown hair shakes along with his head. “It is you and me now, Calvin. Perhaps we can do some good.”

Calvin walks wearily down the hallway in the direction of the lonely servants’ rooms, where he is the only one who remains. He is the only one who sleeps. He dreams of large dining tables filled with the richest of food and people—servants and royalty and everywhere in between—eating from the same bowl.
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Alone




When his brother left, Prince Willis tried very hard to find him. There is a special bond between brothers. If one is banished from the kingdom he is set to inherit and the other remains to rule in his stead, the brother bond continues to stretch tight between them, for all the days and months and years after.

The bond is even stronger among brothers born close together. Prince Willis was exactly one year and one day younger than Prince Wendell, which means Prince Wendell had always been around to poke the eyes of Prince Willis or tickle his feet or smack him on the arm when he touched Prince Wendell’s favorite white horse in the castle stables. And now, for the first time in his entire life, Prince Willis was without a best friend and worst enemy—for a brother can be both in the very same day.

Prince Willis was lonely at the castle. He had no one to talk to. Even the girl Clarion could not provide the company he needed, for she remained confined to her chambers, by choice. He periodically walked by her door, in hopes that it would be open, but it never was, and when he pressed his ear to it, he heard only the weeping of a small, frightened child. He longed to comfort her somehow, but he knew nothing but his brother’s return would do it.

So one day, not even a fortnight after his brother disappeared into the night, Prince Willis decided he would find Prince Wendell. He would do whatever was required—travel across every land of the realm, sail the Violet Sea, brave the terrors of the woods. And when he found his brother, he would bring him home.

Prince Willis went into the castle library, a room he knew his father never entered. Wendell had once told him that his mother was the reason the castle had such an extensive library. She had loved reading the tales of every land, not just those of Fairendale, and she was responsible for the library’s collection of books on the economies, trades, and governments of each of the lands. There were many books about the other lands in the Fairendale library, but Prince Willis went in search of one: a book that held a detailed map and analysis of every land in the realm, written and compiled by Explorer Dale Enderling. His brother had shown it to him once. It was quite extensive and also, he remembered, interesting.

He hoped the book could aid in mapping out a route across the lands.

Prince Willis found the blue leather-bound book easily. It was not until he opened the book and began studying the maps that his heart began to sink. He had not realized how large the realm was. It would require weeks and months, possibly even a year or more, to travel between all the kingdoms. He was in the center, which meant that he would have to move in a wide circle to reach them all. And what of the woods that connected the lands? He could not forget the woods.

And Guardia? Would Wendell have fled to Guardia? It was the least known of all the lands but also, coincidentally, the best hiding place of them all.

Prince Willis put his head in his hands. He could not go. He would not survive the travels. He was not nearly as strong as his brother.

But how would he find Wendell? How would he fill this empty, gnawing space in his chest? How could he leave his brother to his fate?

If he could just talk to someone.

His father was entirely out of the question, of course. Of all the people in Fairendale castle, King Sebastien seemed to be the least concerned that his son had vanished, possibly because he was the one who had ordered it. But Prince Willis knew that he, Prince Willis, would not be able to rule the land without his brother. He did not have the gift of magic, after all. He must bring his brother home, and everything would be as it should be.

But where to start?

Prince Willis started with the village of Fairendale. He knew the people had loved his brother, so he knocked on doors and queried them on Prince Wendell’s whereabouts. They were kind but unhelpful. No one, it seemed, knew where Prince Wendell had gone. Some of them did not know Prince Wendell was gone at all, which Prince Willis noted by the confused looks on their faces. He attributed this to the story his father circulated in the days after Wendell’s disappearance. King Sebastien spun a tale that sounded very much like this: The two princes of the castle were twins. One, alas, had grown frightfully ill—but still in full possession of his magical abilities, of course—and was confined to the castle thereafter. King Sebastien was quite sorry to say that the son who fell ill was the very same one who most often visited the village.

Prince Willis had forgotten about this story. And the remembering, now, kept him from knocking on the next door. His father had not wanted the people to know that Prince Wendell had been banished, and Prince Willis well knew why. The rules of magic stated that when twins were separated from one another and did not, in short time, find themselves reunited, they gradually lost their powers of magic until they ceased to exist at all, at which point the kingdom would be vulnerable. Prince Willis knew, however, that he did not have the gift of magic and he was not a twin, so the kingdom already was vulnerable. He stood in the middle of Fairendale’s village, his face lifted to the darkening sky and tears streaming down his cheeks but no one around to see them. When the blur of stars became clear again, Prince Willis pointed his feet back to Fairendale castle, his head heavy on his shoulders.

Some days Prince Willis ventured into the woods, but he was not nearly as brave as his brother, and he often did not last more than a few minutes. Besides, he did not really know for what he was looking. And, after a time, he stopped looking. 

A year passed. Prince Wendell remained gone.

Prince Willis grew desperate. He pored over the books in the castle library, day and night. He made maps in his head. He formed a plan that would send him on his way. He wept.

And then one day his father, to his great surprise, called him into the throne room and commanded him to sit on the gleaming golden throne, which Prince Willis readily did. And what the throne whispered, in the minutes Prince Willis sat upon its cold metal, was power.
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Stories




Calvin finally has a store of enough food to take the children and the prophets in the dungeons beneath the dungeons. Of course it will not be enough to fill their bellies completely, but at least it is something. Garth, true to his word, brought him lamb’s meat this morning, which Calvin cut up and simmered in a stew, along with a few carrots and potatoes that he pulled from the garden’s dry dirt. He ladled out bowls for the king and queen and what remains in the pot is, if not plentiful, at least enough. He will forego eating today. 

He washes his hands and dries them on his apron, though he can hear the voice of Cook in his ear. “Do not dry your hands on a dirty apron, boy,” she would say. He smiles. How he misses her. Where is she? Why does she not return? If she did return, the castle might be shaped back into its former days of abundance. She would be disappointed at the state in which she found it, of course, but Calvin could deal with this, if only the large presence of Cook would fill the kitchen once again.

He clears his throat. No sense in dwelling on loss. He has never allowed himself to, has only remained busy. He knows loss, of course. His parents were consumed in a Fire Mountain in his homeland of Ashvale, while he was away visiting a disagreeable aunt and uncle who lived here in Fairendale. The aunt and uncle did not want him permanently when he discovered himself an orphan, so Cook took him on at the castle. 

And now he is alone again.

No, he is not alone. Garth is here, too. Calvin smiles, in spite of himself. Garth said they could do some good. Well, Calvin will do some now. He grabs the pot and promptly burns both of his hands. He forgot that it has not yet cooled. He searches the kitchen for the mitts that Cook always used. Where has he put them?

After some searching he finds them, shoved into a windowsill that was covered by a curtain, and he puts them on his hands and lifts the heavy pot, careful not to slosh it. He will have to walk slowly down the steps so he does not spill it all before it reaches the hungry children and prophets. 

At the last minute, he remembers spoons and bowls and candles. He puts the pot on a table, removes the mitts, and stuffs his pockets with silver spoons, a wooden ladle, and three candlesticks. He puts four bowls, the wooden kind, into his shirt, along with two leather containers of water, all of which create a rather lumpy, hard belly. He puts one brass candle holder, with a candle jutting out of it, between his teeth and lights it with a bit of fire from the oven before turning back to the soup. When he does turn back to the soup, the table is smoking. He lifts the pot, and a black ring remains. He shakes his head. Cook would have him thrashed. Perhaps it is better that she is not here.

No. It is not better. He would rather be thrashed than be alone.

Calvin finds the door to the dungeons beneath the dungeons easily. It is a well hidden door, but one has only to know where to look. This is not entirely true, however. Calvin is special in that he has been permitted inside the dungeons. The door, you see, is cloaked and hidden behind not only a smooth curtain of the same color as the walls but also an intricate spell that ensures its existence remains overlooked. (If you will remember from our earlier tales, Sir Greyson erroneously believes that he knows where this door lies, but he is entirely mistaken.) If one were to walk through this hallway, from the servants’ quarters to the dungeons, one would not even know this door is here.

Calvin sees its outline, shimmering in the light from the candle. He uses his fingers, the ones he can spare, to push away the curtain, careful not to scorch it with the hot pot, and wrestles the door open, and then he thrusts himself into the dark descent. A smell of rotting flesh creeps up the stairs in front of him, and fear climbs down behind him.

What will he find?

When he reaches the cells, a few children raise their heads but do not speak. They have grown weaker in his absence, and the guilt of it slices his heart in two. The man with white hair, the man he has considered the group’s leader, grips the iron bars and pulls himself forward, though he cannot seem to stand.

“Calvin,” Yerin says. “You have come.”

Calvin sets down the pot of soup and removes the candle from his mouth. He places it on the stone floor. “I bring food and water,” he says.

“Water we have found,” Yerin says. “There is a leak. We have used it well to stave off our thirst.” He points to the ceiling behind him. “But a cleaner sort of water will be agreeable, I daresay.”

“Where is the prophetess?” Calvin says.

The man’s eyes turn sad and his shoulders hunch slightly. “I am afraid she is no longer here.” He looks at the ground.

“Did she die while I was gone?” Calvin says. His heart thumps in the back of his throat. 

“No,” Yerin says. “She completed her Last Great Act. She escaped.”

Calvin tilts his head. His brain feels cloudy, muddled, confused. He was never schooled in the ways of magic. What is the prophet saying?

“Ah,” Yerin says. “I see my words confuse you. When a prophet or prophetess reaches his or her one hundred forty-third birthday, magic returns for a moment in time. So Aleen used her moment of magic, and now she is gone.” His voice thickens. Calvin stares at the shadowed circles of the prophet’s eyes. They are the darkest of blues, and they glitter in the candlelight.

“But where has she gone?” Calvin says.

“Aleen, I believe—if my Sight serves me well—has set something in motion that will benefit all.” The corners of the prophet’s mouth pull up, barely. “Even you.”

Something expands in Calvin’s chest. It is warm and full and wonderful. He begins to empty his pockets, pulling out candles and forks and the bowls that rest against his belly. Next come the ladle and the leather pouches in which he has carried clean water with not a drop spilling.

Yerin gives a raspy laugh. “You have magical pockets,” he says.

Calvin shoves the bowls through the bars of the prison and spoons the hot soup into them, clanking the ladle against the iron every now and again when he hurries too much. The children gather around the bowls. Yerin pushes the bowls toward them.

“I must get you out,” Calvin says. “We are running out of food. It is only me and one other boy who remain in the castle, and I cannot…I cannot…” His eyes fill, brim, and spill. He wipes the salty tears away.

“My dear boy,” Yerin says. 

“I cannot find the key,” Calvin says. “I have looked, and I cannot find it.”

Yerin reaches through the bars and places one gnarled hand on Calvin’s shoulder. “You must not let guilt restrain you. There are many things we cannot do in life. There are many things I have not been able to do in my own life. If I had, well.” The prophet does not finish, either. His fingers squeeze Calvin’s shoulder, and then he lets go. 

“Did Aleen tell you where the key is hidden?” Calvin says.

“Alas, she did not,” Yerin says. “But she did say, as you know, that it is much too dangerous for you to go in search of it.” Yerin looks at Calvin for a moment, with his piercing blue eyes. And then he says, “I know I cannot dissuade you. But perhaps you might do with a little help.”

“Garth will help me,” Calvin says. And simply saying these words aloud makes the impossible quest entirely possible.

A girl shuffles to the bars, weak and unsteady on her feet. Her eyes are a milky blue. She holds her hands out in front of her, until she grasps the iron bars.

“Thank you for bringing us food,” she says. “You are very brave.”

“I have done nothing brave,” Calvin says. “There is no one in the castle to stop me anymore.”

“Everyone is gone,” Yerin says.

“Yes,” Calvin says. “Only I and the king’s page remain.”

“Cook is gone?” the prophet says.

“Yes,” Calvin says. “I do not know where to find food.”

“I suppose the traders have stopped coming, then,” Yerin says.

“I know nothing of the castle affairs,” Calvin says. “Only that there are no shipments or deliveries.”

Yerin nods. 

“I am sorry I have been so long in coming,” Calvin says.

Yerin shakes his head. “Do not apologize. We have grown used to waiting. It is all we can do.”

“There are not so many of you,” Calvin says. Though he did not want to, his mind initiated a count of the heads. There are many missing here, not just the old prophetess.

“Some of the prophets have died,” Yerin says. “We have placed their bodies in a corner of the cell, but nothing much can be done.”

“You are living with dead bodies?” Calvin says.

“We do not touch them,” Yerin says.

“But the smell,” Calvin says, remembering the wave of sickness he felt when the stench reached him.

“We grow accustomed to it,” Yerin says.

Calvin drops his eyes and kicks at an uneven spot on the ground. It is stone, so it does not give. After a time, he says, “Is there anything else you might need for now?”

“Well,” the old man says. “There is something.”

Calvin’s head lifts, and his eyes meet those of the prophet. The prophet turns his upon a cell beside theirs, one that is much smaller and tighter. “Tell me, what is in the cell next to ours?”

Calvin walks to the other cell and stares into it, but he sees nothing.

“Toward the wall farthest from us,” Yerin says. “Something glows.”

And Calvin sees it then. Something is glowing. It is a small, dim glow, to be sure, but it is a glow all the same. He peers through the bars and steps closer to the wall, though his hands shake and slip. “It appears to be bones,” he says.

“I thought as much,” Yerin says. 

“Whose bones?” the blind girl says.

“I do not know, Agnes,” Yerin says.

Calvin stares at the bones. A shiver wriggles down his spine, and somehow, some way, he knows they are evil. He knows he must remove them, but when he tugs on the door of this cell, it does not budge. It is sealed up tight, perhaps with magic.

Two keys he must find. The knowledge feels like a fist in his gut. He cannot even find one. How will he find two?

“Well,” Calvin says. “I suppose I must return to my duties.”

“Thank you for all you have done,” Yerin says.

“Keep the bowls,” Calvin says. “Perhaps they will help with gathering water. I shall return as soon as I am able.”

“And we shall await you,” Agnes says.

Calvin nods and turns around, walks three steps, and turns back around. He has forgotten to leave them the lit candle. He crosses to the bars and hands it to the old man. The man smiles, and something about it makes Calvin feel like he can, perhaps, do anything.

He races back up the stairs, back to his duties, back to an empty castle that does not feel so lonely as it did before a visit to the darkest dungeons imaginable.
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Yerin sits in the dark long after the boy is gone, with the candlelight flickering softly across the cell walls. He does not look in the corner where the bodies of the dead prophets pile. He does not look into the neighboring cell, where glowing bones lie. He does not look into his Sight, where a cloudy gray has begun to gather at the edges, as though he is not permitted to See any more. He looks at the children, at their thinning faces, at the paling of their skin, at the hopelessness held in their eyes.

The darkness swells around them all. And there is nothing to do with the darkness but chase it away with a bit of light.

“Children,” Yerin says. “Would you like to hear a story?”

Of course they do. Stories strengthen. Stories enlarge. Stories make the impossible possible.

They nod.

“Yes, Grandpapa,” the blind girl says. He is not her grandpapa, of course. But sometimes it is not blood that connects us, but, rather, humanity. The word “grandpapa” has an effect on all of the children. They all sit a bit straighter. They all lean toward the teller. They all permit the bird in their hearts to begin fluttering its wings. 

It is an endless sort of hope.

Yerin smiles. Perhaps he cannot See for now, but he can certainly know. And what he knows is that these children, these fragile flowers locked beneath the ornate halls of Fairendale castle, will survive. No, they will do more than survive. They will flourish. They will bloom.

For stories do many things for their readers and listeners—but most of all, they bring life.

“Once upon a time,” Yerin says, and the children settle in.
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One day, during the hunt of a rabbit, Philip is startled by a man who is large in girth and tall in stature. He wears a ragged tunic that is the same color as the leaves on the trees, which is midway between a dark and a light green. His breeches are a darker shade of green, molded to his thick legs, and the belt around his wide waist matches the tree bark. He looks as though he is a large, walking tree. Philip nearly laughs. A cape hides the color of the man’s hair from view, but his face, which has bushy hair all around the mouth, is visible. His cheeks are ruddy and hold smudges of mud on them in places.

The man, who does not seem to see Philip, walks into the clearing where Philip crouches. The dead rabbit lies between them. The man-tree is muttering something that Philip cannot hear.

“Hello,” Philip says. He has always been a friendly child, and suddenly becoming an adult has not changed that in the slightest. He has not spoken, however, in a very long time, so his voice comes out sounding more like a growl than anything else. It is deep and rusty, a corroded knife cutting into the forest air.

The man stops short when he sees and hears Philip. His mouth drops open, and he reaches for something tied at his waist, but he does not succeed in pulling it loose. He fiddles with it a moment longer, and then he gives up and shouts something unintelligible, as if he is calling to someone nearby. A flash of fear wedges into Philip’s chest, but the man does not call again, only places the hand that reached for his belt on his chest instead. He shakes out a short laugh. “Ah, sir,” he says. “You gave me quite a startle, you did.” His eyes, which are a deep, warm brown framed by thick black lashes, blink at Philip. After a moment, they crinkle, and his head tilts to the side. Philip’s heart eases a bit. “Who are you?”

“I am a man,” Philip says. He shakes his head, as if regretting that these are the words that slipped from his mouth when confronted with a question. It is, however, still confounding to him that he crouches here a man, rather than a boy. And so these words are the first on his lips.

The man still stares at Philip, his eyes widening. “Aye,” he says. “That you are.” He backs away a bit. Perhaps he is afraid he has stumbled upon someone given to madness. In this realm, at this point in time, madness is not understood. It is, in fact, feared. And this man, you see, had a dim-witted brother who liked to play tricks on him when they were young. He never found those tricks funny. Some of them were even frightening.

“My name is Philip,” says Philip. 

The man halts his retreat and tilts his head even more, as if looking at the world sideways gives him a greater ability to discern whether or not he should trust a person. “Hello, Philip,” he says. “Where is it you have come from? I know these parts, and you are not from around here.”

But something inside Philip warns him not to answer. Perhaps he knows that mentioning the name of Fairendale will at once put him at risk—in which case he might very well be right. This man is a criminal—though not the deadly sort. “Your name?” Philip says into the thick, waiting silence.

“Little John,” the man says. He smooths his hand across his round belly and then pats it loudly. “Though some might argue.” He grins, and the lines on his face smooth into contagious mirth. “The fellows gave me the name. Do not much know why.”

“The fellows?” Philip says. “Are there more of you?” The fear returns. There is only one of him. How many are there of them?

“Aye,” Little John says. “There are more of us.” He takes a step closer, and this time Philip angles his body slightly in preparation to run. “We are not many, but we are mighty.” He offers Philip another grin, and his large teeth look surprisingly clean for such a tattered-looking man. “I came up with that myself.”

“A regular bard,” Philip says, momentarily forgetting himself. He clears his throat. “And where are the rest of you?” He must get away. He must flee the dangers that lie in this forest, starting with this man. No one must find out that he is from the land of Fairendale. No one must discover how or why or from what he has escaped.

“Not far from here,” Little John says. “They are on a raid of the village of Lincastle.”

“Lincastle,” Philip says, and he cannot help the wonder from soaking his words. “I am in the land of Lincastle.”

“There,” Little John says. “I knew you were not from here.”

Philip’s head snaps in Little John’s direction. “And what is it you are doing in the woods?” he says.

“We live here,” Little John says.

“You live in the woods?” Philip says.

“Aye.” 

“What of the creatures?” 

Little John waves his hand. “One of us always keeps watch,” he says. “And even if the watcher falls asleep, as he most certainly never does, the creatures do not bother us.”

“Why?” Philip says. He has seen the eyes of creatures every night he has spent in the heights of the forest trees, as though they wait for him to fall.

“I like to think the creatures agree with what we do,” Little John says. “So they leave us be.”

“What is it you do, then?” Philip says.

“You have not heard of the merry men?” Little John says. Philip shakes his head. Little John lets out a deep breath and looks off, as if searching for the others in the woods. “Well, that is a bit disappointing.”

“What is it you do?” Philip says again.

Little John’s eyes clear, and he looks at Philip again, lifting his head and squaring his shoulders. “We steal from the rich and give to the poor.”

A silence stretches out between them. Philip thinks about this. He lived long enough under the care of Arthur to wonder, now, where the people of Fairendale would be if a band like the merry men had existed there, if men had stolen from the rich and given to the poor. The only rich in the land of Fairendale is the royal family, but a bit of redistribution might have been beneficial to all. It sounds like a noble cause. Perhaps one that can be recreated in the land he loves.

And this is what makes Philip think that perhaps he can learn something from Little John and the merry men.

“Are you in need of any other men?” Philip says. He chokes on the word, “men,” still unfamiliar. He knows this is what he looks like, but he does not understand it, and understanding is what often keeps a voice steady and calm. 

Little John eyes Philip. “Perhaps,” he says. “But I will have to consult the others.”

Philip dips his head. “Very well, then,” he says. “I shall accompany you.”

“Perhaps I should bring them here,” Little John says. He looks around the clearing and says, as a sort of afterthought, “If I can find it again.”

“I shall wait, then,” Philip says.

“Might be better if you come with me,” Little John says. He squints his eyes, as if trying to determine whether Philip looks familiar in some way. But then he says, “I suppose you look like the trustworthy sort,” and Philip knows Little John is merely trying to assess his character. He tries on his most innocent face, the one he used on his mother when he had broken something he should not have been touching. Little John waves a hand, and Philip knows it is an invitation to follow. He retrieves the dead rabbit, still lying on the ground.

Before they leave the clearing, Little John says, “Have you ever shot a bow and arrow?”

Philip gestures to the quill on his back. “I made one myself.”

Little John peers at his back and shakes his head in awe. “Resourceful, you are,” he says. “That will be useful.”

“Why is it you ask?” Philip says.

Little John shrugs. “The men have been looking for another shooter,” he says. “I am the eyes of the operation. Alas, I hit nothing I aim at.” He looks askance at Philip. “You are a good shot?” 

“I have fed myself these last days off the animals of the forest,” Philip says, holding up the rabbit.

“Aye,” Little John says. “Useful indeed. I hope—” But he does not finish his thought. 

“You hope?” Philip says, unease flexing its fingers in his belly.

Little John waves his large, hairy hand. “Ah. Sometimes my mouth does a bit of speaking before my brain can catch it. Pay me no mind. We are nearly there.” And, with that, Little John shakes a tree branch that blocks the way forward, calls out, “It is I, Little John,” and then bends through the foliage and steps into a clearing.

Philip follows close behind, but when he breaks free of leaves and limbs, he nearly turns around and runs. 

For there before him, fanned out in a half circle, are four men, their bows and arrows drawn and pointed directly at Philip.

Little John holds up his hands. “Hold on, then,” he says. “He is a friend.”

The men do not let their bows fall. “How is it you know he is a friend?” says one of the men. “He is armed.”

“Listen,” Little John says, and he walks toward the men, his hands still raised. “He wants to join our band.”

One of the men, who appears to be the leader, steps forward. “We have no need of more men,” he says. “Be on your way.”

“He is skillful with a bow and arrow,” Little John says. “Perhaps you would have more use of him than me, Isaac.”

Philip turns his eyes to Little John. Surely the man is not offering Philip in place of himself. It is not what is done. He does not want to disturb the peace.

The man, Isaac, lowers his bow. “Should we test him?” he says. His eyes are locked on Philip, but he appears to be addressing the men around him.

“Aye,” the men say, and their weapons all lower at exactly the same time, as though they have practiced this move.

“Perhaps after we eat,” Little John says, gesturing toward Philip’s rabbit. “Compliments of the new recruit.”

The men grumble a bit, but they appear to agree that eating is a necessity. Philip takes a moment to look at all of them. They are dressed in the same garb as Little John, though it fits each one of them differently. One man, who has long dark hair tied back with a bit of twine, wears a waist-length black cape with the arms cut out of it and a wide, gaping hood that rests against the back of his neck. Another man, with short black hair, has a brown cape much the same. Another has a brown cape that differentiates itself from the others only by its duller color and its shredded sleeves. Philip wonders if the man had an encounter with one of the forest creatures. He shivers.

The man who appears to be the leader, Isaac, has white hair cut close to his face, lines that speak of wisdom rather than age, and a black cape that looks like all the rest. Underneath their capes, the men all wear the same bright green tunics and darker green breeches, a costume completed by ragged black boots that reach well above their ankles but not quite to their knees.

As the men eat, sitting on large white stones, they call one another by name, but they are not typical names. Isaac, the white-haired one, is One. Henry, the black-haired one, is Two. Walter, the one with shredded sleeves, is Three. And Thad, the one with long hair tied back, is Four.

Little John leans over to whisper, “Do not bother with the names,” as though he knows precisely what Philip is trying to do. “They call themselves One, Two, Three, and Four. Only I have a name among them.” His fist hits Philip’s shoulder. “And perhaps you will.”

Philip swallows his uncertainty and tries to eat what little rabbit has been given him.

After the supper, the men decide, since it grows dark, that they will wait until the morrow to test Philip. “You are on watch tonight,” Isaac tells Little John. “So you will be the first one killed if that is why he is here.”

The men spread out around the fire and stretch onto their backs. The night air is filled with snores after only a few minutes. Little John laughs softly. “They are a distrustful lot,” he says. “You cannot blame them for that. Most of them have lost their families to the fight.”

“The fight,” Philip says. 

“Aye,” Little John says. “The fight to redistribute the wealth of the seven kingdoms.”

“You have done this in other places?” Philip says.

Little John shakes his head. “Not yet, no,” he says. “We have not finished with Lincastle.”

“And how long have you been here?” Philip says.

The firelight dances in Little John’s eyes, but a shadow soon dims it. “Two years now,” he says. “And our work is still unfinished. Most of the rich in Lincastle live in houses that look like castles.” His eyes grow glassy. “While the poor live along the fringes, some of them shivering out in the cold, with no shelter over their heads.”

The two of them stare at the fire for a time. 

“I knew of a prince who wanted to help the poor of his kingdom,” Philip says. “He was banished from the land.”

“Aye,” Little John says. “We are outcasts here, too.”

Philip wonders, momentarily, if one of the men could be the long lost Prince Wendell from all the stories the children of Fairendale hear as they grow up. But these men do not have the right names. But they could have changed their names. He sits turning this over and over again, until he hears the unexpected sound of Little John snoring. The man has fallen asleep sitting up.

Philip remains awake for the whole night, watching diligently, but, for the first time since he began living in these woods, he does not see a single creature.
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Search




In spite of the throne’s incessant whisper of power and glory and might, on the days when Prince Willis did not sit on the golden seat, he maintained control over his emotions and his mind and so continued his plans to find his brother. And because of this, it was not long before King Sebastien approached his remaining son to ask what he was doing with all of his time.

“I see you leave the castle and then I see you return when the supper bell chimes,” King Sebastien said. “I fear that you might be settling into the same errant behavior that carried your brother out of the kingdom.”

Prince Willis saw, in the twist of his father’s face, that King Sebastien would not hesitate to banish another son. So he said, “No, Father.” He said this for three very complicated reasons. He did not want to be banished, at least not in this moment, for he did not think he could survive as his brother had—if his brother had. He also did not want to invoke the anger of his father, for he had seen what King Sebastien’s anger could do to a body and mind and spirit. And third, he did not want to disappoint his father. This is, perhaps, the most confounding reason of all, for it meant that Prince Willis, regardless of all his father’s shortcomings, still loved him. Love is a mysterious thing.

Prince Willis did not venture into the village anymore, after the first few knocks told him that the villagers did not even know his brother was missing. (If you will remember, however, our former stories tell of the outrage these village people felt upon Prince Wendell’s banishment. Alas, in the days after the prince fled, a memory erase spell wound its way through the streets, courtesy of a visiting prophet’s Last Great Act. It touched nearly every forehead with an invisible tendril and extracted only one memory. Most of the village people promptly forgot that a prince had been banished, leaving room for a lie to take root: the prince was merely indisposed. This is why, when Prince Willis knocked on their doors, the people had no information at all.)

So he turned his attention, for a time, on the castle. He searched every room, every place his brother might have gone, every book his brother might have read, looking for a message of some kind. Prince Willis and Prince Wendell, when they were much younger, had created their own written language, using it to keep secrets from their father. Prince Willis hoped, though it was quite a large, improbable hope, that his brother had returned under the cover of night and left him, somewhere in the castle, a coded message to say, “I am alive. I am well. I shall return shortly.”

It was heartbreaking to watch the fervor with which Prince Willis searched, all to no avail.

This is why King Sebastien had noted his son’s late appearance to supper and his quick departure thereafter. King Sebastien assumed that Prince Willis was continuing his brother’s village work among the people of Fairendale, when, in fact and in irony, Prince Willis was merely in different places about the castle, searching, searching, always searching.

King Sebastien crossed his arms over his chest. “What is it you do when you take leave of me?” he said. His dark eyes bored a hole right through the chest of the prince. 

Prince Willis did not know what to say. He could not tell his father he had turned over every room in the castle, searching for a silly note. So he said nothing.

“Do you help the people?” King Sebastien said. His eyes narrowed. Prince Willis involuntarily shivered.

“No, Father,” Prince Willis said. He could see quite clearly that his father was growing angrier.

“If I discover you have helped them…” King Sebastien said, but he let the words trail off into a menacing unknown. It was not the unknown for Prince Willis, however. He had, after all, seen the stripes on his brother’s back, lashed there by King Sebastien.

The king crossed his arms. “I will not hesitate to banish you if you show yourself to be foolish like your brother,” he said. “I do not mind ruling this throne forever.”

Prince Willis did not think it wise to remind his father that no one could rule a throne forever. Everyone dies—even a king.

For a fleeting moment, Prince Willis felt genuine relief at the thought of being banished, though only moments before he had felt a desperate desire to avoid it. Such were the emotions in turmoil. Prince Willis, now, thought he could make a home somewhere else—somewhere he did not have to lie about who he was or whether he had the gift of magic or how much he had, indeed, loved his brother. He would be free to find Prince Wendell. They would live as brothers, among the people, untethered to a throne and the politics that surrounded one. This sounded quite nice. 

But the girl. He would not be able to leave the girl to his father’s control. She was good and kind and not yet old or strong enough to protect herself from King Sebastien.

Prince Willis felt a sudden weariness curl over his body. He would have to stay. His brother would urge him to, for the girl’s sake. His brother, the noble prince. It was such tiring work being noble.

But Prince Willis would do it. So he looked his father in the eye and said, “I have not continued my brother’s work,” in a firm, clear, powerful voice. For good measure he added, “It was vile work that Prince Wendell did. I would not wish to continue it for all the riches in the world.” 

King Sebastien looked momentarily taken aback, and then he smiled, his eyes flashing. “I see the throne has begun its work,” he said.

A cold wind blustered across the prince’s heart. “The throne?” he said.

His father did not answer. He merely tilted his head and said, “If you are not helping the people, then, tell me, what is it you have been doing?”

Again, Prince Willis said nothing. Of course he could not say what it was he had been doing. His father would be enraged to hear what sort of plans his remaining son had made. The very act of it was treason, for the king’s orders could not be revoked, which meant that Prince Wendell would never be permitted to return, even if Prince Willis found him. The prince let out a long breath.

“You will not tell me, then?” King Sebastien said. Anger glinted from his eyes and caused Prince Willis to shake once more. The prince glanced around. His father had stopped him in the castle hallway closest to the entrance doors. He could run. He could leave today, this very moment. He had all the maps in his mind. He could look for his brother and never come back. 

For a moment, it seemed like a possibility. His legs clenched in anticipation. He had almost willed them to move when King Sebastien seized his son’s wrist. “Then you shall come with me,” he said, his words icy and cruel. “You shall pay for your impertinence.”

A small voice sounded from behind King Sebastien. “Your Majesty,” it said.

Prince Willis met the bright blue eyes of Clarion. She turned hers quickly on the king, who spun around to look at her, his grip still tight on the prince’s wrist.

“Prince Willis has been with me,” Clarion said. “He has been reading stories to me in the castle library, to help cheer me. I do love stories.” The look she gave her king can only be described as withering.

Prince Willis nearly lost his legs in the relief that came in all the moments after, when his father looked at Clarion and then back at his son and then, again, at Clarion. King Sebastien stared at the girl, and, rather than look away, she stared right back. Prince Willis had severely underestimated Clarion. He smiled inside but did not dare let it touch his lips. Perhaps he would have an ally after all.

King Sebastien turned back to his son, his eyes still black and hard. “Very well, then,” he said. “Tomorrow you begin your kingly training. Tomorrow you report to me, first light. We shall see what we can do about your weakness.” King Sebastien made to turn away, and then turned back. His eyes traveled the length of his son, and, quite unexpectedly, he smacked Prince Willis in the very center of his belly. “You are growing soft,” he said. “We must solve that problem as well.”

And this put an idea into the head of Prince Willis that was, he thought, quite brilliant. “Perhaps I should walk more regularly,” he said, and his body thrummed with a giddy anticipation, for if the king agreed, he would have permission to embark on his search, in a  roundabout way.

King Sebastien studied his eyes for a moment. Prince Willis tried to erase the hope from his own. King Sebastien nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Perhaps that would be a good idea.” The king stood up straighter and pushed his shoulders back. He was still a handsome man, even though the gray had shot through his eyebrows now as well as his beard and hair. Only a small bit of the dark brown remained, but he had not diminished in size or strength in the years that had passed.

Prince Willis watched his father march down the hall toward the throne room, waiting until he was out of sight to tell Clarion his plan and finally, finally, finally let someone else into his heart. But when his father disappeared behind the great oak doors and Prince Willis turned to where Clarion had been, she was already gone.

He had not even had a chance to thank her for her lie.

Prince Willis grew despondent once more. Tomorrow, after his time with his father, he would venture into the dragon lands, though it was forbidden. What, after all, did he have to lose? Nothing and no one.

He did not even consider, for another moment, how much care he would have to take to avoid the notice of his father. But it would not have mattered. A father, unfortunately, was always watching.
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Heart




In the early morning, when the light reaches golden fingers through the cover of the trees, the merry men place a target on a trunk and stand with their arms folded, staring back at Philip. The skin on his upper lip is moist. He licks it. He is not an archery master, but he must somehow prove himself today. He points the arrow, pulls the string, and remains as he is, the muscles in his arms twitching with the effort. He closes an eye and follows the line of sight to the tip of the arrow, and when he is sure, he releases it. The arrow lands straight in the middle of the target with a thunk. The men gape at him.

Again and again and again they make him try, and again and again and again the arrows fly straight toward the center circle, thunk, thunk, thunk. Before too long, the merry men are quite sure that Philip is as good an archer as Little John has said. Though he is more than a little surprised, Philip feels some pleasure in this. He has never been good at anything in his life. He had no idea he could shoot an arrow straight into the heart of a target. Wait until he tells his father.

His father. The memory of the gray-haired man with bushy black eyebrows burns his chest. He rubs it, as if the pressure might relieve some of the pain.

Little John claps him on the back and does not seem to notice Philip’s distress. “I knew you were a useful one,” he says. “I told them, I did.”

The men remove the target and all the arrows lodged in it, not a single one of which pierced the tree behind it.

“I have never seen such a thick target,” Philip says as he watches the men toss the target on the ground.

Little John leans close. “The men believe that the trees here are what protect us from the creatures of the forest,” he says.

This gives Philip pause, and he watches the men arrange themselves on stone seats that form a circle around the patch of land where the fire burns at night. Isaac, who calls himself One, waves Philip over. 

“Little John,” One says. “You must bring another stone for our circle.”

Little John dips his head and retreats into the woods. After only a moment, he returns with a very large stone that does not appear heavy at all. He carries it easily and drops it on the ground with a thud. Philip, for his part, tries to nudge it a bit closer to the fire, but the stone does not budge. Philip takes his seat, eyeing Little John and then casting his gaze upon the trees. He does not look at the men. He is interested only in the trees, trying to see what it is the men see that might make them believe in the trees’ protection. He has lived in the woods—in the trees, no less—for many days, and he has never felt protected. It is only by his own cunning, his own climbing, his own diligent determination, that he has survived at all.

“I was just telling Philip here about the trees,” Little John says. He clears his throat.

“They are alive?” Philip says. He cannot keep the doubt from sharpening his words.

“They have no eyes,” One says. “But they see.” Philip tries not to laugh. His mother used to tell him stories like this, and he never believed a single word. One’s eyes grow momentarily angry. “I see you do not believe us.”

“I—” Philip tries to say.

“There are stories,” Two says. Flames from the fire leap in his dark eyes. “And we have never had cause to disbelieve them.”

The men stare at him, and Philip feels compelled to say, “Just so,” without a smile, though inside he is laughing at the foolishness of men. Perhaps growing up did not erase the power of stories. His mother would like to know that.

His mother. Again, his chest burns. What he would give to see his mother and father again. 

“You carry some sadness,” One says. “I can see it in your eyes.”

“We all carry sadness,” Philip says. He is unsure where the words come from, only feels them spilling out.

“Aye,” One says, and his eyes, the color of the sky at high noon, darken slightly. “That we do.”

No one says anything for some time, and then Two says, “Perhaps we should plan,” and Three says, “Yes,” and Four says, “Our next action,” and One says, “It is time.”

The men remain in their circle and turn over some plans, each of them offering something except Philip, who merely listens. He has never gone on a quest before, and he does not think he can contribute much until he has experienced his first, which, according to the men, he will do this very eve. They will venture to the boundaries of Lincastle and see what news awaits now that they have returned. (Philip does not think to ask them where they were or why they were gone, for he is only thinking of what he might be expected to do. Will they ask him to kill someone? Is this the kind of band in which he has found himself? He hopes not, but he dares not ask.)

That evening, while the moon begins its slow rise in the sky, the men stand just inside the woods, which Philip learned, on their way in, are called the Wishing Woods, not the Weeping Woods, after a blunder turned every pair of eyes belonging to the merry men in his direction. “Weeping Woods,” they had said. “Where is it you come from?” And Philip had only said, “Ah. I have never been so good with names” and proceeded to purposely call each one of the merry men by the wrong name. Except for Little John, of course. No one could forget Little John’s name, since he was not, in the loosest interpretation of the word, little.

Outside the village, they watch the people. They watch them disappear into taverns for their nightly supper. They watch them buy sweets from the confectioner. They watch them walk by every poor person and turn up their noses to the cries for help. Even though he is an outsider to all of this, Philip feels his head ignite with anger. It is even worse here than it ever was in Fairendale. Is this how it is in all the other lands? At least the villagers in Fairendale tried to share what they could. The rich people of Lincastle—and there are many—do not even look on the poor. It is as though the entire land is made of kings and queens and princes and princesses. The houses have grand towers with streaming flags whipping in the salted wind off the ocean. Torches light the stone streets and illuminate the faces in ghastly contortions.

Two points to an old woman on a street corner in the center of the village. “There she is,” he says. 

“Who?” Philip says.

“We see her every eve,” One says. 

Philip squints his eyes and tries to see. The woman pats the stone walls along her way as she squeezes down a narrow passage. She emerges into the middle of the bustling crowd and holds up a tin cup, which the people competently and deliberately ignore.

“She is always begging,” Little John says. “And she never goes home with a single coin.”

The anger in Philip grows wider and wilder. 

“She is one of the poorest in Lincastle,” Little John says. “Her daughter died years ago. She has no one to care for her anymore, and no one in this village who cares. They go about their dinners and entertain one another and throw their balls in their enchanting houses with diamonds hanging from the ceilings, and they do not see the people who are dying a little more every day.”

“Why do you suppose that is?” Philip says.

“Perhaps it is easier to ignore the poor,” Little John says, “when you have never lived it.” His eyes look with longing upon the streets of Lincastle.

No one else says a word. Philip likes Little John even more for the way he talks. He can tell the man is deeply affected by the state of the village, and he aims to ask him why, when they are back around the campfire later tonight. 

“It is a pity there are so many,” Little John says, and he sighs.

One moves stealthily into the village and slips into the shadows around a tavern. He remains there for some time, and then he slides through the back door. When he emerges again, he is running, his arms laden with goods, some of which he tosses to the beggars in the streets and some of which he carries toward the merry men. No one gives chase, but that does not prevent the merry men from turning heel and running back into the hidden safety of the trees all the way to their camp.

Once they have eaten their fill, One leans close to the fire. The light flickers on his face, making his eyes dance. “Tomorrow night they shall have a ball,” he says. “In the ballroom of the castle. But before that, in the early afternoon, they shall have an archery tournament.” The men murmur, and One turns to Philip. “And you shall be a stranger in clean clothes. The reward is enough to feed the poor for a fortnight.”

Philip feels all their eyes turn to him. Why me? he wants to say, but he knows. Strangely, he is the one who has been given the gift of perfect aim, though he has never practiced with a bow or an arrow before. He does not ask questions. He merely nods his head and stuffs another piece of bread into his mouth.

He remains awake long after the others have snored into sleep.
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The Enchantress and the Huntsman have traveled farther in a smaller amount of time than the Enchantress thought possible with her limited stores of magic available to them. The trees have transformed from the tall, spindly ones near Rosehaven to the thick, wide ones of the Weeping Woods. She knows they approach the land of Fairendale and the woods that, last time she looked upon them, were more like stick figures of burned black than large, leafy covers. The Enchantress, this morning (though not early, of course) is ruminating, turning the way forward over and over in her mind. Should they enter these woods that appear to have revitalized in the days they have been gone? Should they avoid them altogether?

The Huntsman had made this decision without her. He left her a single word in the dirt, Food, which the Enchantress found when she ducked from her tent to say good morning. He has been gone quite a long time, however, and the Enchantress, who is not a very patient woman even in the best of circumstances, is famished. She grows more and more irritated—more and more famished—each minute that passes.

Can she trust the Huntsman? Has he gone to the king? Will her plans be ruined? What if the king orders her to bring each blackbird to the castle as she finds them? How would she accomplish what she has set out to do?

Her stomach rumbles. Her fists clench. She will have to go in search of him. She will have to enter the woods and walk toward the land of Fairendale. She will have to carry the bird herself.

The Enchantress shakes her head and touches her staff to the tent. It folds itself in two and then folds itself in two again and continues on in this meticulous way until it is no larger than a tiny speck of dust. The Enchantress puts it in the side of her right shoe, where she cannot feel it at all. She then touches her staff to the looking ball, which shrinks in waves until it, too, is no larger than a speck of dust. She puts this in her left shoe. Then she turns her eyes on the bird in the iron cage.

She will have to carry it and its awkward cage. It cannot be helped. If she were to use the reduction spell on a living and breathing animal, she does not know if she would be able to enlarge it again. She cannot take that chance, so she grips the handle of the iron cage and heads toward the village of Fairendale.

It does not take her long to reach the outskirts of Fairendale. It is not so very great a distance, and she uses a bit of magic to speed things along. She finds the Huntsman standing on the perimeter, talking with an old woman. She hides herself behind a tree and watches. She watches him take the old woman’s arm and guide her back toward the village, slowly and tenderly. She watches him walk the woman all the way to her door and disappear inside. She watches him look around him to make sure no one is waiting before he emerges from the door and flies, on silent feet, back toward the woods.

The Enchantress knows he is heading for the very spot where they camped, the very spot she should be. She uses a bit more magic to get her there, but the Huntsman, she is surprised to see, has beaten her to the clearing. He has a bushel of greens in his hand, and a fire is already blazing.

She stares at him and then at the fire and back again. Perhaps she did not use as much magic as she thought.

“I brought us some breakfast,” the Huntsman says. “Though it is not much. The woodland creatures, it seems, have not yet returned.” There is a note of sadness in his voice. 

“And where did you go?” the Enchantress says, testing him.

The Huntsman’s eyes meet hers. “I ventured into the land,” he says, and she is so startled by his honesty that she does not quite know what to say. She cannot get the vision of the Huntsman with the old woman—unexpectedly tender—out of her mind. The greens crackle in their pot, which he has pulled from his pack. It is larger than the pack, is it not? How is it that a pot this large could fit in a pack so small?

The Enchantress shakes her head. She is weary of the travel. That is all. Her mind, her vision, her senses cannot be trusted.

When the Huntsman has finished cooking the breakfast, he slides half of it into a bowl and hands it to her. She sits on the other side of the fire and does not thank him. She is still trying to locate her words. And when she does locate them, the only ones that slip out of her mouth are, “How long have you been a Hunstman?”

The Hunstman busies himself with his own bowl of greens. He waits until he is done chewing before he answers her. “Not so very long,” he says, but he does not look at her when he says it. The Enchantress feels a fiery pull in the center of her body. He is hiding something from her. It is a reminder that he is dangerous. A Huntsman. A man who cannot be trusted.

The Enchantress pulls the iron cage closer to her. Fear and anger have unlocked her words now. “What were you doing in the village?” she says.

“I was helping an old woman who needed help,” he says.

She studies him for a moment. He looks into the fire, watching it as though it holds answers to his deepest questions. The Enchantress considers her words and adorns each one with a large, pointed barb. “And how came a Huntsman to have a heart?” she says.

The Huntsman raises his eyes to her now. “I have always had a heart,” he says. “It has not served me well in my trade, but it has served me well as a man.”

The two of them stare at one another, and a storm rages between them, blue and green and a collective gray clashing and flashing and then, without warning, simmering to a warmer glow.

“It is only a trade,” the Huntsman says, dropping his eyes once more to the fire. “It is not who I am in here.” He places his right hand over his chest.

The Enchantress laughs for a moment. “How can it not be who you are when you call yourself a Huntsman?” she says. He is speaking poetry, riddles, neither of which she has ever liked.

“What I do,” he says, “does not make me who I am.”

They are words, yes, but they are also hope and light and warmth, glowing embers that flutter, end over end, through the crisp cool air, through the smoky fire, and into the heart of the Enchantress, where they settle in a papery layer. What could they mean for her? That she is more than she seems? That in her heart is an intricate web of love and compassion and courage that could uncurl and point the way through a dark and tangled briar? Perhaps, then, she should have given herself a name, rather than Enchantress. It is too late for that, however.

 “And who are you inside?” The Enchantress chokes through the question, her throat thick with something even she cannot name.

“I am a brother, a son, a friend,” he says. His blue eyes smile into hers. “And I love the people who wait for me.” His voice crumbles at the end, and he drops his eyes. They sit in silence for a time, until he says, “Do you have anyone?”

Though the question could be misconstrued, and though the Enchantress could say that yes, she has someone, because he is here before her, she understands what it is he asks. And so she answers truthfully, without a second thought. “A mother,” she says. And then she immediately regrets it. She cannot give away bits and pieces of herself. She must first finish her quest and then she can think of the past, which is sorrowful, and the present, which is confusing, and the future, which is unknown.

The Huntsman does not speak, as though he waits for the Enchantress to volunteer more information. But she does not. So he says, “I have not seen my family in some time. I have been searching for them, but I have not found them. I fear I may not find them until there is peace between all the lands.”

“You may be waiting for a very long time, then,” the Enchantress says. “Peace is not so very easy to find.”

“Perhaps it only needs to be created,” the Huntsman says. His gaze locks with hers, and she finds that she cannot turn away, but she can feel all the turnings rolling within her, words and Visions and possibilities. She sees children, she sees kings and queens, she sees the old woman from the village, she sees blackbirds.

The Enchantress shakes her head, and her eyes break loose from the Huntsman’s. “You cannot return to the village,” she says. “I gave you orders not to enter it at all.”

“I know,” the Huntsman says. “But I heard the woman calling, and I could not ignore a cry for help.”

“You are a Huntsman,” she says. “You must become more like a Huntsman.”

His eyes narrow. “And how can I do that?” he says.

“Forget you ever had a heart,” she says, and she lifts herself from the ground, stooping to pick up the cage, where the bird is sleeping. “A heart only brings you sorrow.” She knows, dear reader, because she can feel her own heart cracking, jagged lines spidering down through the whole of it, nudging it clean apart. It is words that do this work. Her own words, no less.

She turns away from the Huntsman with a heart and stalks back to the place where her tent flattened the forest grass. She pulls the small bit of dust from her shoe and tosses it on the ground, where it billows up with a puff of air that blows the red hair out of her face. Before she enters the safe abode, she flings more words behind her. “I find I am too weary to move on today. Perhaps on the morrow.” She does not wait to hear what the Huntsman will say.

When she is hidden safely behind the flapping white walls, she collapses on a bed that springs up from the ground and catches her. 

A heart only brings sorrow. And she is an Enchantress with many sorrows.
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The Huntsman sits and broods for what seems like hours. She has forbidden him to return to the village. But she has also told him to find a horse and a cart, and he knows where he might secure one.

So he does what he knows he should not do: he returns to the village.

It is late afternoon, and no one is about. The streets sit quiet. The baker’s shop is closed. The shoemaker’s shop is closed. The bookbinder’s shop is closed. Where are the people?

The Huntsman tries not to let curiosity determine his steps. He points his feet back to the boundary between the woods and the land, heading for Fairendale castle. He does not know how many might be watching from the castle. The Enchantress would be furious to see how much he risks. 

He spots the castle stables, where he hopes to find a horse or two. He practically flies to the shelter, bursting through the doors and slamming them closed again. He stands against them for a moment, his breath blasting in and out, in and out, in and out. His heart has become a lively acrobat in his chest. 

“Now, then,” the Huntsman says, when he is sure no one has seen him steal into the stable. His words echo across the hundreds of stalls, which once housed hundreds of horses, nearly all of which were destroyed by the dragons of Morad. “Let us see what we have.”

There are, however, three horses that remain in these castle stables: the still-tired one that King Willis rode into the village of Fairendale one day; a horse that belonged to Sir Merrick but, because of a lame leg, was left in the stables the day Sir Merrick vanished in the dragon fire; and Sir Greyson’s trusty white mare. All of these horses have not seen a single person in so long (Calvin has forgotten the horses in the stable, so busy is he with every other task in the castle) that they all shove up against their stalls to see who might have come. 

“Well, then,” the Huntsman says. “I could take any one of you. Which will it be?” 

Sir Greyson’s mare rears up so that the Huntsman can see the rich brown of her eyes. He moves into the stall, where the horse flattens herself against the side, presumably to give him room enough to enter. He can see that she is intelligent, strong, and sturdy, though a bit thin. “You, then,” he says. “You will do well enough. Care to tell me where a cart might be?”

The horse whinnies, but, of course, the Huntsman cannot understand horse talk. So he dresses up the horse with a bridle and a bit, and he pats her once on the rump. She moves forward along with him. He holds up a hand when they reach the stable entrance. He looks to the right and to the left. He looks to the front, but, alas, he cannot see the back. In his limited looking, however, he spies a cart. He makes his calculations and decides he can do it, if the horse is not with him.

The Huntsman has never ridden a horse, though he dreamed of it many times as a boy. He knows that horse riding takes years of practice and effort, which means that if he climbs on the back of this one, it will only be awkward and, perhaps, deathly. So he whispers something in the horse’s ear and smacks her on the flank. He watches her race off toward the woods, reach the trees, and turn back to stare at him.

“Good girl,” the Huntsman says. And now it is his turn. He studies the lawn of the castle. If he is caught, he will simply say that he and the Enchantress have stopped through to gather a few supplies, namely a horse and a cart. He will say nothing more. 

With this plan folded and tucked neatly in his mind, the Huntsman flies forward. He slams into the cart, rebounds, and drags it with him with a strength that would be astonishing to any who might be watching. Alas, no one is, so they cannot marvel at his speed and vigor. He reaches the mare’s side in hardly any time at all. 

His head drops between his knees, his elbows resting on the tops of his legs. After a moment, when his breath has returned to normal, he straightens, eyes the horse, and says, “And now you will pull this cart to our camp.” The horse stands perfectly still while he hooks and adjusts and rearranges the pieces in the best way he can figure how, and when he is finished, the cart is attached to the horse’s back in a comical yet strangely efficient manner.

“Let us go, then,” he says, and he leads the horse through the trees.

The Enchantress is still in her tent when he returns, but she is drawn out by the noise he and the horse with a cart make. She looks from him to the horse and back to him. “You secured a horse and a cart,” she says.

“I did,” he says, and the pleasure of this accomplishment warms his chest.

She crosses the clearing to the horse. “You are a pretty one,” she says, and then she spies the leather straps and clips and belts. “What has he done to you?” She eyes the Huntsman and touches her staff to the side of the horse. The harness unlatches itself and latches again into a more efficient, more correct hold, one across the belly, one across the hind legs, one across the rump. The Huntsman watches. The woods grow darker.

When the magic has stilled, the Huntsman tends to the fire. He has a bit of bread in his pocket from the old woman earlier today. He had planned to eat it outside the presence of the Enchantress for fear that she might distrust him even further, but since he did not bring a suitable supper with the horse and cart, he pulls it out and splits it down the middle. He holds the bread out to the Enchantress.

Her eyes darken, but she does not say anything. She merely takes the bread and sits beside the fire, as far from him as possible. He knows the feeling. He does not entirely trust her, either.

She pulls something out of her shoe and places it on the ground beside her. She touches it with her staff, and it gradually becomes a looking ball.

“A reduction spell,” he says. “Clever.”

The Enchantress lifts her head, her red hair falling across one eye. “How is it you know so much about magic?”

The Huntsman feels a cold trickle of water climb down his back. “I have always been enamored with magic,” he says, and he hopes that will be enough.

She has already turned her attention to the ball, which glows green.

“What is it you are watching?” he says. 

“Our next captive,” she says.

“And who is he?” the Huntsman says.

“A man,” she says, “who lives in the woods with the merry men.”

“The merry men,” the Huntsman says. “They sound like a fun lot.” He is rewarded by a small smile. 

“They steal from the rich and give to the poor,” she says, and the way she says it, with a bit of light and warmth latching onto the words, startles him. He studies her face out of the corner of his eye. Her mouth twitches, as though she is amused. He feels his own mouth curve up into a smile. 

“Perhaps we should let him work for a bit,” he says. 

Her eyes lift and sharpen. “We must not linger,” she says. “No matter what we find the children doing.”

He nods, sorry that he has spoiled the mood. She rises from her place and vanishes inside her tent without saying a word. He thinks she is retiring for the evening, but she emerges again, holding the black iron cage with the bird in it. She moves to the cart and places the cage inside it, pushed all the way to the front. She meets the Huntsman’s eyes. “He is too loud for me,” she says. “I can hardly sleep for the noise he makes, so I will leave him in the cart this eve.”

She stops outside the flap of her tent but does not turn around to face him. “Good night,” she says, and then she vanishes into its folds.

The Huntsman lies on his back and stares at the tops of the trees that form a circle of leaves around the stars. He considers. He blinks. He wonders.

The Enchantress has never let the blackbird out of her sight, and now it sits in the wooden cart while she is sleeping in the tent. Perhaps she is beginning to trust him.

A soft pillow of feathers rises from the ground beneath his head. The Huntsman smiles.
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Proposition




At the appointed time that King Sebastien had agreed to permit his son to walk the grounds of Fairendale—precisely half past two every afternoon—Prince Willis found, on the first afternoon of his exercise, Clarion waiting for him on the castle steps. She rose when he appeared.

“Clarion,” he said, his voice breaking a bit at the corners.

“I have seen what you are doing,” she said. “I want to help.”

Prince Willis nodded once and felt a warmth fill his chest. She took his arm, and they began their walk.

When they were out of earshot of the castle, Clarion said, “Have you tried the dragon lands?”

“It is where I planned to go today,” he said.

“We shall have to hurry,” Clarion said. “The woods are not friendly at dusk.”

They quickened their pace, Prince Willis wondering how Clarion knew so much for a child so young. And, as if she knew what he wondered, Clarion said, “I have been reading the books as well.”

“Just so,” Prince Willis said, and he smiled to himself again. How good it felt to have someone on his side. He felt both stronger and braver, emboldened by a like mind and spirit. They walked in silence for some time, making their way to the perimeter of the woods.

In the silence Prince Willis could not help thinking of all the times he had failed to defend his brother, all the moments he had cowered before his father and allowed King Sebastien to beat Prince Wendell, all the days since the banishment that he had wanted to beg his father to permit his brother’s return but had never even opened his mouth. He was not a very good brother. He remembered that his brother had once slept in his bedchambers, when Prince Willis had been distraught that he did not have a mother. Prince Wendell had kept his arms around his brother all night, whispering, “We will take care of each other, always.” Prince Willis had not lived up to his end of the agreement.

And because Prince Willis could not bear these thoughts, he searched his mind for words he might say to Clarion. What came out was, “I am sorry.”

Clarion stopped, and Prince Willis continued walking for a moment, until he realized the girl’s arm was no longer tucked in his. He turned around. There she was, standing still. Why had she stopped?

“It is not your burden to bear,” Clarion said. Her voice carried across the distance between them. She closed the gap and put her hand on his arm. “Your father is the one who sent your brother away.”

Prince Willis nodded. “But I might have stopped it.”

“Your father is a tyrant,” Clarion said. Prince Willis flinched, but he could not argue. “You could not have done anything to stop it.”

“I want so badly to find him,” Prince Willis said, and he felt a sob lodge in the back of his throat. “I want to know he is alive.”

“I believe he is alive,” Clarion said. “I believe we shall see him again someday.”

Prince Willis was grateful that Clarion had set out with him and was, now, here to bandage his broken heart. She took his hand and kissed the top of it. “If we do not find him, the kingdom shall continue,” she said. “You shall rule it well. And one day, Wendell shall return. I believe it with all my heart.” Her head tilted, and she smiled at him. “All of it.”

The words swelled inside his chest. He had never known the empowerment of someone believing in him, and he was overwhelmed by its splendid reassurance. He felt the tears shake out of him. Clarion patted his arm, and when he was finished, she clutched it again. 

“Shall we continue?” she said. “There is not very much time remaining before dusk.”

Prince Willis looked at the sky, peering between the trees. It was still bright blue, but he knew they must account for the trip back as well, and for this they still needed daylight. So he nodded, and they were on their way once more.

They were silent for quite some time until Clarion pointed. “There,” she said. A clearing showed itself up ahead, but it looked much farther away than Prince Willis might have liked. Was it beginning to grow dark already? He looked up at the sky. It was a darker blue than it had been. They had taken too much time. The creatures. The dragons. The woods were full of all kinds of horrors. They could not battle dragons and the creatures of the forest and have time enough to make it back safely to the castle grounds. They were not skilled enough for battle. 

The prince’s heart trembled.

“Perhaps we should go back and try again on the morrow,” he said, his voice quivering in a way that made him feel ashamed at his cowardice. “Now that we know the way, it will be simple enough to return again.”

Clarion’s eyes moved to him. “You do not have to go,” she said. She studied him for a moment, and then she turned back to the clearing and began walking. “I shall go,” she tossed behind her.

But at the very moment that Clarion began her walk alone, a pixie flashed in front of her, her violet blue wings shimmering in the fading light. Her dress, a gentle blue fabric that reminded Prince Willis of the waters in the Fairendale cove, flapped around her tiny brown legs, which ended in violet-blue slippers that nearly reached her knees. Her hair was long and white, her skin a rich, dark brown. 

“Oh!” Clarion startled.

Prince Willis rushed to her side, his sword drawn. 

“Leave her,” he said. He had read all about the pixies of this forest and their abduction of the brave children who entered it. No one knew for sure, but it was speculated that the pixies, for which another, more common word was used in the stories, one I believe you know as “fairies,” carried off their prey to a land called Neverland, named so because the children carried there never saw their parents or loved ones again and, also, never grew up. Perhaps that sounds like a divine land—no parents allowed, remaining a child forever. But I assure you, there is a darkness to Neverland that has not been told in the stories you know. But that is a story for another time and place.

“I want nothing from you,” the pixie said, in a voice that was smooth and tinkly, like a bell. Her violet eyes settled on the sword. She remained in one place, held aloft by the fluttering of her wings. She was about the size of one of the prince’s hands. “Perhaps you might put your sword away, hero?”

Prince Willis sheathed his weapon and crossed his arms. “If you want nothing from us, then why are you here?” he said.

“Only to help,” the pixie said.

Clarion drew nearer to Prince Willis. 

“And how could a pixie help us?” Prince Willis said. He knew, from the stories, that if pixies helped people, they expected to be richly rewarded. He did not know if he could uphold his end of a bargain without his father noticing.

“I know where your brother is,” the pixie said.

Prince Willis looked at Clarion, but Clarion had narrowed her eyes at the pixie.

“And how would you know where Prince Wendell is?” she said.

“A pixie knows everything that happens in her woods,” the pixie said.

“Pixies also do not give information freely,” Prince Willis said. “So perhaps you should tell us what you want.”

The pixie waved her hand, as if batting away the words. “I know where your brother sleeps,” she said. “I know what he is doing at this very moment. But I fear you will not like what I have to tell you.” Her eyes shifted to Clarion. “In fact, it might break your sweet little heart.”

Clarion gasped. Prince Willis saw that the girl could not find her words, so he said what they both were wondering instead. “Does he live?”

“I am sure you will understand that I cannot share what I know just yet,” the pixie said, and she snapped a finger. In that moment, she vanished and reappeared as a woman. Prince Willis had never heard of magic such as this.

“Who are you?” he said.

“I cannot tell you that, either,” the woman said. Was she a pixie or was she a sorceress? It was impossible for both Prince Willis and Clarion to tell. They were quite confused by this beautiful being before them.

Prince Willis looked around, alarm sounding in his chest. It had grown dark in very little time.

“It seems you have wandered quite far,” the pixie said. “And it grows dark.”

Clarion’s face shifted into fear. “We must return,” she said to Prince Willis, and she grabbed his hand, yanking him toward the way they had come. “We must leave her.”

“He lives,” the pixie said, and the two of them turned back to her. “He lives in a land far away. You would not recognize him, however. He wears a much different face.” She giggled and snapped her fingers again. The pixie was back, her shimmering wings practically glowing in the dark. “I shall have to accompany you back to the castle,” she said. “The creatures have begun to gather.”

And, indeed, it was true. When Clarion and Prince Willis turned around, what they saw made their hearts thunder in their chests. They saw the glowing eyes of panthers—but panthers that were much larger than those they had seen in story books. They saw wolves with what appeared to be red eyes and human-like faces. They saw goblins and dark fairies and creatures they could not even name, because stories had not yet been told about them.

“We must run,” the pixie said, and she waved her hand at Prince Willis and Clarion, who remained rooted to the spot. “Go,” she said, and her voice propelled them. They could hear the pursuit of animals, could even feel the breath of the ones lunging at them, but a magical shield of some kind kept them always right out of reach. They had never run so fast in all their lives. Prince Willis felt his heart about to burst from the exertion, and once, he stumbled, and the creatures were upon him, but Clarion returned and helped him back up, and they continued on their racing way, all the way out of the forest.

Their legs could not hold them by the time they broke free of the forest and collapsed onto the castle lawn.

“You are safe,” the pixie said. “The creatures cannot follow you here.” She hovered just inside the trees. “And, alas, neither can I. It is strong magic that surrounds this land.”

Prince Willis was glad to hear it. He breathed hard. 

The pixie remained, hovering, watching. 

When he could breathe again, Prince Willis said, “Thank you.”

The pixie dipped her head. “You are welcome, future king of Fairendale. I only ask you to remember me when you inherit the throne.”

“What is your name?” Clarion said.

“It makes no matter,” the pixie said. “You shall know me when I return.”

“And my brother?” Prince Willis said.

“I have told you what I know,” the pixie said.

“A land far away?” Prince Willis said. “There are many lands far away.”

“If you want the name of the land, you shall have to do something more for me,” the pixie said, and when she smiled, her face turned mischievous. 

“I will do anything,” Prince Willis said, and he was surprised to know that he meant it. Truly.

The pixie tilted her head. “Very well, then,” she said. “I would like a bit of bread and wine and perhaps some scraps from your table every evening.”

“Yes,” Prince Willis said. “Yes, I can do that.” It would be easy enough to eat less so that his father would never suspect. He could do that.

“Your brother resides in the land of White Wind,” the pixie said.

Prince Willis gasped at the same time Clarion did, and the both of them were too surprised to ask anything more of the pixie. And by the time they found their voices, the pixie had already disappeared into the shadows of the forest. The eyes that lined the perimeter told them they could not venture back inside. Prince Willis and Clarion watched the eyes, and then, quite surprisingly, a bear emerged from the trees and lumbered toward them, and they both took off running without a single look back.

They did not stop until they reached the doors of Fairendale castle. They burst through them and slammed them shut with such force that the walls might have shaken had they not been made of stone. When they turned around, they found King Sebastien waiting for them both, with eyes that looked far more dangerous than any of the eyes that had trailed them in the forest.
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Tournament




The next morning, One emerges from the village of Lincastle with a clean white shirt, a brown vest to cover it and crisp brown breeches. Wrapped in the folds is a pair of brand new boots. He shoves the package at Philip. Philip runs a hand along his chin, as has become his habit since discovering he had a beard. He shoves his dark hair out of his face and lifts his chin.

“I have entered your name,” One says. “So they will be expecting you.”

“And what is my name?” Philips says, for he knows that One would not have used his real name, of course. 

“Your name is Robin of Eastermoor,” One says.

“Robin,” Philip says. 

The men gather round him. Little John claps him on the back. “You are the best shooter among them,” he says. “Think of the people you will feed this eve.” And the men give a single, triumphant cheer. 

He will travel alone through the woods. The men will follow one by one. Though the merry men are somewhat dirty, since they live in the woods, they will not stick out on a day like today. The kingdom, One says, is expecting many people, even those who do not belong to one kingdom or another. Many would like to compete for a prize as large as this one.

Philip, surprisingly, does not feel nervous or afraid. He has not had much occasion to celebrate his strengths in life, for the people of Fairendale did not even know what bows and arrows were. And now Philip has become a master in very little time. It is as though he contains a bit of magic that has now been coaxed from its hiding. The thought momentarily stops Philip on the path. Might he have magic? It is impossible to know. He was never taught the nuances of magic, like the girls of the village were. But he had never shown proclivity or genius for it, either. Perhaps it was merely coincidence that gave him a sharp eye and an accurate hand.

And he would be right, dear reader. While it is true that there is not a man on earth who can pick up a bow and arrow, without having ever held one in his hands, and hit the bulls-eye, even still, Philip does not have a single thread of magic coursing through his body. It is, as he said, simply coincidence.

The castle lawn is already overflowing with people, though it is early. The poor are relegated to the back, while the rich sit in the front. The women wear colorful, puffy gowns and carry frilly umbrellas to match. The men wear black hats and dashing capes tied at their necks. Clean white shirts peer from beneath the capes. Philip has never seen people so pretty. 

But he is not here to gaze at people, so he makes his way across the castle lawn, where several men, clothed in armor that looks as though it is made of leather, huddle, with heads bowed, around a table. They do not seem to notice him, so Philip waits for a moment. But when they continue not to notice him, he taps one of them on the shoulder. The man who turns wears a black mask that curves around his eyes. It touches the tips of his cheeks and the top of his forehead and whisks around to the back of his short, dark hair. The man looks Philip up and down, and Philip, for the first time this afternoon, feels a bit uncomfortable. And a bit nervous, truth be told. This man must be a competitor. Why else does he look at Philip like this?

“I have come to register,” Philip says.

“It is too late for that,” says a man seated at the table. His brown shirt has puffy sleeves that ripple in a gentle salty wind. His curly brown hair shuffles at the nape of his neck. In his hand is a golden pen. “If you wish to compete, you must already be registered.”

“I am,” Philip says. He searches for the proper words. He was never much of a reader, unless the books contained survival skills or frightening monsters. He cannot locate the word in his brain. “I have come to…” He shakes his head.

“This man is so anxious he cannot speak,” says the man in the mask, and all the men laugh.

Philip clenches his jaw. “I have come to say I am here.”

“And who are you?” says the man with the pen.

Philip very nearly gives his own name. But at the last minute, he remembers. “Robin,” he says. “Robin of Eastermoor.”

The rest of the men raise their eyes to him. They are all assessing him. “I thought you lot a bit more undignified,” says the man with the pen. He stares at Philip for a moment, and then he looks at his list. “Yes. There you are. The contestants are gathered across the way.” He points to a corner of the castle lawn, where quite a large group of men has gathered. 

Philip bows slightly and turns on his heel. He makes his way to the group and stands a bit removed from them. He looks back at the men around the table and sees the one in the mask watching him. A shiver crawls up his back. He must take care around that one. No one can know his true identity. They would not believe him, at any rate. A boy, transformed into a man?

After a time, a small boy with a bugle plays a spirited song, and the wealthy among the people settle into seats that appear to be carved from the ground, while the poor shuffle into the back, to stand on their feet during today’s festivities. These seats carved from the ground form what was known, in former times, as an outdoor amphitheater, a place where one could arrange whatever festivity one desired—plays, operas, or, perhaps, archery tournaments. 

Philip searches the crowd, and he sees One standing to the north. He looks to the right and sees Little John, who winks and nods. He looks to the left and sees Two. He does not look behind, but he knows Three and Four will be there as well.

The tournament begins. There are many, many contestants before him, and only three of them hit the bulls-eye, none of them dead center. The announcer calls his name, “Robin of Eastermoor,” and someone gives a shout. It startles Philip for a moment until the crowd laughs good naturedly. It must have been one of the merry men, shouting their support. Philip smiles to himself. He lines up the shot, pulls back the string, closes one eye, and follows the straight line of his arrow. He hits the mark directly in the center.

The competitors narrow to only ten. They cycle through again. Again Philip hits the center.

The competitors narrow to three. Philip, another man who wears his ragged red beard down to his waist, and the man in the mask. 

As Red Beard, Philip’s name for the bearded man, takes his shot, the masked man stands at Philip’s elbow. “I know your trick,” the man says. “And I shall expose your duplicity.” Philip begins to ask him what he means, but the announcer calls the man’s name. “Felix of no land,” the announcer says, and Philip knows this is not the true identity of the man before him. The man looses an arrow, and it hits directly and solidly in the center of the board. The crowd cheers. The man turns to Philip, and his dark eyes dance. “Your shot,” he says. On the way past, his shoulder slams into Philip’s.

Philip rubs his shoulder and steps up to the line. He pulls back the string. He closes one eye. He follows the straight line of his arrow, but before he can release it, he hears, behind him, “His arrows are enchanted.” 

Philip turns. It is the man in the mask, accusing him of cheating. Philip senses the anger around him. A man stalks forward and grabs his arrow from its place on the string. “Enchanted arrows,” he says, “are not permitted.”

“But my arrows are not enchanted,” Philip says. “And I have no others.”

“Allow me,” says the man in the mask. He bows slightly as he holds an arrow toward Philip. Philip takes it from his hand and turns back toward the target.

He pulls back the string. He closes one eye. He follows the line of the arrow. He hesitates. This arrow is not straight. It is slightly crooked, curving to the right. A crooked arrow will fly crooked. Philip cannot say how he knows this, but he does. Still, he follows the arrow to its end and releases.

Philip splits the masked man’s arrow with a thwack. The crowd cheers. Philip smiles. He turns around, but he does not look at the masked man. 

“An enchanted bow,” the masked man is saying, but no one is paying him any heed. Philip would tell him, if there were no other men gathering around him, congratulating him, that the bow is simply something he made himself and is, in no way, enchanted. But would the man believe him anyway? Likely not.

The man who sat at the table with a golden pen hands Philip a heavy purse of coins. “Your reward,” he says. “And the king would like to invite you to sup with him this eve.”

Philip is momentarily taken aback. He catches Little John’s eye. Little John shakes his head, his eyes wide. “I must decline,” Philip says. “It is a long journey home.”

He feels quite badly about the lie, for his father always told him that one who lies cannot be trusted. And it is true what his father says, for when a person lies, one can never tell if what comes out of his mouth is truth or lie, and so everything is considered a lie.

Philip cuts through the crowd of people, the sweet smelling ladies and the tall, clean men, and makes his way to the poor crowd on the fringes. He presses gold into palms as he goes, and the purse never seems to run out. His heart nearly bursts with the wonder of it.

When he is sure he has reached every destitute person in the crowd, Philip makes his way back through the village streets. There is one person he did not see gathered on the castle lawn, one he must find.

And he does find her, in a narrow alley. She is huddled on the ground, but she does not appear to be sleeping. The village is quiet, and perhaps this is why she hears him coming, though his steps are carefully silent. “Who goes there?” she says. She lifts her white eyes to the sky.

“It is a friend,” Philip says. He draws near to her. Her hair hangs in strings around her shoulders. Her face is the color of polished copper. She has several teeth missing, but her cheekbones remain strong. Philip drops three coins into her tin cup. The clatter echoes in the quiet streets.

“Why?” the old woman says.

“So you might buy a bit of food and a new blanket,” Philip says. “Winter is coming, and you will need something thicker than this.” He touches a piece of the thin blanket on which the old woman sits. It is ragged and ancient. 

“This is a special blanket,” the woman says. “It can fly.”

Philip nearly laughs out loud. She is old, so perhaps her mind has gone. 

“You do not believe me,” she says, and Philip wonders how she could possibly have seen into his thoughts. He did not laugh aloud.

“No, you did not,” she says, and he startles away from her. She chuckles, a low, raspy sound that ends in a cough. She holds out her hand. “Do not fear me. I am only an old woman with stories to tell.”

Still, Philip keeps his distance. 

“Tell me,” the old woman says. Her voice strengthens slightly, as if it only needed a bit of use to loosen it from its bindings. It sounds as though she might be able to sing with a voice that could rival a songbird’s. Philip shakes his head. He is tired. That is all. “Do you think I am poor, like the rest of those who live in the village streets?”

Philip does not know how to answer, so he says, simply, “I have seen you begging.”

“Ah,” the old woman says. “A mistake of many. Not all who beg are poor.”

“What other reason is there?” Philip says, for he cannot contain his curiosity. 

“Perhaps I beg to judge the hearts of the people,” she says. “Perhaps I beg to show them what they are.” She looks at him then, and he feels as though she can see all the way through him, though she is quite obviously blind. “Do you give me coin because you are kind, boy?”

He is startled by the boy part, for his voice, up until now, has belonged to a man. Does she know he is a boy? If so, how could she?

“I know many things, boy,” the woman says, though he is certain, again, that he did not speak his thoughts aloud. “I know you have come from the land of Fairendale, where a king hunts for children. I know why you hide.”

Fear that has coiled inside Philip now springs from its hiding. He must run. He must.

But the woman’s voice, once again, stops him. “I am a Prophetess,” she says. “I See many things. I know many things.” She reaches out and takes his hand. Hers are cold and bony. “Do not worry, boy. I will not tell your secret. You have brought me coin. You have nourished me for another day. You have given me what I most desire. Do you know what that is, boy?”

“Coin?” Philip says. His voice has become small, like it used to be, before he found himself in the land of Lincastle.

The woman laughs, and this time it sounds like a tinkling bell. “No,” she says. “I desire real love. This land has not enough of it. Real love is what we all share in our humanity. Real love is what will save us.”

“My land had that,” Philip says. Longing takes apart his heart and flings pieces of it on the ground. “Well, except for the royal family, I suppose.”

“Yes,” the woman says. “In some ways it did. In some ways, the land of Fairendale had love beyond what all the rest of the lands have ever seen. You shared what you had. You looked out for one another. You cared. I would very much like to see a land like that one.”

“Perhaps you shall someday,” Philip says, momentarily forgetting that the old woman is blind.

The old woman smiles. “Perhaps you are right. Now, you must return to the woods. Your friends are waiting.”

Philip heads toward the woods. When he turns back around for one last look at the old woman, there is nothing in the alley but a curved and crooked staff. He runs into the trees.

The merry men are waiting, with a feast laid out before an open fire.

“We took a bit from the kingdom’s festivities,” Two says, and his black eyes shine.

After their bellies are fuller than they have ever been, Little John stands up and coughs to clear his throat. “I think it is time to formally invite Philip into the band,” he says. He holds up a green talisman shaped into a four-leaf clover, strung on a bit of silver chain. “We had one more of these.” He looks around at the men. They look back at him, and Philip can sense sadness hanging between them all. “And now it is yours.” He ceremoniously places the talisman around Philip’s neck and then wipes at his eyes like something has irritated them and gives a great sniff. “Welcome to the merry men.” Little John grins. “Robin Hood.”

“Robin Hood?” Philip says.

“We all have our names,” Three says. “We thought that a good one for you.”

“There is no point in arguing,” One says. “We have already made the decision.”

Philip laughs, and the rest of them do, too.

In the raids that follow the tournament, Philip slowly, subtly, begins to emerge as the leader of the band of merry men. They look to him when they enter the village and they look to him upon the quick and strategic exit. He makes the decisions, he distributes the wealth, he uses his bow and arrow to secure a future for the poor people of Lincastle. 

Or so he hopes.

But, alas, more is on its way, and it is entirely and regretfully unexpected.
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The dragons of Morad hold council today. Blindell has brought his plan to the Elders. He wants to attack the people of Fairendale. The Elders already know this, of course, for he has been quite vocal about his thoughts and opinions these last days. The people destroyed the peace, he says. The people should pay for their intrusion, he says. The people, at the very least, should be repaid for the decline in magic that starves their woods and the lands beyond. He has not, you see, found nearly enough food to feed all the dragons in his nighttime searches.

All of the people cannot be blamed for what one has done, the Elders say. Attacking would not accomplish anything, they say. Zorag will return, they say.

Blindell is a young dragon. The Elders dismiss what he says as a pull for power he does not yet have. 

But perhaps they should not dismiss it so glibly, for when the council finishes its meeting, when Blindell has been properly and thoroughly infuriated by the refusal of the dragons to attack the people while they are most vulnerable, Blindell calls them all blind and takes to the sky, his black wings whipping in the wind, anger whipping in his heart. He is quite fearsome to behold, a great black mass soaring through the sky, and a red belly that suggests an angry fire roiling within.

Blindell moves toward the land of Fairendale. It is evening, but it is not quite dark, and though he is black, he will surely be seen with the last lights of the sun. He is counting on this, in fact. But none of the village people are out looking. He circles back and flies past the village again. He would like to show them his majesty. He would like to gleam his magnificence. He would like to frighten them as they so deserve.

They are the ones, you see, who killed his parents. They are the ones who must pay for this error. The need for revenge widens, twists, shatters within Blindell, blackening his heart.

And as the sun shudders out and the moon glows into being, Blindell settles on the topmost tower of Fairendale castle, a bit of it crumbling off in his powerful claws. He narrows his eyes, stares into the moon, and roars, the kind of roar that shakes the entire foundation of the earth, from here to there.

If one could see across the land, one would see, for just a moment, all motion halt, stop, cease entirely. The village people look up from their maps, their plans, their secrets, and study their shuddering walls. They look out into the night. They look into their own hearts. 

And what they see, dear reader, is fear. Fear, dread, horror, panic, every manifestation of an emotion that turns their hearts liquid.

Just as Blindell hoped.
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There is one, however, who is not wholly overcome with fear. She is a woman with bright red hair that tangles in the wind. She is a woman who stood in the streets of Fairendale, hidden by a long shadow, and watched the dragon fly once, twice over the land. She made a note.

She watches him, now, shove away from the castle tower, flap his mighty wings in the sky and fly smoothly, gracefully, over the village once more in a low and menacing fashion, this time shooting a jet of orange fire at the ground. The sky shakes with the thunder of his roar. She makes another note.

Cora knows the flight patterns of birds. It is intuitive, part of being a shape shifter. She knows when they seek refuge, when they seek prey, when they seek a mate. She applies this knowledge to the dragon that has nearly vanished in the distance now. She assesses her notes, and what they tell her is that this is an agitated dragon.

Oh, yes. An agitated dragon indeed.

And something else, too: the dragon desires revenge. Well, she knows what it feels like to desire revenge, does she not? She has felt the need twisting in her own heart.

Cora smiles. She will help the dragon. The dragon will help her. It will be a most satisfactory transaction.

So tonight, by fireside, Cora makes her plans, without the people. Her black cat, Grimm, brushes up against her legs, weaving in and out of them where she stands, as though to remind her that she is still part of this world, the one where she is a leader of the village people, where she must rescue the imprisoned children, where she can do the most good. But Cora does not even notice. At the bottom of her plans, she scrawls, To the dragons I will go.

She holds the parchment up, tilts her head this way and that, studies it until it is imprinted on her mind. And then she rolls it, places it in the fire, and watches it burn down to ash. 

Once out her door, she flashes into a blackbird and takes to the sky, forgetting all she knows about the wind that drives her forward: revenge is a dangerous thing.
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Rage




Prince Willis was beaten severely the night he met the pixie. His father did not believe him when he said he was not feeding the poor or helping the people. His father lashed him and lashed him, and the whole time he did it, Prince Willis thought of his brother, thought of the pain his brother had endured, thought of how his banishment was a freedom of sorts. Prince Willis would like that sort of freedom, but this night, he did not get it. He slumped to the ground, but his father continued his lashing, and when the physical lashing stopped, the verbal lashing began. King Sebastien told his son he would not have another soft prince set to inherit the throne. He would not allow his son to ruin his legacy. He would not hesitate to keep the throne and get rid of his son. He had worked too hard to secure this kingdom to let it now slip through his fingers, and he could live forever if he so desired. He knew the right people. He knew the right spells. His mother would never have suffered if he had been a king, and he intended to keep what he had been given, to save who needed saving, to find a way to raise the dead and let them live in the splendor they deserved. King Sebastien’s voice shattered into a million pieces, at the feet of his son.

Prince Willis saw clearly, that night, that his father was mad. Mad with sorrow, with power, with riches, with a twisted desire to live forever. Of course there were spells that could accomplish immortality. But they were dark and dangerous. They stole pieces of a sorcerer’s soul.

When King Sebastien finished with him, Prince Willis could no longer even cry. He had willed his heart to turn to stone, and it had done as he bade it. He did not feel his father leave him. He had carved a hole in his mind, where he could retreat and be alone, away from the pain of a ruler’s life. 

It was only when Clarion touched his shoulder that he moved at all. He did not know how long he had lain on the ground with his cheek to the earth. She helped him up and let him lean on her as they walked to his bedchambers. She tucked him in his bed and saw to the wounds on his back. 

He could not move the next day. Clarion changed his bandages.

He could not move the day after. Clarion, again, changed his bandages.

On the third day, he could finally sit up, but the wounds still wept. He, however, did not. Clarion remained by his side, his bedchamber door always open and the light from the castle hallway always streaming in. 

“The pixie returned,” Clarion said that morning in a hushed voice. Her eyes darted to the doorway. Prince Willis sighed, and it was so painful his breath caught. 

“I shall take her some food this eve,” he said. He knew he must. He had made a bargain, and if he crossed a pixie, it would only add to his troubles. He knew that certainly.

“Can you rise from your bed?” Clarion said. He met her eyes, and hers looked so sad that he had to turn away. He could not feel. He could not let himself be open again. It hurt far too much.

“I shall make myself,” he said. He felt stronger when he was hardened. He must remain hardened.

“I shall help you,” Clarion said. “It was both of us who made the deal.” And even though Prince Willis wanted to close up his heart and latch it tight, he could not. It soared with warmth and love for the girl.

That night, when the castle fell silent and all the servants had retired to their beds, Clarion helped Prince Willis from his bed, and he took the sweet rolls and bread that had been delivered to his bedchambers and wrapped them in a silken sheet. They carried it out the back doors of the castle so they would not be seen. They made their way as quickly as they could across the castle grounds, though Prince Willis was limping badly. 

The pixie was waiting. “I thought you had forgotten,” she said. Her eyes fell on Clarion and then moved back to Prince Willis. “The girl assured me you would come.”

“I do not forget my promises,” Prince Willis said, and a treasonous thought threaded through his mind. Unlike my father, it said. He shuddered.

“What is the fastest way to White Wind?” Prince Willis said, as the pixie helped herself to the food on the tray.

She swallowed and smiled, mischief tugging at the corners of her mouth. “The dragon lands,” she said.

“But we cannot cross the dragon lands,” Prince Willis said.

“Well, you must,” she said. “There is no other way, unless you would circle all the lands. And I would not recommend it. The woods are far more dangerous than the lands of Morad.” She took another bite of a sweet roll, and, with her mouth somewhat full, she said, “Your brother would know. He befriended a dragon before he was banished.”

“My brother befriended a dragon?” Prince Willis said. The information astonished him. Prince Wendell had done much more than Prince Willis had suspected. Had he known his brother at all? “Why would he need a dragon?”

“The dragon saved him,” the pixie said. “The dragon carried him across the land before your father’s men could kill him.”

“My father sent men,” Prince Willis said, and the words came out as a statement, not a question, for he had known it in his heart all along, though he had never had proof.

“Many of them,” the pixie said. “They searched for the prince for many days. Your father ordered them to kill him upon sight.”

“And my brother escaped,” Prince Willis said.

“Your brother is a new man,” the pixie said. “With a new face. That is the only reason he escaped.”

“A transformation spell?” Prince Willis said.

“Your brother was more skilled than that,” the pixie said. “He executed a perfect vanishing spell such as the world of magic has never quite known. He is the same age, same stature, but he wears a different face. You can find him in his eyes, though.”

“And is he well?” Prince Willis said.

“He is well,” the pixie said. “He has found a woman with the magical gift, and I believe they shall marry.”

Prince Willis caught Clarion’s eye. The girl did not seem too upset. He was glad for that. Perhaps Prince Wendell had been more like a brother to her, too.

“We will find him,” Prince Willis said, for want of something better to say.

“Perhaps he does not wish to be found,” the pixie said. Both Clarion and Prince Willis looked at her for a long time, having never considered this possibility. It shoved into the prince’s mind. Had his brother changed his face to escape his father’s men or to escape everyone tied to the castle? Perhaps his brother did not want to see him again. 

The thought choked him. Surely that was not the case.

But what if it was?

“I must leave you now,” the pixie said. “Thank you for the food.”

“There will be more,” Clarion said. “Every night you wish it.”

“You have done enough tonight,” the pixie said. “Your debt has been paid.” And her eyes glowed with the same mischief that had touched her smile moments ago.

When Clarion and Prince Willis had made their slow way back up the steps that led to the castle kitchen, Clarion took the tray from Prince Willis and slipped it into the washing basin. She had just finished rinsing it when King Sebastien stepped from the shadows. The prince’s heart lurched.

“You are stealing food,” King Sebastien said. His voice was calm, and it was the calm that shot terror through every vein and muscle and bone of the two who stood before him. “You are taking the food you have stolen into the woods. I saw the tray. Who is it you meet there?” He stepped closer to them. “The people?”

“No, Father,” Prince Willis said, and his voice crumbled. “Please.”

“What is it you do?” King Sebastien’s voice grew louder now, the rage hardly contained. Prince Willis could not answer, could not tell his father that his brother was alive, that he longed to find him, that he wished, in the deepest part of his heart, that his father were dead and he was free.

“Come with me,” King Sebastien said, and he turned.

“No,” Prince Willis said. His voice was much smaller than he would have liked it to be.

King Sebastien turned on his heel and glared at his son, his eyes growing darker by the minute. “No son defies me,” he said, and he grabbed his son’s arm and squeezed it so hard it nearly shattered the bones within it. Prince Willis cried out.

“Let him go!” Clarion said, and she rushed at the king and barreled into him. The king smacked her away, and Prince Willis moved so that the girl would not receive the next blow, so that it would, instead, smash against his own belly and yank the air from him.

“I will punish you both,” King Sebastien said.

“Run, Clarion,” Prince Willis said. “Leave us.”

“No,” King Sebastien said. “I will kill him if you do.”

Clarion stared from one of them to the other, as if trying to determine whether King Sebastien would indeed do as he said and kill his own son. What kind of father would do a horrid thing like that? And perhaps she saw the truth of it in King Sebastien’s eyes, for she remained as she was, where she was.

Prince Willis pleaded with his father. “She did not have anything to do with this,” he said. “Please, Father. Let her go. She is innocent of all wrongdoing.” He searched for something his father might believe and said, “I was afraid to go into the woods alone.”

“It was you who made the plan and took the food?” King Sebastien said. He looked at Prince Willis with hard eyes.

“Yes, Father,” Prince Willis said.

“That is untrue,” Clarion said. “I begged him to do it.”

Prince Willis stared at the girl. He did not know why she defended him. She should save herself. “No, Father,” he said, turning back to the cold, black gaze of King Sebastien. “She is only a child. She does not know what she is saying.” He looked at Clarion. “Clary,” he said, using the name his brother had called her. She looked momentarily stricken. “Go. Please. Run to your rooms.” He looked back at his father. “I will take her punishment.”

A smile reached across King Sebastien’s face and wrenched the heart of his son. “Very well, then,” he said. “This time I will not be so gentle.” He waved at Clarion. “Run along to your room, dear little girl. Your brave knight in shining armor will take your punishment for you.” Clarion started to turn but was stopped by King Sebastien continuing. “Although, when I am done with him, he will likely need help up from the ground.”

Clarion looked at Prince Willis for a moment, her eyes wide and terrified.

“Go,” he said, and she did.

King Sebastien took him beneath the same tree where the king had last beaten Prince Wendell and where Prince Willis had received his first beating, where he had found a way to numb his body and his mind by entering a dark hole. Prince Willis found the dark hole in his mind now and retreated there once more. He did not cry out. He did not feel the lashes that moved across his back. He did not feel his legs stumble and give out beneath him or the way the earth cracked against his face when the world turned dark. He went inside his hole, and he imagined his brother was there, that they were playing as they had done in their younger days, racing through the castle halls, daring one another to enter the woods, helping the gardeners dig plant beds. The sadness did not tear at him as it had once done. He felt comforted by his brother’s presence, however imaginary it was.

Yet sometime between the blackout and the awakening, something twisted in Prince Willis. When he woke, he felt not sorrow or comfort but rage. Rage that his brother had not returned to save him from their cruel father. Rage that Prince Wendell had changed his very face so that he would not be recognized by any from his past. Rage that he was entirely, utterly alone.

If he ever saw his brother again, he would make him pay.

The beating kept him in bed for the cycle of three moons.

And one day, when he felt well enough to sit and even move around, his father entered his bedchambers, where he had never come before, and said, “You will forget that your brother ever lived. Tomorrow you shall become the king of Fairendale that the kingdom needs you to be. A king like me.”

And that is exactly what King Sebastien, with the help of a mysterious throne, made Prince Willis.
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Thoughts




Sir Greyson’s mother is sleeping. It is mid-afternoon. The village people are tired. There is nothing much to eat, for the gardens are not as abundant as they once were, though there is wheat enough. They subsist on bread and water, for now. 

He watches his sleeping mother, but Sir Greyson’s mind is not in this room. He saw Cora standing out in the village streets last night for quite a long time—long enough to summon a sense of unease in his chest. His mother had spoken to him, and he had turned away momentarily, and by the time he turned back around, Cora was gone.

She was not in her cottage this morning. The door, however, was open, so he had walked in. There was nothing to suggest that she did not plan to return.

So he waits.

And while he waits, he thinks.

And while he thinks, he worries—about his mother, about Cora, about the village people, and, yes, about his king.

How is it at the castle? How does the king fare? Is there food enough? Has the queen grown desperate in her attempts to procure her son’s release? Sir Greyson thinks about the prince, no longer a boy but a blackbird. Cora had transformed him into one, using magic that was unexpected to him but entirely unsurprising to her. He does not know much about magic, but he does know one rule: parents sacrifice their gift when they bring a child into the world. Cora has a daughter. Cora should not have magic.

Something else gnaws at the edges of his heart and his mind. Cora did not tell him.

She did not tell him.

Well, enough of these thoughts. He steers his mind back to the castle, back to the passageways he knows so well. He drew a map of them for the people, showed them where lies the secret door to the dungeons beneath the dungeons. He does not realize that the castle hallways shift to suit themselves. The people will make their move soon. And they will discover that Sir Greyson’s maps are entirely inaccurate. 

All Sir Greyson knows, however, is that they will make their move soon. But Cora, their leader, has disappeared.

His thoughts circle and bump and multiply until his head aches.

“Something troubles you, my son,” his mother says. His neck aches when he turns it to meet her gaze. “Tell me, what is it?”

“It is nothing, Mother,” Sir Greyson says. He takes her hand in both of his. “How do you feel? Better?” He hopes. He always hopes. It is difficult not to, when one is faced with a sick mother.

His mother waves her hand. “Do not worry about me, child,” she says. She pulls herself up a bit. “I am weary, but not exceedingly so.”

Sir Greyson smiles. He smiles because his mother has called him a child. He is no child, of course. He is a grown man, grown for many years now. But you must understand, dear reader, that to a mother, a child is always a child, no matter how big his boot size or how stubbly his chin or how extensive his vocabulary. When Sir Greyson’s mother looks at him, even when he is dressed in full silver armor, she sees the child she raised. 

A mother’s love is a beautiful thing.

“What is it that troubles your mind?” she says. Her voice holds a thousand glimmering specks of sand within it, and its coarse grains rub against Sir Greyson’s ears and mind and heart. This voice belongs to an old woman, and a son, you see, will never look upon the graying age in his mother without a heavy weight descending upon his chest.

Sir Greyson does not want to bother his mother with what ails him. Matters of the heart are burdensome, and she has grown old.

“I cannot help you carry what you carry unless you share it with me,” his mother says. She reaches for his hand, and he willingly gives it to her. “You are troubled. Let me help you.”

Sir Greyson dissolves then. He buries his face in her shoulder, and he shakes until he can shake no longer. She pats his shoulder and says only, “There, there” a time or two, for tears in a man were never frightening to her as they were to some in the kingdom—King Sebastien being one of them. Some do not understand tears. They believe tears make one weak, when, in fact, tears make one strong.

When Sir Greyson has quite finished with his tears, he lifts his head and looks at his mother. “I worry about our king,” he says.

“Ah,” his mother says. “You always did have a good heart.”

“He had a good heart as well,” Sir Greyson says. “Once.”

“Perhaps he did,” his mother says. “Who is to say it is no longer good?”

Sir Greyson ponders this. While he ponders, he stares at his mother, her blue eyes grown glassy, the puckers around her lips, the lines that frame her chin. “He ordered me to round up all the children in the kingdom so that he could kill them,” Sir Greyson says. 

“There are always reasons people do what they do,” his mother says. “Reasons that do not always make sense to us. Perhaps our king has his reasons.”

“Greed,” Sir Greyson says. “Blind arrogance. Petulant childishness.”

“Listen to you,” his mother says. “What happened to the boy who worried about his king?”

Sir Greyson drops his head, his cheeks growing warm. 

“Have I ever told you what your father thought of the king?” his mother says.

Sir Greyson shakes his head.

“Well, then, perhaps it is time,” she says. Her eyes fasten on her son, luring him closer, as they used to do when he was a boy and she was preparing for a story. He leans in, eight years old again. “Your father loved the king. And he believed the king was under an unfortunate curse.” His mother pauses, lets the words clank into Sir Greyson’s mind and turn end over end, end over end. And when she is satisfied that they have begun their prying work, she continues. “Your father knew King Willis when he was barely older than a boy. He had a tender heart, your father said. Searched for his brother for quite a long time. Not many knew. But your father did. He had a soft spot for the boy.” Her eyes have fallen away from him, up to the ceiling of their cottage. “Your father did not believe the king would simply lose that tender heart, not even under the influence of a man like King Sebastien. It was a curse that stole his tenderness.”

“A tender heart can be lost when one inherits power,” Sir Greyson says.

“And is that what happened to you?” his mother says. “Captain of the king’s guard?” The words flutter between them, darting here, darting there, settling on the corner of the bed. “No, it is not,” his mother finishes. “You still have a tender heart. It is why you grieve for your lost men. Why you grieve for the woman.”

Sir Greyson’s cheeks flush again. Has he been so obvious?

“Is there such a curse in the land?” Sir Greyson says.

“There are many curses in the land,” his mother says. “And many who practice dark magic.”

“So it is not impossible,” Sir Greyson says. His voice has grown softer, as though he is speaking to himself, as though no one else is in this room. His mother’s cough draws him back. “Did my father say how the curse could be reversed?”

His mother offers a short cough that could be a laugh. “Your father,” she says, her voice more pointy pebble than sand that slips through fingers, “thought it might be the throne.”

“What might be the throne?” Sir Greyson says. He is not educated in the ways of magic.

“A curse,” his mother says, “needs an object to remain potent. Curses do not bond with people for long. They grow restless, for people have minds of their own. But curses bond to objects, which have no minds, for all time.”

Sir Greyson stares at his mother’s face, his jaw slackening. “And my father believed that object was the throne,” he says. He shakes his head. “And how does one know if a curse clings to an object?”

“That is a question for the Old Man’s Great Book,” his mother says. “I cannot say.”

“Where can I find the Old Man’s Great Book?” Sir Greyson says. 

“I fear I do not know,” his mother says. “But perhaps your red-haired woman will.”

And this reminder of Cora, this jolting electricity of a beautiful face peering into his heart, leads Sir Greyson to another question, one that might not seem related but is, in his tangled-up mind. “How do you know so much of magic?” he says.

His mother smiles. “I always desired the gift of magic,” she says. “When I was a girl, I studied it in such a way that if the universe decided to bestow it upon me, I would be prepared. Alas, that is not how magic works. One is born with the gift. It cannot be awakened, except for a select few.”

“A select few?” Sir Greyson says. “What do you mean? There are those who are born without magic but are still given the gift?”

“For some, it can be awakened,” his mother says. “They live in the north, in the land of Guardia, and they are called Mages.”

Sir Greyson shakes his head again. Why had his mother never told him this story?

As if she knows what is in his mind, his mother says, “You were quite enamored with magic as a boy, too. I did not want you to think that you could awaken your own magic. I did not want you traveling to the savage lands of the north.”

They are quiet for some moments. And then his mother says, “Now, then. Perhaps you should find your red-haired woman and ask about the location of the Old Man’s Great Book. I will be just fine.”

Sir Greyson nods and begins to stand. But his mother holds onto his hand, in a grip strong and sure, and he is thrust back into his chair. “I know what you have done for me,” she says, her voice low and kind and forgiving. A wave of warmth washes over Sir Greyson, pulls apart his heart, and then stitches it back together. “And I know why you do not return to the castle. But your king might need you more than you thought. Perhaps you should return for a time. Perhaps you should be a listening ear, a guiding voice of reason, a compassionate companion. Perhaps it is kindness that breaks a curse. In any case, would it not be worth trying? King Willis has not had much kindness in his life.” She lies back on her bed and coughs, and though stirred by his mother’s words, Sir Greyson knows that he will not do it. He cannot leave her here alone, in her final days.

And, besides, the king made it quite clear that Sir Greyson would pay for his betrayal. 

Still, Sir Greyson kisses his mother’s cheek, rises from beside her bed, and begins walking, without a clear purpose or direction. Halfway down the dusty path between the village and Fairendale castle, he realizes he is on his way to see his king. Reason rushes to meet him, and rather than knock on the door of the castle, as he might have done, he climbs a wall, using only his hands and the solid toes of his boots, to a window leading into the throne room. He peers inside. He watches. He considers the throne, gleaming and glistening on its pedestal.

He wonders.
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They have nearly reached their destination. The Enchantress and the Huntsman walk purposefully through the woods, crackling limbs, splitting green leaves, touching the trunks of trees, many of which have gleaming white flowers on their limbs. Some of them, amazingly, appear as though they wear pink leaves, rather than green ones. And others bear limbs that hang straight down to the ground, in addition to ones that lift to the sky. It is quite a sight to see.

The Huntsman even whistles a bit, patting the nuzzle of the horse every so often and murmuring into her ear. He has loosened, relaxed slightly, now that their first capture has happened. He knows the Enchantress will not harm the children, and this does his heart some good.

But the serenity with which they walk is suddenly and unexpectedly broken. Something erupts around them, though they cannot see it.

“Oh,” the Enchantress says, and the staff in her hand flies out of her grip. Scratches appear on her face, as though summoned by magic, one red line across the bottom of her chin, another near her lips, and a deeper one up at her hairline. She bends at the waist and lunges, her best attempt at rolling out of whatever it is she has walked into. But she is not out of it for long. The piercing blows, small but mighty, assail her again, as soon as she has climbed to her feet.

A cold dread settles in her chest. 

It is a fairy ring. She remembers the stories she read as a girl. She waves her hands about her face, and nicks and scratches appear on them. What was it she learned about fairy rings once? How does one escape?

The Huntsman cries out behind her. She turns to him, and even while her hands gather their lines like red drawings carved in the dirt, she rushes to his side and pulls him forward as quickly as she can. The horse, startled, races ahead of them both. It does not seem to be bothered by the invisible ring, nor does the blackbird in the cart it pulls, but red sprouts all over the Huntsman’s face, and the Enchantress can feel thick liquid—blood—on her own. Something pulls him from her grasp, and their hands slip away from one another. 

“No,” she says, and she rushes forward into the invisible attack, hardly feeling the tiny blades and daggers and teeth of fairies.

She must get them out. She must, before it is too late.

The Huntsman is pushed from one side to another. Seeing this, dear reader, is somewhat comical, for it looks as though he merely leans to the right and then leans back to the left, and then the right again, a small sapling blowing in an invisible wind. His eyes, however, are wide and horrified. His head, now, snaps back like something large has connected with his face. He raises his sword and swings. But there is no sound, no connection, for he cannot see the enemy whom he fights. It is the worst kind of enemy.

The Enchantress, too, is pushed this way and that, farther and farther from the Huntsman. She nearly falls but is caught and shoved back into a standing position, only to be knocked about again. Her feet cannot move. She cannot open her mouth to tell the Huntsman what they must do. Her staff lies on the ground near the horse and the cart holding the bird cage. She glances at it with regret. She should have held it tighter.

They must get out. They must. How does one escape from a fairy ring? She thinks and thinks, but it is very hard to do with so many points of pain coming from so many different places. Something connects with the middle of her chest. The Huntsman takes a hard blow and appears to have no breath at all for a moment. The Enchantress summons what strength remains and says, “Run!”

And they do, albeit slowly. Something pins them in place. They run as though their feet are held by Swallowing Sand, as though time has slowed down to a crawl and they are held within its merciless grip.

But they escape, in the end. They break free and know it because the air is cleaner, purer, and they can breathe again. The horse awaits them, her ears pinned back to her head, as though trying to determine whether she should run or remain.

The Enchantress eyes her staff, still feet away from her and, in a moment of bravery, or, perhaps, foolishness, she races toward it. When she has retrieved it, she taps it against the ground and sends a wave of magic toward the spot where she hopes the fairy ring might be, though she is disoriented after their struggle. The magic moves in a green wave across the land. The world grows silent, hanging in a balance between sound and light. The grass shimmers and bends and, when it is done, stands taller. Flowers of every hue and color blossom. The Enchantress nods once, satisfied, and turns away, and the world’s sounds hiss back into focus. The bird on the cart squawks and flaps his wings.

The Huntsman is on the ground. She moves to his side. It appears that he has taken quite a beating.

“Are you all right?” the Enchantress says.

He is breathing hard, but he manages three words. “What was that?” he says.

“A fairy ring,” the Enchantress says. “They are quite dangerous things. It is good that we escaped.”

“A fairy ring,” the Huntsman says. “I thought they only existed in stories.”

“Yes,” the Enchantress says. “As did I.”

They do not say anything for a few moments. The Huntsman’s breath evens, and he sits up on an elbow. She sits in the grass beside him. “You say they are dangerous?” he says.

The Enchantress flips through the pages of her mind, trying to locate all that she knows about fairy rings. She read about them so long ago, and she never thought to retain the information, for she never thought she would encounter one.

“One does not often know the injuries one sustains in a fairy ring until some days later,” the Enchantress says. She remembers reading that, yes.

“I feel like I have had a rowdy fight in a tavern,” the Huntsman says. He grins at her, but she notices the worry in his eyes.

“We shall have to diligently attend to our injuries, especially those beneath the surface.” She touches some nicks on the Huntsman’s cheek. The skin crawls, unbroken stepping over broken. The wounds vanish.

“And yours?” he says.

The Enchantress touches her own face. “Better?” she says.

“Nothing left,” he says.

“Fairy magic is strong,” the Enchantress says. “It often goes unnoticed until the night falls and the day is gone and all the light is drained from a world.” She looks back at the clearing through which they have come. “That is when we must examine for the effects of darker magic.”

“And if we have been touched,” the Huntsman says. “By the darker magic, I mean. What is the cure?”

“There is none,” the Enchantress says. “There is only death.”

“Surely there must be some magic that can break the curse of a fairy,” the Huntsman says.

“Of course there is,” the Enchantress says. “But it does not belong to sorcerers or sorceresses. It belongs to mermaids and unicorns.”

The Huntsman looks at her. “But mermaids do not help people,” he says. “And unicorns are stories.”

She feels the doubt knot in her as well. “Perhaps,” she says. “Perhaps not.”

They sit gazing at the ground for a time, after which the Enchantress stands and moves to the cart, to check on the well being of the bird. “We shall move on a little way,” she throws behind her shoulder. “In case some fairies remain. If this is fairy territory, it is not safe.” She turns back to the Huntsman, who is still lying on the ground. “Do you need help up?” she says.

The Huntsman shakes his head, a smile curving on his lips. “No,” he says, and he rises. But she notices the way his face twists when he straightens himself. He does not say anything, but when she takes her eyes off him, she sees him, out of her periphery, rub a place on his chest as though it pains him. The well of dread deepens.

But all she says is, “We shall camp for the night, and then we shall retrieve our next captive.”

She leads the horse, the Huntsman following behind. She tries her best to shore up the dread, but it follows her every step, crackling under her feet, splitting among the leaves, hissing through the limbs of the trees.
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Philip and the merry men stand, as is usual, on the outskirts of Lincastle, ready for another raid of the village streets. What is unusual about this time, however, is that it is broad daylight. They have grown bolder in their days of raiding, for the people have posted likenesses of them on every corner, every door, every window, it seems. They are not flattering likenesses, not because the artist was not skilled in his art but because the people of Lincastle are not skilled at all in their descriptive abilities. Since the boy who drew the faces of the merry men had never seen them himself, their faces are quite distorted and exaggerated. Still, the wanted posters have given Philip and the merry men a boldness they did not possess before. The people know about them, after all. What point is there in hiding?

Today the people have called a town meeting, which takes place out of doors, for there is no building in the village center large enough to hold all the people, and, besides, the wealthy among the villagers do not wish to cram into the same space as the poor. So they have gathered around a wooden stage in the village center. 

A man, one Philip does not recognize, with golden hair and what looks like a child’s face, stands on the platform. “They steal from the rich and give to the poor,” the man shouts.

The merry men nod their heads.

“And it is abominable,” the man finishes.

The people in the front agree, with loud and raucous voices. The poor shift uncomfortably in the back. Philip sees the old woman, standing alone, leaning on a cane. The hood of her gray cape is drawn over her white hair. She turns around and looks directly into Philip’s eyes. A warmth spreads through his chest. She smiles, and for a moment her face flashes into a young and beautiful woman. Philip blinks his eyes, but she is old. Bent. Wrinkled. The woman nods.

He gives his men the signal. “Now,” he says. They step out from the shadows, six men strong.

“You were speaking of the merry men, I believe,” Little John shouts. “We steal from the rich and give to the poor because it is our duty to care for all people. The poor are just as worthy of eating fine food and wearing fine clothes as you lot are. Perhaps more.”

His voice is loud and gruff, and his size, Philip sees, startles the people. They gasp and cower, though Little John is quite some distance from them.

The man on the platform, however, does not seem surprised to see them. He points a large finger in their direction. “Seize them,” he says. The streets erupt into mayhem, but most of the people, to the dismay of the man on the platform, run toward their homes, toward the place where they will be safest. Or perhaps they run not for safety but for reassurance that no one has stolen all their food and finery from inside their homes.

Philip reaches for the arrows on his back and takes aim into the throng of people. He shoots again and again and again, but not a single man falls. No, they are merely trapped, caught by an arrow that attaches to a loose bit of clothing (and there are many layers to choose from) and pins them efficiently and solidly to a wall. Some of them occupy quite humorous positions. Their legs are bent as though they are miming the act of running, but they cannot take another step, for their breeches and their tunics and even, yes, their hats, have been pinned to the wall of a tavern. A woman, in a fluffy pink dress that has more layers than the clothing worn by the people who inhabit the northern land of Guardia, is trapped where she crouched on the ground, one leg comically lifted up behind her and another resting its knee on the cold stone of the village path. Her hair is trapped as well, and it pulls her head back in a position that looks as though she might be laughing. Another man, who almost reached his home that sits closer to the Violet Sea, has been pinned in a mid-flight-jump to the bell that tops the village well where the people draw their fresh water. His weight unbalances the bell and sends it swinging, which adds to the cacophony in the village, for all the people know that when the bell tolls, it means a Windstorm is coming.

“Seize them!” The voice of the man on the platform has grown steadily quieter in all the shouting and screaming noise erupting from the stationary people. That noise has grown to a dull roar, effectively drowning out the man’s words. 

The poor remain where they are as they are, and before long, every wealthy person in Lincastle is trapped, in one way or another, by arrows. Even the platform man is soon connected to the stage, after trying to jump off and never actually landing. He is suspended in midair, and his face is purple with rage.

While the people watch, the merry men move from one elegant home to another. They take only one thing from each home and present it to the poor who remain in the village center. They bow every time they hand a man or a woman or a child an item worth enough to feed them for several days.

Before leaving the town center, Little John addresses the still-trapped people. “It does not take much,” he says. “Only a little.” He looks at the poor, who watch him with wide eyes. “Get yourself a warm supper. They will not be free for some time.”

And the people scatter. The tavern owners are pinned to their places of business, so the people enter freely and take their meals and leave their plunder. The wealthy watch them with large, curious eyes. No one goes hungry, and the merry men return to the woods, their hearts large and warm.

“We may have to move on,” Philip says as they gather round the fire. “The people will know us now. They will be prepared for us. It will not be so easy next time.”

“Aye,” One says. “But we must make sure the poor will be safe. The people may retaliate. We cannot let them.”

“Then we will remain one more day,” Philip says. “And then we will move on.”

The fire crackles between them, and Philip has nearly dozed off when Little John says, “Perhaps the people will change now.”

No one says anything else. Philip falls asleep to a chorus of doubts singing in his head.
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King




From that day forward, Prince Willis did not leave the castle, not even when Clarion begged him to travel with her into the dragon lands to see if they could locate the dragon who had helped his brother escape. She begged him not to give up hope, but it was too late. Prince Willis was hopeless and hardened, and there was nothing anyone could do to prevent the progression of his cruelty, for every afternoon, his father required him to sit on the golden throne of Fairendale, which held magical properties that could be used for good or for evil. When Prince Willis sat on the throne, his father gripped its back, and the throne dutifully whispered its evil into the heart of the prince.

King Sebastien showed the prince his magical mirror that he had found a few days after he had defeated King Brendon in the Great Battle. It had been lying on the castle lawn, half in the woods. He had dragged it to his throne room and stood before it. It had shimmered with a bluish glow, and then a man had appeared before him—a man, he told Prince Willis, who had no name, only a face. 

King Willis, today, drew his son to the mirror. And as Prince Willis stood before the gilded glass, King Sebastien summoned the man by chanting the words, “Mirror, mirror, your king calls.”

Prince Willis was astonished to see the face appear. He had thought, erroneously, that his father had fallen into a depth of madness that showed faces where they were not. It was not an uneducated assumption, for it had become even clearer, in these days after his father had beat him, that King Sebastien was indeed quite disturbed in his mind. But here, before the prince, was a shimmering golden face that stared out at him and said, “What is it you wish to see?” The mirror man’s voice was low and rumbled through the room.

“The land of White Wind,” King Sebastien said, and Prince Willis flinched.

Had his father known all along? Had the mirror shown him Prince Wendell’s escape?

“What is it you wish to see in White Wind?” the man in the mirror said. 

“A craftsman who has newly arrived in town,” King Sebastien said.

The face in the mirror faded and then a vision took its place. A fire, dancing around a group of people, and a man and a woman in the circle of it. Prince Willis could not see the face of the man.

“Perhaps a larger view of the man?” King Sebastien said. “So we might see his face?”

“I cannot draw nearer,” said the voice of the man in the mirror. “My simple magic cannot break through a protection spell.”

King Sebastien sighed. “Well,” he said. “There you have it. Your brother uses a protection spell so that we cannot find him.” He looked at Prince Willis, and his eyes danced. “He does not wish to be found. Not even by you.”

Prince Willis swallowed hard. He would like to see the vision again, to know that his brother was safe and well, but he could not ask it. The walls in his heart began their slow, steady rise again. He lifted his head. “Then I do not wish to find him,” he said, and his father smiled.

Day by day by day, Prince Willis became more and more like his father. The magic of the throne and the magic of the mirror and the magic, yes, of his father wove around him and strangled out the goodness that had been there.

But a small piece of it still lived. A small piece of it waited to be awakened, at the right time. 

The prince married Queen Clarion, and this helped a little to keep the light alive. He tried not to love her, but she showed him that love could look like silent moments in a hallway and silent moments at a table and silent moments spent together in a throne room. They were not entirely happy together, under his father’s rule, but there were moments of happiness so warm that Prince Willis felt the walls in him tremble.

And then King Sebastien died, and it was as though all the darkness of his father, upon his death, crept into the newly crowned King Willis. He became everything he had ever dreaded most.

The transformation was complete.
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Consequences




Philip and the merry men stand on the outskirts of the village again, peering in to see what has become of the people since last eve’s raid. Though it is completely improbable, they hope in their hearts that something they said might have changed the people. But, alas, it is not so. The poor still remain on the outskirts of Lincastle. The rich still walk haughtily through the streets, as though they do not see the poor. But their eyes glance askance all about them, perhaps looking out for the merry men and hoping they will not, personally, be the victims of the next theft, hoping they will remain untouched by thieves. Though all these wealthy people watched the merry men enter every home in Lincastle and emerge with something in their hands, they all believe, ironically, that nothing was taken from their homes. They have so much, you see, that they do not even know what is missing.

Philip searches the streets for the woman with milky white eyes, but she is not here. He is overcome with a wave of sadness and then anger. The people, it seems, have learned nothing. Should the merry men remain and try to teach them, once more, how to be human? How to be generous? How to love in the easiest way, by giving from the excess that they have?

He knows they cannot remain. But that does not dissuade him from considering one final raid. Or, perhaps even more dangerous, a simple jaunt into the streets and a teaching using only words, rather than action.

And this appeals to Philip. So he motions for his men to follow him. They do. The band of men saunters into the streets of Lincastle. People duck into taverns, pretending they were on their way in. Some of them scuttle into the baker’s shop, where the baker stares, wide-eyed, at more customers than he has ever housed in his tiny place of business. He feels hope bloom in his chest. Perhaps now he will be able to buy his boy some new shoes. But the people merely stare out the windows, watching the men they fear pass them by.

The streets are quite clear for the merry men by the time they reach the town center. Philip climbs onto the stage, and his men follow him. Little John casts a large enough shadow over the street to cover the entire cobblestoned center.

Only one man remains visible: the golden-haired speaker from yesterday, who finally extracted his shirttail from the arrow that held him aloft after his seven-year-old daughter was sent to fetch him home for supper. He backs away from the shadow cast by Little John, but this is only so that he might appear more authoritative, rather than a shadowed version of power.  

“We have only come to help,” Philip begins.

“You are not helping,” the man says, spitting onto the streets. “You are ruining the village of Lincastle, and you will pay.”

“The village of Lincastle is broken,” Philip says. “We are repairing it.”

“You are doing nothing of the sort,” the man says. His face, which still looks very like a child’s, is nearly purple. A golden badge, a five-pointed star that is pinned to his tunic, winks in the sun. “I am the law keeper of this village. And I order your imprisonment.” He looks around, as though to find more of his men, but he is alone in the streets. Faces peer from the windows of shops. The man shakes his head.

“The poor should be cared for,” Philip says. “That is all we want.”

“No land cares for its poor,” the man says.

“My land does,” Philip says, and he feels the mistake spread a cold mist over his chest.

“Your land?” the man says. His head cocks to the side and a grin spreads across his face in a slow and calculated motion. The merry men look at Philip, their eyebrows raised. Perhaps they had forgotten that he is not from their land.

Well, he may as well tell them. So Philip says, “Fairendale. I come from the land of Fairendale.”

The merry men murmur. The law-keeper’s mouth drops open. He does not speak for some moments, until he says, “And why would you come from the land of Fairendale to Lincastle?”

“I lost my way,” Philip says, and that is all he manages to explain before out from the shadows steps the most beautiful woman any in this village center has ever seen. She seems to shimmer a bit, her dress sparkling in the morning sun. It is green, like her beautiful eyes. In her right hand she clutches a staff that ends in a slightly crooked ball that draws even with her eyes.

“Hello, there,” Little John says. He cannot seem to tear his eyes away from the woman. “And who are you?”

“It matters not who I am,” the woman says. She smiles at Little John, and he swoons a bit. “I have come for the lost traveler.” The woman fixes her eyes on Philip. He feels a momentary jolt of recognition, but he cannot say why. He does not entirely remember that he has met this woman before. “I shall help you find your way.” She taps her staff to the ground, and Philip vanishes. In his place is a blackbird. The merry men watch as the blackbird flies to the woman as if it has no will of its own. She holds her hand up, and the blackbird settles onto a finger. “Pardon the intrusion, sirs,” she says. “This man and I had unfinished business that needed attending.”

The men have no idea what to do, cannot even locate a single thought in their muddled brains.

“I have saved you from many more raids at the hands of the merry men,” the woman says to the law-keeper. “For without a leader, who are they?” Her eyes linger on the merry men, a look that pierces them all with a sharper point than any arrow. Alas, it is true what she has said. The merry men were nothing much before Philip came along. They are disjointed without a leader to guide them. And now their leader has become a blackbird before their eyes.

The woman turns as though to leave, but then she appears to remember something. She turns back. She lifts her chin and gazes at the merry men once more. “Do not worry about your leader, my men,” she says. “You will never find him. Best not to exert your strength in trying. You will need it for other dangers that will soon come your way.” And before they can summon a single word in answer, she has already vanished into the cover of the woods to the distant north.

Not a single person follows her inside. Why do they stand in one place, gaping at one another? Why do the merry men not run? Why does the law-keeper not seize the men? Well, it is quite a simple explanation. The Enchantress, you see, has enchanted the feet of all those who are present here in this village. They cannot move. They are rooted to their places, and, in a few moments, they will notice. They will realize that they cannot exit the shop or descend the platform or lunge toward the merry men in hopes of capturing a single one. They will not be released from this spell until the sun goes down.

In a moment, they will all curse the woman who swept into their village as though she belonged there.
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The Huntsman watched the entire spectacle from the cover of the trees. He had a clear view, and the voices carried well enough. The Enchantress has the sort of voice that can be heard wherever she may be, or so he believes. He is impressed by her cool composure, though also slightly unnerved. She is a powerful woman. She is unafraid of using those powers. This makes her quite dangerous.

When the Enchantress rustles into the woods, the Huntsman follows her to the iron cage. “We will need another,” she says, and she strides to a tree, takes one of the limbs hanging straight down to the earth and touches her staff to it. A cracking sounds, and then a clang. The branch becomes a cage. The Enchantress places the bird inside and latches the door. She carries the cage to the cart and sets it beside the other one. 

“We have two of them now,” she says. “Perhaps we should rest before we move on.”

The Huntsman does not agree with her out loud, but inside, he is glad. He is so tired. He is not accustomed to being tired. And the pain in his chest. He has not told the Enchantress about this wound, but he fears that it may mean the worst. He rubs the place where fire rages, which only kindles it. He is burning from the inside.

“What of the people?” he says, only to take his mind off the blaze he cannot see, can only feel.

“They will not follow us,” she says. “I have enchanted their feet. It will take them quite some time to escape the spell I have woven around them. Perhaps they will have time to ponder the error of their ways.” She smiles at him, and it is a wide-open kind of smile that startles him momentarily. She is amused by her power. This amuses him. He forgets, for now, that with power comes danger.

He follows the Enchantress back to their camp, his right hand pressed against the neck of the mare. It is comforting to feel the life beating, to feel a promise that says the world will move on in its spectacular way even if he is not there to see it.

He only hopes that he will live long enough to finish their quest and ensure the safety of the children. That is all.
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Queen Clarion has not left the side of her king in some days. He remains in his bedchambers, and she remains dutifully in a chair beside his bed. He awakens with nightmares, and she calms his fear. He calls out in the darkness and she whispers in his ear. He has trouble locating words, and she supplies them for him.

He grows day by day by day a bit stronger, a bit braver, a bit more like the young man he once was. His tender heart has begun its thaw.

But will it continue? This is the question that keeps Queen Clarion in her chair, day and night, day and night, day and night. Occasionally, she sleeps in the chair, when she grows too weary to keep watch. She eats in the chair, when Garth brings her and the king their trays. She practically becomes the chair after the shattering of King Willis.

She has not told him of the dragon that settled on a castle spire and roared a few nights past. He had been sleeping when it happened, relaxed in a way that could only be achieved with a sleeping draught, which she had poured into his tea. She does not know how to tell him or what to say or whether she should burden him with the question that has chased her since: Will the dragons attack? Queen Clarion clears her throat. Well, at least her son is safe in the village, or so she hopes. If the dragons destroy Fairendale castle, he will live on.

King Willis grunts and struggles to sit up in his bed. He has begun deflating, his flesh sagging in places. “I only wanted to be a good father,” he says, choking over the words. It is often that he wakes with such things on his mind. Queen Clarion has become accustomed to outbursts like these.

“We both made our mistakes,” Queen Clarion says. She brushes a tear from her husband’s cheek, her fingers trembling. She glimpses a vision of the boy she knew, the one who searched for his brother. She feels a pinprick of hope. If the old King Willis returns, if he is not completely lost to her and the kingdom, perhaps much can be healed.

And then he unfolds words from beneath his tongue that carry such disturbance with them that they might be likened to a searing force of a dragon’s fire. “I must sit on my throne,” he says. “I must think. It is the only way I have ever been able to think.”

“Surely that is not true,” she says, dropping to her knees beside the bed. “Surely you have been able to think on your own, away from the throne room.”

“No,” King Willis says, and his voice holds a thousand sorrows. “No, I never have.”

“But remember the boy who made maps,” Queen Clarion says. “Remember the boy who had plans. Remember the boy who searched and hoped.” Her throat closes up, and she can say no more, but it does not matter. King Willis covers his face with his hands and shakes his head. 

“No,” he says. “Maps and plans and searches bring only pain and sorrow.”

The queen’s heart pulls apart. “Our son,” she whispers.

“He was a lovely boy,” King Willis says. “I never—” The words crack in half. He shakes his head again. The regrets line up in his dark eyes, so like their son’s. “I never got to tell him.”

There is hope enough still, Queen Clarion’s heart sings. There is hope still. She can see it.

King Willis pushes himself farther up. “I must visit the throne room. I must think where I think best.” 

“You must rest,” Queen Clarion says, holding onto his arm. And her hearts says, You must remember.

But something calls to King Willis, something the queen cannot hear. It whispers on a wind that does not exist. It says, Come to me and know. It is the only way. And he believes it. And so he goes, shaking off the hand of Queen Clarion and walking, resolutely, out of his bedchambers, down the hall and toward the throne room.

Willis, the throne says. Come to me and know. It is the only way.

Queen Clarion slips off her shoes and follows the king at a safe distance, leaving no sound in her wake. The hallway is dark, since the Torch Lighter left, and the shadows are deep and wide. Queen Clarion focuses on the form of her husband and covers the distance without her customary fear. She has never liked the dark. But it is made bearable by a purpose, a presence, a hope.

King Willis stops and starts and stops and starts, as though thinking and reconsidering. Once he even turns, as though to walk back to his bedchambers. But each time he cocks his head and continues on in his halting, considering way. 

Remember, Queen Clarion’s heart says. Remember.

The king picks up his pace. Queen Clarion swallows a jagged rock. There is nothing but evil in the throne room, but she is powerless to stop her husband’s advance.

Her heart’s pleading shifts slightly. Please, it says. Please.

But King Willis reaches the door of the throne room. He places his hand on it. He swings open the doors. He stands, staring into the room. It is completely dark, but something at the end of it glows. Queen Clarion moves closer, silently. It is the throne. The throne is glowing with a deep violet luminosity. The mirror, too, sends a diluted light toward the throne room doors. Queen Clarion watches it slither down the red carpet like a serpent, crawl up the body of the king and sink into his eyes. He moves, steady steps carrying him closer to both the throne and the mirror. 

Dark magic. She does not know much of dark magic. She will have to study it, pore through the pages of the Old Man’s Great Book, though she has, until now, deliberately avoided the pages that hold curses she has never heard or uttered. She has no desire to summon the dark. But the dark is already here. Now she must discover how to banish it.

The king has nearly reached the throne. “Do not sit, my king,” Queen Clarion whispers, but, of course, the king cannot hear her. And, of course, he sits. His hands fold into fists on the tips of the throne’s arms. His back straightens. His eyes, for a moment, glow violet, or perhaps it is only the glow of the mirror and the throne, strengthened by a vessel such as he. Queen Clarion shudders but forces herself to remain here, watching, hoping.

A torch lights itself along the back wall, blinding Queen Clarion for a moment. She pulls back so the king will not see her. When she is quite certain he has not, she opens the throne room doors a crack and peers in with one blue eye. The king stares down at the throne on which he sits. The mirror glows brighter, and his head turns toward it. He tilts, considers, rises.

“Be a good man,” Queen Clarion says. The king crosses the small distance between the throne and the mirror and once more hesitates. Without even lifting his hand, the red drape falls from the glass in a velvet puddle at his feet. Queen Clarion gasps. The mirror, unobstructed now, glows a bright and blinding blue. She sees the king smile at his reflection—she assumes it is his reflection, at least—and her heart gives a violent and painful twist. She sinks back into the shadows, turns around, and flees on silent feet back to her own chambers. Once there, she turns the lock on the door and presses her back to it. She closes her eyes, which spill in spite of her efforts. Her breath catches in the back of her throat, and she pushes away from the door and crosses the room to a table where the Old Man’s Great Book waits for her frantic consultation.
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Don’t miss out on the next Fairendale adventure!

Why would an old sorceress turn a prince into a Beast? Find out in Book 9: The Girl Who Awakened the Beast.


An Interview with Philip




Transcribed by L.R. Patton

Author




L.R.: What was it like waking up surrounded by the beasts of the Wishing Woods?

Philip: Well, first of all I did not know it was the Wishing Woods.

L.R.: Ah, yes. Then what was it like waking up surrounded by beasts in the middle of the woods, then?

Philip: Terrifying.

L.R.: What kinds of beasts did you see?

Philip: All manner of beasts.

L.R.: Yes, but what did they look like?

Philip: They were terrifying. They looked like terror bottled up in animal skin.

L.R.: I am looking for something a bit more specific. Names of the creatures, perhaps, or descriptions. Something that will paint a picture in our reader’s mind. Terror is not so easy to picture.

Philip: I believe my memory may have blocked out the pictures of these creatures. It was quite a traumatic experience.

L.R.: Bears? Panthers? Wolves?

Philip: I do believe there were wolves. Large gray ones that looked as though they could eat me in one gulp.

L.R.: And what did you do when you looked in the eyes of such beasts?

Philip: I ran for my life.

L.R.: I am sure everyone is wondering how you came to be such a good shot with the bow and arrow.

Philip: It is a mystery to me as well.

L.R.: So you never shot a bow and arrow in Fairendale?

Philip: No.

L.R.: Most people cannot shoot a bow and arrow and hit a bulls-eye without a bit of practice.

Philip: Most people are not me.

L.R.: I suppose you are right. And what did you think about reappearing as a man?

Philip: It was wonderful for the circumstances. I do not think I would have been able to join the merry men if I had been anything other than a strong, tall man.

L.R.: And what made you decide to be one of the merry men?

Philip: They sounded like a good band to join.

L.R.: Because they are merry?

Philip: They are not so merry. But they do have a mission I can get behind.

L.R.: Ah, yes, to rob from the rich and give to the poor.

Philip: We call it redistribution.

L.R.: And do you think it worked in Lincastle?

Philip: I suppose only time will tell.

L.R.: So you are keeping a watch on it. You are still in Lincastle?

Philip: I cannot say where I am. It would ruin the story.

L.R.: Why, you are here talking to me.

Philip: I do not believe I am.

L.R.: I can see you.

Philip: Now you cannot. 

L.R.: Philip? Where are you, Philip? I still have many more questions.

Philip:

L.R.: Philip?

Philip: 

L.R.: I must say, I am quite annoyed by exits of this nature. At any rate, if you would like to access more Fairendale extras, make sure to visit www.lrpatton.com/fairendale.


The Established Rules of the Honorable Merry Men




Written by Boris Montague

Founder of the Merry Men




You will only use your gifts (if you have them) for good

You will supply your own bow and arrow

You will never rob from the poor

You will never take what you do not need

You will not harm the trees with your target practice

You will listen to one another and honor one another

You will sleep beneath the stars without complaint

You will agree to take a watch shift so that others can sleep in relative peace

You will never dishonor one another in action or in word

You will forget your name and take upon yourself the new name you are given upon your acceptance into the band

You will only tell your history if you so desire it

You will not ask the history of any other member

You will try to the best of your ability to make the land to which you travel a better place than it was

You will never intentionally endanger another person


How to Join the Merry Men




By Little John

Master Tracker of the Merry Men




The Merry Men have become quite famous over the years. I like to say it is our merry countenance, but I fear I would only be speaking of myself. I like to laugh, but the other men in my band do not seem to enjoy it nearly so much.

Throughout the years, we have had many interested inquiries from those who would like to join our merry little band, and we are always at a loss as to what we should say. The merry men do not take applications, but it seems as though the people in our realm would like for us to consider it.

So we considered it. And we have come up with four guidelines that may help those who wish to join the Merry Men.

1. You must say the word.

While the Merry Men know a great many things, we do not know who among our admirers would like to join us. So you must first and foremost present yourself to us as an interested party. And I must say, it would be best to present yourself to me, as the rest of my band can get quite prickly and territorial about members.

2. You must add something valuable to the group.

Valuable is, of course, a subjective term. Personally, I would find a jokester a valuable contribution to the group, but the men would not. They say the valuable contribution must be something more tangible, empirical, measurable.

Most of the Merry Men are master archers, which means they are able to hit a target from many feet away. If you will recall, this is precisely the reason the Merry Men agreed to allow Philip to join our band. It is, in fact, why he became our unofficial leader. Philip could hit a target in the dead center, even if he was shooting with a crooked arrow.

But do not worry. If you cannot wield a bow and arrow with some expertise, you can add something else. I am a master tracker. I know how to track the footprints of nearly anything, because in my former life I was a Huntsman.

I was not supposed to tell you that. Forget it right away.

If you have other talents—bravery, cunning, cooking…Yes, especially cooking—we are in dire need of a good cook. If you have the gift of cooking, you will straightaway be invited to join the Merry Men with great merriment and perhaps a bit of complaining.

3. You must prove your skills before you are invited to join the band.

You will also recall that before Philip was inducted into the merry men, he had to complete a challenge with a bow and arrow. He so happened to be astonishingly good at shooting the bow and arrow, which is why he was not required to prove himself in any other way. 

Before I was allowed to join the band, I had to prove my tracking skills. I tracked a snake all the way to its lair. It was a viper of the deadliest sort, and it had a nest full of little vipers that would likely have killed whomever stumbled upon it unknowingly. We slaughtered every viper and ate them for supper. Which leads me to the final requirement.

4. You must not be picky about your food.

I know it is a difficult thing not to be picky about what you put in your belly. But in order to join the Merry Men, you will have to lay aside all your picky preferences and take whatever is given. When you are a man who lives in the woods, you must take what you can. 

Sometimes, of course, we feast like kings, for the village of Lincastle is extravagant in every way. We enjoy stealing from the tables of the rich and feasting upon bread and duck and creamed asparagus. This is good for our strength. But on our travels, we must sometimes resort to eating even insects. They provide the protein we need to continue on our way. Roasted locust is not as bad as it sounds.

I am honored that you are interested in joining the Merry Men. Unfortunately, because we have so many applicants at the current time, we must bid you stand in line for a wait that is approximately six months.

Thank you for your patience.


What You Should Know about Fairy Magic




By the Enchantress

Sorceress of Fairendale




Fairies are beautiful beings. You have, perhaps, heard of them in a favorable light—fairies who help people along their way. You have likely seen pictures of good fairies with golden glows surrounding them, an aura of kindness. 

However, in the world of Fairendale, the fairies are treacherous creatures. Not only are there some fairies who carry off lonely children traipsing through the woods (you should never venture into woods without a friend or a chaperone) and take them to Never Land, where they will never again return to those they love, but there are also the kinds of fairies with magic so dark that, once in your body and heart and mind, will kill you. 

Here are some important aspects of fairy magic that you may not know:

1. Fairies have the ability to create elaborate illusions.

They do this by weaving a spell around a person or a place. They can make something appear that is not really there, like a body of water just when you need a drink. They can manipulate time and space and create a rip in the fabric of reality that, if you step through, will take you into another world or another place or another time. They can make themselves invisible so that you walk into their circle unknowingly and face the dire consequences of fairy magic. 

There is no telling what a fairy will do and why. There has never been any point to understanding why a fairy does what he or she does.

2. Fairy magic can only be extracted from one’s body, mind, or spirit by the touch of a unicorn’s horn or the magic of a mermaid.

Fairy magic is quite powerful. Once a fairy’s magic has penetrated your blood, the probable result is death, for we do not know if unicorns exist, and mermaids are capricious creatures who do not always do as you ask or even come when you call.

A fairy ring, which is the most frequent place where fairy magic penetrates a human’s blood, can be recognized by the following:

a. Your face feels as though it is being assaulted by tiny puffs of air that ache upon contact.

b. Your arms look as though they have become an etched painting of some sort. Sometimes the fairies paint pictures or write a message on your skin with their tiny daggers. If your skin bears a message, it will likely be something ridiculous like, “Your face looks like a pig’s bottom” or “Your eyes are the color of vomit” or “You smell like a pile of bear’s dung.” Fairies are not the most mature of the creatures.

c. Your balance begins to suffer from being tossed one way and then another by some unseen force.

If you suspect you have been through a fairy ring, you should begin immediately summoning a mermaid or sitting as still as you can possibly manage on the forest floor so, if a unicorn exists, it will find you. It is important to remain absolutely still, which some find hard to do.

3. Fairies can be avoided by even the nonmagical.

If you do not have the gift of magic and you find yourself in a place where you might possibly encounter fairies—such as an enchanted forest, which, as I said, you should never enter alone—there are precautions you can take to avoid the magic of fairies. It is rumored in the realm that wearing clothes inside out will keep fairies from bothering you. And, at all costs, you should avoid such things as thorn trees and large flowers, which are well known to house fairies, and ancient circular earthworks, which are known as fairy forts.

As you can see, it is best to avoid fairies altogether, if you can manage it. This is what I prefer, though, as you have seen in this current historical annal of Fairendale, I have not always been successful in my endeavors.


A Short History of the Woods Near Lincastle 




From the journals of Dale Enderling 

Explorer




I happened upon the Wishing Woods, as I have called them for their mysterious ability to make all of my wishes come true (I have tested this with food, clothing, and shelter, but, alas, it does not seem able to conjure my beloved wife and daughter, which means I will have to send for them across the Violet Sea and hope that they will reach me safe and sound). I have now found the land in which I would like to settle.

I have seen a few of the creatures that live in the Wishing Woods, including some very large gray wolves and a couple of goblins. I have also seen an unusual monstrosity that appears to be a clawed butterfly. It swooped down as though to grab me at some point, but, fortunately, I have quite a loud scream, and I also had a dagger in my boot. I pulled out the dagger and hacked off one of its claws, which I shall be keeping for further study. It is a curious thing—beautiful and dangerous, as I suspect many of the creatures here are. I have not named them as yet, for I have been preoccupied with the forest’s trees.

The trees are quite beautiful to the naked eye, and I should like to describe them for future generations, in case these trees cease to exist, which is typically the case with evolution. Perhaps they will only change slightly over the next one thousand years, or perhaps they will become so very different they will not be recognized at all. So I should like to create a picture of them in the mind of whoever might one day find and read my journals.

I have found, as is the case with most of the lands through which I have traveled, three species of trees. They are as follows:

Grandyan tree: These trees are spectacular and exist only deep within the Wishing Woods. They are large and spacious and, for lack of a better word, comforting. They are like a soft grandmother in whose arms one can comfortably climb and safely sleep. Their limbs amble majestically out in crooked patterns, some of them touching the ground. The trunks are large and thick and contain within them gnarly holes where one might imagine a creature living. I have been brave a couple of times and poked my head inside one, but I did not see anything. Perhaps if I spoke into the hole, I would startle whatever is inside, but I should not wish to have an unidentified creature hurtling toward my face in anger. So I leave them alone and will continue my studies at another time.

The Grandyan tree has large shiny green leaves that bear a brighter green spine and, most stunning of all, a sort of vine construction that resembles long hair draping down from the top of the tree. The vines are grayish brown and hang straight down as though waiting to be gripped and ridden in a childish swing. I tried, of course, but I discovered that I am not quite so young as I once was, and I had a bit of a hard time peeling my hands from the vines when my ride was finished. My fingers ached for days, which is why I am only just now getting around to recording these trees in my journal.

Pink Sleeping Berry Tree: Nearer to the boundary between the woods and the land I have called Lincastle is a type of tree I have named the Pink Sleeping Berry Tree. These trees are lovely, with thick, sturdy trunks that are brown and slightly ragged. The limbs grow up and out, which gives the trees a majestic kind of look. The bark is rough and easy to peel off places. Beneath the dark brown layer is a lighter, golden brown one. Moss grows sporadically on the trunks and the limbs, with no discernible pattern to it. I shall have to study this moss a bit to know more about it. Perhaps it is the mark of fairies, or perhaps simply the result of a tropical climate.

What is most remarkable about this tree is that the thin branches, though they grow up and out, return back to the earth. They appear as though they are slumped in sleep. And instead of green leaves, they have pink ones. They shimmer in the sunlight and look quite magical, as though welcoming all new travelers into the village of Lincastle. It is quite refreshing to be welcomed by such stunning trees.

Wamboo tree: The most numerous of all the trees in the Wishing Woods is what I call the Wamboo tree. These trees seem to grow quite invasively, cropping up wherever there is space on the ground. I have cut through some of them, to clear a path through the woods. The wood of these trees is strong and sturdy. I will be using it for the floors of the castle I will build for myself.

The trunks of the Wamboo trees are not thick—a small hand could wrap around it—but they bear an interesting notched pattern. They are a light golden brown, but where their notches jut out they wear a bright green.

Their leaves are fan-like and plentiful, providing a fantastic cover of shade as long as it is not night. Otherwise, the moon is effectively blotted out by these abundant trees. 

I must continue my travels south, for I must get started on my castle. I would like my wife and daughter by my side sooner rather than later. You will not hear from me for some time.


The Established Order of the Kingdom of Lincastle




Powers of the King




The throne of Lincastle is a parliamentary monarchy, meaning that the king is the understood sovereign ruler but the kingdom has a written constitution by which the king must operate. This limits slightly the powers of the king, for before making a law, he must determine whether that law is permitted by interpretation of the ancient constitution, which was written by Explorer Dale Enderling, first king of Lincastle.




Transfers of Power




Transfers of power become necessary if the king is unable or unfit to rule. A regent will step in temporarily when a monarch is ill, absent, or otherwise indisposed. In the land of Lincastle, the king appoints a head regent as well as two others. To be appointed as a regent of the king in Lincastle, one must be able to recite the entire constitution of the kingdom, which is seven hundred twenty-three pages long, from memory. Regents of the kingdom tend to be quite old, for it takes many years to memorize seven hundred twenty-three pages of text.




Order of Succession




The throne of Lincastle is always passed to the firstborn of the current king, regardless of whether that firstborn is a boy or a girl. If I girl inherits the throne, she must strategically align herself in marriage to a wise male, who will go through an extensive interview process with the king, all his regents, the captain of the king’s guard, and an electorate of eleven able-bodied men (preferably fathers) from the village of Lincastle, who will, together, vote on the future queen’s potential husband, only permitting the union with a two-thirds vote in favor of the potential suitor.

The prince or princess marks his or her official inheritance of the throne at the age of twenty-five and celebrates his or her succession with a lavish coronation ceremony complete with a rich supper and bottomless desserts of the future king or queen’s choosing.




Presiding King




Lincastle is currently under the rule of King Owen, who shares the castle with Queen Sophia and Princess Freya. Princess Freya is set to inherit the throne. Her favorite dessert is chocolate mousse pie.


The Royal Family of Fairendale




King Willis: The current king of Fairendale. Son of King Sebastien. Has a deep love for sweet rolls.

Queen Clarion: The current queen of Fairendale. Is underestimated by her husband, but she will prove just how powerful she is in due time.

Prince Virgil: Son of King Willis and Queen Clarion, best friend of Theo. Prefers rye bread with melted butter to sweet rolls, depending on the day.

King Sebastien: Deceased king of Fairendale, exception to the line of boys who tried to steal thrones and were, upon failing at their quest, forever banished. Was killed by a blackbird.




The Former Royal Family of Fairendale




The Good King Brendon: Former king of Fairendale responsible for the alliance between the people of Fairendale and the dragons of Morad, lost the throne when it was stolen by King Sebastien. Killed in the Great Battle.

Queen Marion: Wife of the Good King Brendon, died mysteriously when her daughter was very young. Now lives in Lincastle and is “affectionately” called the Evil Queen.

Princess Maren: Daughter of the Good King Brendon and Queen Marion. She has been missing since the Great Battle.




The Villagers of Fairendale




Arthur: Village furniture maker and magic instructor to girls who possess the gift of magic in the village of Fairendale. Is a bit reckless but always manages to come out on the other side—though one is not always assured it will be so.

Maude: Arthur’s wife. Bakes spectacular pumpkin spice sugar cookies. Prefers caution to reckless abandon. 

Hazel: Daughter of Arthur and Maude, twin of Theo. Cares for the village sheep and can even, amazingly, understand them. 12 years old.

Theo: Son of Arthur and Maude, twin of Hazel. Finishes his chores early so he can sit in on magic lessons. 12 years old.

Mercy: Daughter of Cora, best friend of Hazel. Prefers spectacular acts of magic to “boring” ones.

Cora: Mother of Mercy, widow, shape shifter. A woman who moves. Unofficial leader of the villagers in Fairendale.

Garron: The town gardener. Talks to plants as though they can hear him.

Bertie: The town baker. Enjoys showing off his air-kneading skills for the children. Or used to.










Staff of Fairendale Castle




Garth: Page for King Willis, the oldest of twelve children. Sometimes calls King Willis “Your Wideness” when he is feeling particularly prickly.

Cook: One of the few shape shifters in the land. Shape shifts into a bear. Is highly annoyed by her assistant, Calvin.

Calvin: An orphan who began working as Cook’s assistant instead of traveling to live with distant relatives in Ashvale—and so did not perish in the Fire Mountain that claimed the entire population of Ashvale many years ago. Tasked with feeding the prisoners in the dungeons beneath the dungeons.

Sir Greyson: Captain of the king’s guard. Receives medicine, which keeps his mother alive, for his service to the king. Carries a magical sword that cannot be lifted by any but him.

Sir Merrick: Second in command to Sir Greyson. Has a blind daughter named Agnes.




Important Prophets




Aleen: Prophetess who is one hundred forty-two years old, from the kingdom of White Wind. Wears ebony skin and what appears to be snakes for hair (though it is not). Sacrificed her life to change the fate of the Fairendale children in Book 6.

Yerin: Prophet who is one hundred forty-two years old, from the wild woodland between Lincastle and Eastermoor. Has white hair that makes the dark of the dungeons where he is imprisoned a bit less dark.

Folen: Former prophet of Lincastle, father of Iddo. Trapped in a looking glass created by Queen Marion. It was left on the grounds of Fairendale, just before the Great Battle.

Iddo: Prophet of Lincastle, son of Folen. Trained King Sebastien in both dark and light magic, though he is more scientist than sorcerer. Created a machine that can bring the dead to life again. It has only worked once.

Bregdon: Prophet of White Wind. Most powerful prophet in the land, known as the Old Man. Wrote and enchanted the Old Man’s Great Book. Brought Queen Marion and the three Graces back to life. Has mysteriously disappeared.




Dragons of Morad




Zorag: King of the dragons of Morad. Wears green scales with an ivory belly. Lost his parents in the Great Battle, when King Sebastien stole the throne from the Good King Brendon. Would like nothing more than peace.

Blindell: Zorag’s cousin, raised as the dragon king’s son. Wears black scales and spikes all down his back. Lost his parents in the Great Battle, when King Sebastien stole the throne from the Good King Brendon. Would like nothing more than revenge.

Larus: One of the elder dragons of Morad, male. Counselor to Zorag. Wears blue-green scales that shimmer like water. Has a green horn on the top of his snout.

Malera: One of the elder dragons of Morad, female. Counselor to Zorag. Wears bright red scales and an ivory belly. 

Alvah: One of the elder dragons of Morad, female. Counselor to Zorag. Ancient dragon who has been alive since before Zorag’s father was born. Wears orange scales that used to be red but have faded in time.

Oned: One of the elder dragons of Morad, male. Counselor to Zorag. So ancient he is gray, colorless, with scales peeled off in places. 

Kohar: Ancient food gatherer for the dragons of Morad, male. Wears pale yellow scales.




Other Important Dragons




Rezedron: King of the dragons of Eyre, uncle of Zorag. Dying of wounds sustained from a poisonous rose in Rosehaven, believed to be dark magic.




The lost 12-year-old children of Fairendale




Ursula

Chester

Charles

Thumbelina (known as Lina among the children)

Minnie

Jasper

Frederick

Ruby

Martin

Oscar

Homer: Transported to the land of Rosehaven by Hazel’s vanishing spell. Becomes a dwarf who can spin straw into gold, otherwise known as Rumpelstiltskin.

Anna

Aurora

Rose

Edgar

Harriet (known as Hattie among the children)

Isabel (known as Izzy among the children)

Ralph

Dorothy

Julian

Tom Thumb

Philip: Transported to the forest outside Lincastle by Hazel’s vanishing spell. Becomes the leader of the Merry Men, otherwise known as Robin Hood. Can shoot an arrow straight to the target, even if the arrow is crooked.




Other lost children of Fairendale




August: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Known as the leader of the lost boys. Resides in a rundown shelter in Lincastle. 11 years old.

Leopold: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 11 years old. 

Fineas: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 11 years old. 

Norman: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 10 years old. 

Henry: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 10 years old. 

Ernest: One of the lost boys of Fairendale, escaped with Theo. Resides with August and the other lost boys. 10 years old. 

Agnes: Daughter of Sir Merrick, trapped in the dungeons beneath the dungeons of Fairendale castle. Blind, but quite good at hearing and sensing what others cannot.


About the Author




Though she was never one for hitting anywhere near a bulls-eye, L.R. has always enjoyed watching masters at anything. One of her sons is a master at LEGO stop motion. Another is a master of art and creative expression through dance. And still another is a master at death-defying acts that make her heart nearly stop on a daily basis. All her sons are masters at making messes wherever they go.

When she is not listening to her oldest son make his LEGO stop motion plans, watching another dance, and covering her eyes to avoid the sure disaster coming for the fearless one, L.R. is reading stories to her sons, bringing stories to life, and bringing life through stories. Stories, she says, can change the world.

L.R. is the queen of her castle in San Antonio, Texas, where she lives with her king and six princes and daily dreams up imaginative stories to tell them, write for them, or read to them.

www.lrpatton.com


A Note From L.R.




My dear reader,

I hope that you have enjoyed this tale about the origin of Robin Hood and the legendary merry men. I have thoroughly enjoyed playing the scribe for these last few months and meeting so many interesting people. I am quite honored to be here.

One of the questions I am most often asked is why I write. It is a simple and a not-so-simple answer. Love. I love writing books, and I love the people for whom I write books. Love compels me, every day, to stand in front of my computer and write. Love is also what compels me to do something bigger with my life, so every book I write is written to


  	Empower readers with hope, love, joy, peace, knowledge, and the necessary tools to make a better tomorrow

  	Ensure that readers fall in love and stay in love with reading

  	Foster in readers a love of language

  	Encourage families to bond around meaningful stories

  	Show readers characters who look like them

  	Matter to the wider world.



I believe in the power of stories. I believe that stories have the power to inspire, inform, spread love, and effect real change in the lives of readers. And I write every book with this higher purpose in mind. 

Though my writing is done alone, my world-changing is not. I need readers like you to help get my books into the hands of those who don’t yet know the hope and inspiration that can be found in them. So here are some ways you can help:

1. Leave a review on Amazon.

Reviews help other readers find my books and enable me to pay for some important advertising, which also helps readers find my books. 

2. Tell your friends about this book.

Word of mouth is one of the most powerful tools we have for sharing the things we love—and it is, consequently, one of the most powerful tools I have for sharing my work with new readers.

I appreciate anything you can do to help my books get into the hands of readers and help create a literacy movement that matters.

And now I must bid you farewell (I can see that my daredevil prince is about to jump off the top of a structure), but before I go I must tell you to stop by my web site to say hello, to access some really fun bonus materials, or, perhaps, both.

In love,

L.R.
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Once upon a time...

The kingdom of Fairendale used to be the most peaceful in all the lands. Its
people had never held a weapon before. And now they must, for the sake of
the land. For the sake of their families. For the sake of their beloved king.
Read all about the king who had no heir, the girl who had magic, the

dragon they loved, and the battle that changed everything in
Fairendale’s short story prequel, “The Good King’s Fall.”
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