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Foreword
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One of my favorite things about original fairy tales is how absolutely, unequivocally weird they are. 

Modern retellings, my own included, often take either the clearest elements of a fairy tale or the only most basic, underlying structure of the tale, and reapply it in a way that is logical for modern times. For example, you’ll see many Beauty and the Beast retellings that try to eliminate tropes which are now considered problematic—such as themes of bestiality or Stockholm syndrome. You’ll see Cinderella retellings where Cinderella chooses to stay with her family, or ends up encountering the prince well before the ball, so she’s not just running off with a complete stranger. Or retellings of Goose Girl, where the princess has a backbone and doesn’t only rely on magic to solve her problem. And as part of this process of creating modern retellings, the element of weirdness that permeates so many of the original fairy tales gets written out. Gone are the little surprise nuggets that make you go, “Wait, what just happened?”

Consider, for a moment, Snow White and Rose Red, also known as The Ungrateful Dwarf: in the middle of the original story, the sisters come upon a dwarf with his beard stuck in a tree. Why on earth was his beard stuck in a tree? The first time I read it, I remember reading it twice to make sure I understood, and laughing out loud as the letters “WTF” floated through my brain. Or in the original tale of Cinderella, to make their feet fit into the shoe, her stepsisters chop off their own toes and heels. And in The Little Mermaid, she has to kill the prince and let his blood drip on her feet to turn back into a mermaid. 

Those are more well-known stories, but if you get into some of the lesser-known tales, the weird elements get even weirder—in The Mouse, the Bird, and the Sausage, all three aforementioned elements are characters who live together in a house. Just the premise is bizarre. Or have you read Hans the Hedgehog, in which a woman gives birth to a half-boy, half-hedgehog? Or The Three Snake Leaves? Or The Ungrateful Son? And the ones I’ve mentioned so far are just European fairy tales. If you explore stories across the world, like The Bird With Nine Heads, The Woman With Two Skins, The Man With His Leg Tied Up, you will find a wealth of surprising, quirky, and delightful elements mixed in with violence, fear, and destruction.

The weird and wacky abound in old fairy tales, mostly utilized as a technique to teach a lesson (though to be sure, there are more than enough tales that are just weird, with no obvious lesson in sight). As odd as it is, the story The Mouse, the Bird, and the Sausage teaches the reader to find contentment doing what they’re good at; The Ungrateful Son teaches that one should be generous and not greedy; Cinderella teaches that kindness will be rewarded.

But now, many of the lessons previous fairy tales taught us no longer apply. Little Red Riding Hood teaches children to fear the woods, but should we teach our children to fear the woods? Or should we teach them to understand it? And cutting open the wolf with an axe as a solution to the violence it committed would probably be frowned upon by most. And we’re glad Cinderella found a way out of her awful situation, but was marrying a complete stranger really the best option? If the fairy godmother could offer her a fancy dress and a ride to the ball, why couldn’t she have magicked up a job interview or a couple thousand dollars for Cinderella to move to a new city instead?

As society changes, its general values change as well. And the stories we tell reflect those changing values. Or rather, I believe the stories we tell should reflect our changing values. 

In 2021, I went on a reading binge, focusing almost exclusively on fairy tale retellings. I read ones you’ve probably heard of, and ones you haven’t. I read fantasy and sci-fi retellings, romance retellings, even some down the pretty steamy end of things, even though steamy isn’t really my cup of tea. I watched a lot of movies too—Holiday fairy tale retellings, young adult retellings, TV shows like Once Upon A Time and Grimm. And I found I was, by and large, rather disappointed. (Except by Grimm. Grimm is amazing.)

Sure, there were a few I really liked. And a few I hated. But what I was mostly disappointed by was how closely the underlying values in the modern retellings aligned with the values of the original tales. Are we really still teaching ourselves to be afraid of the unknown? Are we still trying to tell women and girls that their priority in life is marriage to a man? Is true romantic love the only important thing in life? 

What about personal agency? What about consent? And having the freedom to make a choice? Why not teach ourselves what finding choices looks like, or creating love rather than magically being struck with it? Or that not everything is about hard work, and working ourselves to the bone doesn’t make us better than anyone else? Why not include disabled people in our stories? Or write stories of friendship and trust? 

After some contemplation, what I decided was that perhaps it wasn’t the retellings that were the problem. Perhaps it was the original tales themselves.

So I decided to write some of my own.

This collection (and subsequent collections) of fairy tales reflects me, mostly. It reflects my values, and the underlying themes are those which are important to me. I tend to repeatedly explore themes of personal agency, learning how to change your mind, accepting (or not accepting) the hand you’ve been dealt, what strength looks like, forgiving yourself, and finding ways to connect with and understand people who are different from you. 

I don’t claim to speak for everyone. I don’t even mean to suggest that my own values are clear or obvious in these stories. And I certainly don’t mean to suggest that my values are the same as the values of modern culture as a whole. 

Instead, all I claim is that in these stories, I attempted to take the quirky oddness I loved in all the old fairy tales I’ve explored, and blend them with values I wish I’d learned from the fairy tales I grew up with.
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The Bald Princess
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Once upon a time there lived a beautiful princess who had no hair. Elsbeth, the lovely daughter of King Cassian of Neldonia, was born bald. At first, the doctors said it was merely the inevitable baldness of a newborn child, but after a few years they realized Elsbeth was completely and forever bald.

Throughout her childhood, she wore bonnets and hats, and in her teenage years, she wore the best wigs her father could buy. She often dreamed of real hair, as the wigs were itchy and uncomfortable. But she had to wear them; her subjects expected her to, and she wanted nothing more than to serve the people of her kingdom. Not to mention, she feared her baldness would make it very difficult to find a spouse to help her rule following her father’s passing.

Each year, she attended balls hosted by the dukes, earls, and other royals in her kingdom; however, she had yet to even be courted by a suitor, let alone receive any offers of marriage.

One day, Elsbeth went to her father.

“Father,” she said. “No one will marry me because I am bald. I have long passed my twenty-first birthday, and am officially in line for the throne. What shall I do?”

“My daughter,” her father said, “it is not that no one wants to marry you, but that we have not yet found the right suitor. You are the kindest, smartest, and most beautiful woman in Neldonia, and no one of royal birth has yet proven to be right for my daughter.”

“But Father, you are aging and ailing, and I must be married soon. I cannot run this kingdom alone. What will we do if no royal suitors are suitable?”

“Allow me, daughter, to consult my advisors; I will call for you in three days’ time.”

Elsbeth spent the next three days waiting for her father’s call. She rode her horse in the fields, toured a recently built children’s hospital, and made time each day to listen to the concerns of her people. Despite staying busy, she couldn’t help wondering what her father was cooking up with the help of his advisors. 

Three days later, her father finally called for her.

“After consulting with my most trusted advisors, I have decided.” He stroked his chin with two fingers, as if in deep thought. “We will hold a ball here at the palace. You shall be the guest of honor, wearing your most magnificent headpiece, of course. At this ball, there will be two rooms. In one room there will be dancing, wine, and good food to eat. In the other room, we will have a competition. Every potential suitor will bring a wig to the ball. The one who presents the finest wig shall have you as his wife.”

Elsbeth thought for a moment.

“But what if I don’t like him?” she asked.

“Well,” he said, “we will cross that bridge if we come to it.”

Elsbeth sighed. “I suppose this is the only way,” she said, and went off to make preparations for the ball.

Three weeks later, men from all over began pouring in for the grand event. There were young men and old men, rich men and poor men, and men who nobody knew exactly who they were. A few women took part as well, and some non-binary people.

The ball was a success. Elsbeth was the most beautiful person there, sporting the finest wig in Neldonia, styled with curls and flowers and a glittering jeweled comb gifted to her by her father that matched the silver scepter she carried as Princess of Neldonia. Her dress was long and silky, embedded with sapphires, diamonds, and other precious stones. She danced with everyone once, but only one person twice. His name was Alaric. He wore an elegant suit of deep blues and greens, and had thick, brown hair that swept across his brow.

“You have no eyelashes,” was the first thing he said to her.

She raised a penciled eyebrow.

“You’re very observant.” She frowned. “Haven’t you heard of me before?”

“Well, yes—you are the Princess of Neldonia, or, as they call you, the Bald Princess.” He paused. “That is you, correct?”

“Yes,” she replied.

“Well, I guessed you would have no hair, though you’ve hidden that well with an exemplary example of wigcraft, if I may say so, but I didn’t anticipate you not having eyelashes. Or eyebrows.”

“Is that a problem?” she asked. 

“No, I rather like it. I can see your eyes better.” He smiled at her. “They are lovely, you know.” 

“Your eyelashes are long and thick,” Elsbeth replied, “and your eyebrows like caterpillars. They’re quite nice.”

The song ended. “Could I have another dance?” he asked.

A smile grew on her face. “Come back later,” she said, “and you may have another.”

At midnight, the bells chimed, and a trumpeter announced the beginning of the content ceremony. All the guests gathered in the second room to view the wigs and meet the contest winners. The King’s advisors had spent the evening judging all the entries.

The King clapped twice to draw the attention of all the guests to the dais where he stood. Elsbeth took her place next to him.

“Ladies and gentleman,” he proclaimed. “It is time for me to announce the winners of the wig-crafting contest. The winner will receive a pouch of gold from the treasury, a kiss on the cheek from my daughter, and possibly her hand in marriage if she wants—but only if they can complete the final test.”

Elsbeth frowned. Final test? Clearly her father had something planned which he had not told her about.

“Daughter,” he said, “please read the name of the winner.” 

Anticipation filled the room.

“Reginald St. Clair, Marquess of Wendlich,” she read off of the paper. 

A murmur swept through the crowd and skirts rustled as people moved out of the way to allow the Marquess to step forward. A middle-aged man with a large handlebar mustache and chartreuse boots, which Elsbeth thought rather clashed with his red-violet tunic and brown undershirt, wormed his way to the dais with a very satisfied smile on his face. He bowed deeply.

“Thank you very much,” he said, bending down for her kiss. She dutifully pecked him on the cheek, nearly retching at the potency of the cologne wafting from his person, and then stepped back as far away from him as she could get. Then the King’s advisor stepped forward to hand him a pouch of gold.

“To win my daughter’s hand, you must now must complete one more task,” the King announced, shaking Reginald’s hand.

“Why certainly, Your Majesty,” he said. “Anything for your beautiful daughter.” 

“You have three days,” the King explained, “to fashion three wigs as beautiful as this one. If you fail, you will lose my daughter’s hand in marriage. Your three days begin at midnight.”

Rage shadowed Reginald’s face. 

“Three days?” he sputtered. “That one wig took me three months! You can’t expect me to do the same, three times in three days!”

“Do you withdraw from the contest?” the King asked. 

“No! I won your daughter’s hand fair and square!” Reginald’s face turned bright red.

“Elsbeth?” the King addressed her. “Would you accept this man’s hand in marriage if he doesn’t win the final stage of the competition?”

“No,” Elsbeth said firmly. 

The King returned his attention to Reginald. “If you’ll look at the fine print below where you signed here,” the King pulled out the agreement signed by each contest participant, “you’ll see that you agreed to either withdraw from the competition or attempt to complete the final test.”

“I... I... this is unfair!” Reginald sputtered as spittle flew from his teeth.

“Sir, please make your decision or I’ll have you escorted from the palace.” The King’s voice was stern.

Reginald blustered for another moment and then stormed out. The entire audience breathed a sigh of relief, and then the roar of voices filled the room. The King clapped again.

“Read the second name please, Elsbeth,” he requested.

“Madame Percy Hatter, daughter of Vincent Hatter of Crown Village,” she read firmly.

A nice-looking young woman stepped out of the crowd with brown hair and simple, homespun attire. She bowed several times, and a bead of perspiration formed on her brow.

“The challenge now lies at your feet,” the King proclaimed.

“If it pleases you, your Highnesses,” she said politely, though her voice shook, “I haven’t enough supplies to make another wig like this here. If you don’t mind, I’ll just take my kiss and be on me way, back to me own sweet’art.”

“You may,” the King agreed. “You have fairly won the kiss and the gold. Thank you, good madam, for your participation.”

The young woman received her kiss and the pouch of gold and vanished back into the crowd.

“Prince Calvin of Rottenshire.” Elsbeth read the third name on the list. 

No one responded. 

“Prince Calvin of Rottenshire,” Elsbeth read again, louder this time.

The King took the paper from her hand. “Prince Calvin of Rottenshire?” he boomed. “Are you here?” 

Still no answer.

“Well,” the King said sadly, “he must have presumed he lost and left early, and thus forfeited the competition. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen, for coming to our ball. For your amusement, I have made a list ranking the remaining wigs and their creators. Please enjoy the rest of the night.”

The crowd murmured cheerily as the music started back up again. Elsbeth, on the other hand, sat down, sad and dejected. The plan hadn’t worked. The King placed a hand on her shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “We tried.”

A tear fell from her eye.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” a voice cut into their disappointment. “But I have a question, Your Highness.”

The King and Elsbeth looked up.

“Alaric!” she said, surprised. He bowed.

“You may speak,” the King said.

“I will take the second challenge,” he said firmly.

“Is that so?” The King frowned. “And where did you rank in our initial challenge?”

“The wig I prepared was...” he coughed, “damaged on the way here. But I would like to attempt the second challenge.”

The King frowned. “Would that be fair to the other contestants?”

“Oh, please let him,” Elsbeth begged. 

The King gazed at his daughter for a moment and then nodded slowly at Alaric. “If I offer you this opportunity, I will have to extend it to anyone else who wishes to take part.”

“I understand.” Alaric bowed low.

The King stood and addressed the crowd. “Ladies and gentleman!” The musicians fell abruptly silent. “We have found one who wishes to attempt this feat. However, in all fairness, I must offer the same opportunity to anyone else who wishes to participate. If you wish to attempt the final test, please step forward.”

He waited for a moment, and slowly, two other men stepped forward, for a total of three competitors. The audience cheered.

The King looked at the clock.

“Your three days begin in ten minutes.” He nodded once at Alaric and each of the two other competitors, and then at his daughter, who now beamed. “Good luck.”

The next morning, Elsbeth woke before sunrise, far too early for someone who had spent nearly all night dancing. But her father’s plan had not worked. And after having met Reginald, she feared someone like him might win. While she hoped Alaric would be the one to succeed, his first wig hadn’t even made it into the competition, so she wasn’t sure she should rely on him too much. 

She had to take things into her own hands. And the best way to do that was to win her father’s competition herself. But she couldn’t win it the same way the others were attempting—she had to do something creative and different. And she had one resource none of the others had—herself. 

Her lady’s maid, Olive, bustled into her room a few minutes after Elsbeth rang for her. “You’re up early, milady.”

“Get me something plain to wear,” Elsbeth requested. “I need to leave the castle with no one noticing.”

“My lady!” Olive exclaimed, but did as asked, returning with a simple gown of her own.

“Thank you, Olive,” Elsbeth said.

Princess Elsbeth sneaked out of the castle just after dawn, headed for a shop in the nearby village. Her ladies-in-waiting had whispered that this shop, owned by the Boar Witch of Neldonia, was the best place for love potions, and while Elsbeth didn’t need one of those, she thought perhaps the owner might still be able to help her. 

The shop was closed when she arrived, a problem she hadn’t considered. But she knocked anyway, and a sleepy-looking woman with a wrap covering her head peered out.

“What do you want so early?” she demanded.

“I have a problem.” Elsbeth glanced up and down the street. Only a few people were up and about this early, but she dropped her voice to a whisper anyway. “Are you the boar witch? I heard you might be able to help me.”

“I am.” The boar witch eyed her suspiciously, but then opened the door. “What is the nature of your problem?”

Elsbeth pulled off her headscarf to reveal her bald head.

“I see. Is this the result of a curse?” the boar witch asked. 

“I don’t think so,” she replied. “I was born this way.”

“Born this way?” The woman frowned. “Are you the Bald Princess?”

“Please don’t tell anyone,” Elsbeth begged.

“I can provide a remedy for you,” the woman said, “but it will cost you.” 

“I can pay anything.”

The boar witch rummaged around in a cabinet and pulled out ingredients, mixing them in a small bowl. “I don’t want just anything,” she said. “I want a favor.”

“What is it?”

The boar witch shrugged. “I haven’t decided yet.”

Elsbeth nodded once. She knew it was risky, but she needed this, and she needed it now if she wanted to win the competition and earn the right to choose her own spouse.

A moment later, the boar witch handed her a small vial. “Rub it on your head and wait one hour. And trust me, if you do not follow through on the favor, the consequences will be dire.” 

When Elsbeth returned to the palace, Olive was very relieved, though when Elsbeth told her where she’d gone, her lady’s maid became very distressed. 

“You cannot trust the boar witch!” she exclaimed. “She deals in stolen hearts and visceral fears.”

“She gave me what I needed,” Elsbeth retorted, “and if it doesn’t work, then I need not follow through on our bargain. After all, no doctor has ever been able to cure this. The boar witch likely cannot either. I was simply making a last-ditch effort.”

She sat down in her velvet chair in front of the mirror and rubbed the potion into her skin. Not thirty minutes later, her scalp tingled, then itched, and then, to her shock, a soft peach fuzz began to grow.

“Milady!” Olive exclaimed, her eyes widening. 

“Olive,” Elsbeth said. “I’ll need your assistance. When it is done growing, we will need to style it like one of my wigs, so no one knows. Can you help me with that?”

In no time, Elsbeth had long flowing, dark brown locks that cascaded to her waist. She feared her hair might never stop growing, but to her surprise, it did once it had reached the perfect length for a princess. Olive helped her style it.

When Elsbeth’s ladies-in-waiting arrived later to gossip about the ball, she held her breath, but not one of them noticed she wasn’t wearing one of her usual wigs.

She breathed a sigh of relief. Now all she had to do was wait for precisely the right moment to reveal she had won the competition.

***** 
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TWO DAYS LATER, ELSBETH and the king met in the throne room, ready for the ball. She wore another gorgeous gown and carried her silver scepter gracefully, and Olive had dressed her hair up to look like her finest wig. She and her father sat in regally on their thrones, awaiting the competitors. Many royals who had attended the ball had showed up as well, and Elsbeth’s own ladies-in-waiting sat nearby. 

The first man arrived, breathless and bearing three boxes. His clothes were in disarray, but he looked hopeful. A few minutes later, the second competitor showed up, shoulders squared and chin high. He placed his boxes on the table beside the first contestant’s. 

“Where is Alaric?” Elsbeth asked anxiously.

“Patience, daughter,” the king said. “I know from experience that sometimes men to wait until the very last minute to arrive.”

Finally, the clock hit 11:59. The door burst open and Alaric rushed in. Elsbeth gasped. His head was completely bald.

“Alaric!” she cried. “What happened?”

“Here,” he said, bowing deeply. “I have brought my entry into the competition.” 

“What happened—” the king began to ask, but then shook his head. “It matters not. Let us continue with the judging. You may each reveal what you have brought.”

Each of the contestants opened their boxes, displaying beautiful wigs. But Elsbeth, as she examined each one, couldn’t help but think that her own hair was the nicest of them all. It wasn’t just that it didn’t itch or slide around, or that it was luxuriously smooth, but that it was hers.

She felt a small smile grow on her lips as she thought of the great revelation she had planned. 

When she came to Alaric’s wig, however, she gasped in surprise. It was lovely—the loveliest wig she’d ever seen.

“My word,” she breathed. “This is... wonderful.” It was long and silky, smooth to the touch. And simple. While the other contestants had wigs crafted in elegant styles with gold and silver hair ornaments woven in, this was... just hair. Long, flowing, beautiful hair.

The only problem was that he had only brought one. Even though she wanted him to win, she would be forced to choose between one of the other contestants, each of whom had brought three beautiful wigs, as per the rules of the competition.

“I agree,” the king commented. “This, while simple in style, is a stunning wig. One of the most gorgeous I have ever seen.” He met Alaric’s gaze. “How ever did you make it?”

“I have a secret to confess,” Alaric replied, bowing low before the king. “I am cursed.”

Elsbeth gasped. 

“I was born bald,” he explained, “much like you, Princess Elsbeth. My parents searched the lands for a solution. One day, on the way home, my father encountered an old woman singing to her chickens. She told him she could help him with my problem. My father agreed eagerly, and she gave him a potion. From that day forward, my hair grew—and grew and grew and grew. A third of an inch every hour.”

Elsbeth listened with wide eyes.

“My father became a wigmaker, of course, because what else do you do with so much hair? Since then, I’ve lived my life getting haircuts every other day or so and aiding my father in his business crafting wigs. The only catch was that I could never shave it fully off, or I would become bald again, permanently. However, in order to get enough hair to make this wig for you in the short time span allowed, I had to shave my own head.”

“That is quite the story,” the King said. “What do you think, daughter?”

“An incredible tale. However, I have a story of my own,” Elsbeth said, gazing out at her audience. She straightened her shoulders. “This hair on my head is my own. As beautiful as these all are, I no longer need a wig at all.”

The crowd gasped. 

“Nonsense,” the King replied. He reached out and tugged on her hair, but it didn’t move.

“Ouch,” Elsbeth said. 

The King frowned, leaning into peer at her hair. “How did this happen?” he demanded. 

“The whole point of this competition was to find me a wig that would make my people proud to have me as their queen one day,” Elsbeth said, “and potentially find a spouse to rule by my side. But I’ve found the perfect hair—my own. And so now I believe I should be able to choose my own prince as well.”

Before the King could respond, the door flew open, and an old woman strode in—the boar witch.

“I believe, Princess Elsbeth,” she said boldly, “that you owe me a favor. And I intend to claim that favor now, before you choose the winner of this competition.”

Elsbeth’s eyes widened. She hadn’t expected the boar witch to show up here today! 

“What is your request?” Elsbeth asked in a worried tone.

“I want your throne,” the boar witch demanded. The crowd gasped.

“Absolutely not,” the king boomed. 

“You cannot deny me,” the boar witch exclaimed. “Your daughter traded me a favor—any favor—in exchange for that luscious hair cascading down her back. I want her crown and her throne.”

The king turned to Elsbeth with a deep frown. “Did you truly promise this woman an unnamed favor?” 

“I did, Father.” Elsbeth lifted her chin proudly. She would not allow this woman to bully her. If she had to lose her hair, so be it. “I’m sorry, but I refuse. Ask a different boon if you will.”

“You dare refuse me?” the witch exclaimed. Suddenly, right before their eyes, she transformed into a huge boar the size of a horse, covered in a coarse fur. Two tusks jutted from her mouth, and she breathed licks of fire into the air.

Everyone in the room screamed and ran for the doors.

The boar leaped toward Elsbeth. 

“No!” Alaric exclaimed. He threw the wig in the boar’s face, obscuring her vision, but a moment later, the boar witch had burned the hair to ashes. 

“You will not have my throne,” Elsbeth exclaimed. She lifted her scepter and swung it at the boar’s head as the creature rushed toward her. The silver ball on the end collided with the boar’s snout. With a terrible shrieking squeal, the boar witch fell to the floor at Princess Elsbeth’s feet, and transformed back into a woman. 

“What have you done?!” the boar witch gasped, her skin shriveling. “Was the scepter made of silver?” She hissed at Elsbeth and exclaimed in a crackling, fading voice, “You have killed me!” And then she was dead.

“Oh my,” Elsbeth gasped. 

“My daughter!” the King exclaimed. “Your hair!” 

Elsbeth reached up and grabbed a fistful of hair. It fell right out of her head. A moment later, the ground around her was covered with hair, and she was standing in front of her subjects, completely bald.

“You have stood your ground,” the king said, his voice strong though it was clear he was shaken, “and proven yourself truly worthy of the throne—when the time comes, of course. It’s too bad Alaric’s beautiful wig was burned by the evil boar witch. It would suit you nicely.”

“You have plenty more options to choose from,” one of the other contestants exclaimed.

“You know,” Elsbeth said, gazing out across the room. “I think I might rather just... be bald.”

“Does that mean none of us won?” another contestant called out.

“You grew your own hair and defeated the boar witch,” the King said to the princess. “I believe you have won the competition, my daughter. You may choose your own spouse, whether it’s one of these fine citizens or someone else entirely.”

Elsbeth’s eyes fell on Alaric. “I’d like to at least have dinner with you,” she said, smiling at him.

“I’d like that too,” he replied with a grin.

Their date went well. And after a few more years, they married and lived happily ever after as the Bald Queen and Prince Consort of Neldonia. 
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The Twilight Wood
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Once upon a time, there was a tree that grew in the middle of a great, deep, and dark forest. Many creatures were rumored to live in the forest, such as creepy crawlies of all sorts, magical beings, and ghostly stags. And the tree in the center was said to be the source of all magical power in the kingdom, though most believed it to be nothing but a legend—a story told to children who wanted to know where magic came from; a tale lazy old husbands told while smoking their pipes down by the docks; a rumor whispered by conmen and grifters in back alleys and dive bars selling maps or talismans purported to lead to it.

It was rare to find a person who actually believed in the tree, or even magic, for that matter. Oh sure, magic used to exist. But with the development of more complex tools powered by steam and the sun, magic had become a thing of the past. Most suggested that magic was nothing more than misunderstood science.

Eloita, however, believed. 

Her grandmother had always left out milk for the fairies and hung iron over their door to keep away evil spirits. Her mother, it was said, had been “taken” by the woods. And Eloita herself, having grown up in a small village on the edge of the Twilight Wood, had seen many things in her life, though what exactly those things were, she couldn’t explain. Other than magic.

She’d seen glittering lights in purple and gold flickering deep in the undergrowth, screaming faces formed from mist, and stone carved in shapes that couldn’t be explained by natural causes. And though Eloita had never once stepped foot in the forest, she knew that something was in there. And she believed that that something was magic.

At a young age, she learned not to speak of it when she was teased by the other children for believing in the magic. So she kept her head down and her mouth shut, and focused on the things she loved—painting, planting, and protecting—all with the magical forest as the backdrop for her life. 

When she turned eighteen, she left home for the first time, headed to the Royal Guard Academy, a prodigious institution which trained people in the finer arts of fighting, war, and strategy. She quickly impressed her teachers, and moved up through the ranks, graduating at the early age of 21. She was then assigned to the home of an earl, and spent her days guarding his wife, the countess. 

She became a trusted face in their household, but was surprised when one day, the earl announced the household would take a trip to her home village. She was, of course, ordered to come. 

The trip was planned and organized by the countess, and the royal household showed up in the small village the day after Eloita’s thirtieth birthday. Her elderly grandmother was there to meet her, but Eloita did not stay with her own family; instead, the earl set up shop in an old mansion owned by the crown, which had not been used in a very long time.

“You must be careful,” her grandmother whispered to Eloita in the few minutes they had to greet one another. “The house belongs to the Wood.”

“What shall I do, grandmother?” Eloita asked.

Her grandmother handed her a bracelet made of hand-carved beads painted red like rowan berries and threaded with silver wire. “Wear this. And beware the whispers of souls.”

And then Eloita was called away to help the earl and the countess move into the house.

Countess Grace was a quiet and rather mousy woman who was perpetually fixated on having dinner parties. Eloita didn’t dislike her, per se, but she did find her rather boring. The earl, on the other hand, hated dinner parties, and preferred to spend all of his time working on the book he was writing, which was an analysis of old legends of the kingdom—one of which, presumably, including information about the Rowan House.

Eloita had often heard tales of this house growing up, but she didn’t know what had originally happened; only that a previous prince in an earlier generation had come to stay and mysteriously vanished. Then the house was closed up, and no one had ever returned. Until now. The other servants in the household whispered that the prince himself had requested the earl and countess move to this house. They said that he wanted it fixed up, to be used as a vacation spot for the royal family. It was rural, so they presumed it would be good for hunting. And it was the only crown-owned property this close to the Twilight Wood.

It was a beautiful old brick building with a great arched door in the front, and at least ten chimneys that Eloita could count. Finely crafted bargeboards ran along the edges of the roof and attic gables. Elegant pilasters adorned the walls between the windows, each of which featured brightly colored munchins. To Eloita’s mind, the house still looked to be in excellent condition up close, not the dilapidated mess she had assumed they would find.

The indoors was dusty, of course, but the wide oak staircase soon gleamed with a fresh coat of oil, and the carpets added colorful brightness and charm once the dust had been beaten out of them. No part of the house seemed any the worse for wear, and so the earl and the countess moved in that same day. 

There was one room, however, that was locked, and no matter where they looked, they could not find a key. Carpenters came and attempted to remove the hinges and lock of the door, but even the biggest and strongest saws and hammers didn’t even make a scratch, and the door remained sealed shut. 

But the earl determined that it little mattered, and sent word to the royal family that the house was in excellent condition and could be visited any time.

And although Eloita knew the project had been the prince’s idea right along, she was shocked when he sent word informing the earl that he would arrive in only three days to view the property. Eloita, the other guards, and the servants were informed as a matter of course, and the house busied itself readying for the first member of the royal family to visit the premises in over a hundred years.

To everyone’s surprise, the prince showed up unescorted, riding a rather out-of-breath horse.

“My father didn’t really want me to come,” he explained to the earl with a shrug, “but I’ve been curious about this old place my whole life. I couldn’t resist!” 

The prince was led to his suite of rooms, and then to her surprise, Eloita was summoned by the earl. 

“We cannot have a member of the royal family wandering around with no guard,” the earl told her. “I cannot spare my man, and I’ll be honest with you Eloita, you are our most competent guard. So, while I’d rather you continued working for my wife, I am assigning you to the prince for the duration of his stay.”

“As you wish,” Eloita replied with a bow. 

She was introduced to Prince Theo, who was not happy about having a guard.

“I can take care of myself,” he argued with the earl.

“I have no doubt, sir,” the earl replied, “but you must understand the position this puts myself in with your father. What if something were to happen to you? At least if you had a guard who died with you, I could say that I did everything in my power to protect you.”

The prince scowled, but nodded politely at Eloita. “I hope you can ride,” he said. “I have some exploring I want to do.”

“As you command,” Eloita replied. 

Despite his proclamation, for the first two days of his visit, the prince didn’t really leave his rooms, preoccupied by some books he had found in the old library. But on the third day, he sent word that she should wear riding gear. 

He greeted her with barely a nod and then galloped off toward the Twilight Wood. Eloita nervously checked for her rowan-and-silver bracelet and then followed. She was relieved when he paused at the outskirts of the great wood, and then simply followed along the edge. After several hours of silence, he paused and looked back at her.

“Do you think it’s strange that the edge of the Twilight Wood is so... defined?” He gestured toward where the trees stood straight with the thick undergrowth below, which made a wall of trees that wrapped all the way around the forest.

“I wouldn’t know, sir,” Eloita replied politely, though that was untrue. This fact about the forest had bothered her for as long as she could remember. Why did it stop so abruptly? Why not extend further outward? What was the difference between the forest and the land surrounding it? 

The prince gave her a skeptical look from where he sat atop his great stallion. “The earl told me you grew up in these parts.”

“That’s true, sir,” she replied.

“And yet you’ve never thought about it?”

“We are discouraged from thinking about it, sir,” she replied. “When you grow up so close to the forest, you must learn to ignore it above all else.”

“Or what?” He frowned.

“Or...” She shrugged. “Children tease, teachers scold, parents punish.”

“Ah hah!” he exclaimed with a triumphant smile. “So you have thought about it!”

“I suppose, sir,” Eloita admitted. “But I never speak of it.”

“Tell me, guard,” he asked. “Do you believe in the magic tree of legend? That is said to grow in the center of the forest?”

“I... would rather not say,” Eloita replied hesitantly.

“I promise not to tell,” he said. “And I’m your prince, so you can trust me.”

She didn’t know if she could trust him, but if he commanded her to, she’d have to tell him anyway. 

“I suppose then, yes, I believe in the tree,” she replied. 

“Why?” he pressed, guiding his horse closer to hers, eyes fixed on her face. “Most people don’t. Most people say it is naught but a fairy tale.”

“I...” She glanced at the woods, suddenly concerned that they might be listening, and that if they were, she wasn’t sure she wanted them to hear. “Would you mind if we talked about this somewhere else?” 

“Why... are you afraid the forest might—?” but he broke off as if he suddenly thought her request might be reasonable after all. “Let’s go back to the house,” he suggested instead.

“No!” she exclaimed. Not the house. The forest could hear them there, too. “Perhaps... would you like to meet my grandmother?”

He looked at her for just a moment, and then, with no more questions, simply said, “Lead the way.”

The prince and his guard rode into town. Eloita knocked on her grandmother’s door and led the prince inside. The prince filled her grandmother’s small cottage in a way few people in Eloita’s life had. It wasn’t just that he was tall, but it was like no matter where in the house she stood, she could see and feel exactly where he was. Her grandmother welcomed them kindly, bustling about and making tea for the prince, ever so tickled to be hosting royalty in her humble cottage. 

“Will you answer my question now?” the prince asked once Eloita’s grandmother had him settled.

“I’ve seen things,” Eloita replied. “Flickering lights, faces in the mist, strange stones carved in unnatural shapes.”

“You’re interested in the forest, your highness?” her grandmother asked. “’tis a dangerous place.”

“Perhaps,” the prince replied. “You believe in the magic too?”

“I put milk out for the fairies, iron over the door, and protection cairns ‘round my garden, if that’s what you mean.”

“Why do you believe,” the prince asked, “and no one else does?”

“My grandfather was there the day the forest took the house,” Grandmother replied. “And no one’ll tell me it didn’t happen.”

“The house?” the prince asked. “The royal house?” He glanced at Eloita. “That’s why you didn’t want to speak there?”

“The house belongs to the Twilight Wood,” Eloita replied. 

“Do you know what happened that day?” Prince Theo asked Grandmother. 

“’twas a terrible tragedy,” Grandmother said. “A royal prince, such as yourself, wanted to harvest the power of the great tree. But his greed warped his soul and then consumed him. As far as we can tell, he created a spell to tap into the tree and draw that power into himself; in doing so, he invited the power of the forest into the house, and the house became one with the forest and consumed him. And then, it closed its borders and retracted all its power back into the forest, to prevent such evil from ever breaching its borders again.”

“And do you think it’s possible to fix it?” the prince asked. 

Grandmother gave a small smile. “I suppose if someone were motivated enough.”

“And how would one go about doing that?” the prince pressed. 

Grandmother said politely, “I suppose an apology might go a long way.”

“I see.” The prince didn’t look satisfied with the answer, but he thanked Eloita’s grandmother, and then took his leave, Eloita following only a short distance behind.

The next few days, the prince remained locked away in the study reading books, filling his mind with as much information about the Twilight Wood as possible, while the earl and the countess wondered about what the prince could possibly be doing in there. Then, on the fourth day, he emerged. 

“Eloita,” he announced, “I would like you to take me to the room with the locked door.”

Eloita knew where it was located, but had made every effort to avoid it. “Are you certain you wish to go there, sir?” She had a bad feeling about it and preferred to not to go anywhere near it if at all possible.

“Yes,” he stated calmly, “I am certain.”

With trepidation, she guided him through the corridors of the mansion until they reached the basement of the east wing, where the door sat at the bottom of a set of stairs.

It wasn’t anything impressive to look at: an oaken door with metal hinges, not new but not old, with hardly any wear and tear. Even the efforts the servants had made to open the door hadn’t seemed to cause any damage to it, only the walls around it.

The prince pulled a single wooden key from his pocket.

“You mustn’t—” Eloita exclaimed, but it was too late. The door swung open.

Out poured mist, and in the mist, faces—weeping, scowling, screaming, howling—every face a different agony. The prince, overcome by emotion, reached out his hands and stepped forward, one foot after the other.

“No, my prince!” Eloita grabbed him by the arms, but he continued to pull against her with all his might—and he was quite strong.

With no thought for her own safety, Eloita pulled the rowan-and-silver bracelet from her wrist, and wrapped it around his. Almost at once, he halted, gasped, and stumbled back. But Eloita was now consumed by a deep, internal longing, a sorrow, a melancholic loneliness that vibrated within her. She could no more step away from the mist than she could stop breathing.

And she stepped through the door. 

It slammed shut behind her.

The prince wailed and pounded against the door, but his key was gone, and so was his guard. 

Returning to his study, the prince delved into the books he had collected and brought with him, as well as the ones he had found at the house. He examined the rowan bracelet Eloise had protected him with. And replayed her grandmother’s words over and over in his mind: “An apology would be a good place to start.” 

But what kind of apology? What would he say? And to whom?

After three days, he ventured back into the basement, but Eloita had not returned, nor was there any sign of her. Getting down on one knee, he whispered: “Oh Eloita, I am so sorry for bringing you into this. Great door, I’m so sorry for not heeding the warnings in my books. Twilight Forest, please forgive me and my ancestors for our disrespect, greed, and hubris.”

But nothing happened. 

So he went to the stable, got his horse, and rode to Eloita’s grandmother’s house.

“Dearest Grandmother,” he exclaimed, “I am so sorry for putting Eloita in harm’s way, and for all I and my ancestors did to harm the Twilight Forest. Please forgive us for our disrespect, greed, and hubris.” 

“It is not me you must apologize to,” Grandmother scolded, tears forming in her eyes in concern for the fate of her granddaughter. 

Then, Prince Theo rode to the edge of the forest, where he had first spoken with Eloita. He dismounted from his horse and kneeled at the edge of the Twilight Woods, reaching out to place one hand on a great oak that towered over him.

“Great Forest,” he exclaimed, “please forgive the disrespect, greed, and hubris of myself and my ancestors. I mourn Eloita, and if possible, I beg for her safe return. I would give anything to find her once more.”

To his surprise, a path opened up in the trees before him. The trees bent and swayed, as if they were moving to one side. With little thought for his horse, Prince Theo took a deep breath and strode into the trees. 

In moments, he could no longer see even a glimpse of the meadow he’d left behind him. The sky overhead seemed to darken, and the shadows in the forest around him deepened. But he kept his eyes forward and thoughts fixed on Eloita. He couldn’t change what his ancestors had done, but perhaps he could still rescue the young woman who had so bravely stepped in harm’s way in order to protect him.

Once, his eyes flicked to the side, and he saw glittering lights of purple and blue, but he ignored them and forged ahead. Then he passed a great stone in the shape of an arch just off the path to his left, but remained focused on his task and passed on by. Then he saw mist begin to form, and though his stomach clenched at the thought of them sucking him in as they had done to Eloita, he squared his shoulders and lifted his chin, forcing himself to remain intent on the task that lay before him.

Though he was the first royal person in the forest in generations and he knew there would be many things of interest within the trees, such as creepy crawlies, magical beings, and ghostly stags, he knew those were not his concern. He must save his guard, rescue her from the clutches of the Twilight Wood.

It seemed like his trek lasted an eternity, and when he finally slowed somewhat to catch his breath, he found he was sweating profusely and weary from hunger and thirst. But he didn’t stop until he stumbled out into a great clearing. Around him stretched a grassy meadow filled with all manner of colorful flowers. The sun shone overhead, though it had been dark and cloudy in the forest. In the center of the meadow rose a tree, which towered far higher than even those great oaks in the wood; its branches reached out in every direction, like a beautiful branched dome. 

“Oh, great tree,” the prince whispered, stumbling forward. “What must I do to save my dear Eloita?”

As he neared the trunk of the tree that was nearly as wide around as Eloita’s grandmother’s cottage, he saw Eloita’s prone form lying within its dappled shade.

“Eloita,” he exclaimed, kneeling beside her. “I am so sorry for what I have done for you!” He wept, and then cried out to the tree, “What must I do to save her?”

But the tree gave no answer. Because trees do not talk. 

He sat in the dappled shade of the tree, clasping her hand, and his eyes fell on the bracelet on his own wrist—the one she had placed there. Taking a deep breath, he pulled it off and slid it back on to hers, where it belonged. Then he waited anxiously, wondering if the faces in the mist would come for him, whisk him away to wherever they’d taken Eloita’s mind, and his ancestors’ too, most likely.

But the meadow remained peaceful, but for the chirping of birds and chattering of squirrels. And then a small voice whispered, “Prince Theo? Where am I?”

“Eloita!” he exclaimed with eyes wide. “You have awakened! We are in the Twilight Wood, sitting beneath the branches of the great tree.”

“Did you apologize?” she asked, sitting up slowly, the light gently caressing her soft features. 

“I did,” he said, “and it opened up a path which led me to you. I fear, however, that I am not long for this world. I knew I must return the bracelet, for it is what you used to protect me from the faces in the mist.” 

Eloita glanced down at her wrist. “Nothing will hurt us here,” she said, somehow perfectly assured this was the truth. “But you cannot return through the forest. Not unless...”

She looked up at the great tree. 

“Might I have a bit of branch?” she asked quietly, and as if as magic—which it most definitely was—several small, lithe sprigs fell from above. She carefully stripped off the bark, and then searched the ground for the small, round nuts of the tree. She then braided the sprigs together around the nuts, created a beautiful, if rather lumpy, bracelet for the prince.

“This will protect you,” she explained, slipping it onto his arm. 

“You didn’t have to do this,” he replied. “I put you in harm’s way; I would have deserved whatever fate befell me in the forest.” 

“No one deserves that,” Eloita replied. “Besides, you came back for me. But now, there is one last thing you must do.” She led him around the far side of the tree to the edge of the Twilight Wood, and there, in the shadows, was a single face in the midst. 

To Prince Theo’s surprise, it looked a bit like him.

“This is the lost soul of your ancestor,” she said. “You must condemn what he did and release his spirit from the wood.”

“Prince Balor,” the prince said, for he knew exactly which of his ancestors had angered the Twilight Wood. “I condemn your actions. The Twilight Wood is sacred, not to be harvested for profit, power, or personal gain. I reject the actions of my ancestors, and vow to do everything within my power to make amends for the damage he has caused, and lead our people and our kingdom into a better future.” 

The face in the mist screamed soundlessly, and then vanished into the shadows, never to be seen again.

Then, the Twilight Wood opened up a new path for Prince Theo and Eloita to walk down, which released them from the wood right into Grandmother’s back yard. Eloita’s grandmother hugged them both and brought them in for a cup of tea.

They returned to the mansion later that afternoon to find the earl and the countess in a tizzy, wondering what had happened to the prince. His horse had returned to the stable without him. The prince reassured them that all was well, and then took Eloita down to the basement to the locked room.

This time the handle opened under his touch, and when they stepped in, they found nothing but a rather mundane workroom with a few chalk scratchings barely visible on the floor. 

And though they did not yet know it, magic had already begun to slowly seep back into the world. The tree had forgiven them, at least for now.
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The Guilt of the Enchantress
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Once upon a time, there was an enchantress who made a mistake. Liaandra was a powerful woman, a battle mage for King and Queen Acron of Balini, recruited at the age of only fifteen years old. Due to her forceful personality and immense power, she was soon christened Liaandra the Bold. She was trained in the king’s army, among other wizards, most of whom only had a fraction of her power. But as she developed in skill and maturity, she began to notice some concerning patterns among the king’s forces—mainly that wages seemed to be based not on skill or experience, but on how much a person was liked. 

As one of the few female battle mages and one of the most powerful women in the army, she was not particularly well liked. She was too opinionated, too blunt, and too bold. 

As she trained and learned and aged, she slowly—much more slowly, it should be noted, than her male battle mage counterparts, despite being far more skilled than they—made her way up slowly through the ranks of the king’s forces. Then, one rather overcast day, she woke up and headed to retrieve her wages, but the wages were not there.

The treasurer responsible for payment had simply not shown up. All the other battle mages and warriors alike were confused and concerned, but decided it was nothing more than an honest mistake—perhaps the treasurer had simply forgotten what day it was. 

But he didn’t show up the next day either, or the next day, or the day after that. Eventually, a missive arrived explaining that there had been a calculation error, and that next payday, they would all receive their payment and back wages owed. 

Liaandra was furious about this oversight. She used her wages to care for her ailing mother, who was currently living in a sick house, and without her wages, she could miss a payment and her mother would be turned out on the street. But she decided to be patient with the treasurer, so she scrimped and saved and did her best, trusting that the next payday, her wages would be provided. 

But the next payday, the treasurer once again did not show. This time, there were mutters about the pregnant queen, suggesting that the king, rather than paying his army, was instead buying lavish cribs and supplies, hiring nursemaids and wet nurses to prepare for the newborn. Liaandra did not begrudge him such things, but she did not think that warranted a lack of payment for those who worked for him, especially those who risked life and limb in his service.

She went to her superiors to complain, but they each turned her away, telling her to be patient. Her wages would come.

The when third payday rolled around and no wages were to be found, Liaandra was enraged. The sick house where her mother lived had given her a deadline for her to pay them what she owed. Without her wages, she could not do so, and her mother risked being put out in the street. Liaandra was furious not only with the king and the treasurer, but with herself for allowing this to go on for so long. She was the most powerful enchantress in the kingdom, for goodness’ sake—surely she should have some say in the matter.

So she stormed into the castle, only to be told that the queen was in labor, and the king was currently unavailable. With rage simmering inside her, she returned to the barracks, figuring that at this point, she could wait one or two more days. 

But on her way back home, she stopped by the sick house to see her mother. When she entered her mother’s room, she was shocked to find that the linens on her bed had not been changed and a sickly pallor hung over her, her skin tinged a strange gray. When she confronted the staff, they told her that her mother’s medicines had run out, and with no medicine to buy new, they had simply... left her to die. 

And she did. That very afternoon, while Liaandra sat beside her beloved mother, holding her hand, her spirit passed from her. 

Now, rage boiled within Liaandra. Fury like she had never beheld burned in her mind, mixed with a deep sorrow and regret that she had not acted sooner. Then a thought whispered quietly amid the anger: the king had caused the death of her mother, and he needed to pay.

She stormed back to the castle and into the throne room, where she beheld the king and queen showing their new daughter to the world. 

“King Acron,” she bellowed, “how dare you betray those in your service! How dare you neglect those who risk life and limb to serve you!” She scowled at his newborn daughter. “Throw us to the wolves, and so too shall your daughter be thrown to the wolves!” 

And as she spoke, she could feel as her power rose within her and wrapped around the infant like a cocoon. 

Then she stormed from the palace, retrieved her possessions, and vanished into the world. 

With the hooves of the horse she’d stolen from the king thundering against the road, she fled from the capital city, her great cape swirling around her. Her emotions were near to overwhelming, and she knew that if she failed at containing them, her power could explode around her, injuring or killing innocent people and causing her heart to become blackened as coal. Though, truth be told, she wasn’t sure that her heart hadn’t already turned evil. She had just cast a powerful spell on the heir to the throne, who was but an infant, and while she meant the child no harm, it was a terrible thing to do. The princess had done nothing wrong, and Liaandra had allowed her fury and rage to overpower her common sense and cast an irreversible spell over an innocent child. 

Guilt quickly overwhelmed her rage, and when she reached the next town, she used her reputation as a battle mage to trade out the king’s horse for an unbranded one, and kept riding, imbuing her mount with strength and speed as they traveled. 

Finally, she reached a town on the outskirts of the Great Winter Forest, realizing that she had been traveling for several days without stopping except to feed and water her horse. She led her mount toward the nearest stable, and after handing over a few coins for its care and trying to ignore the glares of the stable hands, she made her way to the nearest inn. But of course, after paying the stable, she didn’t have enough money to stay at an inn for more than one night. Which meant she would need to get a job. 

But what could a battle mage do? Other than... battle? 

She didn’t imagine this town would have much need to transport large amounts of goods over long distances, keep entire regiments healthy and fed, or blow things up.

But perhaps she could do something small. Anyone could learn to pitch hay or wash dishes, right? 

As she sat in the tavern that evening, slowly eating a bowl of hot soup and a small hunk of bread, she listened to people whispering about the evil enchantress Liaandra the Bold, and the curse which she had placed on the princess. Guilt roiled in her stomach, and she wondered what they would think if they knew she sat among them. 

But no, she would keep her identity a secret, she decided. She would go by Anna, as her dear mother used to call her.

The next morning, she began by asking the innkeeper if he had any work she could do in exchange for two or three more nights. He wasn’t happy about it, but told her since he hadn’t had many guests lately, she could help do one day’s labor in exchange for three nights.

She was assigned to the innkeeper’s wife, who had her sweeping and dusting, changing bedclothes, and peeling vegetables—all things she had done as a young girl, but had little to no experience with as an adult. After her day of labor, the innkeeper agreed to give her three nights, but said she wouldn’t be offered any more work.

So on her second day, she made her way into the village. It happened to be market day, so she wandered through the stalls looking for anyone who might need assistance. No one did, though she asked at several dozen stalls, and to her disappointment, not only did she only receive “noes” for answers, but everyone was unwelcoming and stiff. She knew it was likely because she was a stranger, but it got her to wondering if perhaps this wasn’t a good place for her to stay. Perhaps it would be better to save her coin and move on.

Her only positive interaction that day was with a young farmer named Leofric, who had set up a booth selling plants and wooden spoons. He had a strong jaw and quite bushy eyebrows, and when she went up to ask him about work, he was quite apologetic, telling her he and his grandfather ran a small farm together and had no need of additional hands. But she was welcome to have a cucumber and some fresh berries. She almost said no, but knowing she was quite hungry and had little to spare, instead humbly said thank you and accepted the food, feeling a well of gratitude come over her. 

“May your gardens be lush,” she said in farewell, surprised to feel her power rise within her and wrap around the farmer like a cocoon. She glanced at him nervously, but he didn’t seem to have noticed anything. And anyway, it wasn’t a curse—it was more of a blessing—and she determined to put it out of her mind. After all, the spell had already been cast, and it was too late to do anything about it.

She went back to the inn and spent her last coin on dinner, feeling quite disappointed. She would have to either sell her horse to continue surviving or move on to a different town. Despite her failure, she arose on the second day, knowing she only had one night left at the inn. She was determined to find something—anything—that would allow her enough coin to pay for dinner and another night. She tried not to think about how much the king owed her in wages; even if she stormed back into the castle again, he would never pay her.

Because the market had left, today’s search took her through the various businesses in the town. There was the inn and stable, of course, a grocer, a carver, and a shoemaker, among others. Most said no, or scowled at her suspiciously as she browsed their wares without buying. But as she passed the apothecary’s shop, she was startled by the door bursting open.

“Get out of here, you useless girl!” an old woman cried, shoving a young woman out the door with her broom. “We don’t allow thieves here!” 

“If you just paid me more—” the girl protested, but the old woman cut her off with a thwack of her broom. 

“We agreed what we agreed!” she exclaimed. “And if you don’t like it, you can get work someplace else!” 

The young woman scampered off with a huff, not even looking behind her.

The old woman caught Liaandra’s eye. “Can’t trust anybody these days!” she hollered before she spun around and stomped back into her store.

Liaandra wasn’t about to say no to the opportunity that had just smacked her in the face, so she hurried into the store after the woman. She didn’t know anything about apothecaries, but she knew she was smart and could learn, if the woman would just give her the chance. 

“I have a feeling you’re looking for help,” she said as the woman turned to see who had entered the store.

“And who might you be?” Her wrinkled face scowled back at Liaandra. 

“I just arrived,” Liaandra said, “and I’m looking for work. I’m patient, a quick study, on-time, and disciplined. And I don’t steal things.”

The old woman stared at her for a few moments as if contemplating what to do, before saying, “And what do you expect for pay?”

Liaandra swallowed, knowing it was unlikely she would get anything close to what the king had paid her. So she just said, “I’m near down to my last penny, so I’d be happy to take whatever you can offer.”

“Well,” the old woman replied. “That stupid girl has left me on nearly the worst possible day, what with spring colds in full swing and the market day only yesterday. If you’ll work for me today, we’ll see about tomorrow.”

“Thank you!” Liaandra exclaimed.

The old woman’s name was Meredith, and she was what Liaandra might describe as brusque. In fact, Liaandra thought perhaps people from her past life might find her own personality similar to Meredith’s. But she appreciated the woman’s forthrightness—she never had to guess what the woman wanted. 

Liaandra remained stoic and quiet throughout the day, only asking questions when she had them and doing her best to follow the woman’s directions carefully. There was a lot of dicing and cutting and slicing up of various herbs, mixing of remedies, measuring of powders. And Liaandra quickly picked up the names of the various plants and ingredients, as well as what they were used for.

At the end of the day, Meredith told her to return the next morning, and offered her a few pennies for her labors. At the end of the second day, Meredith increased her wage, told her she was worth ten times the previous girl, and asked if she would like to stay in Meredith’s extra room over the shop.

And so, Liaandra suddenly found herself with a job, enough income to eat, and a place to live. She did her best to be polite, remained as calm as possible as she ignored minor irritations, and focused on being helpful and unobtrusive. She shared little about herself, but she learned much about Meredith, whose husband had died, leaving her to manage this shop on her own. She did so quite contentedly it seemed. Meredith even had a greenhouse on the back of her shop—an enormous room with walls made of south-facing windows, which remained warm enough year-round for her to continue growing plants of all kinds.

Liaandra loved to work in there, whether weeding and watering, or harvesting plants to prepare various remedies. But there was one mystery: a locked door. It was at the back of the shop, and Liaandra was, under no circumstances, allowed to enter. She did her best to ignore it, though occasionally her curiosity got the better of her, and she caught herself staring at it after Meredith had vanished through it.

As the end of summer neared, Liaandra realized one day that she had found a new normal that she rather liked. Rather than causing explosions that killed people, she was growing plants that helped people. Rather than fighting for the recognition of her skills against many other warriors and mages, she was growing and developing her skills with only herself as a comparison. 

But it was an uneasy sort of contentment. For always, in the back of her mind, she felt that lump of guilt that she had let her anger overwhelm her, and in doing so, harmed a child. Or at least, caused a lifetime of strife for a child. It was a mistake for which she felt she could never forgive herself, nor could anyone else.

One day, in early fall, the market came to town. Normally on market day, Liaandra would stay at the shop to help customers, while Meredith went to do her shopping. But today, the local Festival of Leaves happened to be taking place on the same day, and so Meredith closed up the shop and gave Liaandra the day off. Together, they headed into the marketplace. It was the first time Liaandra had come back since her first week in the village, and this time was much different than before. 

Now she recognized many of the people selling wares, as they had been in and out of the shop searching for remedies for various maladies. She recognized others who sold their wares to Meredith, and those who had made deliveries. And they recognized her.

As Meredith wandered off to greet her neighbors, Liaandra’s eyes fell on a booth that was overloaded with fall crops; pumpkins, squash, and brightly colored flowers filled every surface and poured out of crates scattered haphazardly across the ground. 

“Leofric?” Liaandra asked as she stepped into his booth with wide eyes. 

His face lit up as he saw her. “You!” he exclaimed. “I’ve looked for you every time I’ve come to town! My good luck charm!” He swept her up into a great big hug and spun her around. 

Liaandra laughed at his ebullience, though her cheeks were red. 

“Ever since the day you stopped by my shop and I gave you a cucumber and some berries, of all things,” he let out a disbelieving laugh, “our gardens have been overflowing with harvest, the weeds have been easy to manage, and people from miles around are coming to purchase our wares.”

“I’m happy for you,” Liaandra said.

“My grandfather suggested perhaps I had helped a magical old crone, but I told him you were much too pretty for that.”

Liaandra’s brain couldn’t decide whether to focus on his comment about being a magical old crone—which she undoubtedly was—or on the fact that he thought she was pretty.

“But please,” he continued without giving her a chance to process her thoughts, “would you tell me your name?”

“Anna,” she said, giving the name she’d been using since the king and queen had renounced Liaandra the Bold and put out a warning should anyone who might come into contact with her.

“Anna,” Leofric said sincerely, “if you still want that job you were asking for, I am now hiring.”

Liaandra smiled at him. “I’m working for Meredith at the apothecary now, but thank you for offering.”

“Meredith!” he exclaimed. He spun around and began digging through a box on the ground, before leaping to his feet with a bunch of bluish leaves in his hand. “Would you know if she has any interest in these?”

“Where did you get those, young man?” Meredith’s voice boomed behind him. 

“They sprouted in my grandfather’s woods,” Leofric replied cheerily. “He wouldn’t tell me what they were, but said you might be interested.” 

Meredith levied him with a stare and then pulled the bunch from his hands. “I’ll take all you’ve got.” Money exchanged hands, and then Meredith grabbed Liaandra by the arm and dragged her back to the shop. Liaandra glanced over her shoulder to see Leofric giving them a perplexed frown. She managed a small smile as he met her eyes before Meredith dragged her out of sight.

Back at the shop, Meredith closed and locked the door behind them, then faced Liaandra. 

“I need your help,” she murmured. “But, under no circumstances can you tell anyone about what I’m about to show you.”

“I understand,” Liaandra said, though in fact, she did not.

Meredith led her to the locked door, opened it, and led Liaandra down, down, down the longest spiral staircase she thought she’d ever seen. Around and around and around they went, deeper and deeper and deeper into the ground. When they reached the bottom, where it was quite dark but for the glow of some bluish bioluminescent lichen growing on stone walls, Meredith lit a match and touched it to a trough of oil running along the wall. Flames licked up, lighting an enormous, echoing room with vaulted ceilings. Vines curled their way up from a moist, muddy ground, and a stone path stretched out before them. 

Liaandra’s eyes widened in awe. All around her grew a garden filled with dark flowers, a special type of magical flora which only thrived underground, and most of which had magical properties. They sometimes glowed, or their pollen might cause someone to fall asleep, or their petals ground up into a paste could evoke rage or lust or deep sorrow if consumed by a person. 

“Meredith,” she whispered. “What is this place?”

The woman didn’t answer, but led her to a worktable on the far side of the room, and tossed the basket full of blue plants onto it. To Liaandra’s surprise, dozens of other baskets full of the same plant filled the area around the table. 

“Do you know what these are?” she asked, turning to face Liaandra with her hands on her hips and a scowl on her lips.

Liaandra shook her head. 

“Red-hand root,” she replied. Liaandra glanced at the root of the plant; sure enough, they were red.

“These are potent and poisonous,” the woman said. “Do you know where they come from?”

Again, Liaandra shook her head. 

“They can only be grown when a powerful enchantress casts a spell imbued with unresolved guilt.”

Liaandra’s eyes widened as she looked at the woman.

“If the plants continue growing, they will poison the land, the animals who live on the land, and the people who rely on the land to survive. And poor young men like Leofric will pull up what they think is a weed, and eventually, their hearts will harden and become infected with rot.” Meredith’s scowl deepened. “And I know it was you.”

“I—” Liaandra didn’t know what to say.

“You have been enchanting my poultices and remedies since the day you set foot in my shop—don’t think I didn’t notice,” Meredith exclaimed. “And don’t think I didn’t recognize your power all over that young man. Who are you? And what did you do to him?”

“I—I—” Liaandra collapsed onto the workbench as tears fell from her eyes. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” 

“These plants are growing everywhere,” Meredith replied. “Leofric is the fourth farmer to sell them to me this month alone. I am going to go broke simply from buying useless plants from unsuspecting farmers.”

“Why don’t you tell them?” 

“Tell them what? That a sorcerous is corrupting their land? If they don’t dig it up, it will continue to grow and fester, so I buy it for a pretty penny and tell them not to feed it to anyone.” She scowled. “This has you written all over it. So tell me: who are you?”

“I... I am Liaandra the Bold,” she confessed. “And I suppose, if this—” she waved at the plants, “is a manifestation of guilt, then it is likely my own guilt.”

Meredith gasped and took a step back. “Liaandra the Bold?” she whispered. “The evil enchantress who cursed the princess?”

“I didn’t curse her,” Liaandra said. “But that’s what I feel guilty about, yes.” 

“You are possibly the most powerful enchantress in our entire kingdom,” Meredith said. “Your guilt could destroy us all.” 

“How do I stop it?” Liaandra asked, tears now flowing down her face. “I don’t want to feel this way! I... I made a mistake! A mistake I don’t know how to fix! A mistake that... cannot be undone!” 

“You cannot undo the spell you placed on Princess Sable?”

“I cannot.” Liaandra sank her head into her hands. “There are different types of spells, and the one I cast was... it was not a spell or a curse or a remedy. It was... a blessing.”

“A blessing,” Meredith whispered. 

“I blessed her with wolves,” Liaandra wailed. “I don’t know how I did it! I didn’t mean to! I was so angry, and my power was overflowing! My mother had just died, and it was the king’s fault... and I... I...” She began sobbing, a deep heartfelt weeping that burned at her very core. “I didn’t want to hurt the princess, but I wanted to hurt the king. So I cast a blessing on the princess but made it sound like a curse, and... and...” 

“My dear,” Meredith murmured, reaching out to rub Liaandra’s back. “Poor dear. How old were you when you went to work for the king?” Liaandra was surprised to hear Meredith’s voice sound almost... kind.

“Fifteen.” Liaandra’s voice was small, like a mouse’s eep.

“Taken from your mother when you were just a child,” Meredith continued, “forced to use your power to kill and maim. Likely trapped in a world dominated by men, where you had to kick and claw and fight to be respected, only to them have them turn around and fear you. And then to have your mother die because of the king’s choices.” She shook her head. “I’m so sorry.” 

“No!” Liaandra sat up suddenly, glaring at the woman who was trying to comfort her. “You’re supposed to be angry with me. You’re supposed to turn me over to the town magistrate. You’re supposed to tell me how wrong I was and what a terrible thing I did!” 

To her surprise, Meredith simply gave her a small smile. “My dear, it sounds like you already know those things. What you don’t know is that even though you made a mistake, you still deserve compassion. You still deserve kindness. No one deserves to be punished forever, and it sounds like you’ve punished yourself more than enough.”

Liaandra gazed at the woman, and then whispered, “What do I do?”

“First, you’re going to forgive yourself,” Meredith replied, raising her eyebrows. “Or at least try. Recognize that you made one bad decision, but the king made many. Next, we are going to destroy the red-hand root together. Perhaps with the help of your handsome Leofric there. Nice work with the lush garden blessing, by the way.”

The old woman turned away from Liaandra and put together some supplies: a mortar and pestle, a bucket of water, and a fabric mask. 

“You’ll need these,” she said to Liaandra. “We’re going to make red-hand root tea.”

It took the rest of the day for Liaandra to prepare all the roots. She bruised each leaf and stem with the mortar and pestle, boiled water, and then let it steep, wearing a mask the whole time to avoid breathing in the mixture. After that, Meredith added a few of petals she plucked from her collection of dark flowers, and let it steep some more. Finally, they strained out all the plant matter and poured the dangerous concoction into glass vials, now ready to be used. 

When Liaandra went to bed that night, she was tired, but woke repeatedly with nightmares of wolves howling, children screaming, and Leofric being dragged beneath the soil by the tentacle-y vines of the red-hand root, dirt pouring over his face as he was slowly buried alive.

She woke early, drenched in sweat, and noticed that Meredith seemed to have slept poorly too. 

“That’s how it starts,” Meredith said solemnly. “With nightmares. The mask only does so much good.”

Meredith packed Liaandra a bag with all the vials carefully wrapped inside, some food, and some coin. “You should go back to Leofric’s farm,” she said. “His grandfather will know what to do.”

Liaandra collected her horse from the stables and set out just after the sun had first peeked up over the horizon. She rode for several hours, the whole time turning over the feelings of fear and guilt and anger that bubbled inside her. The moths she’d been living in this town and working for Meredith, she had kept her emotions carefully hidden and contained, except for occasionally letting a spell fix one of Meredith’s remedies, or when she’d bestowed the blessing upon Leofric. 

But what she hadn’t done was deal with the feelings. She hadn’t examined them. Hadn’t tried to understand them. Hadn’t made any attempt to resolve or heal them. She’d just buried them and left them to simmer.

And now look what she’d done. Poisoned the kingdom.

“No,” she said out loud. Her horse twitched its ears in response. “I cannot add another thing to feel guilty about on top of what I already feel guilty about. I have to solve this problem. That is the solution to it all.”

When she arrived at Leofric’s farm, it looked exactly as Meredith had described: a cute stone cottage with a thatched roof over which towered a great winter pine. A bright green lawn spread out from around the cottage, and a pebble path led from the road up to the front door. In the field behind the house, a few cows grazed in the shadow of a large barn, and beside it, a lush, vibrant garden overflowed with beautiful plants.

“Anna?” Leofric appeared in the doorway to his cottage, and a broad smile broke across his face. “What are you doing here?”

Liaandra took a deep breath. The first step, she had decided on her ride, was honesty. If she needed to heal her guilt, she couldn’t go around lying to people about who she was. That would only make her feel more guilty. But now that she was here, facing Leofric, she found she couldn’t form the words.

“Hello, Leofric,” she said instead, her voice shaking a little. “I’m sorry to bother you.”

“Never a bother!” he exclaimed with a pleased grin. “Please, come in and have some tea. Let me take care of your horse.”

He helped her dismount and then introduced her to his grandfather, Thomas, before leading her horse to their barn. Thomas sat her down at their table inside their quaint house and plopped a cup of water in front of her. She drank gratefully.  

“Meredith sent you to deal with the red-hand roots?” he asked with a frown.

“Yessir,” she replied, looking up into his stern face. 

“You the enchantress who caused ‘em?” he continued.

“Y—yes, sir,” she stammered. She found the old man intimidating in a completely different way than she found Meredith intimidating. “I’m... I’m sorry, sir.” 

“Sorry about what?” Leofric asked from the doorway. A small frown now creased his face. 

“I...” She glanced at his grandfather, who was giving her a stern, yet somehow encouraging look. “I’m the one who caused the red-hand roots to grow.”

“Those are the blue plants I brought you?” Leofric’s frown deepened. “How did you do that?”

“I... I’m an enchantress,” she replied, her voice now so quiet she could barely hear herself.

“Speak up, girl!” Thomas commanded.

“I’m an enchantress,” she said, more loudly this time. “But I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to!” 

“You the one who put a spell on Leofric, too?” Thomas asked. 

Liaandra wasn’t sure she could shrink down any smaller than she already was, but she felt like she wanted to. 

“A spell!” Thomas exclaimed. “On me?” He frowned. “Was it a love spell?”

“No!” Liaandra exclaimed. “It was... the day I met you earlier in the summer and I said the thing about your gardens.”

“That was a spell?” He frowned. “Like a curse? It didn’t seem like a curse. Our crop has been excellent this year.” 

“Um, more of a blessing than a curse,” Liaandra said. “I’m sorry. It was sort of by accident. You see, you were the first person to be nice to me in so long, and my feelings just kind of—”

“Exploded?” Thomas suggested. “Erupted? Overflowed? By golly, girl, you’re a battle mage, for crying out loud! You have to be more careful!” 

“I didn’t know! I’m sorry!” Liaandra exclaimed, her guilt returning in full force. It had quieted on her ride, but now her face reddened and tears threatened to fall. She felt humiliated. How could she have done such a horrible thing? And even the blessing on Leofric—she should have been able to control her feelings. 

“Oh, don’t worry about me,” Leofric exclaimed, kneeling beside her and putting his hand on her knee. “Is this why you’ve come?”

“My feelings have caused this poisonous plant to grow all over the kingdom,” she answered, unable to meet his eyes. “Meredith told me I could fix it by coming here.” She worked up the courage to meet Thomas’s gaze. “She said you would know what to do.”

Thomas nodded once. “Did you bring the remedy?”

“I did,” Liaandra replied. 

“Boy,” he ordered Leofric, “take the young lady down to the patch we found.” He shifted his attention to Liaandra. “You take the remedy Meredith helped you prepare, then pour it on the soil around the base of the roots. Then you’ll know what else to do.”

Liaandra nodded and followed Leofric out of the cottage and through the lawn. The cottage sat on the edge of the great woods, and from here she could see the Alabaster Mountains looming in the distance. They were always snowy, even in summer. In the bright blue sky, two faint moons hung a hands’ width apart from each other. The pine trees of the forest towered just beyond the garden slope and ended just at the edge of Leofric’s farm. 

“It’s beautiful,” Liaandra whispered.

Leofric turned to her with a pleased smile, and her heart seemed to stutter as his golden expression rested on her. “Thank you. I love it here.”

Just on the edge of the forest, she could see the red-hand root plants, voluptuous and lush, just as she had promised Leofric all his plants would be. They were tall enough to be saplings and thick enough to create a hedge.

“They’ve doubled in size in the last two days,” Leofric said with a worried look on his face. “I hope you can do something about them before they eat us.” He said these last words with a laugh, but suddenly her dream flashed before her eyes, of Leofric being dragged down into the soil and buried alive. Her guilt rose like bile in her throat, and the plants responded with a surge of growth. 

Leofric let out a startled shout and jumped back, but just like in her dream, one of the vines had tangled around his leg and pulled his feet out from under him. He landed on the ground with a thud, scrambling as it dragged him back toward the thicket. 

“No!” Liaandra screamed, reaching for his hands, but the red-hand was too fast and too strong, and she knew that the only way to save Leofric was to kill the plant. She opened her bag and pulled out a vial of the tea, then poured it on the ground at the base of the plant. Steam hissed and smoke billowed upward from the soil. The plant veered as though trying to get away from it. Leofric coughed and yelled, still trying to grab hold of the dirt with his fingers.

She poured another vial and another until Leofric and the plant were nearly invisible in the steam.

Then, before her, she saw a vision of the king, the queen, and the princess. And she saw herself, “Throw us to the wolves, and she too will be thrown to the wolves!” the vision of herself called out.

But this time, instead of an evil sorcerous with a heart of blackened coal doing something terrible to an innocent child, she saw in herself an innocent child who had been torn away from her family, forced to fight in battles as early as age sixteen, told she wasn’t good enough or fast enough strong enough, denied opportunities and rejected by those who were supposed to be her peers. Through it all, she had been little more than a child, surrounded by people, but always alone. And then deprived of pay. And most importantly, deprived of her mother. 

Alone, alone, and alone again.

And she broke down and cried. 

Her tears splashed into the dark soil underfoot, and slowly, the steam cleared, revealing Leofric groaning on the ground amid the limp remains of the mostly dead plant.

She took a deep breath and grasped his hand. “Leofric,” she whispered, “my name is Liaandra the Bold. I made a mistake, but I think that, with time, I can forgive myself.”

Leofric sat up with a smile and took both of her hands with his. 

“I think you can too,” he said.

As soon as she heard those words, a wave of power erupted from her, crashing through the forest around them and spreading out through the entire kingdom. And with it, she knew beyond any doubt, the poisonous blue plants had died, and both she, the kingdom, and the princess would be okay.
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The Wolf Princess
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Once upon a time, King and Queen Acron of Balini birthed a beautiful daughter with pitch black hair. They had spent many years trying to conceive, and when they were finally successful, they were thrilled. However, on the day of her birth, the evil enchantress Liaandra the Bold strode into the castle, miffed that the King hadn’t paid her wages, for back in those days, she worked as a powerful battle mage on behalf of the royal family. But surely, so the story went, the King couldn’t be expected to remember something so paltry as wages on the day of the birth of his daughter, a long-awaited event due to the queen’s struggles to bear children.

But Liaandra the Bold was most displeased, and as the King and Queen stood at the head of the throne room, ready to introduce the child to the court, her words echoed, “You dare treat me so, my liege?” Her voice was tinged with a vile sneer. “Throw me to the wolves, and so too shall your daughter be thrown to the wolves!” 

And then she strode from the throne room in fury, her emerald green cape swirling in the wind.

At first, everyone thought they were just the ordinary words of an angry enchantress. But that night, the wolves outside howled fearfully in the gusty night. And the next night, the creatures drew closer to the castle, and the next night, even closer.

Of course, the king and queen had no intention of letting the wolves anywhere near their daughter. So they put out a bounty: any man or woman who brought a dead wolf to their doorstep would be paid a handsome sum. And as their daughter grew in age, wisdom, and stature, they resolved never to let her outdoors, nor anywhere near where she might encounter a wolf. 

But their plans were ever foiled. Not a single man nor woman successfully captured, maimed, or killed a wolf, though the entire kingdom could clearly hear their howls from the forest and see their paw prints in the snow. And when the princess was a mere five years old, she sneaked out from under the watchful eye of her nursemaid, and made it all the way to the courtyard before anyone caught her.

Her parents added more guards, more nursemaids, and more servants to keep a watchful eye on her, but when she was eight, she escaped again. This time, they caught her all the way at the castle wall. And when she was fifteen—well, at that point, she was too smart, too clever, and too motivated, and she vanished without a trace. It was the middle of the winter, and on the night of her departure, and they tracked her footprints deep into the forest to a clearing, where they were most distraught to find the prints of dozens of wolves.

––––––––
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THEY SAID IT WAS A curse, but for the life of her, Princess Sable couldn’t understand why.

The wolves, she discovered, were kind and gentle, soft and warm. For as long as she could remember, she listened to their song in the distance, a beautiful strain that swirled in the winter wind, danced among the conifers, and harmonized with the golden light of the full moon. And every time she had opened a window, or even dared simply to peer out, a nurse or a servant or a governess would rush over and slam it shut in her face.

There was to be no listening to the wolves, they told her, or even thinking about them, and every story book, history book, painting, and tapestry which featured wolves of any kind was removed from the palace as soon as it was discovered. And while Princess Sable’s life had been comfortable, she found it severely lacking. It was as if there was a hole inside of her she needed to fill. 

When she ran away at age five, it hadn’t been with ill intent. She’d only wanted to hear the whispers of the wolves a little more clearly. And when she was eight, she’d wanted to meet one. At age fifteen, however, her motivations had been a lot different. For as fearful as her parents were of the great beasts of prey who prowled their kingdom like invisible demons, the truth was, Sable was tired of being protected. She had barely had a moment alone in her entire life. She had no free time, no alone time, and even her social life was carefully regulated by the king and queen.

What she wanted was a little freedom. 

Any freedom at all. 

And she knew, deep inside, that the only place she would find that freedom was with the wolves. 

So, on the eve of her fifteenth birthday, after many weeks and months and even years of planning, she slipped from the castle and made her way to the woods. She didn’t feel the cold of the wind nor the icy burn of the snow underfoot—only the thundering of her heart and the rush of pleasure at finally being free.

And when she arrived in the clearing, the wolves waited for her, panting from their own race through the wintery wood, and then led her to their den in the far reaches of the kingdom.

No, Princess Sable soon learned, it was not a curse at all. For the magic of the great enchantress wrapped around her like warm boots and gloves. It gave her warmth and safety even as snow swirled around her and ice formed on the trees. It sneaked into her mind in the form of knowledge—how to light a fire, how to cook food, how to trap smaller animals, how to forage for edible plants, how to boil water. And as she matured in age and beauty, so too did she mature in skill, strength, and determination.

The king and queen, however, lamented the loss of their daughter. They renewed the bounty on the wolves with an even higher sum as the reward, and added one caveat: whoever could bring their daughter back from the grip of the wolves would be rewarded beyond measure. Many speculated about what they meant by that. Some thought they were offering riches, others preferred a title, and some even considered that the king and queen intended to offer the princess’s hand in marriage to whomever could find and save her. 

The princess, of course, knew none of this. She now lived with absolute freedom and abandon, protected by the gift the enchantress had given her and never lacking for companionship. All the woods of the forest were at her beck and call. And together they roamed and ran and thrived.

But one day, she and the wolves were out for a run when they stumbled upon a small cabin in the woods, and coming from inside, Sable could hear the small cries of what she thought was a child. She bade the wolves to wait quietly while she sneaked up to the cabin and peered through a small window. She was shocked to see not a child, but a woman of middling age, sitting in a chair by a roaring fire and sobbing into her hands. Her cries racked her whole body, and Sable felt a well of compassion sweep over her. 

So she knocked on the door. 

“I saw you weeping,” she said by way of greeting. The social niceties she’d learned as a princess weren’t more than a distant memory at this point. She didn’t even know how long she’d been gone from her royal life. “Can I help?”

“My dear!” the woman exclaimed. “Come in! You must be freezing!” 

Sable looked down at herself and for the first time since she’d run away, realized how she must look to others. She wore a thin dress, full of holes and covered with dirt; her black hair, while she washed and braided it weekly, was nearly to her knees and full of sticks and leaves; and she wore no shoes.

“Oh no,” she assured the woman, even as she willingly stepped into the cabin. “I am fine. I am protected. I was merely concerned for you.” 

“You’re too kind.” The woman’s eyes and cheeks were reddened by the tears. “Perhaps I could give you some soup?”

“I haven’t had soup in...” Sable trailed off. She couldn’t remember how long it had been since she’d had soup. “May I ask why you were crying?”

“My husband has left,” the woman replied. “And I fear for him.”

“Where has he gone?”

“He says he has gone to improve our fortunes,” the woman replied, “but I think he has gone on a fool’s errand.”

“Improving your fortunes doesn’t sound too bad,” Sable said. “What does he plan to do?”

“He plans to find the lost princess,” the woman said.

“Oh.” Sable frowned. “Why? Has she done something wrong?”

“Have you not heard?” The woman once more glanced at Sable’s attire. “Surely not, if you are living in the woods. Many years ago, when the princess disappeared, the king and queen offered a handsome sum for her return. But none have found her.” The woman sighed. “It has been seven years, and now the queen is ill. She will bear no more children and the king must choose his successor. They have put out one last call to find her, and if she does not return, then she will be presumed dead and the king will name a new heir.”

“Your husband thinks he can find the lost princess?” Sable asked, growing concerned. 

“He wants to try,” she said, “with a hope of earning the riches promised by the crown.”

“I see.” Sable took a sip of the soup. “And why did you not go with him?”

“How could I?” the woman asked. “And give up our home and gardens and everything we have worked so hard to build together?” 

“Is your home and garden more important than your love for him?” Sable asked, not looking up from her soup. It was quite delicious.

The woman sat quietly for a few moments. “I suppose not.” 

“Perhaps you should go after him,” Sable said. “Has he been gone long?”

“Only a few days.” The woman looked at Sable curiously. “And what of you?”

“I am only passing through,” Sable said. “But wanted to make sure you were okay.” She drained the last bite of soup. “I will leave you to your tears.”

“Wait,” the woman said. “If... if I were to go after him—survival would be difficult. It is frigid cold, and taking such a long journey alone would be difficult. If you know these woods well, perhaps you have a thought about how I might take such a journey on my own.” 

“Oh.” Sable thought for a moment. “I suppose I could help you.” 

“You could?” the woman exclaimed. “Would you?”

Thus, Sable agreed to escort the woman to the edge of the great forest. In exchange, the woman offered Sable a new dress, a pair of shoes, a bath, and a haircut, in addition to a second helping of soup, which Sable gladly accepted. 

Sable learned that the woman was named Anna, though Sable only said her own name was Leigh. And while Sable wanted to leave that very night, Anna preferred to leave at daybreak. Anna insisted Sable sleep on a mat indoors, so Sable had to sneak out before dawn to whisper to the wolves to wait for her. 

But just as the sun peeked up over the edge of the trees, they were on their way, each carrying a backpack.

“You live very far out,” Sable commented as they walked. “You aren’t afraid of wolves?”

“Wolves haven’t been seen in the kingdom since the enchantress cursed the princess,” Anna replied. “What’s to fear?” 

“Fair point,” Sable replied. “Why did you move out here, then?”

“It’s beautiful here,” Anna replied with a smile. “And peaceful. Far from the seat of the kingdom and the conflicts of city life. There are majestic trees and mountains, and every day is a little different. Leofric inherited the cabin from his grandfather. We are only a day’s walk from the nearest town, so we usually take a trip each month to sell our herbs, vegetables, and the wooden spoons Leofric carves, and purchase what supplies we need for the next month. It’s a peaceful and beautiful life.”

“And you like to garden?” Sable asked. 

For the next several hours, Anna regaled her with tales of her garden—both the one she kept outdoors during the spring and summer months, and the one she kept indoors, in a room they’d built on the back of the cabin, warmed by the fire and the light of the sun that shone through walls made from glass. Anna and Leofric were also skilled at foraging, collecting plants, and trapping, all things Sable also knew about.

Anna told Sable of how she and Leofric met and their relationship, and of Leofric’s grandfather. She spoke of her love of sunrises, and baking bread, and how she wanted children but couldn’t have them. And then she asked, “What of you?” 

Sable wasn’t sure what to tell her, as to not give away the truth of her identity, so she spoke of foraging and trapping, of living quietly among the trees. She mentioned she had grown up with a loving family and that she was a big fan of animals. But beyond that, she remained reticent to share any of her past. 

And for a while, they moved silently through the woods, while Sable considered her situation. She felt bad for her parents, that they needed to choose an heir, and that they thought she was dead. Perhaps she should tell them she was alive. She could rescue herself and maybe even collect the reward. 

But she didn’t want to go back. She didn’t want to return to a world where she was locked in her room all the time, constantly surrounded by people watching her every move, and isolated from the wolves she loved so dearly. She glanced to the side of the trail where her pack padded along quietly, invisible amid the trees. Not to mention, she would never leave them behind, no matter what. 

She wondered if she could convince her parents that, in fact, it was not a curse the enchantress had given her, but a blessing. She doubted they would believe her. Everyone, including herself, had believed it for so many years. Decades. 

For the moment, however, she decided she would focus on helping Anna. She found that she honestly liked the woman; perhaps they could become friends. She’d never had a friend before, other than her wolves.

Late afternoon, they reached the first town. Anna made arrangements at the inn and then asked around for Leofric. She learned he had come by four days before, so they knew they were on the right track. After Anna fell asleep that night, Sable snuck from their room and out into the woods, where she wrestled with her wolves and thanked them for keeping close but out of sight. She found she longed for human companionship and wanted to continue helping Anna, but didn’t want her wolves to think she had abandoned them, either. 

When it was time to return to their room, she attempted to brush the snow off her skirts, but the guard who stayed up to keep an eye on the inn gave her an odd look as she reentered. 

“I just needed to be alone,” she murmured, and slipped by him and back into her bed, Anna none the wiser. 

They set out early again the next morning, and all day long they chatted. Sable was surprised to find herself admitting to having previously enjoyed delicacies such as cheesecake, and that although she hadn’t read in a while, she had always been fond of stories.

When Anna learned that, she immediately launched into telling Sable her favorite tale, called “The Bald Princess,” which made Sable laugh and gasp and cheer as a matter of course.

They traveled longer than the day before, but early evening found them settling down in an inn in the next town. They ate dinner in the tavern, and aside from a few odd glances from a group of rather foul-looking men at a corner booth whose scent was reminiscent of sweat and steel, the two women had a pleasant evening and rose early to continue their journey the next day. 

At about midday, just as Sable was telling Anna a series of jokes she’d learned from her nursemaid as a child, they heard the rumbling of horse hooves behind them. They moved to the side of the road, but a moment later found themselves surrounded by a group of strange men. 

“Where are you headed?” the leader asked. 

“Searching for my husband,” Anna stated boldly. “I beg of you, allow us to continue on our way unharmed.”

The man turned his attention to Sable. “And you?”

“I am aiding this fine woman in seeking her husband.”

“And what aid might you bring?” The man dismounted from his horse and stalked closer, and the other men followed suit. “You’re a wee thing, barely even dressed for the weather.”

“Please,” Anna exclaimed. “We are only looking for—”

The man cut her off, eyes still fixed on Sable. “You look... familiar. Have we met before?”

“You probably only saw us at the tavern where we ate at last evening,” Sable replied, for she could smell the harsh scent of sweat and steel, and knew they were the same men as the night before. 

She took a few steps back, even as the men grew nearer, but then they heard a harsh growl from the trees surrounding them. The horses, as if one, whinnied and squealed, fear apparent in their eyes. They bolted, taking the one still-mounted man with them.

The other men drew their swords, spinning around to face the woods as Sable’s wolves crept out from among the trees. 

But it was clear the men could not see her wolf friends, though they could hear their low growls.

“What was that?” the leader exclaimed. “Did you see anything? Have wolves returned?”

Sable grabbed Anna by the hand. “Come!” she hissed. “We must flee while they are distracted.”

Anna followed with a look of shock and horror on her face as Sable dragged her new friend into the woods. Her wolves remained behind, circling the vile men, and as they ran, in the distance she heard growls and shouts; a moment later, all was quiet. 

Anna stumbled through the trees behind Stable, glancing over her shoulder fearfully. When Sable finally stopped so they could rest, Anna cried out, “What about the wolves?”

“Did you see any wolves?” Sable asked. “For I did not.” 

Tentatively, Anna shook her head. 

“You said no wolves had been seen in decades. Therefore, there were no wolves, simply men who were afraid of the forest.”

“I heard wolves!” Anna exclaimed, looking at Sable with wide eyes. 

“Or perhaps you heard what you expected to hear,” Sable suggested, feeling a twinge of guilt at her pretense. But Anna could not know the truth of Sable’s identity. It could be bad for them both. “But we will keep out a close watch, in case they follow us. Regardless, we are well out of our way now, so I suggest we find a safe place to make camp. What say you?”

Anna nodded, reinvigorated by the task of focusing on their basic needs—staying warm and safe. Sable knew this part of the forest well, so she led Anna to a great waterfall, which at this time of year was a great towering pillar of ice. There was a shelf of rock here that would provide shelter, and they could build a fire and drink from the river. As she walked, Sable felt her wolves return one by one, tired but proud of themselves for protecting their princess. 

When they arrived at the river’s edge, Anna collapsed into a tiny pile of snow. “I was so scared,” she whispered. 

“We must build a fire,” Sable said, “to stay warm. And we must have some of our provisions.” 

They stayed warm and safe that night, and the next morning, set out once more. Anna was concerned that they would lose the trail of Leofric, but Sable sent two wolves on ahead to look for the man to ensure they were moving in the right direction. She didn’t tell Anna, of course.

Sable convinced Anna that it would be safer to camp again that night, and the next again, after the incident with the men, so for the next three days they avoided all towns and villages until they finally decided they needed to acquire more provisions. They had arrived at a town at the border of the forest, and Sable knew, based on her wolves’ indications, that they had nearly caught up with Leofric. Hopefully, they would find him within a day.

“I’ll go in alone,” Sable said. “You wait here. In case the men show up again.”

“No,” Anna protested. “We stick together.” 

Sable looked at her for a moment, but then nodded, taking a moment to whisper instructions to her wolves to wait for her, and not to enter town except in the case of an emergency.

They put their hoods up over their heads and moved quietly through the busy town. It was a warm day for winter, and many people were out and about, buying and selling things, calling out to one another, and generally being jovial. Sable kept her eyes peeled, but didn’t see any signs of the men who had attacked them in the woods. 

“Read all about it!” a young boy called out as he sold pamphlets on the street corner. “News from the king and queen!”

Anna handed the boy a coin, and the two women bent over to read what was written. 

“Attack of Wolves!” read the headline.

“Oh my!” Anna exclaimed. 

Five Men Found Dead South of Pine Ridge Village, Attacked by Wolves.

“That’s where we were,” Anna hissed, but Sable encouraged her to be quiet. The rest of the missive went on to proclaim that it was the first wolf killing in nearly twenty-two years. The king and queen were offering a reward for information on the wolves, and reminding everyone that they were still looking for their daughter. 

“That’s terrible,” Anna whispered. “Do you think—” 

“It was someone else,” Sable whispered. “We didn’t see any wolves.” But in her heart, she was weary and sad. Her poor beasts had stepped in to protect her, and as a result, been forced to kill those men. Her wolves were kind, sweet animals. But now everyone would think they were evil.

Anna gave her a piercing look. “It was us,” she said firmly.

Sable met her eyes. “No,” she replied. “We did nothing. We were attacked by men on the road and ran away. What happened to them after that is not our fault.”

This time, Anna nodded slowly. “You may be right, at that.”

But now Sable wondered if perhaps it was her responsibility. She could have stopped her wolves, but she didn’t. They had come to protect her, and she had let them do what they did naturally. What the men had done was wrong, but who was she to be judge, jury, and executioner?

The two companions purchased provisions in the town, and at Anna’s insistence, paid for a room and a hot bath at the inn. But even as Anna snored beside her, Sable could not sleep. She slipped outside, under the cover of night, and into the woods to where her wolves waited.

“You must not kill anymore,” she whispered to them. “Frightening dangerous people is okay, perhaps wounding them, or preventing them from following us—all these things are okay. But you mustn’t kill anymore.”

The wolves nuzzled against her and she stroked their soft fur and cried tears of guilt and grief. It was near dawn before she sneaked back into the inn, and though the innkeeper gave her a suspicious glance, she moved past him without a word. 

They set out early once more, and this time Sable set a quick pace. She knew they were likely to catch up with Leofric soon, and while she liked Anna a great deal, she was beginning to feel strongly that she needed to be on her own again, alone with her wolves. It was too dangerous for her to interact with people. After all, what if one of her wolves took issue with Anna and harmed her? Sable could not live with herself. 

But just past when the sun had reached its zenith, they encountered another group of men on the road. These men appeared to be highway robbers, lying in wait for unsuspecting passersby.

“We have nothing of value!” Anna exclaimed as they leaped toward them, blades sparkling in the sun. 

Sable’s wolves growled around them, startling the men, who spun around to see what stalked them. 

Sable grabbed Anna’s hand and dragged her once more into the forest, but this time, they didn’t get very far before Anna collapsed fearfully into the snow.

“There are wolves!” she exclaimed, tears flooding her eyes. “Perhaps someone has found the princess and the wolves have returned to hunt us.”

“No,” Sable said, “that is not what has happened.” 

She felt perhaps it was time to tell Anna the truth about herself, but she did not know how. She didn’t not want to, either. She knew, deep down, that it would change the easy comradery between them, and Sable did not want to lose her only friend. But she also knew that she had no choice. Friends trusted one another, and what kind of friend would she be if she let Anna cry in fear in the woods, when in fact, they were perfectly safe from harm? 

“Then what?” Anna demanded. “If wolves have not returned, then how do you explain us encountering them twice during our journey? When they have not been seen in this forest in decades?”

“The wolves belong to me,” Sable said.

Anna frowned, even as understanding dawned on her features. 

“I am the lost princess,” Sable added. 

“Your wolves killed those men?” was the first thing she asked. 

“I didn’t intend for that to happen,” Sable replied, as another tear rolled down her cheek. “I have instructed them never to kill again.” 

Anna just stared at her with wide eyes. “Will... will they kill me?” she whispered.

“No!” Sable exclaimed, but the truth was, she didn’t know. Her wolves had killed plenty—mostly rabbits and birds and deer—but not humans that she knew of. Until now. But she didn’t control them. So she wasn’t sure she could promise that they wouldn’t hurt Anna. 

But then her wolves appeared, howling all around them. Anna became very small, and her breathing was short and anxious. But Sable could tell that the wolves were worried, not angry.

Sable’s attention shifted away from Anna to one of the smaller wolves. He was bleeding. 

“Oh no!” Sable exclaimed, leaning forward to look at the wound, which had been inflicted with a sword. It was a slice across his front right shoulder, and he limped dreadfully. He lay down beside her and whined pitifully, even as his blood flowed out and soaked the snow. 

They whispered to her that they had spared the men, but this had been the cost.

“Invisible wolves?” Anna whispered. 

“You can’t see them?” Sable asked. 

“I can see the blood.” Anna pointed to the red-stained snow. Then she pulled open her bag and grabbed her medical kit. “What happened?”

“Sword, I think.” Sable stroked his fur with one hand and took the med kit from Anna with the other. “I don’t... I don’t know what to do with these things,” she exclaimed with frustration. 

Anna kneeled beside her. “May I... touch him?”

The wolf whined his consent and Sable guided Anna’s hands to his fur. Her eyes widened, and Sable could tell that her friend could now see the wolf. 

“That is a terrible cut,” Anna murmured. “I will have to sew it shut.” Quickly, her hands worked as she cleaned up as much blood as she was able, and then sewed the wound shut. She then pulled out a small vial of—something—and poured a few drops on the wound, all while Sable stroked his head and hummed a tune. Around them, the other wolves waited patiently, quietly. 

Then, to her surprise, the bleeding stopped. The wolf ceased its soft whimpers. And a moment later, all that remained was a gentle scar where the deep wound had been. 

Anna met Sable’s surprised eyes. “I suppose I have a confession to make as well.” 

Sable frowned. 

“I am an enchantress,” she replied. “Liaandra the Bold, they once called me.”

Sable’s eyes widened. “You... you’re the one who... gave me this.” She gestured to the wolves around her.

Anna looked down at the ground, sorrow in her eyes. “I’m sorry—” she began, but before she could finish, Sable leaned forward and threw her arms around her. 

“Thank you!” Sable exclaimed. “Thank you!” 

“You’re not angry?” Anna asked when Sable had pulled away. “I was quite young, and I did it in a moment of anger and weakness. Your father had not paid me, nor the countless others who worked for him. But there is no excuse—I should never have taken my anger out on an innocent child. The spell was simply designed to make wolves surround the palace and irritate your parents; you would never have come to harm.” 

“You did me no harm,” Sable replied. “It was my parents who let their fear run my life—they did me harm. But I also know they did it out of love. I was always told that it was a curse, but truly, these years have been the best of my life. But I must ask: have you known all this time?”

Anna shook her head. “No. I thought you might be a forest nymph at first. Then just a normal woman who chose a strange lifestyle. Like me. I suspected after the first wolf attack. But I couldn’t see the wolves, so I thought perhaps I was just imagining it. And... and I wanted to tell you about me, but... if you truly were the lost princess, I was afraid your wolves would eat me. And I didn’t want to lose you as my friend.”

“I didn’t want to tell you either,” Sable admitted, “for the same reason: I did not want to lose you as my friend.”

Anna gave a soft, sorrowful smile filled with regret. “Then you forgive me?”

“Of course I do,” Sable replied. “You’re my friend.”

With the wolf now healed enough to walk, Sable and Anna rose and traversed the forest once again, and this time, the wolves stayed close. 

“Where should we go?” Anna asked. “If the roads aren’t safe?” 

Sable laughed. “Well, you’re a battle mage and I have wolves, so I think we’ll be safe. And Leofric is close. He’s in the next town.”

A smile broke across the enchantress’s face. “You found him?”

“I did,” she replied. “And I think I know how to solve both our problems.”

They reached the next town in only a few hours, and Sable watched with a pleased smile as Anna and Leofric reunited. Leofric turned out to be sweet and kind, a farmer by birth who was not bothered in the slightest that he had married a powerful enchantress. And when he learned who Sable was, his face broke into a wide grin. 

“You found her!” he exclaimed. “I guess I should never have left home.” 

“And I should never have let you go off without me,” Anna added. 

Then Leofric wanted to meet the wolves, so the three walked to the edge of the town to where Anna’s pack waited. And each wolf he and Anna touched became visible again. 

“I suppose it’s time to tell my parents I’m still alive,” Sable said with a sigh.

“Would you like us to join you?” Anna asked. 

“I was hoping you would offer,” Sable replied.

Three days later, they entered the capital city and made their way through the streets up toward the castle. All of her wolves were now visible, and people stepped back to stare in awe and fear. Word spread before them, and when she arrived, her parents awaited her at the gates to the castle.

Sable’s wolves fell back, and her mother, with only a single anxious glance at them, rushed forward to hug her daughter. 

“My darling!” the queen exclaimed. “We so feared for your safety!” 

“You should never have feared the wolves,” Sable replied. “Nor kept me locked up.”

“We are so sorry,” the queen replied. Then her eyes fell on Anna, and her expression shifted to anger. “It’s her! Liaandra the Bold! The enchantress who cursed you!” She pointed, and the royal guard leveled their spears toward Sable’s friend.

Sable’s wolves growled deep in their throats and stepped forward, and suddenly the guards didn’t know whether to aim their weapons at Anna or at the wolves.

“Stop!” Sable exclaimed. She didn’t want to see any more wolves or humans hurt. “Mother, Father, it wasn’t a curse. It was a gift.”

“A gift!” her father scoffed. “She made the wolves hunt you—forced us to keep you little more than a prisoner!”

“No.” Sable rejected that version of the story wholeheartedly. “That was a choice you made, not Anna. She simply gave me the gift of being able to connect to the wolves, something which could have benefitted our kingdom greatly. I’m not saying I don’t understand why you made the choices you made—I do—but I am saying you were wrong. Just like you were wrong to deny payment to those who worked for you when you owed it.” 

She straightened her shoulders and met first her mother’s eyes, then her father’s.

“I am here to tell you I will not be returning. I do not want to be queen. I hope you can find someone else to rule the kingdom.”

Her parents stared at her in shock. 

“I do hope, however,” she added, “that you choose to reward these kind people who gave me cause to leave the woods and accompanied me here today.” 

She glanced at her friend, who, Sable had to admit, stood beside her quite boldly. 

“And I think you owe some back salaries as well,” she added. 

She stepped forward and gave her mother a quick hug and nodded formally to her father. “I hope one day you’ll come find me. Perhaps we can have tea and chat.”

Then, she turned and strode away, back through the crown city, down the country roads, in and into the forest where she belonged. 

This time, though, was different. For this time, she had friends.
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The Milkmaid and the Death Weed
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Once upon a time, a milkmaid named Fiora lived with her three older brothers and mother on a farm in Neldonia. She loved picking flowers and wandering the fields, but was often scolded by her mother for having her head in the clouds and not focusing enough attention on her chores. 

Two days following her fourteenth birthday, after she had finished her milking, her mother sent her into the forest to collect medicinal herbs. While she was meandering, she came across a strange-looking flower—bright orange petals wrapped inward, creating a spiral-like pattern, supported by a blue stem with blue leaves. 

“Beautiful,” she breathed, kneeling. She reached out a gentle finger to stroke the soft petals, but when she pulled her finger away, the flower shriveled up and died.

Shocked, she stepped away from the flower and watched as the vivid oranges and blues faded to black and crumbled to dust. The blackness then spread out from the plant into the forest, killing all the moss and plants growing around it. 

The wave of black death stopped only when it reached the first tree.

“Oh my,” Fiora whispered, glancing around. No one else was in the forest, however, so she turned her back on the black spot and headed straight home with her basket full of herbs. 

When her mother asked if she’d seen anything interesting in the forest that day, Fiora said no.

For the next few weeks, she lived in fear that something terrible would befall her due to the strange happening in the woods, but slowly, life went back to normal and she mostly forgot about the orange and blue flower. When it did cross her mind, she remembered it more like an odd dream than a memory.

The next few years of her life were uneventful. Her eldest brother began his apprenticeship as a shoemaker and then started his own shoe-making business. Her next eldest brother fell in love with the tailor’s son and left to be married. Her third brother turned twenty-one and left to seek his fortune. As each brother left, their farm grew smaller and smaller, until she and her mother had only one cow, a few chickens, and a small garden.

When Fiora’s twenty-first birthday rolled around, she and her mother were living in their small cottage alone together. 

“Fiora,” her mother said over breakfast, “you know you cannot live with me forever.”

“Whyever not, mother?” Fiora asked. “If I do not stay with you, then who will take care of you when you cannot take care of yourself any longer?”

“We have the whole village for that, dear,” her mother replied. “And for now, I can manage our small farm on my own. You must marry, work, or seek your fortune.”

Fiora sighed. “If you say so, mother.”

The next day, she gathered her things, said goodbye to her mother, and set out to seek her fortune.

She walked along, and soon was overtaken by a farmer named Bertram with a load of hay, who offered to drive her to the next village. She agreed, thankful for the opportunity to rest her legs. 

“Where are you going?” the farmer asked her.

“Off to seek my fortune,” Fiora replied. 

“What kind of fortune do you seek?” Bertram was quite friendly, Fiora thought. And younger than most farmers she knew. He looked only to be a bit older than she was.

“My mother says I must marry, work, or seek my fortune,” Fiora replied.

“Perhaps you will get lucky and do all three,” he suggested.

“Perhaps,” Fiora said. “Alas, I am fond of wandering and picking flowers, so I fear I will be an unsatisfactory laborer. And marrying simply for the sake of it seems rather shallow and unkind to my would-be suitors. So here I am, off to seek my fortune.”

“Well, I am headed to the market if you would like to join me,” Bertram offered. 

Fiora agreed and spent a pleasurable afternoon traveling along the busy roads with the farmer.

When they reached the market, Fiora thanked him and went to find lodgings. The market was held in a much larger town a little over a day’s wagon ride from her home. In the distance, she could see the royal palace rising from where it sat perched atop a distant hill.

A local innkeeper gave her a room to stay in and then advised her to ask around the market to see if anyone was hiring.

“But I want to seek my fortune,” she said. 

“Yes,” the innkeeper replied. “Fortunes come to those who work.”

Fiora took his advice seriously and began to wander around the market.

The first booth she stopped at was an herbalist. 

“Hello,” Fiora said. “I am seeking my fortune. By chance, is there anything I can do for you?” She picked up a basket of fragrant feverfew leaves, plucking out a single stem and breathing in its scent.

“Oh, my!” the herbalist said, reaching out to grab the basket away from her. 

When Fiora looked down, she was shocked to see that the leaves had all rotted away. “Oh, my!” she echoed the herbalist.

“Please,” the herbalist pressed, “you must leave. Immediately.”

Fiora gave the herbalist a coin for her trouble and went on her way, unsettled by what had just happened. Perhaps the herbalist was selling bad plants. Fiora certainly didn’t want to be involved in that.

Next, she visited a farmer selling milk and cheese. She had been a milkmaid for her family farm for years; perhaps she could find some gainful employment here. 

“Hello!” she greeted them. “I am seeking my fortune. Pray tell, do you have any work?”

“Come, young woman,” an older woman called out. “Show us how you churn!”

Fiora took the handle of the churn-staff and began to work. She felt the butter thickening and called the old woman over to see.

“Oh, my!” the old woman exclaimed. “No, you must leave immediately!” When she opened the barrel, the butter was covered in a thick, green mold.

Fiora gasped and fled from the farmer’s stand. 

After taking a few minutes to calm herself, she shook her head. Surely this could not be happening to her! All she wanted to do was to find her fortune, and instead she had encountered an herbalist selling bad herbs and a farmer making moldy butter. She would try one more time, and if this failed, she would set out to seek her fortune elsewhere. 

The next stall she tried was a shoemaker. Her eldest brother now made shoes in her home village, so she was familiar with the trade. Perhaps if she apprenticed here, she could return to her brother and help him in his business.

“Hello,” she greeted the shoemaker. “I am seeking my fortune. Are you looking for aid?”

“How are you at stitching?” he asked her.

“I am a fair hand,” she replied confidently.

The shoemaker handed her a small piece of leather on which to demonstrate, but as she took it from him, it crumbled to ash.

“Oh no!” she exclaimed, even as the shoemaker shoed her out of his shop.

She ran from him into the crowded marketplace, only to bounce off of none other than Bertrand, the farmer.

“Fiora!” he exclaimed, steadying her. “Whatever is the problem?”

“I fear I am cursed!” she sobbed. “Everything I touch turns to death.”

“I am not dead,” he replied, but as Fiora stepped back, she noticed a black spot on his hand where he had touched her.

“I fear you are not long for life,” she replied, pointing out the black spot. “So far, I have rotted a basket of feverfew leaves, caused a barrel of butter to mold, and turned leather into ash. Perhaps my fortune is to wander our kingdom, spreading death and destruction wherever I go.”

“Well, this is concerning,” Bertram replied with a frown. “We should seek aid.”

“But who can help us?” Fiora cried.

“I think I know just the wizard.”

Bertram led her through the streets of the marketplace to a small tent in a far corner, empty of passersby. There was no name on the tent.

“Hello!” Bertram called out.

“Enter!” a deep voice hissed from within.

Fiora followed Bertram into the tent. 

“Bertram the Farmer,” the deep voice hissed, “what have you brought me?”

A man sat wrapped in blankets in the back of the tent, with a long white beard and glittering eyes.

“A gift and a question,” Bertram replied. He held out a hand-carved pipe. Wrinkly old fingers emerged from the pile of blankets and snatched the pipe, then vanished back into the pile once more.

“What is the question?”

“My friend here is cursed,” Bertram said. “Could you tell us how to fix it?”

“Come here,” the wizard hissed at Fiora, “and let me see your hands.”

Fiora stepped forward, holding her hands out toward him, but he growled as soon as he saw them, “The deathweed! The deathweed! She has touched the deathweed!” 

“What is the deathweed?” Fiora asked, for she had long forgotten the strange incident in the forest when she was only fourteen years old. 

The pile of blankets shuddered, and then the old man produced a book and shoved it into Bertram’s hands. “You touch nothing, girl!” he ordered.

Bertram opened it to a page with an illustration of a beautiful orange flower with a blue stem.

“I saw one of those as a child!” Fiora exclaimed. 

“Did you touch it?” the old man asked. “You should never touch a deathweed!”

“I don’t know what a deathweed is,” Fiora replied. “How was I supposed to know? I just enjoyed picking pretty flowers.”

“A deathweed blooms only once every ten years,” the old man replied. “The bloom lasts for three days. During those three days, if anyone touches it, a blight is released upon the land. You, girl, are the blight.”

“You mean everything I touch will die?” she exclaimed. 

“Did you recently come of age?” he asked. “It is then the magic takes effect.”

“How do we stop it?” Bertram asked with a frown.

Fiora gasped. “Oh no, my mother!” She’d hugged her mother goodbye that morning. Surely, she was now dying. “I touched her!”

“And me!” Bertram added.

“There is only one way to counteract the curse,” the old wizard hissed. 

“True love’s kiss?” Bertram asked.

“No!” the old man shouted. “Don’t be ridiculous. What has love got to do with it? She must go back to the place she touched the weed once seven years have passed, and carefully pull the deathweed up by the roots. Then she must brew a tea of its leaves with a drop of her blood and drink it under a full moon.”

“That’s tomorrow!” Fiora exclaimed. “It will be seven years tomorrow!”

“Go!” the old man exclaimed. “You must go now!” 

“Come,” Bertrand said, leading her from the tent. “We must hurry!” 

“It will take us hours and hours to get back to my village!” Fiora exclaimed. “And I cannot ride a horse! The curse grows stronger by the minute. I can feel it!”

“We will ride in my cart until it too rots beneath us.” He led her to his cart, having already sold all his hay, and hitched up his horse. Fiora climbed up onto the seat beside him, and he guided the horse from the marketplace. In no time, they were trotting along the back roads of the countryside, headed back for her hometown. 

Night fell, and in the distance, Fiora could hear the eerie howling of wolves. Bats flitted through the dark sky overhead, and clouds slowly rolled in to cover the moon and stars.

“We must stop,” Bertrand finally said. “The horse needs to rest, and I cannot see anything in this darkness. Plus, I fear it may soon rain.”

“I understand,” Fiora replied.

They stopped at an old cottage with the roof half caved in. It appeared no one lived there.

“I believe this used to be the boar witch’s house,” Bertrand murmured as he guided Fiora inside. He lit a fire in the fireplace, and they huddled there until morning.

But when they exited the cottage at morning’s first light, Fiora was shocked to see that Bertrand’s wagon was now nothing more than a rotted heap of wood.

“I’m so sorry!” Fiora wailed.

Overhead, a bird screeched—it was a vulture. It soared in great circles in the sky, and then slowly drew nearer and nearer until it alighted on the ground in front of her.

“Mistress,” it cawed. “We worship you!” Around it, more vultures descended, each much larger than the chickens she and her mother had tended at home.

“Vultures that speak!” she shuddered. “How terrible!” 

“Distressed, distressed!” the bird cawed. “Our mistress is distressed!” 

“Why, of course I’m distressed!” Fiora replied. “I must get back to my hometown, but our cart has rotted away.”

The birds chattered with each other for a moment, but then the leader flapped his wings and rose into flight. “Follow us.” The rest of them launched into the air, creating a dark cloud overhead.

“Shall we?” Fiora asked Bertrand.

“They seem like they want to help,” Bertrand replied, “and we don’t have any other options.” He fed and watered the horse, and then the milkmaid and the farmer followed the birds through a winding forest path until they stumbled out into a wide field. An old cart sat along the edge. 

“It’s missing a wheel,” Fiora exclaimed.

“I can fix it!” Bertrand pointed to where the wheel had become stuck in mud. He pulled it out and set to repairing the wagon. Fiora stayed far back, as to not harm the wagon before it was done. She did notice, however, that wherever she stood, she left a patch of darkness and death behind. It seemed the magic was growing more and more powerful.

When he completed it, Bertrand harnessed the horse and hooked it to the wagon, then carefully guided it through the field and to the main road. Fiora followed behind the wagon and hopped up on it once Bertrand was ready to trot.

Off they went, vultures circling the sky overhead.

It was late afternoon when they arrived at Fiora’s small village. As soon as Fiora reached her mother’s cottage, the wagon crumbled into a heap of rotting wood. She rushed inside to find her mother ill on the bed. 

“Mother!” Fiora cried. “I’m so sorry! It’s my fault—I touched the deathweed, but I didn’t know what it was.”

“I am old,” her mother whispered. “Do not worry about me. Do what you have to do to save our village.”

Bertrand was fatiguing as well. He had a fever. 

“I am coming with you,” he insisted. 

“You must rest,” Fiora protested. “Please!” 

But Bertrand refused and followed her into the forest. There were only a few hours left until the day turned. She must pluck the deathweed if she was going to break the curse.

The only problem, she realized quickly, was that she didn’t remember where she had found it. And Bertrand’s labored breathing behind her made her feel desperate and sad. But she knew there was only one way to save him, so she pressed on. 

Each bush she brushed against shriveled up and died, and where she stepped, she left footprints of ash. Finally, after wandering in the woods for nearly two hours, she paused and took a breath.

“I don’t remember!” she cried out to the woods. “Please, guide me!” 

To her surprise, the fireflies that flickered around her moved as if one, creating a path through the forest. 

“Thank you,” she whispered as she traversed the darkness. Behind her, Bertrand stumbled and fell, but before she could help him, he had pulled himself to his feet again, coughing. 

“Go!” His hissed word broke through the silence. “Go on without me. You must find the flower!” 

Fiora did not want to leave him in the dark forest, but she had no choice. “I’ll be back for you!” she promised, and then she stumbled forward, following the fireflies winking out a line through the trees before her.

Finally, she stumbled into a clearing. The ground was darkened and bare; nothing had grown there in all these years. In the center, the deathweed glowed as beautifully orange and blue and she remembered from all those years ago. She kneeled on the ruined soil beside it, and carefully, gently, dug away the soil surrounding the flower. She tugged softly, and its deep taproot slid into her hands. She breathed a sigh of relief. Now all she had to do was brew a tea from the plant with a drop of her blood and drink it. Which meant she had to get back to her mother’s house.

A full moon glowed overhead. She needed to get home to drink the tea before the moon set. She didn’t know if the root would last another month, until the next full moon. What she did know, was that her mother and Bertrand could not survive until then. 

She stepped out of the circle of ruined blackened soil, aiming back toward where she’d left Bertrand. But as soon as she was no longer inside the circle, something swooped at her head. She ducked, shrieking—it appeared to be nothing more than a shadow, but it had startled her.

She kept going, but another shadow rushed toward her from the darkness.

“The old man said nothing about this!” she exclaimed fearfully. 

Another dark shadow soared past her head; she knew, deep inside her, the shadows of the damned were trying to prevent her from breaking the curse. So she ran.

Around her, the shadows darted and swirled; in the distance, wolves howled. When she finally stumbled into the clearing where she had left Bertram, he was barely breathing.

“Bertram!” she cried out into the fearsome wind. She looked down at the flower in her hand. If she didn’t do something, he would die. “Bertram!” she called again, but he didn’t stir.

Tears rolled down her cheeks, and as they fell onto the flower, they steamed. 

“What is tea but hot water and time?” she whispered, and with one glance up at the glowing moon casting its soft light on the clouds below it, she bit her finger and tasted her blood, and then stuffed the flower, leaves, stem, and root into her mouth.

And oh, how it burned. And burned and burned. 

But she didn’t stop. She chewed the flower, one determined crush of her jaw at a time. Her tongue felt as though it were on fire; tears streamed down her face. The vicious heat spread down her esophagus and into her stomach. She screamed and collapsed beside Bertram as her mind gave way to the blissful release of unconsciousness.

When she awoke, birds chattered in the trees and the sky overhead was awash with the soft blues of daybreak. She was alone, save for a single vulture standing before her. 

“Mistress,” it cawed.

Oh no! she thought. The vultures were still talking to her. That was not a good sign. Her throat hurt and her eyes stung, but most of the pain from eating the deathweed had receded. 

“Where is Bertram?” she asked. Perhaps he had died, and the vultures had eaten him.

“This way,” the vulture cawed. 

Slowly, she dragged herself to her feet and followed the vulture through the forest. It flapped awkwardly, trying to avoid tree trunks and bushes. 

Then she stumbled out into a clearing—the clearing. Where she had originally found the deathweed. Bertram sat in the middle of the death circle, his eyes pitch black. 

“Bertram!” she exclaimed, rushing up to him.

“Don’t,” he whispered, his voice hoarse. “Don’t touch me.”

“What happened?” she cried.

“My soul,” he whispered, “was taken by the wind shadows.”

“What can I do?” she begged, falling to her knees. She sent a silent plea into the air, hoping the wizard could hear. Perhaps he could tell her what to do.

The vulture cawed once, drawing Fiora’s attention to a tree stump, where a hazy figure of a man sat wrapped in blankets.

“Now this is where you can use true love’s kiss,” the old man cackled, and then vanished. 

“I don’t know if he’s my true love!” Fiora exclaimed, but the old man had disappeared, providing no additional information. 

She faced Bertram. “What do you want to do?” she asked. Once again, tears flooded down her cheeks.

“Well,” he said, “I never really believed in true love anyway. I always thought it was simply a choice you made every day. And I like you. If I survive this, I would make that choice.”

Fiora rose and stepped into the circle. “Bertram,” she whispered, “I will choose to love you. Will you choose me?” 

“Yes,” he whispered. 

She leaned forward and kissed him. His eyes shifted from black pits of emptiness to deep green, and he leaned in to kiss her more deeply.

Then, together, they stood smiling, and went to tell Fiora’s mother the good news. They had saved the world and found each other.

They lived happily ever after.
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The Bald Princess and Other Tales is volume 1 of the Ariele’s Fairy Tales collection. If you enjoy fairy tales and fairy tale retellings, stay tuned for volume 2: The Alabaster Throne and Other Tales. 

In the meantime, you might enjoy Rove City, Ariele’s series of fairy tale retellings set in space:

Midnight Wings, a retelling of Cinderella 

The Stalk, a retelling of Jack and the Beanstalk

The Silver Arm, a retelling of Beauty and the Beast

Hook’s Regret, a retelling of Peter Pan

The Ungrateful Bot, a retelling of Snow White & Rose Red

Rattled, a retelling of Rumpelstiltskin

She-Bear, a retelling of She-Bear

Midnight Flight, a retelling of Sleeping Beauty

For something a little different, you can try Tentacles and Teeth, the first in a post-apocalyptic series with monsters.
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Author’s Note
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After I graduated from high school, I spent a year at Monroe Community College in Rochester, NY. I was taking nineteen credit hours and still a bit bored, so for fun, I would help my roommates with their homework. Yes, I fully admit to being a complete nerd.

At any rate, one day, my roommate Ashley brought me one of her assignments. She had to write a paper for her psychology class, and was stumped. I don’t remember the prompt, but after a brief discussion, I suggested she write a comparative Freudian analysis of Little Red Riding Hood and The Three Little Pigs. After I pointed out a few of the more obvious Freudian themes, she dove into the project with gusto and ended up with an A.

Freudian analyses, in my opinion, are really easy. Every “that’s what she said” joke is a Freudian analysis in disguise. Much more difficult is looking at fairy tales through a particular historical or philosophical lens. But as of late, I’ve been looking at fairy tales through the lens of a storyteller. And it always starts with this question: Why fairy tales? 

Why do fairy tales speak to us? What is it about them that resonates with so many people in so many cultures? How did they garner so much staying power across centuries? 

Is it the themes? The story structure? The characters? The plots? The tension? The morals? 

Over and over and over, we tell and retell fairy tales. There are written and oral traditions, musicals, video games, movies, and TV shows; when I was a kid, the library even had a book of fairy tales with embroidered illustrations! 

Of course, there are a thousand answers to the question of why. Fairy tales are short. They’re easy to remember. They’re weird and funny and peculiar and memorable. 

But I have another hypothesis. In the writing community, we like to talk about emotional resonance. T. Taylor named the element of story that causes emotional resonance “universal fantasies” in her book, 7 Figure Fiction, but for the sake of clarity, I’m going to rename it “universal longings.”

The idea is that intrinsic human desires are buried within every story. These longings speak to us on a subconscious level, and while different ones hit different people in different ways, they almost always create an emotional response in the reader. Think about a scene like when Cinderella, for example, is magically made beautiful by her fairy godmother. On one hand, you could argue this is just a common trope frequently used in service to the plot. It is a thing that happens which enables Cinderella to go to the ball to meet the prince. 

But underneath this common trope is a universal longing: of beauty coming easily. There’s no sitting in front of a mirror curling hair and putting on makeup. No spending money on expensive dresses and shoes. No going to salons or gyms or wherever else to achieve some external beauty standard. Instead, with the flick of a wand, Cinderella is simply beautiful. 

This same or similar longing can be found in many works: The Princess Diaries (done in montage format—she becomes beautiful once and is beautiful thereafter); Hermione’s transformation in The Goblet of Fire; in the Beauty and the Beast movie when she is transformed by the cursed servants (and there’s a scene like this in many Disney films); there are even transformation scenes in Person of Interest, Captain America, and Dumb and Dumber.

Or look at Jack Reacher by Lee Child, the books or the new TV series (I haven’t seen the old one): he’s six feet tall and super strong, can eat whatever he wants and still be hot, who makes an impression on anyone he encounters, always knows the difference between right and wrong, commits violence whenever he wants but is always justified in doing so—these are universal longings, deep desires felt by many people across many cultures. 

As an aside: in the same way a person might not want to actually engage in a sexual fantasy in real life, these universal longings may not be things we want or expect to experience in reality. But they create an emotional connection point between a story the consumer of said story in the form of emotional resonance—they make the reader feel something.

Fairytales are chock full of universal longings: longing to find family (Hansel and Gretel); longing to know for sure if someone else’s love is true (Beauty and the Beast and every “true love” story); longing to experience danger and come through unscathed (Little Red Riding Hood); longing to find true friendship (Snow White); longing to be recognized for who you truly are (Goose Girl); longing to be proven right (Boy Who Cried Wolf); longing to be special (Princess and the Pea); longing to be accepted into a group or to live forever (Peter Pan); and plenty more. If you need more examples, consider analyzing a few Taylor Swift or Beatles songs.

These longings speak to us on a subconscious level. They allow us the opportunity to live out desires we might not even know we have through a story. Stories with more numerous universal longings in them tend to resonate with readers more, and the more widespread the longing is, the longer the story will last in culture. 

The first fairytale retelling I ever loved was Ella Enchanted by Gail Carson Levine. As a 13-year-old voracious reader, I certainly wasn’t thinking about emotional resonance and the craft of storytelling when I read the book. But I read the book over and over and over through high school, college, and young adulthood—I’d guess around twenty-five times. 

So what was it that resonated with me about this story? 

Ella Enchanted is a Cinderella retelling that spans several years of El’s life. We see her mother die, her father remarry, and her meeting and getting to know the prince. The premise, however, is that she does not remain with her stepfamily by choice or because she is weak willed—she was cursed as an infant to always be obedient. Her godmother is her close friend and mentor, but bound by rules of magic and unable to undo the curse placed on her. 

In the climactic moment of the book (spoilers ahead), El is in love with the prince. She has thus far successfully hidden her curse from him through cleverness and a bit of luck. He asks her to marry him, phrasing it, unbeknownst to him, as a command. She knows that if she says yes, anyone could find out about the curse and use her to control the prince, or even to murder him. And so, she finds the strength within herself to say no, to refuse his command, and in doing so, breaks the curse.

So, what is it about this story that resonated emotionally with teenager me? 

There were lots of universal longings throughout the book—feeling a lack of connection with family, missing people who were gone, having a few close friendships built over time, finding someone who loved and cared about you for who you were, being motivated and inspired to learn. But in the final moment of the book, the main universal longing that resonated with me was finding the power within oneself to choose.

It’s a simple enough concept. It’s a longing you can find in many, many books across genres and languages and eras. The shedding of societal, familial, and cultural restraints that bind our thoughts and actions, and then having the power, strength, and courage to make the right choice for us. At thirteen, the idea of having the strength to choose held great emotional weight for me, and that same universal longing still resonates with me today. 

I believe that stories have power. I believe that fairy tales have power. And I believe that that power comes from universal longings—from the ability of narrative to connect with a reader’s deepest subconscious desires. Our desires shape our choices, and our choices shape who we are, and when stories validate or shine the light on our deepest longings, we can better understand why we are who we are, and who we want to become.
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        In El's fantasies, she pilots a fighter jet for the intergalactic fleet. In reality, she's a mechanic whose social grid ranking guarantees she'll never advance beyond the lowest grunt work, and a slave in all but name to her cruel and self-centered stepmother and stepsisters. The most she can hope for is a few stolen moments of happiness practicing on her sisters' flight simulators, or talking to the mysterious stranger she met on an illicit night of stargazing.When the queen announces a competition to find new pilots for the fleet, El knows this is her chance to escape. But her stepmother will never let her compete—and then she learns that her new friend, the one person she thought she could trust, was hiding a secret that changes everything between them.It's a good thing she has a lot more friends than she thinks she does.Exciting, fast-paced, and hopeful, this science fiction retelling of Cinderella is the first in the Rove City series.
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