
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    [image: The Cursed Thorn]
  

  
    
      The Cursed Thorn

      
        Twisted Ever After

        Book One

      

    

    
      
        Nicole Zoltack

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        Copyright 2018 by Nicole Zoltack

        Cover Artist: Rachel Morgan

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Get Free Books

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Other Books By Nicole Zoltack

      

      
        About Nicole Zoltack

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
        To those who love fairy tales even as a grownup

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Get Free Books

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Join Nicole’s newsletter to stay updated with new books, get access to exclusive bonus content, giveaways, and more!

      

        

      
        Join Nicole’s newsletter here.

      

        

      
        Tap here to see all of Nicole’s books.

      

        

      
        Join Nicole’s reader group on Facebook.

      

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The king stared down at him with hawk-like eyes, and Hale Tempest just knew he was thinking of Hale’s older brother. It’s been five years, and he still wishes I had been the one to die instead.

      “The reports from the warehouses show our stores are far too low for the upcoming frost and winter season. How do you explain this?”

      Hale rushed to gather up the papers his father flung at him. Thankfully, other high members of the council weren’t here to witness his humiliation. His father’s condemnation was bad enough.

      He scanned the reports with mounting horror. “I don’t understand⁠—”

      “I don’t either. How can you be expected to keep your people fed and free from the desires of every uprising if you cannot keep their bellies full?”

      Hale swallowed hard. It was just like his father to not be concerned with the people’s happiness, only that they were suppressed enough to not want to rebel. “But I sent the River Tribes an offering of⁠—”

      “Did you check to see if your tribute ever reached its destination?”

      “Of course I did!” But now, doubt, that ugly serpent, was rearing its ugly head.

      “Did you send more messengers or did you send a pigeon?”

      “A-a pigeon?” The doubting serpent was sticking out its forked tongue.

      “Are you asking me or telling me?” The king’s stare would be enough to turn Medusa’s head into stone.

      “Telling you.” Hale imagined a spear piercing through the serpent of doubt, but two more sprung in its place like hydra.

      His father snorted. “Pigeons are killed easily or laid aside. It’s best to always send at least three. Even then, that might not be enough.” The king laid his hands on the circular table and stood. His rings—all seven of them—glittered in the flickering candlelight. It was midday, but the king did not always feel warm, so even during the sunlit hours, he burned candles. “You are not enough. Not good enough, not strong enough, not smart enough. How can you possibly one day rule over the kingdom if you can’t handle the one simple request I gave you?”

      Gave after five years of begging for his father to give him a chance to prove himself.

      Hale opened his mouth, but the king continued, “You’re too fanciful. You live in castles in the sky. They’re built out of sand, boy, and they open up and swallow you hole. You aren’t made of strong even material to be a king.” He shook his head, disgust twisting his features and deepening the lines around his eyes and mouth. “Your mother coddled you and fed you too many stories of knights and dragons. Well, dragons aren’t real. You’ll never slay one. You’ll never be a hero.”

      “You only loved me when I was the spare.” Hale couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice. “Everyone knows you always favored Robert, that he could do no wrong in your eyes⁠—”

      “Robert would have known better than to turn to the River Tribes for aid. They’re laborers. They don’t care for payment. They don’t want gold or coins. All they care about is their soul and their food and their fat bellies. Why would they be willing to part with theirs when we have nothing to offer them?”

      “I…” Hale clamped his mouth shut so tightly his jaw ached. He could have sworn his father had said to do just as he had in the meeting before he had given over the food duties to Hale, his first important task for the Kingdom of Istrance. Yes, he’d admit that he found most meetings to be boring and pointless, but that was only because his father never allowed him the chance to speak. The king only cared about the opinions of his advisors, and his second son did not qualify.

      “Have excuses galore, I would think.” The king snorted and drummed his fingers. “What am I going to do with you? I have half a mind to send you over the gates when the riots of starving peasants start to rush the gates. They can flesh on your bones.”

      Hale set his teeth on edge and stood. “I know you said to approach the River Tribes.”

      “Your convoy never reached them.”

      “How can you be so certain,” Hale ground out. He straightened, taller than his slightly hunched over his father, and stared down at the king. A thought occurred to him, and he scowled. “You paid them off.”

      “I don’t know what⁠—”

      “Either you hired highwaymen to rob them, or you bought off the River folk so they wouldn’t help. Either way, this is on you. Not me.” Hale jabbed his finger toward his father.

      “You have nothing but words, and what are words? Nothing but air. That’s all you’re filled with, Hale. Air. There’s no room for hopes and dreams and aspirations within you.”

      But his father wasn’t denying his claim, and Hale’s anger grew with every passing second, becoming surer and surer of his claim. “You set me up to fail.”

      His father spread out his hands. Wine had stained his teeth, so when his lips curled back into a semblance of a smile, his teeth looked almost bloodied. “You are a failure because you are one. If you had checked yourself, you would have realized what had happened, maybe in time to correct your mistake. As it is⁠—”

      “You would have your own people starve and suffer to make a point?” Hale’s right hand clenched and unclenched. It was a good thing weapons were forbidden in the council room or else he would have been sorely tempted to use his sword on his own father… or at least threaten him with it.

      “Phaw.” The king swatted his hand as if Hale was nothing more than an annoying pest. “I am not the fool you are. The people will be fed. I have seen to it myself.”

      With that, the king swept out of the room, his cape of burgundy sweeping behind him. The doors banged shut behind him.

      Hale slowly sank back into his seat. His heart was pounding, and his palms grew damp. His father had planned on his failing, had taken measures to ensure it. At least he didn’t make the people suffer for my blunder.

      But what if next time, his father wasn’t around to save him? What if did fail his people when he was king? He never wanted the crown, but as the only living Bexley offspring, he had no choice in the matter.

      Neither does Father, whether he wishes it otherwise or not.

      If only Robert hadn’t fallen! On his twentieth birthday, the king had honored the prince his choice cut of the roast. One taste and Robert choked. His face had turned pink then red then a dark, deep purple. He gasped, unable to breathe, and died before he fell out of his chair and onto the floor. The king had been beside himself. Questioned and even killed some of his servants, convinced it had been an attack against the crown. There was no evidence of this, though, and the animals that had eaten the rest of the roast had not fallen ill. Still, ever since, the king had a royal tester eat a portion of all of his food and drink a few swallows of his drink before he would eat. He didn’t care to check Hale’s food, although he didn’t think it was necessary. Robert had died of suffocation, as preposterous and unheroic of a death as it was. To listen to their father talk about it, Robert had died with a hundred arrows and still managed to slay a few enemies yet before giving over to the pain.

      Their mother, the queen, had died shortly thereafter. A broken heart over losing her beloved son, or so the king thought, and he relaunched his unsuccessful investigation, and this one was just as unsuccessfully. There was no plot to kill the line or to overthrow their regime. It was all his father’s mind. He had been better of late; however, now that he was starting to play mind games, Hale was worried. What if he decides I was the one to have poisoned the non-poisoned roast? Or what if he decides to just knock me off? Slip me some meat that’s contaminated or put something in my wine?

      Hale had never wanted to be king. He wasn’t sure he would make a good king. His father hadn’t been a good example of one, and his grandfather had died when Hale had been only two. The only idea Hale had of a good king came from the stories his mother had read to him, the same stories his father had scorned. Because he’s nothing like a good and just king.

      But his father did have a good point—that life out and about was nothing like those in the storybooks. He could aspire to be like the just kings he’d read about, but he had nothing truly applicable to utilized. He was all alone.

      If only there was a way for someone else to have the crown, for him to not be the heir, for the kingdom to be in better and more capable hands…

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Horseback rides had always been a means for Hale to try and reason through messes, to sort through his issues, or at least try to. One pass by the stables revealed his father was yelling at the stable hands, and the whole point of a ride would be to get away from the king especially. Hale pivoted on his heel and marched away and opted to go as far as he could by foot.

      Traveling throughout the castle grounds was not easy. Everyone recognized him, and a few guards asked him questions pertaining to their duties. They, at least, gave him some measure of respect, even though they and he all knew Hale had no jurisdiction over them. His father would never allow Hale to have another opportunity to prove himself, not after his blunder. He cheated, but he does make a good point. I should have sent a captain to go with the shipment. I should have gained absolute certainty that the trade had gone through. I should have gone personally. I should, I should, I should… Next time would yield a different result, and Father is afraid of that. Or maybe he knows something I don’t. Maybe I can’t do it. Can’t inspire people. Can’t get them to love me.

      His father certainly had never bothered to worry about his people’s love. “If they are safe and fed, they won’t complain any, and that’s all you can ask of each other,” he used to tell Robert. Hale, when he had been about ten, had sneaked into the room, hiding behind the large, dusty, heavy red velvet curtains. “It’s not necessary for people to love you.”

      The queen had thought differently. From as early as age five, Hale remember her reading him stories and adding little tidbits at the end, mostly her thoughts on the story. She’d also create her own stories about people in the kingdom, changing them only slightly so he could laugh and laugh once he realized whom she was talking about, and make the people seem not so scary. Little Hale couldn’t quite grasp how important it was to be a prince, but he knew he would have to deal with the people eventually. She made them less scary, more human, and as he grew older, he realized his mother loved their subjects, and they adored their queen in return.

      She had spent equal time with both of her sons, although there had been several times when she had been confined to her bed. Only later did he learn why. Several miscarriages and stillbirths. Robert and Hale were the only two to survive infancy, her first two children at that. How many she had miscarried, how many had been born dead Hale had never learned for certain. The numbers varied from three to fifteen. Thinking of it made him feel shame, guilt, and sorrow.

      The king, however, hardly spoke to Hale at all. Hale had his mother and a few friends so he didn’t care… at first. Hale and Robert had been as close as brothers five years apart could be, and so Hale’s resentment had been geared to his father. What kind of a subject was he, a prince at that, a son, to resent his own father? He would say that he hated the king, but plenty of times, he would become angry, frustrated, and dismayed with the man.

      By now, he had left the castle behind, wandered through town, and passed through the outer castle walls to the grasslands beyond. The land here seemed fertile enough, but the soil just refused to grow crops. Why, their alchemists never could say. Some of the people whispered about curses, but there was no truth in that. Curses weren’t real, just as dragons weren’t.

      There was nothing to see but grass to the north, east, and west, but to the south, several miles away, was a large hill. Hale struck out for it. Even after walking for a good bit of time as measured by the passing of the sun, the hill seemed no closer. How strange.

      He had traveled this way before, but nothing like this ever happened before. Still he persisted, and eventually he reached the base and climbed up to the crest. Down below was a lumbering forest, the trees massive sentinels as if guarding against the coming night.

      Hale couldn’t remember a forest being here, but he felt compelled to keep moving forward. After all, what did he have to return home to? He might be a prince and live in a castle, but he felt inadequate and unworthy of both. “Even if Father hadn’t waylaid my plans, it’s possible bandits could have stolen the contents of the convoy. The results would have been the same—no food for the people. It would have been my fault.”

      He paused and closed his eyes, a hand resting against the rough bark of a tall, towering oak. The cries of the hungry, the gnashing of teeth, the wailing of babes at their screaming mother’s breasts… he could hear them all, see them all, including Maggie the girl who tended the cows, Ferick the blacksmith with the nasty burn marks and wicked “X” on his cheek, Gus who was one of their many cooks… All of them were starving, melting away to only skin and bones, cursing Hale, spitting at him, tearing at his flesh to gnaw at his bones…

      Gasping, Hale opened his eyes. The air in this place felt strangely heavy. Although he had only just broken through to enter the forest, he felt as if he had a long while to go to break free. Move forward or go back. Wasn’t that always the question?

      For another few minutes, he walked forward until even the little light that had filtered through the full branches overhead diminished, making it almost impossible for him to see where to go. He turned around then, meaning to leave the forest behind and return home, but he walked far longer than he should have and could not break through the many lines of trees. Soon, he realized he was hopelessly lost. Every direction looked exactly the same, and he couldn’t be certain which way would lead back to the castle. Darkness was coming, and he wasn’t able to see his compass.

      Hale tried to feel for tree branches, seeking moss to orient himself to north. His hand missed the tree trunk entirely, and he landed face first in a pile of dirt. Disgusting. He spat out the grime and wiped his mouth with the back of his hands. I can’t even go for a walk by myself without getting lost and tasting dirt. What kind of a fool of a prince am I?

      Squaring his shoulders, he stood.

      That was when he spied it. Lights. Drawn to them like a babe to his mother, he approached, his feet growing surer with every step. The lights belonged to the strangest cottage he had ever seen. It was more of a cross between a cottage and a tower with its great height. How curious and confusing. Undeterred, Hale walked straight up to the door. As if possessed, his hand knocked on the door.

      I can add reckless to foolish now.
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      Whenever nighttime was descending in the enchanted forest, Azalea could feel it. It was warm, comforting, and familiar. The shadows and darkness were her only friends.

      Nighttime meant she had lived through another day. She would have another day to face tomorrow, but for right now, she felt invincible, untouchable. The night help power, and she enjoyed it, allowing it to overwhelm her.

      The night was her domain.

      Then, she heard rustling outside. It wasn’t from an animal. There was no whining or whimpering or claws scratching. It could not be from a tree branch. She had just pruned the nearest trees earlier that day, when she had actually dared to brave the sun. One particular branch had tapped against her dwelling place all night last night, and she hadn’t slept much at all.

      Maybe if she ignored the sound, it would stop, and the owner would go away.

      Only the sound persisted, growing more urgent. By the time she flew down the circular stairs to reach the front door, the rattling of the doorknob left her scowling.

      She stood by the door, not reaching for the knob. “Who goes there?” she demanded critically, her voice loud, bold, and forceful.

      “Hale.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “What kind of a name is that?”

      “The name of the Prince of Istrance.”

      What in the world would the Prince of Istrance or any kingdom for that matter want with her?

      “Go away.”

      “Please. I’m lost. I just need to know which way to go to get back home.”

      Azalea couldn’t help snickering.

      “Are you… Are you laughing at me?”

      “Little prince, do you need someone to hold your hand? Is it too dark for you without your night candle?”

      “Brave words for someone hiding behind a door,” he snapped.

      Oh, he had fire. And he didn’t seem to know about her. Maybe she could risk it. Maybe she could see what he wanted.

      What he truly wanted.

      After grabbing her cloak from the hook by the door and securing the ties around her shoulders, she brought the hood down low so her face wouldn’t be visible. Only then did she open the door. “Do come in,” she bid.

      The prince stumbled inside. The ground of her home was uneven, the interior carved out of stone. Dark or light, she knew how to maneuver so she would never fall, but this Hale did not share her knowledge.

      “I just need⁠—”

      “Give me your hand.”

      “My hand?” The prince took a step back.

      “Yes,” she said simply, holding out her own.

      “But I… I don’t even know your name.”

      “Prince Hale⁠—”

      “Yes, I know my name. It is yours I would like to know.” He crossed his arms. Her eyes almost saw better in the dark than the light. She could see how strong and virile he was. His clothes, although fine, were more modest than most princes were. He was every bit as handsome, though, with dark brown locks and bright blue eyes, a sharp nose, firm features, perfect lips. I bet his teeth are white and even too.

      “Are you always so pert?” Azalea glowered at him even though he couldn’t see it because of her hood. “I invited you into my house⁠—”

      “And I would leave you to your peace again if you would only⁠—”

      She reached forward and seized his hand. A few mumbled words, and his mind opened to her, not that he knew that. On a superficial level, yes, he did wish to return home, but far deeper down, she soon recognized that he wished for exactly the opposite.

      How peculiar.

      Although she would have loved to learn more, the prince yanked his hand free. “You will not touch me again.”

      “And you will not give me orders.” Azalea removed her hood.

      Hale, to his credit, only backed up half a step and his jaw lowered—the only reaction he gave at seeing her face. “Who… who are you?”

      “Go on,” she said bitterly. “Were you not going to ask what am I instead of who?”

      “I… N-no…”

      In all of the small rooms in the place, there wasn’t a single mirror—Azalea had made certain of that. Still, she knew every scar, every line, every mark. Her eyes were misshapen, more like a wolf’s than a human’s, her nose hooked like a beak, her chin long and pointed. Her skin was mottled, and her hair, what was left of it, hung tattered and ruined.

      She was a beast. A monster. If children were ever to see her, they would burst into tears.

      Small wonder she stayed here, alone, in her shadows.

      “I am Azalea,” she said, her voice soft for the first time.

      “Azalea.” Her name sounded almost foreign on his tongue. When had someone last said her name? It had been years since she had last conversed with another human.

      “Azalea the witch,” she added easily.

      “Witch?” His eyes widened, and she could fully appreciate just how cerulean his eyes were.

      “Yes, Princey, didn’t you know witches were real?”

      “I did,” he bit back, “and don’t call me that.”

      She waved her hand, and the door slammed shut behind him. “You are in my house. You will be called whatever I want to call you.” Azalea paced around him. “Does my face frighten you, Princey? Do you hate to see me?”

      “I don’t hate anything or anyone,” he said far too quickly.

      “The prince is a liar, I say.”

      “How dare you⁠—”

      “Speak the truth. Ah, yes, I’m sure everyone in your court only ever says what pleases you.”

      His nostrils flared, and he finally glanced down at his feet. She had to give him credit for staring at her for so long. She hadn’t thought he had it in him, although the repulsion in his eyes had never diminished the longer he stared at her.

      “You hate yourself,” she said quietly, “and you hate your king.”

      “I don’t hate⁠—”

      “You do. Do not lie to me. Lies are wicked, vile things. They twist and grow inside you, and if you do not cut them out, they will seek out your heart and strangle you.”

      “Do you hate anyone?”

      A simple question. She almost hated him for asking it.

      Azalea refused to answer, and silence reigned. He took a few steps farther into her house. “A witch,” he murmured.

      “Yes.” She tossed her brittle hair back. She hated it. If she tried to grow it out, it broke in strange places, and if she cut it short, it had a tendency to grow in even thinner. “Don't tell me I scare you.”

      “Why would you scare me?” He stood up tall to stare down at her.

      “Because I could kill you easily.”

      “If you wanted to.” He grinned. “Obviously you don't or else I would already be dead.”

      “Or maybe I'm trying to figure out which of the three hundred and fifty-two different ways I know how to kill someone would best suit you.”

      His face blanched slightly. “You're bluffing.”

      “Yes. I only know three hundred and fifty-one ways to kill a person.” She smirked.

      “After all that you said about lying⁠—”

      “You really aren't in a position to be giving me grief, Princey.” Azalea appraised him. “I can help you.”

      “Help me? With what? Returning home?”

      “That depends on what you mean by home.”

      He frowned. Even doing so did not detract from his good looks. “What do you mean? My home is the castle.”

      “Is it? Is it were you truly belong?” she challenged him, circling around him again.

      “Of course!”

      “But is it where you want to belong?” she whispered.

      The prince opened his mouth then shut it.

      “You can tell me anything.”

      “Can't you just read my mind and know everything already?” he asked bitterly, crossing his arms.

      “I may have magic, but my powers aren't limitless.” It took all of her willpower to not wince. Right now, her magic was rather contained as it was.

      “So you can't help me.”

      Her eyes narrowed at his assumption. “Of course I can,” she snapped. “The question is why should I?”

      “Does that matter to you more than what I need help with?” he countered.

      Oh, so Princey wasn't as stupid as his good looks would lead her to believe. Yes, she knew better than to judge someone by their appearance alone. It had been such a long time, years in fact, since she had last spoken to another person. She had to consciously enact her goal to never judge a person on anything other than their actions.

      “Both matter,” she said evenly. “What is it you think you want?”

      “I don't want to be prince anymore.”

      The answer surprised her, and she jerked back, startled. Not wanting to return home was one thing, but to give up his crown?

      “Why?” she asked, her voice revealing her shock.

      “I don't see my motive as being relevant.”

      “Of course it is.” She grinned. It had been so long since she'd smiled last that her cheeks ached from the lazy muscles. “It is up to me if I help you or not, and if I wish to know why⁠—”

      “Fine,” he said quickly, but then he said no more.

      “Go on,” she prompted.

      “I… I don't think I'll make a good king. It would be better for everyone if I left.”

      He didn't desire the crown and he didn't want to burden his people with him if he turned out to be an inadequate ruler. Considering how his father ran things—while she might not have spoken with a human in a long while, she often intercepted messages from birds, or even talked to the birds themselves—Princey had no one to demonstrate how to be a righteous king.

      “Why not ask my help in becoming a good king then?” she asked softly.

      “I would rather… I just… I would fail. I know I would. They need someone else. Now, can you help me with that or not?”

      My, he could be a demanding one.

      “Yes, I can help you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “For what price?”

      How perceptive.

      “And who will take my place?”

      “Beggars cannot have a hand in everything. Just know that I will find a doppelganger to take your place as prince.”

      “In exchange for…”

      “You must give me your word that you will help me later on whenever I call on you.”

      He hesitated, clearly worried. “How many times can you call on me?”

      “As often as I like. The doppelganger will be prince and then king in your stead. You will be free to do whatever you wish and to find your true home, wherever that may be. As such, I don't think a few calls would be remiss.”

      “Let me guess. You think you only know a few ways to kill a person. Few being three hundred and some.”

      “Three hundred and fifty-one.” She smiled even wider, amused. “Well, Princey? What do you say? Will you do as I bid whenever I ask?”

      “I don't see how I'll be able to help you any,” he protested. “You're the witch. You're the one with power. I won't even have wealth or anything at all. I'll be giving all of that up, including any influence I might have had.”

      “Then why not agree to my terms?” She held out her hand.

      “Fine.” He placed his hand in hers.

      A knife appeared in her hand, and she cut across both of their palms. They shook hands, and it was done.

      “It's sealed by blood. Neither of us can back away from our part of the agreement. You will do as I ask, and I will provide a doppelganger to be prince in your stead.”

      “A just prince,” he cut in.

      “You never stipulated that.”

      “But—”

      “Your people will have a prince that is not you. That is what you wished for.”

      “I wanted them to have someone just and⁠—”

      “You never stipulated that,” she repeated. “Now, would you like something to eat before you head off into the world on your grand adventure?”

      His cheeks flushed, whether from her teasing or from being upset, she couldn't be sure, not without touching his hand. Too bad he had yanked his hand free as soon as they had shook hands to seal their deal in blood.

      “You do know what a blood binding entails, don't you?” she asked.

      “It sounds powerful.” He shrugged.

      She sighed. Didn't they teach about magic back in his kingdom? “If you, or I, tried to go against the terms we agreed upon, the offending party's blood would boil them alive.”

      Princey—she would need to come up with a new nickname for him now that he had forsaken his claim to the throne—laughed. “You've well and trapped me. Played me for a fool.” He shook his head. “If I eat your food, will it be poisoned?”

      “Why would I wish you harm when I have you on hand to call should I have need to? I promise nothing bad will come to you if you eat my food.”

      “But if I drink you water or wine…”

      “You will be safe.”

      “I don't know if I can trust you,” he grumbled.

      Now Azalea was the one to laugh, the sound harsh and grating. Nothing about her was beautiful. “It's a little late for that now, isn't it?”

      “How many other men have you at your beck and call?”

      “None.” She turned away from him and waved her hand. A table appeared with a single chair. On the blood red tablecloth laid a spread fit for a prince—or former prince. “Eat all you like. Drink all you want.”

      Azalea started to walk away.

      “Are you not going to join me?”

      She turned about to face him. “You wish for my company?”

      “I wish to pick your brain and hope to learn where I might be able to secure a horse.” He grinned as he popped a grape into his mouth. “You see, I didn't bring any coins with me when I left the castle and⁠—”

      “And you wish for me to help you further? More than I already have?”

      “Merely asking for guidance. Or is that too much to ask of a witch? Need another price?” Some of the light went out of his smile at that.

      “You think I overreached.”

      “I think the… potential for abuse is there, yes.”

      Azalea narrowed her eyes. “You certainly speak like royalty, twisting your words around so they aren't quite as biting as they could be. You might want to be careful how you phrase things when you go on your adventure. It wouldn't do for you to be discovered.”

      The color drained from his face. “I'll be fine.”

      “Says the man with no clothes other than what's on his back, who lacks a horse and has no coin. You are rash and impulsive, No-Longer-Princey. You might wish to think things through a little more thoroughly once you leave.” She pretended to wash her hands. “There. Now that is two bits of advice freely given. I think that should suffice?”

      “I think a horse would suffice better,” he grumbled.

      Throwing back her head, she laughed. The almost hideous sound echoed in the room. “It probably would,” she agreed. A snap of her fingers produced another chair, and she sat in it. “Are you going to eat?”

      “Yes.” Hale sat, back straight, and he took food in small portions. Amused, Azalea watched him as he ate. His upbringing screamed his status, but as he tasted the food, he reached for more and more, and slowly he relaxed his posture a little and he ate with a little more gusto.

      She chuckled.

      He swallowed a bite. “I thought you were going to eat too.”

      “Only after you're done. I wouldn't want to take food away from someone so obviously hungry.”

      “It just tastes so good. That is, the food is tempting and more than satisfying.”

      Azalea laughed heartily. “'Tastes so good' might work better if you are to try and masquerade as a commoner.”

      His cheeks tinged pink. He really was a good-looking man. It almost wasn't fair. Prince or not, there would be few women who wouldn't be hard pressed to try and catch his eye.

      “I can't eat all of this. Please. Have some.”

      “Of the food I procured.” Her lips quirked. “All right.”

      The food was as delicious as he boasted it to be, and it should be. With her long hours of solitude, she had often tried new hobbies, the latest of which was culinary. She often made way too much, and she would magically seal it away until she had need for more, and she had just depleted her supplies for this meal. Why, it was almost fit for a king.

      Or a prince who was no longer a prince.

      “I'm trying to decide where to go.” Hale swallowed some wine. “It's night now. I guess I'll find a tree to climb in and sleep⁠—”

      “You might want to leave the forest behind before you rest,” she suggested in a tone that meant he really should heed her advice.

      “Why?”

      “It's enchanted. Can't you tell?” Not everyone could feel magic in the air, but Azalea always could, even when she had been a babe. Magic called to her. It was a part of her. It fueled her, energized her, kept her going when she sometimes wanted to throw it all away.

      “I thought something was off,” he muttered.

      Was he telling the truth? It shouldn't matter to her. It didn't matter to her. He didn't matter.

      Suddenly, she just wanted him gone. “Are you almost finished?”

      “Yes.” He blinked. “I didn't realize I was so hungry.” His blue eyes darkened. “There wasn't something in the food, was there? Or the wine?”

      “To do what?” she asked innocently.

      “I don't know. Make me do your bidding. Make me not want to leave. Make it so you can spy on me.”

      “Princey-who-isn't-a-princey-anymore, trust me, I have better things to do with my time than worry about you.”

      “Except for when you need to call on me.”

      “Of course. But I am tired,” she lied, “and I'm sure you are too. You better go and find a place for the night before it's too dark to locate one.”

      “Is there any way I could stay here for the night?”

      “Have you designs on my person?” She kept her tone light.

      He winced. “Of course not. I mean, that is…”

      Azalea looked away. His grimace, his shudder… As if she needed reminders about how she appeared. “I'm afraid there is only one bed.”

      Although he had to realize she could magic another one, he nodded. “Very well then. Thank you, Azalea. I… When will the doppelganger arrive at the castle?”

      “A detail you don't have to worry about. You are not prince anymore. Istrance is no longer your concern.”

      Hale winced again.

      Second thoughts on the matter? It was too late now.

      She walked him to the door. “I am the first witch you have ever met.”

      “Yes.”

      “Am I as repugnant as some would have you believe?”

      He reached forward and opened the door. “Thank you. I will see you when you call on me. I take it I will know when you need me?”

      She nodded, and off he walked.

      With an ache in her chest, she closed and locked the door. He hadn't answered her question, and yet had by his silence. Some believed witches to be unnatural and wished them dead. Some feared them for their power. Some wanted witches to be kept far, far away.

      The last was some of the reason why Azalea was here, in the tower, barred from ever leaving the enchanted forest.

      As she climbed into her bed and pulled her threadbare covers to her neck, she whispered, “I envy you your newfound freedom, Princey-who-is-no-longer-a-princey.”
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      Hale’s father hated witches. He thought them evil. “Them and their magic,” he would always say. “They act like they know everything. Why don’t they rule the world then?”

      Personally, Hale thought his father was afraid of them. He was always worried about those who were more powerful than him or anyone he felt threatened by.

      As for himself, Hale didn’t have much of an opinion concerning witches. Some were good; some were bad, just like anyone else. Azalea had helped him, after all. Then again, he was certain she would have his help and then some in return.

      Would she really abuse the ability to call him? Just how would he know when she needed his aid? That thought was a little disquieting. She did not frighten him, but he was worried she may demand something he could not willingly give.

      It was all well and good that she had given him free advice. He had to admit her advice made logical sense, but he hoped he would have figured that out on his own. Still, a horse or some coins would have better served him.

      Served him. Here he was, no longer tied to the crown, but still he was thinking of himself as higher than her. He wasn’t, especially considering she had power.

      Perhaps he should have tried to secure some means of learning just who this doppelganger was. He very well could have left his people in the hands of someone wholly incapable of leading them, mayhap even a worse ruler than his father.

      He would have to have faith and trust in this witch.

      Just thinking about her as he walked through the forest, arms wrapped around himself to try and warm him, brought a mental image of the witch to his mind. Although it disgusted him to do so, he shuddered. She was not a pleasing sight to see. That was shallow and vain of him, he knew, and he felt ashamed for the thought. Azalea could not be blamed that her appearance did not match her beautiful name.

      It did cause him to consider just what she could and could not do. Obviously, her looks were beyond her abilities to alter. Unless she preferred to look that way? But why?

      So men who will judge her for her looks will not bother her.

      But if she could not affect her own looks, how would she find a replacement for him?

      He shouldn’t be so concerned about all of this. What was done was done. Hale knew enough about witches and magic from his mother—who thought witches had their place in the world, just as dryads, Minotaurs, and titans did—to know that once an agreement was settled with a witch, it was binding, and nothing could make it undone.

      Walking helped to warm him somewhat, so although he was tired—the delicious meal in his belly only increasing his fatigue—he continued to try to find a way out of the forest for half past another hour yet. But when he stumbled over a tree root because he was dragging his feet, he knew he could go no farther. Up he glanced, up, up, up. This tree was quite tall, so much so that he couldn’t see the top of it. His eyes had long ago adjusted to the dim lighting. Not much starlight could filter down to him through the huge trees.

      He glanced down at his nice clothes and sighed. Climbing in them would surely ruin them. Then again, he also couldn’t go around wearing such noble-looking clothes either. A few stains, even a tear, wouldn’t be remiss to ascertain no one realize who he was.

      So he climbed, or rather, he tried to. The first branch was just out of reach, and it took several jumps for his hands to grasp it. The moment his fingers brushed against the rough bark, he was so shocked he released his hold and fell. His palm was not used to such coarseness. He was no stranger to callouses. As a prince, he had been trained in all manner of weapons. Still, this was something else altogether. Polished weapon handles and even smoothed-down wooden canes were nothing compared to this.

      Again, he tried. He fell twice more before he could secure a strong enough hold to pull himself up. After that first branch, it was far easier to climb, and he did so as fast as he dared. For some reason, the hair on the back of his neck was raised, and he no longer felt safe here. He was not quite frightened, but he felt uneasy, anxious, worried.

      Finally, he found a thick enough branch that he could reasonable rest on. He had always been a restless sleeper, however, and he began to worry that he might roll over and fall out of the tree. From this height, he would not be killed, but he would be wounded greatly, that was a certainty.

      He loosened his belt from around his waist and looped it around his feet and the branch and pulled it as tight as it would go. It wasn’t ideal, but his belt was only so long. The length was just not sufficient to wrap around his middle and the branch. At least this might help to keep him in place, and if he were to fall, well, it might, just might, make him dangle instead of crashing through the branches to the underbrush below.

      Sleep did not come easy. During longer scouting missions, he had slept outdoors. He suspected those missions were his father’s way to get him out of the way for a period of time. Then, he had always slept on the ground with enough blankets that his bedding almost felt like his bed in the castle. It was horrible uncomfortable, and he did not want to move his legs for fear of loosening the belt.

      Eventually, a sort of restfulness came over him, and then sleep itself. When he woke, still sitting upright with his back against the trunk, he could not be sorer, or more tired. With a jerk, he freed his legs. Descending proved easier than ascending, and he climbed down with effortlessness. Although he spied a few berry bushes here and there, he ignored them. This forest seemed unnatural to him. It wasn’t until he finally crossed out of it—almost three hours later if he was judging time from the sun correctly—that he realized why. Hardly any animals made noises inside the forest. No insects had sung to him during the night. No wolves howled. No predators sought after smaller game.

      Maybe she is the only predator in the forest.

      He shouldn’t think so poorly of the witch. She had helped him after all.

      Now where to go? His first thought was of the river and their tribes. Why not see for himself that his father had ruined his efforts to feed their people.

      No, not his father. Not anymore. He had been the one to cut ties with his father, the king, and not the other way around.

      While that did not bother him as much as it might have, the thought that the people of Istrance were no longer his concern did plague him. I’m not fit to rule then, though. My father proved that, albeit through deception. Bandits and highwaymen are real threats, and I had not thought to send along an armed convoy. I failed, and my shame and guilt will haunt me forever.

      Hating himself sparked him to move at a swift, angry pace. It only took two hours to reach the river. The tribes lived another two-day march from here, but at least vegetation flourished here, and he was almost able to eat his fill, almost because berries and fruit tended to bother him if he ate too many.

      As he walked along the riverbank—he saw no reason to rush and tire himself out, after all, he had all the time in the world now and no responsibilities to concern himself over—he kept a sharp eye out for rocks. He gathered as many sharp ones as he could. That night, he did not dare build a fire because the wildlife along the river was rumored to grow larger than most of their kin, but he still collected thick branches. If he could find some rope, he could make spears.

      He found a cushiony spot beneath a tall tree and settled down to sleep. His eyes were just closing when he heard a deep, rumbling growl.

      Forget waiting for rope. He ripped some thread loose from his shirt and set about making some spears in the dim moonlight. This tree, and all of the ones he could see nearby, had no branches low enough for him to grab onto, and he was a proficient enough climber to be able to shimmy up the trunk to reach one. A skill I will have to master.

      That night, sleep was even harder to come by. The day finally did dawn. Thankfully, he had not been attacked by a nocturnal animal. At one point, he had heard rustling and fights between hunters. At least one smaller animal had been killed. As he stretched, he debated seriously whether or not he should start sleeping some during the day. The moon would be full in a few more days. He would be able to see at night, so long as no storm rolled in.

      Still, he forced his tired legs to carry him. Around midday, he used a spear to try and catch some fish. His first two attempts broke spears, and he took the time to remake them. His shirt was starting to unravel, but there was nothing he could do about that.

      The third and fourth try weren’t much better, but at least his spears held up. Finally, on the fifth attempt, he lunged forward, his spear jabbing… and he slid on the slippery rocks beneath his feet. He landed on his rump, and a fish swam by and got entangled in his shirt.

      Hands up, Hale almost tripped again trying to stand, and he slowly made his way to the embankment. Success! Who cared if the fish’s stupidity had scored him the meal?

      The sun beat down on him, and he didn’t mind making a fire now, although with him being so wet, it took him some time to be able to get one started. Soon enough, he was enjoying fish… other than the bones he hadn’t quite removed as efficiently as he should have. I’m just a mess, aren’t I?

      Feeling a little low, he pushed onward until late afternoon before he found a place to rest. Despite the brightness around him, he fell asleep easily. His body was sore and tired and, honestly, giving out on him. He had thought himself a man in decent conditioning shape. Whenever his father had particularly aggravated or insulted him, he would find time to work out with the knights. He could ride a horse for days at a time, his legs and rump accustomed to that, but walking for such a long stretch, through hills and such, was proving to use different muscles. And while he could cut a sword or swing an axe, he found the spears he carried burdensome, most likely because he had no means to carry them other than in his hands.

      The world had darkened considerably by the time he awoke, far too dark, actually. Not only was it nighttime, but clouds were blotting out the moonlight, and the few stars shining above him provided little means for him to try and carry on. Still, he forced himself to pick his way along the river, careful not to be too close to the edge. The last thing he wanted, now that his clothes were mostly dry, would be for him to submerge himself again.

      He bumbled along his way, and just as he crested another hill, the clouds moved beyond the moon and bathed the world in light. The nighttime landscape was a sight to see, with the waters dark as oil, and the grass bending in the slight breeze as if bowing to honor the moon.

      His gaze shifted back to the water, and he stilled. A large animal, perhaps canine, was drinking just a little bit upstream. A wolf?

      Holding his breath, he tried to find a place to hide without turning his head. Regardless of his desperate attempt to remain unnoticed the animal lifted its head and stared straight at him.

      Not a wolf after all. He breathed a sigh of relief… until he recognized the creature as a unicorn.

      While they preferred virgins and were gentle and kind and even loving toward them, unicorns were not known to be anything like that with those they deemed unworthy.

      And from the way the unicorn was pawing the ground, the creature sure didn’t seem to think Hale was worthy.

      It lowered its head and charged him like a wild bull.
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      As soon as Azalea woke the morning after No-Longer-Princey left, she left the safety of the tower behind and examined the small puddle of water that had collected from two day’s previous rain. She kept no glass within the tower. Soon after she had arrived, she shattered every glass there was.

      Within the watery reflection, she didn’t see herself but the Kingdom of Istrance, more specifically, its marketplace. The world there still slept—they were lazy in her mind—but she did find one man tending to some horses. He was of a similar build and height to the prince, but their similarities ended there.

      Azalea whispered into his reflection’s ears that he should come to her. Over and over she repeated her message until, at last, he climbed onto the back of one of the horses and left the stables behind.

      It took him some time to reach her. To expend her magic such a faraway radius was beyond draining. That it had worked surprised her. She hadn’t thought her magic could extend beyond the boundary of the enchanted forest, but apparently it could.

      She heard the neighing and prancing of hooves first, and Alazea opened the door to the tower and slinked back to her shadows, waiting for them to arrive. The man did not disappoint, although she found it passingly strange that he did not bother to secure the horse to a tree. When she peeked out the doorway from her hiding spot, she realized the horse was not even wearing a saddle. The man was a true horseman.

      He walked inside without bothering to knock on the door, and she frowned. Although, I guess taking liberties is a princely sort of thing to do.

      A snap of her fingers, and the man paused mid-stride. It wasn’t hard to conjure up a mental image of No-Longer-Princey, and converting the man’s features to be identical was simple enough. His hair grew shorter, straighter. His narrow-set eyes shifted outward and changed colors. She added a little more muscles to his frame, shaved him, and, last of all, altered his vocal chords.

      Physically, it was done. But mentally? That was a whole other realm.

      For this, she had to physically touch him, and she placed her fingers on his temples. Planting the suggestion repeatedly that he was Prince Hale require more from her than she anticipated, and by the time it was done, she was ready to collapse. The glimpse inside the mind of No-Longer-Princey had given her access to some of his memories, and she had passed them along to the doppelganger. Hopefully, no one would ever be the wiser.

      His eyes opened, and he stared at her with No-Longer-Princey’s eyes. “Who are you?” he demanded in No-Longer-Princey’s voice.

      “No one of consequence,” she said smoothly.

      “Do you know who I am?” He stared down his nose at her, his face twisted with anger.

      “Yes, of course. You’re Prince Hale.”

      “Indeed I am, and I would prefer it if you would address me properly as is befitting my rank.”

      Impertinent and arrogant and haughty. The king might actually like this Hale.

      “Yes, Your Highness.” Azalea swept him a curtsey “befitting his rank.” She hid an amused smirk behind her hand.

      His eyes looked ready to jump out of their sockets. “Who are you?” he demanded. “And where am I?”

      “You walked here, into my house, Your Highness.” She curtsied again.

      “I do not see why. Very well then, I am off.”

      “Safe travels,” she called after him.

      He stilled just as he was crossing the threshold to leave her hotel room.

      “Safe travels, Your Highness,” she clarified.

      Without another word or glance behind, he leapt onto the horse’s back and left.

      Azalea breathed a little bit easier than. She had supplied the Kingdom of Istrance with a doppelganger of their prince, thereby fulfilling her end of the bargain.

      But she did not call on No-Longer-Princey. He would have just set out on an adventure. Better to leave him be until she desperately had need for his assistance.

      Again, she returned to the puddle, and she watched his return home. He barked at those in the marketplace who happened to be in his way, whereas he had spoken to no one on his way through town to reach her. Then again, the rest of Istrance had been sleeping, so she hadn’t seen his personality to know how he would treat his subjects. Not unkindly, she would say, but not kindly either. Perhaps a balance of the two was what was needed. It was hard to say.

      A pang of hunger seized her, but she did not stir. Hours had passed since she’d woken, plus she had not eaten much with No-Longer-Princey. Combined with her heavy magic use, and she was beyond tired and hungry as a whale.

      Ah, yes, there. The union she had most wished to see, that of the king with the doppelganger of his son. Unsurprisingly, the two butted heads, but they did seem to come to a sort of understanding in short order.

      Maybe No-Longer-Princey is wrong about the king. Well, it concerns him no longer. And the doppelganger concerns me no longer as well.

      The thought of peeking in on No-Longer-Princey was an enticing one, but she did not put it into action. She might wish to see the good-looking man again, but he was free to live his life as he wished now, and she would never have that luxury, not unless she ended her own life. While she did not have a lot to live for, she did not wish to see what the afterlife had in store for her, not anytime soon.

      As she returned inside the tower prison and fixed herself some food, she knew then that she would be keeping a close eye on both men. I wonder who is the better looking one? Physical traits only carried one so far. Intentions were at the heart of one’s soul, and that could influence a person’s mind and body, looks and attitude.

      I sure hope I picked well because if I didn’t…

      Well, hopefully No-Longer-Princey would never learn of her blunder. It would hardly do for her doppelganger to be a worse prince than No-Longer-Princey feared he was. Nevertheless, the doppelganger was in place and would one day be king. No-Longer-Princey would have no means to be upset with her.

      “The first person I spoke to in…” Azalea hesitated, shocked. She hadn’t spoken to herself out loud in years too. Hers was a lonely existence. But it was hers and no one would mistake her for anyone else. Personally, she thought doppelgangers were inherently beings better not messed with. This reasoning was why she thought creating one would be preferable to locating a man who was similar enough to Hale in the look’s department.

      She ate some of the leftovers from the feast she’d served No-Longer-Princey and promptly laid down. Her body needed to recover.

      Her mind, however, raced, focusing on the two men, and it was some time before sleep did come to her. When she woke, her heart was pounding, and her cheeks were wet. She could not recall what she had dreamt about, but obviously it had frightened her something fierce.

      That feeling of isolation and fear she could not name plagued her for the rest of the day. Not since she had first come here had she felt this way. Her existence was not one of her choosing, but she had come to accept it.

      Or had she?
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      The unicorn stampeded toward Hale. He held out his spears—all of them—but dove to the side at the last moment. The hooves almost clipped him as he rolled to the side. He was unworthy. He had always feared that was the case. The deal he had made with the witch already seemed worthwhile. If a unicorn thought him unworthy enough to try and kill him, how could he have ever been the ruler his people needed?

      The horned beast halted and turned around, readying for another sweeping attack. Hale jumped into the river and swam to the other side. During his trek, he only lost one spear. Shivering, he climbed out and tried to shake some of the water from him.

      The unicorn stared at him through narrowed eyes, and Hale shivered even more, this time not from the cold water. The animal seemed too intelligent for its own good, and its hatred of him, as a result, seemed that much more calculating and oppressive.

      Only when the unicorn drank more from the water and made no signs of being willing to cross to the other side of the embankment did Hale continue on. I’m a coward. Running away like a frightened little boy. But what could he do? Killing a unicorn was not something to ever be done. Too many of those who had in the past had come to horrific deaths shortly thereafter.

      Shaken by his ordeal, Hale pressed forward at a swift pace. After several hours, he caught himself a fish to eat before he left the river behind to find the worn path his cart would have travelled to reach the River Tribes. Had his father even allowed the cart to leave their kingdom? He had no way of knowing, and the thought soured his stomach, the fish no longer settling well.

      Well, he would just try to learn what he could as he would never have to deal with his father again. The thought both pleased and distressed him. The latter emotion almost confused him. It still irked him terribly that he could have been so easily hoodwinked. I am too naïve for my own good. Being out and about in the world will hopefully make me more experienced.

      Although he had a few lessons on tracking, he could find no clues as to whether or not his cart had come this way. Too much time had passed, rainwater washing the road, the marks too muddled to provide any clues.

      Still, he kept on his trek and shortly after midday, he reached the first line of huts belonging to one of the River Tribes. A young boy, naked, covered in dirt, his skin a sun-kissed color, stopped playing in the mud and stared at him.

      Hale just stared back. Now that he was here, he almost didn’t know what to do. He felt lost, confused, befuddled… and hungry too. I had better get used to that feeling, especially with winter coming.

      Maybe he had been too rash, agreeing to the witch’s proposal, but he had had the best of intentions. His people needed a better prince, a better future than the one he could provide for them. He was too impulsive and lax and… trusting. By far, that was his biggest weakness. He trusted far too easily, when it wasn’t earned yet.

      Again, he thought of Azalea. After all, she had conned him. How soon until she called on him? How many times would she force him to do her will? What if she wanted him to do something terrible? Would the laws of magic bind him to her and force him to complete whatever action she required of him?

      Well, he would just have to hope his faith had not been misguided when it came to her. Witches could be good or evil, just like princes.

      And just like kings.

      The boy scratched his cheek, still staring at Hale. He cocked his head to the side, the movement oddly birdlike. How interesting.

      “Hello,” Hale said gently.

      The boy turned around and ran away, his bare feet leaving indentations in the mud.

      Hale sighed, frustrated. Already he had made a good impression or so it seemed.

      Hating himself for frightening the boy, Hale took only a single step forward when spears darted out toward him in every direction. Men stepped forward. They had all been wearing camouflage, their outfits so well put together Hale hadn’t even seen them.

      He held out his hands defensively then realized he was holding his spears. Palms open, he dropped them onto the mud. “I mean you no ill⁠—”

      A spear prodded him in the back, propelling him forward. He stumbled and fell, getting a face full of mud. Laughter sounded around him, as well as rushed speech too fast and garbled for him to understand.

      Hale scrambled to his feet. No recognition flashed in any of their eyes, but of course that would be the case. Although he had learned about the various River Tribes, he had never gone to see them for himself until now. He had never truly left the borders of Istrance until now. Yes, he had visited with other kingdoms, shared food and drink with various heads, whether they were kings or sultans or emperors, but the only commoners he had known where his people, and the River Tribes were much more like commoners than royalty.

      Still, he had always been fascinated by them and their long history… a history that tended toward violence and cruelty.

      Hale swallowed and gagged. Some of the mud had gotten into his mouth. He had to look like a poor soul. He was a poor soul. He had nothing to his name, and, actually, he didn’t even have a name anymore. Could he really go by Hale when another man had claimed his name and title?

      With the back of his hand, he wiped his mouth and stared at the tallest male standing before him. “I mean you no harm. I’m just a⁠—”

      “Not welcome.” A short, stocky man approached Hale. While the others all pointed spears at Hale, this one held a wooden cane. He whacked it smartly against Hale’s knees.

      He managed to not buckle. “I thought⁠—”

      “You thought wrong. Not welcome.” The man went to hit him again.

      Hale took a step to the back and left to avoid the blow. “I would like⁠—”

      “No care what you like. We no like you.”

      “Why not?” Hale stared the man down. “Because I’m different from you? Because I don’t understand the river? I know it floods at certain times of the year. I know it’s necessary for your livelihood. I know⁠—”

      “Less and little.” The man thumped his cane onto the ground and narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

      The little boy from earlier wiggled his way through the crowd around Hale. He gazed at him with unblinking, wide eyes. Then, he held out his hand, offering a blood apple.

      Hale accepted the fruit and dug into it. Juice dribbled down his chin, and he knew that he had to look like he was bleeding. Every one of the men and the boy was watching him as he ate, and he finished the fruit in no time at all.

      “Thank you,” he said to the boy. Only by holding his hands behind his back was he able to prevent himself from bowing to show his appreciation. Azalea the witch had the right of it. If he was to no longer be a prince, he could not act like one.

      The man with the cane huffed his nostrils. “Why come?”

      Hale hesitated, debating his options, and settled on the truth. “I had wondered if any nearby lands had bartered with you recently.”

      “Trading of goods.” Disgusted, his face reddening with anger, the man spat. The saliva landed far too close to Hale’s foot. “No.”

      “You do not trade ever?” Hale crossed his arms in front of him. His father had set him up for failure in more than one way, it seemed.

      “No,” the man said.

      But at the same time, the boy said, “Yeah.”

      Hale tried to keep his face neutral. His father had allowed him to be in the presence of few dignitaries. The king feared Hale would do something to upset them, even though, if everyone were to be honest, that was much more likely to occur on the king’s end. After all, his father hardly allowed Hale more than a nod and a smile and few, if any words. Because of those experiences, Hale could keep still like a statue, holding an expression like his face was an indifferent mask. But the little boy was hopping on one foot and then the other, arms spread, looking so bird-like Hale had to crack a smile.

      “You think this funny?” the man demanded, his spear raised and pointed at Hale’s stomach.

      “I think I would like to barter with you, if I may.”

      “For what?” the taller man asked, speaking for the first time. His voice was gruff and harsh, so much so that his speech was a little difficult to comprehend.

      “I would like to learn how to fish. I would like to maybe acquire one or two of your spears.” They were hardened weapons, sharp despite being obviously well used. They were so much better than his makeshift spears, that his spears looked like toys compared to theirs. “I would like⁠—”

      “You like too much.” The first puffed out his chest. “What would you give us in return?” He waved his spear around. “You have nothing to offer us.”

      Hale drew in a deep breath. He couldn’t deny that he had nothing to offer.

      Well, next to nothing…
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      The new day dawned, but in the tower, Azalea hardly saw the sun. She could go out and work in her garden, tending to her herbs. She could try to see if any small game had been foolish enough to wander into her portion of the forest. She could do just about anything she wanted.

      But what did she want?

      To have her own life. Because her life most certainly was not her own.

      To enjoy the luxuries other enjoyed. Because why she had magic, she could not expand enough to live much beyond a commoner. Maybe a noble, but certainly nowhere near that of royalty.

      To go wherever she wished. Because she was bound to the enchanted forest. Her home and her prison, equal.

      Normally, she was resigned to her life, and she did not care or fret over what could not be. Today, two reason marred whatever blissful ignorance she might have tried to enjoy.

      One, she envied the freedom she had so easily been able to grant to No-Longer-Princey. He could go anywhere he wished in the world. The lands were at his beck and call. She burned with jealousy over his independence more than she ever would have his wealth or position of power. Although he did strike her as a bit too impulsive and reckless and could well end up killed if he did not learn his place in the world now that he could no longer hide beyond a crown.

      And two, today was her twenty-third birthday. Not that anyone cared. Not that anyone but her knew of today’s significance. Not that there was another she wished to spend the day’s long hours with.

      Still, a sense of loneliness did claim her, and she floated down the stairs and pushed open the front door of the tower with a wave of her hand. Outside, fresh air blasted her. The wind was fierce today. A storm was brewing.

      It always stormed on her birthday. November second. It was enough to make her wonder if the day of her birth had been as stormy as every one she could recall.

      She lowered herself to the ground until grass tickled beneath her bare toes. Aimlessly, she wandered about the lands, touching the just starting to turn colorful leaves, the moss dripping from the tree branches, the birds that flew toward her. A raven perched on one shoulder, a robin on the other.

      “What do you think of me?” she asked them critically, almost angrily. “Why seek me out? I have nothing to offer you.”

      The robin gave a short call and flew off, but the raven remained. Her feathers were so black they looked blue.

      Ignoring her, she continued on, feeling restless, anxious. Such troubleness hadn’t plagued her since the first few years she had lived here.

      “Thirteen when my magic came,” she whispered.

      Was she talking to herself or the raven? Did it matter?

      It had been such a shock. Three years already she had lived here, in the tower, by herself. Her birthday had come, with yet another storm as always, and she hadn’t been able to close the windows. They just would not budge. Finally, she had been so disgusted, she backed up and jerked her arm down while imagining the window shutting.

      And it had. With such force the window shattered. Glass had fallen everywhere. The storm, of course, had chosen that moment to rip apart the clouds, and the rains poured down, beating against the tower and inside the broken window.

      That had been her first expression of magic. She’d been so shocked, and yes, maybe a little scared, that she didn’t try again for another six months. A self-taught witch.

      “I might not be the strongest witch ever,” she informed the raven, “and I might not have a spell book or know how to brew potions, but I am not a push over.”

      The raven cawed at her.

      She stopped and eyed the bird, suddenly suspicious. Birds were often friendly with witches, weren’t they? There was much she did not know, and perhaps that was merely superstition, but there might be a nugget of truth to it. If this bird was not just trying to be familiar with her, but with another witch, she might be endangering herself by talking her.

      Or maybe her paranoia had grown to a frightening level. In all the years she had been here, how many had come to see her? Only Hale. And she had sent him off as quickly ae she could.

      “I’m not meant to have friends,” she whispered. “I’m going to die here, alone. No one will mourn. No one will care. No one will know.”

      That was her life.

      That was her curse.

      Unexplainable fury filled her, and she blasted the trees in front of her until she had cleared a small circle within the heart of the enchanted forest. She tilted her head back and welcomed the rain washing down her face, mixing with her tears. How she wanted to leap onto the wind, to fly on it, to soar above the enchanted forest, to try and fly away from her troubles.

      But she couldn’t. So she didn’t.

      And still the rain mixed with her tears.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Hale cleared his throat. The number of River people surrounding him had only grown. Now, women and children in addition to the naked boy had joined the crowd, and he could not help feeling nervous. Despite his torn clothing, he looked so out of place here. There was no denying that he did not belong with them.

      But he needed them, needed their wisdom. Regardless of learning the truth about the cart of goods he had sent their way, he must find a way to convince them to teach him how to survive. He had to prove his worth.

      Only his father had spent years upon years berating him for his worthlessness.

      “I can teach you how to use swords.”

      “Swords. Bah.” The man with the cane turned his head to the side and spat. “We no need swords.”

      “But swords can give you a means to defend yourself.”

      “Spears defend.” The man snapped his fingers, and all of the spears pointed at Hale again.

      “Spears work well with fish and small game, but against foes with swords and shields…” Hale shrugged, hands out, palms up.

      “What you know about foes?” The man, quick as a snake, slithered up to Hale. He was shorter than Hale, and he stared up at him with beady, suspicious eyes.

      Wonderful. Azalea had warned him to be careful with his actions and words, and he was already failing.

      “It is always better to be prepared. If you don’t want swords, what about shields?” Hale bent down and retrieved one of his pathetic spears.

      A real spear jabbed at his right shoulder, tearing his clothing.

      He held up his left hand. “Bear with me,” he muttered as he traced a circle into the ground with the tip of his spear. “A shield can protect you while you use your spear to attack. Look.” Hale used his foot to wipe away a spot on the right hand of the spear and had the circle go inward. “You could even rest the spear on a part of the shield. Or even have multiple places…” He moved to the right, glanced around to make sure no more spears were about to jab him, and drew another shield, but this one had a notch at the top, bottom, and on either side. “Four places to rest the spear. You could jab it forward from any of these places.” His spear tapped against the four ridges.

      The men and women were staring at him.

      Did they want more? Maybe…

      “You could even add a spear head to the center of the shield,” he blurted out. “Make the shield itself both protection and another weapon.”

      The man with the cane grunted. “Achelous.”

      Hale frowned. That was a strange word for a man with seemingly limited language to have.

      He beat his chest with a fist. “Achelous. Me. You?”

      Oh, so Achelous was his name.

      And Hale hadn’t thought of a new one for himself yet. “I am…” What was he? A traveler. “Faer.”

      “Faer.” Achelous wrinkled his nose. “Strange. How make shield?”

      Hale shrugged. “How fish with spear?” he countered.

      Achelous tapped his cane on the ground twice then threw back his head and roared with laughter. “We teach. You make.”

      “So you do barter.”

      “Barter. Hmph.”

      Hale grinned. It might have to catch his food tonight, but he would eat and hopefully eat until full.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      For a week, Hale remained with the River Tribes. Achelous was the head of the Stone Stream Tribe. A few others tribes came around too—Lake Claws and Pebble Tail and Misty Heart. Achelous allowed Hale to share with them his spear-shield design, and the other tribes gave him gifts. The Lake Claws gave him a two-sided spear. The Pebble Tails gave him a special potion that was said to make fish flock to you. And Misty Heart gave him a horn that they swore they would answer the call of no matter how long it would take them to reach him, no matter where on earth he blew it.

      When Hale had learned all he could from the Stone Streams, he sought out Achelous. “It is time for me to move on.”

      Achelous humphed. “Too good to stay?”

      “I’m not of the river, and you would never fully accept me, and you know it.”

      The leader spat. “You could stay. Marry my daughter.”

      “You don’t have a daughter.” Despite himself, Hale grinned. Achelous had picked up a few words from their time together.

      “No. You right. You leave. Here.” Achelous handed Hale a set of camouflage clothing. “So you can be safe.”

      Hale laughed. “Such better protection than a shield.”

      “Impossible.” Achelous held up his hands. “Expect too much.”

      Hale had already started to change into his new clothes. The leather was softer than he expected, and how exactly the leaves were fastened around it he couldn’t tell. There was even a hat that went with it, small and pointed in the front. Without the river people’s darker skin, he wouldn’t blend in quite as well with them, but if he were to smear mud on his face, that should work.

      His old clothes, the ones he had left the castle in a hurry in, were tattered and torn and even had a few blood stains in them that refused to wash out completely. Just yesterday, he had speared down a small hare. If he washed out the hide, he could turn it into a pouch and put the clothing in there. For some reason, he did not want to leave it behind. A small reminder of his past, where he had come from and where he would never return.

      The thought did not sadden him, but he called to mind Azalea and the doppelganger. Had she played him false? The River Tribes were a knowledgeable people. They might feign disinterest in the lay of the land elsewhere beyond the river on either side, but they were calculating and smart, and they did pay attention to the various kingdoms. Enough time would have passed for news to have reached here if the Kingdom of Istrance thought their prince was missing. So Azalea had found them a prince or conjured one up.

      But would the prince be a better one than he had been? He should have ensured that would be the case, produced more stipulations for Azalea to follow. After all, the witch had discovered a means to entrap him to her will multiple times and not just once.

      Could he blame her for her treachery? Not really. She had taken advantage of his ignorance. He was to blame, not her. At times, her face would float behind his eyes, and he could not help wincing. She was not a lovely sight to see, but there was something about her eyes. They were not beautiful either, but there were so much hidden there. Knowledge and pain. She kept a lot of secrets or mayhap even burdens. In a strange way, he felt a connection to her, one he suspected was unrelated to the bargain they had struck.

      The first few nights here with the River Tribe, he had not slept well, fearful they would try and kill him while he slept, and then when he did rest, he would dream of storms and being ripped apart by winds, unnatural winds, the rain waters turning his skin to boils. Only Azalea could heal him, his dreamself somehow knew, but he could not find her forest or the tower. He could not find her.

      And one morning, he had woken to find a boil on his arm. He had been so frightened at first, until he realized it was only a bite from a honeyviper insect. The small winged bugs loved to create honey, but if you dared to try and steal some from them, they would bite and inject you with poisonous viper venom. The small boy—who hardly ever wore clothes—had given Hale a salve to apply, and the venom worked its way back out of the bite site, a horrible green color that gave off the foulest smell ever.

      The boy, as it turned out, was none other than Achelous’s only son. There was no guarantee the boy, who refused to tell Hale his name and whom none of the other river men or women had ever referred to by name, would take his father’s place as head one day. The strongest or the smartest or the bravest ruled them, not familial lines. If Istrance operated within the same rules, I would still be there yet, ignorant and small and insignificant. If I could have lived there without the burden of being heir, how different my life would have been.

      Hale’s fingers worked at the hare’s hide, and he fashioned the pouch, not as well as one of the river folk would have been able to craft, but passable.

      He had just fit his ruined royal clothes inside when Achelous approached him.

      “Here.” The man shoved a shield into Hale, so violently the spike almost buried into his side.

      Hale accepted it. The river folk did not work with metals. They hadn’t the forges to be able to bend it and mold it to their likening. Instead, they used bones or wood or stones for their weapons. Most of the shields had been formed of bone, but this one was from a large stone, the spike a femur from a large animal sharpened down to a fine point, thin at the end and ready to slice into anyone foolish enough to be caught on the wrong end of it.

      “Thank you.” Hale never accepted his shields to have been so useful or practical. That an idea of his could change how a group of persons lived and allow them to better protect themselves… He had done it. He had improved people’s lives.

      You were wrong about me, Father.

      His father would never know, but that did not matter.

      “Be off,” Achelous said gruffly.

      Hale nodded. A few of the children and women had hugged him, and the men had shaken his hands or bumped their painted chests against him, but Achelous was too standoffish for that.

      Again, he nodded, almost but not quite bowing as a measure of respect, and turned to leave.

      Small arms wrapped around his legs, and Hale looked down to see the naked boy. He ruffled his hair.

      There was a question in the boy’s eyes.

      “I might be back. I might not be.” Hale shrugged. “I’m off for now though. You be good.”

      The boy backed away slowly. Hale began his journey away from the river, heading straight for the mountains. Whenever he looked back, he saw Achelous and the boy still standing there, watching him critically. Eventually, Achelous left, but the boy remained, probably even after Hale could no longer see him.

      The thought of seeing the world, of trying to maybe learn all he could, to become… not wise, perhaps, but worldly at least, brightened his spirits. Even though he was now alone. Even though the shield he had strapped to his back was wearing him down already. Even though he was heading straight for the Den of the Cyclopes. The one-eyed giants were not known for being hospitable toward strangers. They were quick to anger. However, they were said to be able to see the future, and Hale had no idea who else to go forth and see. All other lands were at least a fortnight’s journey away. It would only take him two nights to reach the mountains, and another day or two to be able to climb up and reach their home.

      If they did not hurl boulders down the mountain to roll him off. If they did not use him for javelin practice. If they did not ignore him completely. If their eyes had foreseen them forsaking him, he was already walking on a doomed path.

      But he would not look back. He would not second guess himself. He had started out on a path when he had left his kingdom behind, and he would not be deterred.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The moon hung low in the sky, full of craters. Most people cared only for the sun with her brightness, but Azalea had always had an affinity for the moon. While it only reflected the light of the sun and provided no warmth, the moon still held power. It controlled the ebb and flow of the tides of the water. To Azalea, the moon was a thing of beauty, of wonder and awe.

      She rested her palms on the harsh, black stone of the crenellation at the top of the tower, staring up at the sky. The moon shone so brightly tonight that it blotted out the stars. Only its brightness marred the blackness of the sky. So beautiful. Normally such a night would leave Azalea with a sense of peace, but she had not known peace for a little while now.

      Her life had fallen into a routine long ago, endless days, all the same. She hadn’t bothered to think about the future and that it would only be more of the same. She never bothered to reflect on the past and what her mistakes had been.

      But ever since her routine had been interrupted by No-Longer-Princey, she found herself both reflecting on the future and regretting the past. Her shame threatened to overwhelm her.

      A sudden gust of wind would have had anyone else shivering, but Azalea hardly felt it. In a way, she hated No-Longer-Princey. Why had she agreed to grant him his freedom, the one thing she herself could never have?

      Technically, that was not true. All curses did have a means for them to be broken, but the witch who had cursed her to stay within the bounds of the enchanted forest had all but assured her curse would be hers to suffer until the day she died.

      And, yes, while she had done something awful, something deeply regretful, she did not deserve to live out this curse for the rest of her days. Yet her fate was sealed.

      No-Longer-Princey had everything she could have ever wished for. Freedom to explore. No lands barred from him. No one to answer to. There was nothing she could ask of him that would equal what she had provided for him.

      The monotony of her days, of her existence within the curse, had not truly sunken in until after his visit. Now, she found herself constantly thinking about what her life might have been like if only she had been more careful. She had never intended to… Well, it didn’t matter now. Her life was boring. She practiced her magic and tried to harness more power, but honestly, there was no point. She ate what she wanted, but her appetite had been less and less lately. Her hair had started to fall out even more than normal. Nothing about her life felt worthwhile.

      Regret, that horrid emotion, consumed her. Did No-Longer-Princey regret the choice he had made when he had given up his crown? If he did not yet, would he one day? Impulsive choices rarely made for wise decisions in the long run, but any regret he might be feeling or might feel in the future was not on her. Helping him, as much as she hated his freedom, was not something she regretted.

      Because maybe, just maybe, there was something No-Longer-Princey could do for her after all. The thought of ending her curse had been a recurring one as of late and while she would not be able to end her own life, perhaps he could repay her favor by killing her.

      If she did decide her life was no longer worth living…

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite aching muscles and a sore lower back, Hale pressed on, climbing up the mountain. Numerous caves and opening dotted the mountainside, but he ignored them all, seeking one of the three humongous ones that would lead him to the Cyclopes’ lair.

      A sudden rumbling had Hale glancing up. A rock trickled to his left, too small to be a warning from the Cyclopes. Breathing easily, he continued to ascend.

      But then another rock came down and another. So many. Too many. The start of a rockslide.

      And it was headed straight for him.

      Hale ducked into the closest cave he could find. It was small, so small he had to hunch down. Some of the rocks bounced inside, and one even cut his ankle. He dropped down onto all fours and crawled deeper into the cave. He’d wait out the rockslide and continue on. Some rocks wouldn’t be enough to scare him away from his next adventure.

      But more rocks bounced inward, toward him, forcing him even deeper inside. Sunlight didn’t extend her illumination far, and he groped around blindly when another rock hit him, this one from directly overhead.

      From the cave’s ceiling.

      A little paranoid, Hale hesitated. Should he risk crawling more? Or face the rockslide?

      A rock bashing into his temple made up his mind. He jerked away from it and crawled forward. Far too quickly, his hands felt solid earth. The cave was not endless, and he had just reached the end of it.

      Groans sounded, loud and close, and more rocks fell from the ceiling. Hale crawled around in the darkness as fast as he could, but he could not discover an offshoot. This cave could collapse at any moment. The rockslide was now the preferable foe to face.

      As quickly as he could, his hands accumulating scrapes as he went, Hale exited the cave. The rockslide had not slowed down any, and he was just starting to more to the east when he was lifted into the air.

      The face looming in front of him was the ugliest he had ever seen, even uglier than Azalea’s. Pox-marked, with bulging blue veins, a boulder of a nose, and a massive eye centered in his forehead, the Cyclops stared at Hale.

      “You stupid,” he said in his booming voice.

      Hale had no response to give.

      Effortlessly, the Cyclops lumbered along. At eight feet tall, if not taller, the Cyclops moved quickly, effortlessly evading the rockslide and entered one of the caves Hale had sought.

      The grip the Cyclops had around Hale’s shirt was so tight he could hardly breath, and by now, his sight was dotted. He could hardly see where they were going, and he would be lying if he claimed he felt like anything else other than a frightened child.

      The feeling only grew when he was dropped. He scrambled to his feet, glad at least that he could stand here without hitting his head on the ceiling. That relief was short lived, however, because he quickly realized he was trapped in a rocky pen. He was in jail.

      Cyclopes were not known for their hospitality.  He had known that much, but he never would have anticipated such a poor welcome.

      I’m stupid. I am going to get myself killed, like Azalea said.

      No. He refused to stay here and rot. His first adventure had turned out quite well, he rather thought. His second one too.

      Only he had no idea how.

      Quite a bit of time passed. A day or two, maybe. It was hard to tell. His eyes had long ago adjusted to the dimness of the cave, but there were no torches nearby, no light source of any kind. No one was nearby, not another prisoner, and no Cyclopes came by with food. Luckily, the cave was littered with rats. Unluckily for the rats, the Cyclops had not stripped Hale of his spear and shield, and when the hunger proved unbearable, he got over his reluctance to eat raw meat and caught, killed, and ate rats.

      More time passed, perhaps even more days. Without water, and soon, Hale would not have much longer to live. He had screamed and yelled until he no longer had a voice, and he was quite convinced the Cyclopes had forgotten all about him. He was going to die here.

      That night—if it was night—Hale tried to drift off to sleep, but his extreme thirst prevented him from being able to even contemplate slumber. His thoughts turned to the witch. How he envied her magical abilities! She would never die from something as ignorant and ignoble as lack of water. If only she would call on me now…

      Just what would the witch ask of him? What could he possibly do for her that she could not do herself? Although he had not met many witches, she had seemed rather powerful to him. Now that he had been stripped of his crown, he had no power whatsoever himself.

      It was stupid to have come here. He should’ve just gone somewhere else, anywhere else. It would have taken longer, yes, but it would have been safer—or at least had the potential to be safer—and the Cyclopes, with their single eye, might be able to recognize him. Why hadn’t he thought of that before? Too impulsive and reckless for his own good. And now it was going to kill him. Not my speech. Just my stupidity.

      He sure regretted coming here, but that deal with Azalea? That he didn’t regret in the least.

      His throat was so dry it hurt to swallow. He had tried to keep his body strong despite his capture, doing certain exercises and not sitting for long, and the rats—as disgusting as they were—gave him energy, but without water to hydrate, he still felt as if he was wasting away.

      Maybe it was foolish, and a silly waste of energy, but he slammed his spear into the floor of the cave. His spearhead caught on the rock so deeply he had to yank on the shaft with two hands to pull it out again. Some pebbles came up with it.

      Frustration and anger at his situation and at himself had him stabbing the spot on the floor again and again. Gradually, the hole widened enough for him to be able to peek below. Light blinded him, flickering that could only be from a fiery source. The sudden source of illumination blinded him, and he worked to widen the hole even more as his eyes slowly adjusted to the light. Eventually, he realized the room was empty. There were papers and books, so many of them, scattered all over tables and on shelves carved directly into the wall. Interesting. Although Cyclopes were known for their visions, a lot of other species tended to think of Cyclopes as having a lower level of intelligence. They tended to speak in grunts or have a limited vocabulary, and Hale was ashamed to realize he was shocked to learn they had a written language. He was too far away to make out the words to see if he could understand them.

      For the next few hours, or so it felt from the aches in his arms, the burning of his biceps, Hale whittled away at the floor. It took some time, but eventually, the hole was big enough for him to shimmy through. He lowered his feet first, his arms shaking as he lowered himself down. The room was so large, though, to accommodate the great height of the Cyclopes that he dropped down a fair distance. He landed on a table and rolled off it onto the floor with a loud clatter.

      “Oof.” His body was a ball of pain and fire, and he couldn’t move at first. He just laid there, eyes closed, enjoying the orange he could still see from the fire through his shut eyelids, glad for the color after so much time in darkness.

      He probably dozed or even slept for hours. He had no idea how long he was out for when he finally stirred and felt as if he could sit up without a great deal of pain.

      In addition to being reckless and impulsive, it also happened that he was curious, and even though he knew he should try to find a way out of the caves and back onto the mountain, he found himself gathering the papers that had fallen onto the floor. Most contained drawings with few letters and words. It only took Hale a few moments to realize they were depictions of visions. Some were clearly of long ago events, wars and conquering by various rulers throughout history. A few were more recent, and he even recognized his father in one of the drawings. It came as no surprise that the picture showed his father’s grief over losing his prized son and heir.

      As much as Hale wanted to linger and learn all he could about what had happened and what might come to be, he knew that he would not live to see any future if he was discovered here. He started toward the door and hesitated. The silence in the cave—the only sound he had heard was the flickering of candles, his own breathing, and the rustling of the papers—bothered him greatly. Where were the Cyclopes? What were they doing?

      For centuries, the Cyclopes had lived in the mountain, and they had carved it to be their city. All Hale could do was pick a direction and hope that he would not come across a Cyclops and that he might soon find a way to freedom.

      At one point, he did heard voices, and he ducked into the nearest room. The humongous bed in the center stood too tall for him to see the blanket on top, but he easily hid beneath it. After a moment, the grunts and footsteps faded away. Hale scrambled out from beneath the bed and headed to the door when he spied the tall table and smelled spices. Food. Maybe drink too.

      After climbing trees with the River Tribes, Hale easily scaled the chair and up and onto the table. A soup of some kind, orange with specks floating in it, stared back at him, as well as a tall glass of blue liquid. Hale tipped the glass and drank greedily, spilling some down his face and soaking his clothes. It was lukewarm, but nothing had tasted more refreshing.

      The sight of the soup had his stomach growling. The huge spoon was awkward to wield, but he managed. The soup tasted spicy and yet sweet, and he wasn’t sure what all was in it, but he ate a fair amount of it, not that the level went down by much due to the massive size of the bowl.

      His stomach sloshed as he eased his way back down to the floor. He hadn’t gotten very far when a female cyclops—he could only tell because her hair was to her elbows—entered the room. She took one look at him and screamed.

      Wonderful. If only he had waited until after he had left the mountainous city to find drink, he might not be facing off against three Cyclopes who all had murder in their one eyes.
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      Azalea stared at her reflection in the puddle the rainwater from the previous night had formed. She was every bit as ugly as she remembered, but she pushed through, staring through her reflection. The water rippled, and now she saw Istrance. The commoners were huddled together, cold and miserable. Winter had come early for them. She was still in the arms of autumn, here in her enchanted forest, although the days were rapidly growing shorter and colder than she preferred.

      The nobles, of course, were not as miserable, although they complained even more than the commoners did, and they actually had a legitimate reason to criticize and grumble. The king had pawned off a job on the prince—doppelganger prince—and it seemed as if the prince was failing as badly as Hale would have. Perhaps that was a good thing. If the doppelganger had proven himself too fit an heir immediately, it might raise suspicions. Then again, if the doppelganger never did blossom, well, that had not been a part of their agreement. Hale had wanted to be free of the crown, and she had given him a means to have his bonds broken. Never had she promised that the replacement would be a better prince than he had been.

      Still, she found herself drawn to the commoners. They had no means to protect themselves against the cold of winter, their clothes too worn, their coppers too few. They would grow desperate, she knew, when the hunger came. She knew about hunger. Her first few years here, before she had realized she was a witch, she had almost died. Her curse had left her bound within the enchanted forest, and there was no one to buy food from, not that she had anything worth bartering. Somehow, she had managed, but she would never forget how the hunger had gnawed at her, how she had wanted to curl up and not move.

      Then, she wished for the end of her curse, for death. But she had survived and thrived when her magic came in, and yet now, she was also wishing for death, or at least contemplating it. Life could be cyclical, for better or worse.

      She had learned from her mistake, but the curse lingered, and it would also be a part of her life.

      Shaking her head, she waved away Istrance and instead sought out No-Longer-Princey. He was climbing the mountain that belonged to the Cyclopes. By far the largest mountain in all of the world, and the range consisted of ten more mountains. Why was he heading there? The shield on his back was impressive, but a Cyclops would only have to pick him up and throw him down the mountainside to kill him. Could it be that he wanted to know his future? He could have asked her for a reading, although the stars were often silent to her despite her love of the night. Prophecies, whether done by witches or Cyclopes, were often markedly inaccurate. What had yet to come to pass could easily affect the future, rendering a reading pointless and faulty. Didn’t he realize that? Was he really going to risk his life for a reading that he could have had done by her? How perplexing.

      It seemed ridiculous to her that he would want to know the future after he had changed his fate so thoroughly, but then again, she did not know No-Longer-Princey. Not completely. Yes, when she had touched him, she had a quick glimpse of his life, and she knew he had suffered despite his crown. His suffering had not compared to hers, but it remained suffering all the same. He had lost family too, and he had to accept years of abuse at the hands of his father. That, to her, was the worst of it. To have a living family member treat you as if you were a nuisance, a bother, as if you should have been the one to die. If she could, she might well be tempted to teach the King of Istrance a lesson.

      But she would never do that. Witches taught lessons through their magic and mostly through curses. That was something she would never ever do, no matter what the circumstance. Naturally, curses repulsed her.

      She had sat beside the puddle pondering and reflecting for so long that the moon would soon rise. Her stomach rumbled. She needed sustenance. Nothing too elaborate. She found herself lacking energy these past few days, and she was tired, oh so very tired.

      A few berries that preferred the cooler temperatures still grew, and she filled a huge leaf with them. Walking along her forest as she ate, Azalea enjoyed the way the silverly light of the moon cast the branches and leaves with an ethereal look. It truly revealed the forest’s enchantment. A more beautiful prison there could not be.

      The sound of a nearby howl had Azalea stiffening. Wolves had been wandering nearer and nearer as of late, and she had no idea why.

      The howl whined again, deep and loud, and singular. No one was answering it.

      Almost without conscious thought, Azalea headed toward the cry. It didn’t take her long to see the wolf. He stood on top of a hill, back straight as it howled at the moon. If she really wanted to, she could try and figure out just what the wolf was trying to communicate.

      Why not? Wolves weren’t as easy to tap into like birds or other smaller creatures, but it would serve as practice, and she should test her abilities whenever possible.

      She reached a hand out toward the animal. A good bit of distance separated them, and she felt no fear. Wolves might have no love for witches, but this one had perched beyond the boundary of the enchanted forest and showed no signs that he saw it.

      And if one could not see it, one could not enter it.

      Which explained why no one had seen her for such a long time. That is, before No-Longer-Princey. Why had he been able to enter? Because he believed in magic? She might never know the answer. There was much to her curse and magic in general that still perplexed her.

      The wolf proved to be a difficult creature to read, but she could at least sense its emotions. Most thought howls were because of loneliness or wanting to locate other nearby wolves, but this one was angry and vicious. Furious, powerful, and dangerous. For a moment, she felt as if blood filled her mouth. The wolf had just killed an animal, but its bloodlust was not satiated. This creature seemed particularly cruel, unlike the other wolves she had previously come in contact with.

      A ball of fire hovered in front of her. It had been a long while since she had last used her battle magic. She tended to hunted as if she were merely human. In fact, she had never squared off against a worthy opponent. Her battle magic had been sorely untested.

      She shoved the ball of fire toward the wolf. It exploded into a shimmering burst of sparks and dissipated the moment it hit the boundary of the enchanted forest. She couldn’t attack the monster of a wolf even though she wanted to. She had a feeling the wolf would commit acts of evil if given the chance.

      Why should she care what happened to the rest of the world? It would never affect her. Who cared who lived or died?

      But she wasn’t the same girl she had been. She had learned from her mistakes. She did care, the little good that it did her.

      Caring wasn’t enough though, not to save the world from the wolf and not to end her curse.

      For the rest of the night, she watched the wolf and waited. She hoped it would approach her, that it would cross into her land so she could kill it. It never did. While she liked to think that the wolf was too evil to enter the enchanted forest, she knew that goodness and evil were not the criteria that determined which animals passed through the boundary. Lately, fewer creatures were with her, less than she remembered ever before. She might not have meat to last the winter.

      Would she survive until another spring? The more time passed, the more resigned she was to her fate. She would not call on No-Longer-Princey to kill her, but she also had no idea what she would ever ask of him. And it did matter. Magic the likes of which she had used required balance, and only so much time would pass before the doppelganger magic would wear off if she did not collect her price. One day, perhaps this week or next month, or even a year if her magic stretched that long, she would see Hale again.

      Would he be glad of it? To be rid of his duty toward her? Or did her ugly face haunt his nightmares, and he would dread having to look upon her again?

      Regardless, they would cross paths again, and oddly, she found herself looking forward to it. Purely because she missed having someone—a human, that is—to talk to. Animals made for poor conversationalists.
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      Hale wasn’t about to be sent back to a cell again. He wasn’t about to be killed either. Although the Cyclopes advanced on him—well, the male ones were while the female was screaming still—Hale dashed forward, running as fast as his short legs would allow. Not that he really had short legs, only compared to the Cyclopes.

      He ran between the first cyclops’s legs and darted to the left to avoid the second. The third swept his long, hairy arm down to grab him, but Hale jumped over it.

      Only five more feet to the door. Four. Three.

      Too bad he had forgotten about the female. She picked him up and squeezed him as if he was a bug or a pest.

      Now he was the one to scream.

      The female shrieked and dropped him.

      Hale kept screaming. He was falling, falling, falling, and he was going to land with a splat.

      Somehow, he managed to roll, and the fall wasn’t quite as jarring as he had feared. He continued to roll out the door before he bothered to stand, and he ran and ran and ran. Somehow, he had to find a way out of here.

      Despite the commotion, no other Cyclopes was in the long hallway. Were the others following him? He couldn’t hear anything but his frantic heartbeat. Dum dum dum.

      At the end of the hallway, it branched. The left path led downward into darkness. The right was brighter and spiraled so he wasn’t sure if it wound upward or not. Which way would be best?

      His heartbeat slowed slightly as he debated, and he could finally hear other noises—including the thundering footsteps of at least one approaching cyclops.

      Opting for the darker path, Hale hurried. The brighter one might lead to the outside world, depending on the source of the light, but he would also be more easily seen. In the darkness, he would struggle to see until his eyes adjusted once more to it, but he had shadows he could hide in.

      Gradually, the footsteps behind him slowed, but Hale increased his speed. He would not be captured again.

      For a long while, he kept on going. Eventually, the cave narrowed, the ceiling lowering until even he had to stoop. At least this ensured no Cyclopes would be able to follow him.

      Around a bend, he started to come across small rodents. Some he had never seen before. One had no hair whatsoever. He followed them to the point of taking whichever fork they would take, and soon, he did see the faraway gleam of orange. Light.

      He quickened his pace, and soon, he found himself crawling toward what looked like an opening. Yes, an opening that lead to the mountainside. Rather near the base of the mountain in fact.

      Hale didn’t stop running. His legs were sore, his chest tight, but he pushed through the pain. The sun had nearly set, and he wanted as much distance between him and the mountain as possible.

      Running, running, running. All I do is run away.

      He had run away from his father and his responsibilities. He had run away from the Cyclopes. At least his time with the River Tribes had been well spent.

      His pace slowed despite himself. The higher the moon rose in the nighttime sky, the colder it grew. A bitter wind blew, and he hugged himself to try and keep warm. When he felt he could no longer go on, he slumped against a tree and closed his eyes.

      The cold was so biting he couldn’t sleep. It had been a long while since he’d last eaten. While he wasn’t wishing to go back home exactly, he hoped his people—no, the people of Istrance—were not as hungry as he was. Life could be cruel, he was quickly realizing, and his foolishness was not helping matters any.

      The moss beneath his head from the tree would serve decently as a pillow, if he could actually fall asleep. At least he knew which way lay north and, therefore, which direction lay south.

      In the morning, he would head to where it would be warmer. So long as he did not freeze into a ball of ice beforehand.

      Sleeping proved very difficult, and when he finally decided to give up, his body felt stiff and awkward. Before he could start his journey, however, he had to find a source of water. Luckily, he wasn’t too far from the river, and he made his way back there first. He drank his fill, but his luck had run out. No fish were swimming here.

      For the next several days, he journeyed southward, limping along. The nights had not grown any warmer yet, and food was scarce. One particularly brutal night, he found himself missing the castle and its comforts. Despite his father’s almost constant displeasure with him, Hale had never been deprived of food before, and hunger was not something he relished in the slightest.

      The last time he had eaten well had been with Azalea. He thought of her almost as much as he did for his father. While he did not care for the king, he found himself appreciating the witch all the more as time went on. She had given him a chance. Although she had teased him with her advice, she had not been cruel. She was interesting in a way, perplexing too.

      His eyes closed. He was all huddled up, but there was no warmth to be found. His sleep had been terrible of late, almost as poor as his diet. He certainly hadn’t picked the best time of year to go off on an adventure.

      All he wanted to do was sleep, to pass the time away when the world was the most cold. Gradually, sleep did come.

      To his surprise, he found himself back in the tower. Azalea was smiling at him. “Are you hungry?” she asked. Her voice sounded far more pleasant than he recalled.

      “Very much so. I would be so grateful if you could accommodate me.”

      Her lips twisted into what could almost be called a smile. He had forgotten just how ugly she was. Ugly, as cruel of a word as it was, was accurate. Hideous and revolting came to mind, but they were too much.

      She clapped her hands, and a spread even grander than the one she had provided for him before appeared on the table. Hale eagerly dug in, but the first bite of ham turned to dust in his mouth. The first sip of champagne tasted like poison, and he could not swallow it. Attempting to not be obvious about it, he slipped it back into the chalice.

      “What’s wrong?” Azalea asked sweetly.

      “Ah… nothing. Nothing at all.”

      “Here. Try this.” She held up a tasty-looking pastry dripping with jam.

      Hale accepted it, trying not to be apprehensive, but the jam tasted like blood, filling his mouth with metal. The pastry itself reminded him of paper.

      “Do you like?” Azalea’s face was inches from his.

      “Ah…” He had been raised to speak the truth, although with a spin so that even complains seemed like compliments. But Azalea would see through to the heart of the matter, he knew. “None of it tastes as I thought it would,” he said slowly.

      Her laugh grated on his nerves. “Doesn’t taste as you thought it would. Well, No-Longer-Princey, you should know that the food I provide is magical.”

      “Well, you did conjure it,” he pointed out dryly.

      “Conjuring suggests making something out of nothing. That is not how magic works, but you are not here for a lesson in magic, and besides, you do not have power within you to wield some.”

      “As you say. What of the magical food?”

      “It is a reflection of yourself.”

      “How in the world…”

      “Previously, you were so happy with the deal we had made that the food tasted divine, didn’t it?”

      “Yes,” he said slowly, drawing out the word.

      “And now it tastes…”“

      “Disgusting,” he admitted after a long moment.

      “I guess you aren’t so happy with the deal anymore.”

      “That’s not⁠—”

      “Or you regret some of the choices you’ve made.”

      “Don’t presume to know⁠—”

      “Or you really aren’t sure what you want out of life, and you feel inadequate.” She tapped a gnarled finger to her cheek. “You do have a habit of feeling that way, don’t you?”

      “You don’t know anything about me!” Anger boiled within him. It was an emotion he had tried so hard to suppress over the years because his father never would have tolerated it, and Azalea, while a witch, remained a woman, and he should not ever act out with anger toward her.

      “Ah, but I know a great deal. You are not a hard man to understand.”

      “I am not⁠—”

      “You are selfish.”

      “Because I left my kingdom since I would make a poor leader?”

      “Because you left your kingdom in the hands of someone who knows nothing about ruling. You, for all your faults, at least know somewhat the details of running a country. Your doppelganger looks like you, but he is not you.”

      “I…”

      “You are impulsive and reckless, and, yes, that will not help you to be a good ruler, but then again, how many kings are actually good?”

      “There are good kings,” he protested hotly. He couldn’t stand the burning fierceness of her gaze so he stared at the food. As they were talking and the minutes passed, the food was looking less and less appealing, as if their true nature was now visible. Very quickly, nothing looked appetizing at all, and then none appeared edible in the least.

      “Good kings?” She snorted, sounding almost like an animal. “Where? To the south are the dryads, and they care more about their trees and their people. The Valkyries fight with everyone, including themselves. I guess you could say they have no ruler, but that point does not matter. The Minotaurs prefer fighting to talking, and that is not to mention the Cyclopes who think they know everything but refuse to help others. That is without speaking of the other human kingdoms.”

      “And what of the witches?” he demanded, hating that she was making valid points. Currently, there were few good rulers, although that might be a stretch to say so. In fact, in recent memory, there had not been a decent king or even a passable one. They only seemed to be of old, in the stories his mother had told him.

      “What of the witches?” she asked calmly. Did nothing ruffle her?

      “Who rules them? Do you have a fair and just ruler?”

      Her eyes turned wholly black. “I suggest you leave.”

      “But you can mock me and speak all manner of ills⁠—”

      “I have given you nothing more than sage council and a history lesson. That is far more than you deserve. Your time here has ended.”

      She shoved a hand toward him. Although she didn’t make contact, Hale felt as if he was flung backward. He slumped over, and when he sat up, he was awake and shivering.

      Only a dream.

      But he had to wonder about the doppelganger and how the kingdom was faring. Did anyone realize the prince wasn’t him, that he had been replaced? He doubted it. Shouldn’t that reinforce the notion that he had made the best choice? So why did he feel as if he might have made a mistake?
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      Azalea felt oddly out of sorts when she woke up that morning. She couldn't see any evidence that she'd used magic during the night, something that had happened to her often shortly after she'd first discovered she was a witch. Still, something had drained her, so she set about making the only potion she knew how to make. For all she knew, it wasn't even a real potion, considering she had to doubt that the witch who had cursed her would provide her with herbs that would aid her magic. Still, whenever she brewed certain herbs together, her magic felt stronger. Of course, she understood that the mind was just as powerful as magic, and that maybe the drink only worked because she thought it did.

      Regardless, she brewed it. The smell was almost sickeningly sweet, but when she drank it, the green liquid tasted sour. Warmth and then coldness spread throughout her body and when her sweat melted away into goose bumps, she felt her magic return.

      With a sigh, she ate some berries for breakfast. Her lack of knowledge bothered her. There wasn't much she had here in her prison, and she wanted to stretch her magic and her mind.

      Without another witch to tutor her, or even a spell book, she had no means to do either.

      Maybe… There was a village not far from here, wasn't there? To the west? They must have a healer at the very least, if not a witch. A healer would have books to learn from, to consult. A tome. She was able to bring in food from the outside. While she would never dare try to attempt to relocate weapons or armor or anything like that, a few books wouldn't be remiss, surely?

      She closed her eyes and stretched out her magic. It was easier to be able to swipe food because all she had to do was picture a table to be able to locate one with a spread upon it and be able to take what she wanted from it. But a library was a far different venue, and even with the aid of the potion, she couldn't quite seek out the library. Did the village not have one?

      Maybe she should seek out a library somewhere else. A spell book should be her main objective, or maybe a book about witches in general. There was so much she did not know about her own kind, so much she had to learn. One witch in particular she would like to learn more about, if she could.

      Or maybe it would be better if she focused instead on the village's healer, on his dwelling place. Yes, that she could see. A teepee-like structure. Inside wasn't much, but on the table were a few tomes. The sight of the tower faded away from her sight as she perused the tomes. Ah, Herbs and Their Uses. Yes, that would work quite nicely. Even if the herbs did not grow here in the enchanted forest, perhaps she could locate some.

      But the moment she tried to magic the tome to her hand, the front door of the tower burst open. Her connection to the teepee diminished, vanished as if it had never been real, and she staggered back, not quite cowering.

      A tall, formidable man wearing a dark cloak that cast shadows across his face bore down on her. He lifted his arm, fingers spread, then closed it into a fist.

      Azalea gasped. She could feel her nose shrinking. Pain filled her, and she bit her tongue to keep from crying out. Blood filled her mouth.

      But he wasn't done, no, not yet. He flicked out his fingers, and she could feel warts forming. One beneath her left eye. Another on her right cheek. A third on the tip of her nose. Yet another on her chin. And finally, on her shoulder.

      She stared at the last one. It was darker than her normal skin tone, maybe even a little green in hue. Her finger grazed it, and shocking agony spiraled throughout her body, paralyzing her.

      “Insolence,” he said in his deep, quiet voice, “will not be tolerated.”

      Azalea closed her eyes. She would not crack. She would not beg. Nothing she could say would ever change his mind or his opinion of her.

      “Do you want me to take all of this away from you? I have given you so much despite your actions.”

      He had stripped her of her looks, of her home, of her freedom. So he had given her a place to hide from the elements and some land to walk on. It was hardly an even exchange.

      “Answer me!” His voice boomed throughout the tower, and the wall to the right cracked.

      So badly did she want to throw fire at him, to try to crush his windpipe with her magic, to relocate his heart, but she knew he would only stop her and punish her further, if not kill her outright.

      Still, she held her tongue.

      “Defiance too.” He shook his head. “Do you think I enjoy this? Punishing you?”

      Honestly? Yes, she did.

      The witch tortured her, punishing her, until she could not handle it any longer and darkness covered her vision.

      When she awoke, she found herself alone. More cracks had formed in the walls of the tower, and the roof had collapsed in parts too. She would have to try and fix it. Winter reached its icy fingers here too, and if a hint of snow swept inside the tower, she would never be able to keep warm again.

      Curse herself for her stupidity! She never should have attempted to relocate anything save for food. She should have known it would only anger him. Even after all of these years, he continued to keep watch over her. He would never allow her to change her life for the better.

      It's a small wonder he didn't prevent me from making the deal with No-Longer-Princey. Although, on second thought, she wouldn't be surprised if he had mastered the art of prophecy and knew she would never call on Hale. Perhaps Hale would die on one of his adventures. Or maybe she had realized that including Hale would endanger him too, and she had done her best to not have him honor his part of the agreement. She would not allow the witch to harm Hale. That much she knew. And even if it meant she had to be ignorant and alone, she would not allow the witch to harm her anymore either.

      But that would mean she would need to practice her battle magic, somehow someway, without alerting him. She had to become stronger. She had to not be frightened. She had to learn to ignore pain. That was the hardest part. When he made her uglier, it was always a painful process, and she wilted within herself. She hated that about herself, but she despised no one like she did him.

      So she left the relative safety of the tower. As soon as she crossed the threshold, she walked out into darkness. Despite the sun shining overhead. Despite the sun reflecting on the dew of the nearby plants.

      Another few steps and the darkness followed her. Befuddled, Azalea glanced up at the sky, seeking the sun.

      Once her gaze found the golden face, the sun seemed to turn away. It’s as if the sun doesn’t want to look at my ugliness.

      It didn’t bother her. Other than the sun and the creatures in the forest, no one else would see her. Although, when she did call on No-Longer-Princey, he would see her. Even though he had looked upon her face longer than anyone else had, he would not want to see such ugliness either. The sight of her disgusted all those who gazed upon her face.

      I can only hope there isn’t much more he can do to make me even more hideous.

      Azalea wasn’t even disappointed with the sun. She was becoming almost immune to her unsightliness. What did it matter how she looked? She never saw her appearance after all.

      Ignoring the sun and its spitefulness, she returned to her plan. Critically, she sought out and killed the few predators within the enchanted forest. Only the first one, a boar, harmed her, and she easily healed herself of the wound. But instead of using magic to fight them, she used rocks or sharp sticks honed down to a point. One she even wrestled to death. It wasn't that impressive—her foe was only a raccoon—but she had done it by the light of the mostly obscured moon, and, honestly, that kill was the one she felt the most proud of. Each day, she was growing stronger, and now, she was willing to take a chance and move up to practicing battle magic.

      Over the next few days, she did her best to try and lure new predators within the forest. Each one that entered, she used a different kind of magic to kill them. Not one had proven to be a challenge, which didn't surprise her. She hadn't exactly given them a fair fight.

      But how could she overcome her fear of pain? When he had cursed her, he had known isolation would be devastating, that she would despair losing her looks, and that pain was the way to get her to stay.

      Isolation she had overcome by her third year. She had access to no one, just herself and the animals, and eventually, she stopped craving human interaction. It was enough to take peeks into the world around her, to watch as men and women fell in love, to see kingdoms rise and fall. She studied how the different races interacted, or if they avoided interactions, and thought she knew enough that her lack of personal connection with any one person didn't matter.

      As for losing her looks, there were no mirrors, and so long as she avoided looking into puddles, she did not need to see her hideousness. In that instance, isolation was actually a blessing. No one else would be subjected to her poor looks, so what did it matter if she looked ugly?

      But pain…. Ah, pain. That first night, so long ago, she had checked the boundary to know where exactly she could roam. At one point, she had learned the hard way what happened if she brushed against the border. She hadn't been able to move for two days, the pain had been that paralyzing.

      And maybe that was how she would have to overcome her fear of pain. That was definitely one way to experience pain.

      But could she really go through that again? Never again had she touched the boundary. She'd used pebbles and sticks to learn where exactly the rest of the boundary curved, too afraid to risk touching it accidentally again.

      The next morning, she walked to the closest boundary point. The sun rose to be directly above her. It set. The moon shone on her. She returned to the tower and went to bed, disgusted and furious with herself.

      The next few days were more of the same. She was a coward.

      No-Longer-Princey and I make quite the pair. I'm terrified, and he runs away from conflict.
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      For two weeks now, Hale’s luck had changed. He was starting to find more food and had fashioned hides into water pouches. Now, he had enough water to hopefully ensure he would never be so near to death from thirst again. When the river curved away and no longer went southward, Hale had no choice but to abandon it.

      Another few days and even the temperature had changed, slightly warming up even at night. His sleep was more restful, and he never dreamed of Azalea again, although he did still think of her. Would she ask him about his travels when she called on him? Or would she only want him to do his part and be gone? He found himself imagining how their conversations would go. She would tease him, but she would not be as mocking and harsh as she had in that dream. He even enjoyed her company.

      It was lonely being out here in the grasslands, isolating and desolate. He had passed a few small villages, but he hadn't bothered to talk to any of them. They would hardly have enough for their own people, and he would not impose himself upon them.

      Southward and even more south. Gradually, trees grew, huge mammoth trees with leaves and barks of all kinds of different colors. Even the barks were works of art, with natural carve-work branding the various species.

      One night, when he was eating the last of his hare meat, a shadow appeared from beyond the lighting of his fire. He reached for his spear, instantly wary, but as the shadow took on a slender shape, he relaxed some.

      A lovely young lady approached. She stared at the fire cautiously. “Who are you?” she asked in a voice that sounded rather lyrical, almost magical.

      Hale stiffened. He wasn’t about to give her, a stranger, his name, and it took him a moment to recall the alias he’d given the River Tribes. “Faer.”

      “Ah, a traveler. Where might you be traveling?”

      “Wherever it’s warm and there is food to eat.”

      “You do not like the cold?” She sat down beside him on a fallen log. He noted that she was careful to avoid going near the fire.

      “Do you not like the warmth from the flames?”

      The lady shuddered. Her dress was made of leaves and vines. The firelight reflected in her deep green eyes, and her hair was a lighter shade of green. She was exotic and beautiful. “The warmth I like, yes, but fire…”

      “It is contained,” he assured her. “Do not worry.”

      “But I am worried,” she whispered. She stared at him with her strange eyes.

      Hale felt compelled to stand and extinguish the fire. After he accomplished just that, he returned to his spot beside her. He shook his head. Why had he done that?

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      “I told you my name.” He watched as she brushed her long hair back. Every little move she made was graceful and poised. “What is yours?”

      “Faer is not your name.” She pouted, her full, red lips tugging downward.

      Hale felt oddly drawn to her. Whoever she was, she must have some kind of power to be influencing him so. Why, he wanted to do anything she wished! Either she was a witch or he had come rather close to the dryads’ lands, closer than he had realized. He hadn’t thought dryads could hold sway over humans, though, only plants, so maybe his first guess was accurate.

      He opened his mouth then closed it and waited until the compulsion to blurt out his real name passed. “Faer is the name I’m going by now.”

      For a moment, her beautiful features twisted into something almost inhuman. But when he blinked, it was gone, and he wondered if he had imagined it.

      “A name means little,” he said easily, trying to pacify her without giving into her. “You may call me anything you like.”

      “Do you tell that to all the girls?”

      “No,” he said honestly until he recalled that Azalea had given him a name: No-Longer-Princey. He did not care for it, honestly, but the witch had earned the right to call him whatever she wanted.

      “Who are you thinking about?” Again, he thought he saw something flicker across her face.

      He would have to be careful. He would not become entranced by her, but he also did not wish to anger her. Witch or dryad… neither would make for a good enemy. Then again, were any enemies ever good?

      “I was thinking of those I’ve left behind.” Before she could get angry over his lack of particulars, he added, “I befriended some people at the last village I’d been in. I was sorry to say good bye to them.”

      “Why did you?” She shifted slightly so there was hardly any space between them.

      “It was time to move.”

      “Are you glad you came this way?” She reached up and brushed hair back from his forehead.

      “I think so,” he murmured, confused.

      “You only think so?” She was back to pouting again.

      Without trying to be obvious about it, he slid to the right a tad. “Well, you haven’t told me anything about you at all.”

      “You haven’t given me any details.” The lady shifted toward him.

      “You…” He caught a whiff of her scent. Floral, natural, earthy. It was intoxicating. “You can know anything you wish.”

      “Good,” she crooned. “And what if I wish not for words but a kiss?”

      Somehow, he knew that if he kissed her, he would be lost. A small part of the embers at his feet still burned, so he jumped up and put it out.

      “No fire,” he muttered, hoping she would think he had done that for her.

      “Do you like it hot?” She laid her head on his shoulder.

      He exhaled to try and force himself to relax. “Not too hot.”

      The lady leaned over.

      Hale stood. “Is there anything I can get for you?” he asked eagerly. “Are you hungry? Thirsty?”

      For a long moment, she stared at him. Then her shoulders slumped. “What did I do wrong?” she murmured.

      “Nothing. I just…” He shrugged.

      “You have a strong mind. Or a strong will. But you were kind to me throughout. You did not mock me or insult me. I do ask that you not light a fire if you’re going to be crossing over into our lands.”

      “So you are a dryad.”

      “Yes. Didn’t you realize that?”

      He sat back down on the log, making certain there was some space between them. “I thought you might be. Or that you were a witch. But I didn’t realize the extent of a dryad’s power.”

      “It’s a new one we’ve discovered. We’ve always held dominance over plants…” She held out her hand above the grass and wiggled her fingers. A small yellow bud grew and blossomed into a huge flower. “But with others, that we have only started. Some think it wrong,” she confided.

      “But you don’t.”

      “It doesn’t matter if I can’t do it, now, does it?” She sighed. “What is your name?”

      “You never did tell me yours,” he pointed out.

      “Primrose,” she said shyly.

      “Well, Primrose, I am honored to have met you, but I must confess you make me a little uneasy?”

      “Oh?” She blinked innocently.

      “Yes. I… I don’t appreciate being manipulated.” He winced. Maybe he shouldn’t have said that. It could offend her, and if she tried harder to influence him, he might not be able to fight off her advances another time.

      The dryad gaped at him. “I guess I had not stopped to consider that. I would not care to be influenced either. Maybe it is just as well that not all of us possess the ability, and those who do have not come close to mastering it.”

      That was good news, at least, although he was fairly certain they all were going to continue to try it.

      “Is it true that your people are bound to your land?”

      “Not the land,” she corrected, “to our tree.” She stood and held out her hand. “Come. I will show you mine.”

      Now he was the one to gape at her. “You trust me to see your tree?”

      Primrose appraised him. “I do,” she whispered.

      This was indeed a high honor. To destroy the tree tethered to a dryad was said to kill them both.

      He accepted her hand only to stand and then walked behind her. The trunk of the tree she stopped in front of was the same green color of her hair, the leaves the darker green of her eyes.

      “A beautiful tree.” He knew better than to touch it.

      “Thank you kindly.” She smiled at him. “Will you be staying awhile?”

      He had been so fixated on traveling south that he hadn’t stopped to consider what he would do when he reached it.

      “I do not think so,” he said slowly.

      She pouted, but there was no forcefulness behind it. “Why not?” Then her eyes widened, and she nodded. “Faer indeed. Where will you go next, traveler?”

      “I have not decided that yet,” he said honestly. “I go wherever. I have no set plan.”

      “That must be so frightening.” She shuddered with disgust and dismay. “Having no roots, no destination in mind. Oh!” Her dainty hands flew to her mouth. “Forgive me. I did not mean to be rude.”

      He waved her concern away. “No moss will grow on me.”

      Primrose giggled. “At least stay for one day. We can have a sending off supper for you. We do not often get visitors down here.”

      “Oh?”

      “Ever since we first started to try human manipulation, there has been a distinct drop in visitors. We do not have an economy like some kingdoms do, so the lack of influx of bodies does not harm us any, but it does make for some lonesome nights.” She sidled over to him. “Since you like to be warm and not too hot, may I interest you in my bed?”

      He shook his head. “I will be quite fine sleeping on the ground. I’ve grown rather used to it.”

      She shrugged. “Suit yourself. I was going to just sleep in my tree anyhow.”

      Hale blinked. Oh. He had assumed…

      Primrose rolled her eyes. “Yes, you are good looking, but I still do not know your name, and it’s obvious you do not trust me enough to tell it to me despite my showing you my tree. Honestly, I should turn you out, but I do feel badly for trying to manipulate you, so here we are.”

      “A bed would be quite nice,” he said in a small voice.

      She giggled and led him to a small tent not too far away. Inside he found the bed. He collapsed onto it and knew no more.
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      Azalea woke to the sound of a raven cawing. She hated that blasted bird.

      Leaving the tower behind, she sought out the bird, wanting to try to scare it off, when she spied a falcon soaring overhead. A strong thought guided by magic had the falcon lowering into the enchanted forest. She held out her arm, and he rested on her.

      “Share with me your eyes and your mind,” she whispered.

      Closing her eyes, she could see what the falcon had. He had come from Istrance, and his ears had overheard many things, even if he did not understand the words. It seemed that the king had fallen ill recently and he had yet to recover, or so the gossips were spreading.

      Time to peek in on the kingdom. She enjoyed looking in on them. Before No-Longer-Princey, she had been removing herself from watching the other kingdoms. The shade of depression had threatened to overwhelm her. But now she was beginning to remember how seeing how others were faring helped to break up the monotony of her day, although as she watched the peasants of Istrance go about their work and busy lives, she couldn't help feeling angry that No-Longer-Princey had left them.

      That woman there, with the five young children. She had lost her husband years ago to sickness, but she kept on going anyhow. At the moment, she was haggling for some bread and meat. She ended up getting some eggs too.

      And over there, a stable boy. He was dreaming of becoming a knight one day, even though he hadn't the money or the prestige of being born into a noble family. Still, he dreamed and smiled and had a good word to spread to everyone. It didn't matter to him that he slept in one of the empty stalls.

      An older man was sitting against a tavern, his eyes closed. Most of the people passed him by without a glance, but a young girl, shivering in the chilly air, removed the holey blanket from her thin, bird-like shoulders and handed it to him. He never stirred, so she draped it over him and walked away, her arms hugging herself to keep her warm.

      The people of Istrance were good and kind… but winter had only just started. If the food stores ran low, if the winds blow too harshly, if the snows poured down on them, would they remain so good and kind? She had seen enough to know that desperation could turn even the best of people into monsters.

      Azalea focused on a man who entered a tavern. He opted for a bowl of soup and no ale, and she listened in on the conversations going on around him. Yes, the king was stricken ill, and for the most part, the people were glad of it. No-Longer-Princey's father was not much loved by his people, it seemed. His son hated him, she knew, while his people did as well. It did not make for a good situation for the acting prince, especially considering he had had no princely training whilst growing up.

      Her vision altered, and she sought out the grand castle. To her, all castles were grand. She had never stepped foot inside of one, and even if one were to lay half in ruins, she wished she could walk around the broken walls and over the stone pieces.

      In a small room she found the doppelganger. Three other men, all older and seasoned judging by the harsh lines on their faces, were arguing amongst themselves. The doppelganger, who looked so like No-Longer-Princey even she almost forgot they were not the same person, was sitting in a chair, drumming his long fingers on the table, staring at the painted picture hanging on the wall. Certainly he could not look more bored if he tried.

      The men directed the conversation toward him, but the doppelganger waved his hand and offered no input. After a few minutes, one of the three men left the room, clearly exasperated and frustrated.

      Annoyed and frustrated herself, Azalea sighed. The doppelganger was not going to be loved any greater than the king was if he did not start to take an active role in running the kingdom. Especially considering he might not be only a prince in the near future.

      Out the room, up the stairs, third door on the right and massive golden doors at that, laying on a huge circular bed was the king. He looked gaunt and frail and feeble, but the curses and orders he demanded from his cracked lips had his servants rushing about to try and please him.

      Merely by looking at him, Azalea could not determine the source of his sickness, but she could easily discern that the man was dying. Did No-Longer-Princey know? Would he care? Right now, his people were not any worse off for having a replacement prince, but that might not always be the case. If given the opportunity to go back, would No-Longer-Princey choose his freedom a second time? Or would he take back his crown and his birthright?

      She shouldn't care one way or another, but she did. She wanted what was best for the people of Istrance.

      But even she did not know which prince would better serve them for the long haul.
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      Primrose was a most gracious host, far more gracious than Azalea had been, but Hale felt oddly uncomfortable in her presence. Whenever she flirted with him, he would stammer or not acknowledge her at all. It wasn't proper and it did not become a young man who had once been a prince, but he could not find it in him to talk easily with her as he could the noble ladies at his court. The knowledge that some of the dryads could influence humans was too unsettling for him. When he could be certain that his leaving would not offend her or the other three dryads she had brought over for him to meet, he departed from their company. They had all waved at him, Primrose the most enthusiastically, and he could only be grateful that he had not insulted them in any fashion. He had most definitely acquired allies with the River Tribes. Perhaps the dryads might be as well, if he could overlook their potential great power.

      Why their power plagued him so much whilst he enjoyed his freedom granted to him by a witch he couldn't be quite certain. Power, magic… they were two sides of the same coin.

      While his father had no magic of his own, he did wield some power through his crown. Abused power.

      To avoid coming in contact with more dryads and so he could resume cooking his meat since he'd forced down enough raw meat during his captivity with the Cyclopes, Hale headed southwest. In only two days' time, he spied a huge winged creature swooping loops through the air. Star struck, he paused and watched as the being zoomed about before landing abruptly right in front of him. With large, white feathery wings, a trim, athletic body covered in armor, the Valkyrie eyed him with disdain. “Who be you, and what be you wanting?” she asked coolly, her voice thick with an accent, her words oddly stressed yet prosodic in a way unlike the lyrical nature of the dryads’ voices although still melodic.

      “I am but a simple traveler.” He held out his hands defenselessly. A long while back, he had found a way to attach his spear to the shield he wore on his back so he did not have to hold it all the time. Now, he was rather grateful for that as he had feeling the Valkyrie would not hesitate to removed the sword from her side to attack him if she felt threatened.

      “What be you wanting?” she repeated. Her voice was low yet pleasant enough to the ears despite her warning tone. She crossed her arms, the armor not making a sound as she moved.

      “To avoid the winter chill is all.”

      “Why come near our lands?”

      He glanced upward. Rumor stated that half of the Valkyries lived in buildings fashioned out of clouds. “Near your skies,” he muttered.

      In a flash, she now held her sword. She rubbed her thumb against the edge, her gaze fixed on him. “Why?”

      “To see one of your kind. I heard of your great beauty and⁠—”

      “You stink of the grass. You've been with the dryads. They're the ones known for their looks.” The Valkyrie snorted. “Flattery suggests an attempt to hide evil purposes.”

      “Not at all. If I am to be honest…” He glanced away. The grass here wasn't as vibrant a green as it had been near the dryads, but it was still alive and thriving, and for the time of year that it was, it amazed him to see green grass at all. Back home, the grass would be brown and dead.

      No, not back home. At Istrance.

      “You had better be honest,” she said dryly, cutting into his thoughts.

      “I did not know if your land was southeast or southwest. My feet pick the destination. I am always on the move.”

      “Your feet.” She snorted again. “Why not your brain, hm?”

      “Well, my brain did suggest south at least.”

      “Ah, yes, avoid the winter chill.” She appraised him and shook her head. “Yet you come here with a spear and shield⁠—”

      “I am but one man. Against your great host, what am I? Nothing. Less than nothing.”

      The Valkyrie cocked her head. Something in the movement reminded him of a vulture. “Your manner of speaking,” she said slowly. “You are well born.”

      Curse Azalea. Curse his tongue.

      “Well born enough to have freedom and little else.” He tried to smile but failed to pull it off.

      “A spy, that is what you be.”

      “A spy?” His laugh came easily. “Me? Who would I be spying for? And why? I don’t know of anyone who would wish to go up against your great host.”

      “Great host.” She pursed her lips. “You keep saying that.”

      “Is it not true?”

      “It is,” she said testily, “but I do not think that the rest of your words be equally truthfully.”

      “I—”

      “Speak no more.” Her tone was so curt, so unlike her elegant looks, that he took a step back. Her fingers reached out and snatched his shoulders, tight and pinching like a bird’s talons. She zoomed up high into the air.

      Hale squeezed his eyes shut and gripped her hands. If she were to drop him…

      No loops or spirals, just up, up, up. Hale opened his eyes and gasped. The world was so far below him that he was towering above the trees. Still they climbed even higher, and he soon began to shiver from the cold.

      “Oh, is the wingless man freezing?” the Valkyrie mocked.

      “How are you not?”

      She looked down at him—she was not holding him up high enough to be on level with her—and smirked. “I be nothing but wind. I am the air.”

      “You are a warrior too. Noble some say.”

      “Yes, but what do the others say?”

      “They only remark on your sword fighting skills.”

      She stopped so abruptly his legs dangled, and he tightened his hold on her hands so she would not drop him. “More,” she demanded.

      If he answered with the truth, she would not be pleased. If he lied, she would not be pleased. He could not win. Ladies do love to try me. He cleared his throat. “I know of one who spoke of your kind and say all you do is fight, even amongst yourselves.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “That one speaks the truth of it,” she said at last. “Who be the speaker?”

      “A witch.”

      “A witch. You keep strange company for a human noble.”

      “I do not⁠—”

      “A witch. A dryad or two. Even Cyclopes.”

      “Not Cyclopes,” he rejected bitterly.

      Her laugh was sudden and shocking. He was lifted into the air so that he was level with her. “So why did you spend time with them?”

      “How do you know I did?” He was confused. What devilry was this? The dryads could influence humans. Could Valkyries read minds?

      “You be simple.” She rolled her eyes. “Our senses be superior to yours.”

      “Senses?”

      “Yes. I smell the others on you. You have an affinity for meat, although you tend to cook it too long, I be thinking.”

      “Well…” After being in the cell for so long and being forced to eat raw meat, he certainly did prefer to ensure his meat was cooked rather thoroughly, although a few times, he had almost charred it beyond edibility.

      Once more, she took off, and Hale fought the urge to wrap his arms around her, to cling to her, because she was flying so fast and he could not help being frightened.

      “Where are we going?” he asked above the rushing wind around them.

      She paused, the two of them hovering in the air. He started to glance about, and down she went, plunging them to the ground. Hale refused to scream, but inwardly, he was panicking. The ground was rushing up to meet them, and they were going to crash…

      The Valkyrie dropped him while she remained hovering a foot above the ground. He rolled and jumped to his feet. “What was the point of all that?” he demanded.

      “To see.”

      “To see what?” If he had been supposed to see something, he had failed. Again. He had been too terrified to look around. Now that he was safely back on the ground, he wished he hadn’t been so frightened. To see one of their cloud buildings up close would have been beyond amazing.

      “What you are worth.” She cocked her head to the side. “You be frightened of a great deal, but you be courageous too.”

      He shook his head. Courageous? Not him. Not at all.

      “Courage does not come from having no fear. It comes from doing something you fear anyhow,” she explained patiently.

      “You gave me no choice in the matter.”

      “You could have struggled. You could have fought me or clung to me. You could have done any number of things.”

      “I should’ve been curious,” he muttered, trying not to remember just how much he had wanted to cling to her.

      Again, she laughed, her amusement plain. “Then I would have had to kill you. Perhaps with your own spear.” She flew over and touched the bottom of her shoe to the tip of his spear on his back.

      “Ah…” He did not know how to respond to that.

      “The Cyclopes. Why seek them? What did they say to you?”

      “Nothing.” Hale glowered at her, his cheeks growing warm with embarrassment. He did not appreciate having to relive the awful memory. It had been painful enough to have experienced it.

      “Not a thing?”

      He hated the distrust in her voice. “They threw me into a cell.”

      “Why?”

      “I…” He hadn’t truly contemplated why. “Because I sought them out, I would assume.”

      “They do give advice and council to some.”

      “Not to me.”

      “I wonder why.” She shrugged.

      “They must not have thought me worthy, or perhaps they thought I would taste good. Or that my future was too bleak for it to be foretold.”

      “Do you know how many visions they all have? The chances of them recognizing you and immediately recalling what they might have seen concerning your past, present, or future, be very bleak indeed.” The Valkyrie eyed him. “I be able to predict your future.”

      “Oh?” He couldn’t help wondering if she was jesting.

      “You be not welcome here, and you being a smart man, realize this and not too soon do you depart.”

      Hale suppressed a laugh by turning it into a cough. “And can you predict where I will be going?”

      Her feathers fluttered slightly. “There be a nearby kingdom full of your kind a week’s march that way.” She gestured to the east.

      All that long distance. He felt weary just thinking about it. “As you say, it shall be.”

      She giggled, the happy sound so at odds with her warrior appearance. “I be good at predicting the future.”

      “Or you have a strong sense of suggestion.”

      The Valkyrie sighed, shaking her head, lips pursed. She crossed her arms, muscles flexing. “I had been about to offer to fly you there, but I be not certain I wish to.”

      Another flight? Did he even want one? The alternative forced an affirmative from him. “What do you want from me in exchange for a flight to the kingdom you spoke of?”

      She tapped her feet together, still above him. “You have nothing to offer,” she said, sounding bored and thoroughly not interested.

      “My shield.” He was not about to give up his spear and have no true weapon.

      “I do not have need for a shield.” Her nose wrinkled in disdain and disgust.

      “I suppose not. You fly so swiftly no arrow or spear or javelin could ever come close to harming you.”

      “Flattery. As if the likes of you could flatter the likes of me.”

      Oh, no. Her eyes were flashing, and her hand now rested on the hilt of her golden sword. He had hoped kind words would please her. Instead, he had infuriated her.

      He thought quickly. It would not do for him to come this far only for him to be killed by a Valkyrie in non-combat. When he was to die, he hoped it to be a glorious one. Choking to death was not in his future, he was certain of that. By a blade outside of battle? He would do all he could to ensure that was not the case.

      What could he say to appease? Her arm muscles twitched. She was going to arm herself at any moment.

      “It was not flattery,” he blurted out.

      Her grimace revealed her disbelief in his statement.

      “It was the truth,” he said simply. “There is a difference, slight perhaps in this instance, but I was merely being honest. Why, I am certain you could get me to the kingdom in no less than four days’ time.”

      Hale held his breath. What if it would still take her, despite her huge wings, five days or even six? Had he unknowingly insulted her by suggesting her speed was far greater than it actually was?

      Her glower remained fierce.

      He held still, willing himself not to reach for his spear.

      “Four days?” she ground out. “What do you take me for?”

      Well, he would have to gamble and hope he was right. Otherwise, he had a feeling he had few breaths yet to take.

      After inhaling deeply one of those breaths, he said, “No. I could not have been wrong. Only three days? Surely that is an impossible feat.”

      Eyes flashing, she lowered until her feet touched the ground, standing rather close to him, uncomfortably close. “One day. That is all.”

      His gape was genuine. “A journey that would take a man seven full days by foot would only take you one day with your wings? I must stop talking at this moment or else I fear I will flatter you.”

      “I will fly you⁠—”

      “You are most gracious!”

      “—but you will one day have to return the favor.”

      He was dumbfounded. Although it was more than fair for her to require payment of some kind for her aid, he knew not what he could offer her. “Whatever you wish,” he said, hoping that he would be able to deliver but also inwardly sighing. Now he could be called on by a witch whenever she wished, in addition to the favor he would soon owe this Valkyrie.

      “What be your name?”

      “Faer,” he readily gave.

      “Oh, than perhaps…”

      His swallow went down poorly, his stomach unsettled and uneasy. Her tone did not suggest her next sentiment would be one he wished to hear.

      “It would be unfair for me to give you such an easy journey, traveler.”

      After all that. She had given him hope and stolen it back.

      “Very well then.” He dipped his head in an almost regal nod. “We will part ways then. I have a long road ahead of me.”

      “May the road be soft beneath your feet and no blisters come to harm you.”

      “Thank you…”

      She did not offer her name.

      Slowly he turned east. One foot he placed in front of the other, taking his time, hoping she would halt him with a word, that she would change her mind, grab him, and fly him there.

      But she never did.

      As it turned out, the journey was only five days by foot. Perhaps her judgment was inaccurate because she hardly walked anywhere. He had certainly not overtly pushed himself to have cut the trek down by two entire days.

      As the kingdom came into view, he recognized the banners flying at the pinnacles: a grassy plain with a single arrow on it, tuffed with feathers. Adendalle. If he had studied maps more, he would have avoided both the dryads and the Valkyries and gone here straightaway.

      While he had never ventured this far beyond his kingdom—beyond Istrance—before, he had met a few Adendallians before. Delegates had come to banquets and celebrations. The chances of him crossing paths with one was slim. He was not here as a noble but as a traveler, almost akin to beggar in some eyes.

      The castle drawbridge was down. He had to show his shield and spear for inspection to the two guards, but they waved him through once they determined he was not a threat despite having them on his person. They wore little armor themselves, but then the two tower shields at their feet were huge enough to protect nearly all of their bodies.

      Hale entered the marketplace and strolled up and down the lanes, glancing at the wares the merchants were selling. Nothing caught his eye, not that he had any coin on him, nor anything he might be able to barter.

      The clothes the poor people wore here were made of satin. Adendalle was a rather rich country, and even those who were less fortunate enjoyed many perks that those in other kingdoms would only dream of. But it was also a small kingdom, a militant one. His father had always tried to remain in Adendalle’s good graces, so that if he were to ever go to war, Adendalle might prove to be an ally.

      War. Hale shook his head. His father had always threatened war, every other day it seemed, but he was not a war leader. Perhaps he knew this, despite his tendency toward anger and belligerence, whether desired or not.

      I wonder how he is faring, how Istrance is faring. Perhaps he should inquire about it, although the chances of a peasant knowing was slim, and well, his chances of being discovered forbade him from taking a risk and asking a noble.

      I feel like a failure. I fled my kingdom instead of trying to grow and become a better prince. True, I had no one to teach me how to be just and kind and good, but now that feels like an excuse. Other than my time with the River Tribes, I have only run away or been run off. My hope for grand adventures has not come to fruition.

      His mother would not be proud of him, he suddenly realized. She would have been quite cross, he felt quite certainly, and that notion, in turn, made him cross.

      “You don’t seem happy at all,” a merchant remarked from a nearby stall. “Perhaps a nice sun babaco will change your outlook.”

      “I’m afraid, good man, that I have nothing to offer for it.” Hale shook his head and moved on.

      “You may have one.”

      Hale did not hesitate to turn around. “I thank you, but I cannot⁠—”

      “This one is nearly overripe, and the day is getting old. It will not keep until tomorrow.” The merchant, a tall man, thin, with strong arms, held it out to him.

      “Thank you.”

      Hale accepted the fuzzy orange fruit and eyed it with interest. Although small compared to most of the others, it still was larger than his palm. He hesitated, confused. Was it like a spring burgeon, and he could eat it entirely? Or was it more like the desert salla which required the removal of the peel first?

      “Ah, you have never had a sun babaco before, have you?” the merchant asked.

      “No, my good man.”

      “Remove the outer layer, and be careful not to eat the seeds. The rest is yours to enjoy in good health.”

      The peel removed easily enough and revealed a deep red coloring. The fruit tasted warm with the perfect amount of sweetness to not overwhelm the sense. Juice dribbled down his chin.

      “You like?” the merchant asked eagerly.

      Hale nodded. The seeds were a blue color, and he collected them as he ate the rest of the fruit.

      “May I have them?” The merchant held out his hand.

      Hale gave them to him.

      “Thank you.”

      “It is I who must thank you.” Hale had to force himself not to bow. Old habits were not easily forgotten.

      “You are not from around here.”

      “I am not from anywhere.”

      “Ah, a traveler. You must have many stories to tell.”

      “Each day I have a new one,” Hale said slowly. He did not have as many stories to share as one would think. Even in that, he was a failure.

      “I have a story for you.” The merchant smiled. Although Hale liked the man, he noticed that his gaze had shifted to Hale’s spear on his back.

      “Do tell it.” If the merchant wanted his spear, Hale would have to talk his way out of it.

      “Not a soul believes me, but I have been certain that a Minotaur is creeping around the gardens. Lots of fruit and vegetables have been trampled and stolen lately.”

      “Have you seen a Minotaur?” Hale couldn’t help having doubts that the part-bull, part-man being would bother to sneak into the kingdom and root around their gardens.

      “No, but the hoof prints match up.” The merchant nodded solemnly.

      Any number of creatures could have made such a print.

      “You remain unconvinced. Our land is small. You must know that. Our gardens are not within the castle walls but outside it. The Minotaurs live only a few days’ march from here. They⁠—”

      “I thought they lived far to the north.”

      “They have more than one dominion.” The merchant lowered his shoulders, dejected.

      He’s afraid I won’t be able to help him, and he’s worried that I’m ignorant, a fool, worthless.

      “I will go and investigate your gardens,” Hale promised, feigning excitement. He hoped no Minotaurs were around. Honestly, he felt no worry or fear. There would be a perfectly reasonable explanation for the matter.

      “Wonderful!” The man’s lips curled into a wide, pleased smile. His shocked happiness warmed the prince. “I am Ryfer. You can spend the night with me and the missus and our two children.” The merchant chatted on and on as he packed up his wares.

      That night, Hale slept in a bed, his belly full. He should feel content, but all he could do was wonder if he had made the right choice. Had Azalea known what had been in store for him when she had agreed to their deal? Did she foresee my mess with the Cyclopes, my almost entrapment by the dryads, and my lack of luck with the Valkyries? Has she been laughing at me all this will?

      When will she call on me?

      Hale almost wished she would. He did not care to have a debt hanging over his head. Although he did not know how he could help a witch, he had a suspicion that her request would be far more interesting than a chase to find the animal responsible for stealing a few fruits from a garden. Still, he had given his word to both Azalea and to Ryfer, and to both he would try to help as much as he could. Even if he failed on both counts.
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      For days now, Azalea kept a close watch on Istrance. It distracted her from the monotony of her life, and she truly was beginning to care for the people who lived there. Ironically, it seemed that the worse the king’s health became, the worse of the people were faring.

      If only there was something she could do for them! Istrance was much too far away for her to be able to aid them through magic. She touched the wart on her nose and winced at the shock of pain that flooded throughout her body. No, she dare not risk even trying, although she knew she would not be able to affect anything there, not even something as simple as levitating a pebble.

      There must be something… Ah, yes. No-Longer-Princey. He deserved to know what was happening. She peeked in on him. The traveler had journeyed south, by the looks of the healthy greenery around him, in some kind of human kingdom. Which one she was not certain. That he was conversing easily with a merchant had her believing No-Longer-Princey had no idea what was going on with his former kingdom. Ignorance could be blissful, or it could be dangerous.

      He had run away from his responsibilities. What was to say that his learning about his cruel father dying or about the plight of his people who were cold and hungry would sway him to leave the warm lands of the sunny south? No-Longer-Princey might even resent her for intruding on his life. He might feel overwhelmed or angry or even fearful. He might be afraid to accept his birthright.

      Well, she had “intruded” on his life by offering and going forth with their deal, so she would continue to “intrude” as she felt was right.

      Before she could try and connect with him mentally, she paused a moment. Why had her curser allowed Hale to pass through to the enchanted woods?

      Low mocking laughter filled her ears, and she shivered. Glancing around, she saw no sign of anyone.

      The only guess she could come up with was that her curser had thought it too long since someone had looked upon her with disgust and contempt in their faces. He most likely wanted me to feel humiliated all over again.

      But Hale had not made her feel that way. Yes, he had tried to avoid looking upon her face at times, and she could only imagine how much more so he would do that now, but he had been kind for the most part.

      She had almost forgotten that people could be kind, that there was some measure of good in the world beyond the vicinity of the enchanted forest. For her first few years, until she developed her magic, the creatures bred within the forest had been vicious. They had hunted her, tried to eat her, to maim her but never kill. No, she was meant to suffer here.

      Once she realized she was a witch, she grew bolder with the animals and forced them to see her as powerful. They started to cower away from her, and while she had appreciated that at first, it quickly became burdensome. How could she hunt if all of the animals fled from her? She had yet to master snatching food away from others.

      So she had changed her tactics and almost befriended the animals. Over the years, they went from bloodthirsty hares to tame ones, from boars intent on goring her to boars that would allow her to pet their snouts. As such, she had first tried to look outside of the forest for food sources to try and spare them.

      Yet I killed them so I could grow stronger. The thought saddened her, but what other course could she have taken? She did need to become a more powerful witch. She had needed the challenge of squaring off against a foe.

      Shaking her thoughts away, she tried to focus on the task at hand. In her mind’s eyes, she sought out No-Longer-Princey. It did not take her long to locate him, consider both that she knew he laid to the south and also because he was brightness she could easily spot through the masses of other people and beings in the world. The brightness, she assumed, was because of their magical connection, through their deal.

      Her mind she cleared, and she pushed her consciousness toward him. He was still conversing with the merchant, seemingly oblivious to her presence.

      If he could not feel her, she would have to try and influence his thoughts. She tried to force him to think of Istrance, to get him to ask about his homeland, but it did not work. Her thoughts returned to her.

      Just implanting the knowledge that his father was failing did not translate either.

      How strange. Shortly after she’d tamed the animals, she had spied a young girl near the borders of the enchanted forest. The girl obviously could not see the forest, but Azalea had formed a mental connection with her and guided her inside. It had been the only time she had been able to do so, and she had long suspected the curser had not appreciated her trying to make a friend. Not that she had been successful. The girl had been kind and nice enough while Azalea’s hood covered her face, but a sudden gust of wind had blown it back and revealed her face. The girl had shrieked and ran away crying.

      And now the sun doesn’t even want to look at me. She had always held her affinity for the moon and shadows, but still, that the sun had not shone on her for some time now was wearing on her, and she never felt warm now.

      For a solid hour, all throughout No-Longer-Princey eating a meal with the merchant’s family, Azalea attempted to contact him. She even tried to rearrange the food on his plate to spell out words. She did her best, and yet she failed. A migraine the likes of which she had never felt before was brewing, and her nose was starting to bleed.

      Defeated, Azalea retreated to her own mind, breaking the connection. If there had been in a connection. She scowled. Was her magic failing her? Or was he too far away for her to be able to influence him?

      There were a great number of things Azalea hated. Curses, the cold, the looks on people’s faces when they saw her…

      But she also hated failing.

      To say her mood was most foul would be an understatement.
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      Hale both enjoyed the merchant’s family and the food they had prepared the next morning. The children were a delight, asking him all manner of questions, and he answered as best he could, elaborating some details so they would either giggle or gasp in fright. The wife was a quiet, plump woman, who scolded her children whenever they misbehaved, but she obviously loved her family a great deal.

      The merchant Ryfer clapped his hands. “Come now. It is time.”

      Clarena clapped her hands. She was the older of the two children, a lively girl of about eight. “Can we come too?”

      “May we,” the mother corrected. “We might not have all that the nobles do, but we can still talk like them, proper and good.”

      “Would it not be well?” Clarena asked pertly.

      The mother batted the girl lightly on the head with the back of a wooden spoon.

      “Can… May we?” Garret asked. His hair was as reckless and wild as he appeared to be despite his only five summers.

      “I’m afraid not.” Ryfer shook his head. “But once the adventure has been done, we’ll come back and hold a feast in celebration. You two must help your mother with the preparation.”

      “Preparing for the feast before the deed has been accomplished?” Clarena ducked but could not avoid another whack.

      “Mind your manners!” The wife turned to Hale. “I do apologize⁠—”

      But Hale was laughing.

      Within the hour, Hale and Ryfer were walking amidst the various gardens of the different merchants of Adendalle. Yes, there was a fair amount of hoof prints of many different sizes, and there were plenty of signs of plants being eaten, but Hale had never seen a Minotaur up close before. He had no idea what the tracks of one looked like to be able to tell. Large, he would guess, and some he did recognize of that as cattle or oxen. How such lumbering animals had not been caught in the act of eating the food he didn’t know.

      “I do not see any signs of a Minotaur,” Hale eventually said.

      Ryfer snorted. “What about those right there?” He pointed to prints Hale knew were far too small.

      “Those belong to a hare I believe.”

      “Those?” These ones had three toes indentations.

      He shook his head.

      “But this, this…” Ryfer hurried over to a large green gourd and triumphantly held up a tuff of hair.

      Hale walked over, careful to not step on any visible vegetation. The hair did look human. “Anyone could have left this here.”

      “But it is black! No one from Adendalle has dark-colored hair!”

      “My hair is dark,” Hale pointed out. “You have a fair amount of visitors to your fair kingdom, do you not?”

      “Yes, but…” Ryfer slumped his shoulders. “You think I am a foolish man.”

      “No, no, not at all,” Hale rushed to assure him.

      “I cannot deny what my own eyes have seen. One night, shortly after the thievery and destruction started, I sneaked out at night to investigate. I would know who would dare steal from us! And I saw him. A Minotaur. The head, feet, and tail of a bull, the rest of the torso and neck human. A monster!”

      “Minotaurs aren’t monsters,” Hale said mildly. It would hardly do if one was lurking hereabouts to overhear such an insult. Their anger was a frightening sight.

      “They are if they be stealing my wares,” Ryfer grumbled.

      “Why are not the other merchants trying to protect their food investments?” Hale inquired.

      Ryfer’s cheeks turned pink, and he rubbed the back of his neck. “They did not believe me either, but I know what I saw. I know a Minotaur is responsible for the destruction! It must be stopped!”

      “Well…” Hale thought frantically. It would hardly do well for human-Minotaur relations for a human to accuse Minotaurs of thievery. “I think I have a solution for you regardless of the animal or creature or being that is guilty of such an offense.”

      “What is it, my good man?” Ryfer clasped his hands together, obviously grateful Hale hadn’t also thought him nothing more than a foolish man.

      “A fence. Tall enough so that no one could climb it with a locked gate.”

      Ryfer shook his head. “It would be too easy for even a boar or cattle to plow it down.”

      “A wooden fence, yes, but the fence would not be constructed with lumber.”

      “Oh?”

      “Barter a deal with a blacksmith and have one built with iron or another metal. It would be strong enough to withstand anyone or anything.”

      Ryfer tilted his head, obviously contemplating, and Hale held his breath. But then the merchant nodded. “Yes, yes, that could work. And I even know the blacksmith to talk to. There’s one who already owes me a favor. He had been overcome with grief after his wife fell deathly ill and had misjudged the calculations for a shed he had promised he would be able to construct for a high-ranking nobleman. The goods stored there spoiled. I provided replacement food for him while he fixed it to save his hide. My Clarena had fallen ill with that same ailment, so I understood what he was going through, but he had swore then he would one day repay me. And he will.”

      “Did—”

      Ryfer held up his hand. “I know your question. He is a grand blacksmith, and he makes far more than just weapons, obviously. The only reason why the shed was not up to par was because of his mind being elsewhere. There is no need for me or anyone else to believe that he would not construct the most perfect fence.”

      “Actually, I was wondering about his wife. I already know Clarena did not succumb to the illness.”

      “His wife did survive. I am glad to say.”

      “Oh, that is quite good.” Hale smiled.

      “Will you come and meet him? Jax would be glad to meet a traveler.”

      “I would like a moment or two to wander the lands if I may first. I will join you shortly.”

      Ryfer gave detailed directions that included which stalls and merchants Hale would have to pass in order to reach the blacksmith’s shop. “Do not be too long,” Ryfer said, glancing about. “You never know what might be lurking about.”

      With that, the merchant hurried off on his way back into the kingdom.

      Hale breathed easier once he was alone. He was beginning to relish in the isolation, the chance to be alone with his thoughts. Between servants and his never-ending, always-failing quest to appease his father, Hale hadn’t the luxury of solitude back in Istrance.

      Critically, he surveyed the borders of the gardens to see how best a fence might be constructed, but that was not his area of expertise. He decided he would share in Ryfer’s belief that the blacksmith could handle the work.

      A Minotaur. He shook his head, grinning all the while. From all of his reading, he had never heard of a Minotaur who preferred greenery to meat. Still, he tried to follow some of the larger hoof prints to locate the true offenders.

      The prints led him southward, and it wasn’t long before he heard rushing water. A small stream gurgled nearby, and he approached it. The water was cool and refreshing, and Hale even took the time to bathe himself as best he could. He was just dressing himself when he heard it.

      A soft but panicky cry.

      He glanced north and south and all around until he located the source—a baby Minotaur clutching to a log jammed between rocks in the middle of the stream, where the water was highest.

      Without hesitating, Hale dove into the waters, not caring a whit that his clothes were now soaked. Despite the swiftly flowing waves, he easily reached the log. Now, prying the Minotaur from the log wasn’t easy. Not at all.

      “Come with me,” Hale shouted over the waves.

      The creature shook its bull head.

      “I’ll keep you safe. Climb onto my back,” he pleaded.

      The baby almost lost its hold, and Hale yanked the small creature into his arms. It’s braying and wailing was almost too much for Hale to bear, the babe’s struggles so intense Hale thought he was going to drop him several times, but somehow, he managed to bring the Minotaur to shore.

      He had just lowered the baby onto the ground when he spied bull feet. His gaze lifted to see a horde of Minotaurs—at least ten of them—all glaring down at him.

      “I… ah… I only… The water…” Hale jerked his thumb over his shoulder.

      The Minotaurs did not seem impressed by his bumbling speech, nor did they look any happier.

      “I meant no harm. He didn’t seem like he could swim…”

      The tallest one with his horns sliced off stepped forward. “We no like debt.” His voice was low, rumbling, and animalistic yet distinguishable.

      “Debt?” Hale held up his hands and stepped back. Water dripped down his arms. “No, no. You aren’t in my debt. I didn’t do anything special. I just saw the little guy needed help and⁠—”

      “We no like debt,” he repeated.

      Hale swallowed hard. Aggravating Minotaurs had not been on the agenda for the day.

      “What want?”

      “Nothing,” Hale said firmly.

      “What want?” a female growled, her voice as deep as the male’s.

      A Minotaur with massive horns pushed his way forward and knelt in front of the male who had spoken. Quicker than a lightning stroke, the Minotaur chopped off a horn with an axe. The Minotaur whose horn had been cut off hardly whimpered, but he was obviously in great pain as he picked up and handed Hale the horn.

      “No debt,” he whispered.

      “No debt,” Hale agreed, wondering what on earth he could do with a Minotaur’s head.

      “You leave,” the female said. She went down onto her knees, and the baby Minotaur lumbered his way to her, arms outstretched.

      “Yes, I will return to Adendalle⁠—”

      “Leave south,” the first male uttered.

      “Leave, leave.” The others joined in on the chorus.

      While it pained Hale to not say good bye to Ryfer, to not see the children again, to never even meet the blacksmith, he was not about to press his luck and defy the Minotaurs. So he bowed to them each in turn, including the babe, and he set off northward, careful to go around Adendalle and avoid the Valkyries and the dryads.

      Five days passed, and Hale was beginning to regret the solitude after all. Especially when he spied huge forms heading straight his way in the near distance. Cyclopes. A band of them. They were dressed in much fancier clothes than any he had seen on Cyclopes before, during his captivity. They must be a delegation, he realized.

      Hale altered his course to avoid them, but a scream rang out.

      A familiar scream.

      The female Cyclops who had tried so hard to alert the other so he could have been recaptured if he hadn’t gotten away in time.

      There was nowhere for him to run. There was nowhere for him to hide. In no time at all, he was surrounded by all five of them. They towered above him, their shadows covering him, plunging him into semidarkness despite the sun looming overhead.

      “Good day to you all,” he said as pleasantly as he could despite his fear.

      “He is the one,” the female said. When she wasn’t screaming, her voice was actually rather agreeable, if a bit whiny. “I knew our paths would cross again.”

      Hale couldn’t bring himself to smile. “I was just heading for⁠—”

      “You should still be locked in our dungeon,” one of the males said.

      “Why?” Hale should have left it at that. He knew that, and yet he blurted out, “I committed no crime. What right did you have to hold me against my will?”

      “You—”

      “Is it a crime to wish to know what the future might hold for me?” he continued, blind to what they were saying or doing. He waved his arms about. “How many have sought out your council over the years? How many have you aided? But when I go⁠—”

      “We locked you up for good reason,” another male growled. His eye rolled about in his head, never quite focusing on anything.

      “What reason?” Hale demanded.

      “Because of your stench,” the female said. She wrinkled her large nose. “Even here, you reek of it.”

      “I took a bath not that long ago,” Hale muttered. He rubbed the back of his neck, baffled by her words.

      “Not bodily odor.” She rolled her eyes. “The stench of enchantment. Heavy magic clings to you.”

      And Cyclopes distrusted magic. Although they had the gift of prophesy, anything relating to magic gave them great fear.

      Hale sighed. “It’s not what you think. I am not a witch⁠—”

      “But you associate with them.” The tallest male glowered down at Hale, as if daring him to disagree.

      “I associate with anyone I cross paths with,” Hale said cautiously. “And you can smell magic?” He blinked several times. He had never heard of such a thing. Cyclopes weren’t known for having exceedingly powerful noses, only their eyesight that saw so deeply and profoundly that they could see into the past and the future as well as the here and now.

      “There is much and more you don’t know,” the tallest male grumbled.

      “And even less that you will know.” The female stared down at him, her one eye unblinking. She seemed so much more self-confident and self-assured compared to the shrieking, screaming Cyclops she had been back in the room in their world within the mountain.

      Hale swallowed hard, perplexed. “I don’t understand.”

      All of them laughed, and Hale flushed with embarrassment. He hated being mocked and ridiculed, but they were confusing him. They want me to feel less than them.

      He lifted his chin and tried his best to look down at them despite having to look up at them. “I would rather⁠—”

      “Live a life of ignorance?” the fattest one who hadn’t spoken yet asked.

      “Than a life of wisdom. Sounds about right.” The Cyclops whose eye wouldn’t stop rolling stepped forward.

      The others did the same.

      Even though he saw no weapons on them, Hale could not help feeling afraid and worried. All it would take was one good hit on the top of his head or a tight squeeze to his neck and he would be dead.

      “I will be off then, if you don’t mind.” Hale tried to find an opening, but the Cyclopes blocked him in.

      “We don’t think so.” The female grinned at him.

      And they all took another step toward him, tightening the circle.

      Hale gulped. “I’ll know less…” he repeated, still trying to figure out what their puzzling words meant.

      “Or more.” The tallest one shrugged. “Depends on what is waiting for you on the other side.”

      “Exactly.” The fattest one puffed out his chest. “After we kill ya.”
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      Azalea watched as the Cyclopes closed in on No-Longer-Princey. He had been a fool for trying to tangle with them. They considered themselves like gods, and only ever spoke with those they wanted to. That he had just strolled on up their mountain had obviously infuriated them. Their visions they never gave freely, but it seemed Hale had not known that part of the deal.

      He was going to get himself killed, and she was not about to let that happen. There was only one way she could save him as a Cyclops with a mostly shaved head except for a small patch toward the back that had been braided reached out to grab him was to call on him.

      “No-Longer…” She shook her head and closed her eyes. “Hale Tempest formerly of the Kingdom of Istrance, I do call on you. Come forth now.”

      A wild wind flew about her. She was in the bedchambers of the tower, all alone save for the raven that was now oft perched on her windowsill. When she opened her eyes, the raven was gone, but standing before her was No-Longer-Princey, arm upraised to block a blow to his face, a blow that would not come.

      “Be at peace,” she said mildly.

      Hale glanced around wildly, his confusion plain, and slowly lowered his arm. “What… How…”

      Azalea rolled her eyes and snorted. “That is all the gratitude I get for saving you?”

      “I did not need saving!”

      “And you do not need a bath either,” she said dryly. In truth, his stench was not as foul as it could be, but no one could honestly say he smelled pleasantly.

      His cheeks tinged pink. “I do admit I was in a bit of a dicey situation⁠—”

      “Dicey?” She snorted again. “They were toying with you. When you stopped amusing them, they would have slayed you were you stood. I thought that your time out and about traveling as Faer would have made you a little more… worldly.”

      He stared at her a moment before bowing his head. “Thank you for your aid. I do not know how I might have gotten out of⁠—”

      “You would not have,” she said bluntly.

      “I might have!”

      One disaster after another. He had done well with the River Tribes, but the Cyclopes had been horrific. The dryads, well, that had gone decently, she supposed, but with the Valkyries, well, he had almost gotten himself killed there too. And the Minotaurs. That they gave him a horn meant a great deal, but he did not know the significance of it nor appreciate it enough, and the next time he would cross paths with one, he or she would not be so disposed to treat him as kindly as they had. Kindness and Minotaurs did not mesh.

      Still, she mentioned none of this.

      “Again I thank you, but what do you want?” No-Longer-Princey still had his head bowed.

      So he can use it as an excuse not to look upon me.

      She sighed. What else could she have expected?

      “You called on me for a reason, I am sure.” He lifted his head, but his gaze remained on the floor.

      “Do you know how the Kingdom of Istrance fares?” she asked, careful to keep any hint of emotion out of her voice. A strand of ruined hair fell over her shoulder, and she impatiently shoved it back.

      “Your hair…”

      “What of it?” she snapped.

      “It’s… It looks… ah…”

      Was he honestly trying to think up something nice to say about it?

      “If you’re wondering if I brush it, the answer is no. I don’t for fear it might all fall out and I have nothing but a bald head!” Her nails dug into her palms as she squeezed two tight fists.

      No-Longer-Princey walked around the small room. There was a bed made out of wood she had built for herself. Leaves formed the bedding, and she had sewn together a leaf blanket for when the nights ran cold. In the corner lay her small bundle of clothing. And that was it. The entire bedchamber.

      “There’s no mirror,” he muttered after some time had passed.

      “Would you want one if you looked like me?” she asked simply. As quickly as her anger had come, it had gone away again. She did not even feel bitter. This was her lot in life, and there was nothing she could do to change her fate. Such was the life of a cursed witch.

      “You… ah…”

      “Are you always so flustered when you speak with women? Or can you ask noble ladies whatever you want without sounding like a bumbling buffoon?”

      He grimaced. “I speak rather well, or do you not remember what you told me?”

      She smiled, amused. “What did I tell you?” she asked even though she easily recalled every word of their conversation.

      “That my speech could wind up getting me killed.”

      “And?”

      His scowl was deep and dark. “Why do I have a feeling you already know the answer to that?”

      “Who, me?” She touched her chest innocently.

      “Is it possible that⁠—”

      “Oh, no you don’t. Do not try to change the topic of our conversation. What had you been about to say? I would wager it had something to do with my looks.”

      Hale glanced at her then away. “Forgive me. I should not have started⁠—”

      “But you did, and you should finish what you start. Do you not agree?”

      “You sound like my father. He only wanted to harp on the notion that I had failed to finish something.”

      “So finish your statement. Or question. Whichever it might be.”

      “Ah…”

      “Curl your tongue. Move your lips. Speak, No-Longer-Princey.”

      He sighed and brushed his hair back from his forehead. The strands were much longer than the last time she had seen him and were sorely in need of a good cut. “Must you call me that?”

      “Is it not accurate?”

      “I guess,” he muttered.

      Did he feel some regret? Did he wonder about his former kingdom? She could not tell for certain.

      “Well?” she prompted. This was growing weary, but she wanted to know if he would manage to twist his words to be somewhat not as insulting as it could be.

      “You look different,” he managed.

      How astute of him.

      “How so?” she asked, feigning ignorance.

      He stared at her long and hard. No one had looked at her for so long with nothing more than curiosity in his eyes, not since before the curse. “Your nose is smaller,” he said triumphantly after a moment.

      “Except for the giant green wart on the end,” she said dryly.

      “It’s not green, no.”

      “You lie.”

      “I would never lie to a lady.”

      “And you still haven’t. I am no lady. I am a witch.” A cursed one with no future.

      “You are a lady.”

      Azalea snorted, deliberately being as unladylike as possible. “Ladies are gentle and kind and good and⁠—”

      “You aided me when I asked you for help. You gave me food and drink,” he pointed out. Strangely, he was still looking at her face instead of at the floor or her feet.

      “They are beautiful and wear silk and do funny things with their hair.” She gestured with her hands to try and convey an elaborate hairstyle that would have hair bundled up in a tower on top of her head.

      A silence fell, awkward and long.

      “No response to that.” Azalea wasn’t surprised.

      “It’s not nice to comment on one’s looks in a negative way,” he said slowly, “but you are not the… Let us just say that not all ladies look as if they should have marble sculptures carved in their likeness.”

      “Oh? And who would they be?” She stalked around him in a circle.

      “I would rather not say⁠—”

      “Then I do not believe you. Without names, I feel as if you are merely trying to soothe my hurt feelings.” Again her hand went to her chest, as if he had wounded her.

      In truth, she enjoyed watching him squirm. He was as tall as ever, his eyes a little sharper than before. He might not have learned a great deal during his travels, but he had acquired some knowledge, and it showed in how he held himself. He stood upright, ever watchful, almost like a soldier, but even more so. There was something about him that she could not quite place. Yes, indeed, he was handsome, as handsome as a prince should be, but there was something else as well.

      He held out his hand, not quite touching her, but the gesture was enough to stop her pacing about him. She stared at him, confused.

      “You are playing with me,” he said slowly.

      “Maybe.” She could not help but grin.

      His eyes hardened. “Why did you call on me? To torment me?”

      Her fist itched to punch him in the face. “You think this is torment? You have much and more to learn, No-Longer-Princey.”

      “Do not call me that!”

      His sudden fury had her almost backing up a step. Instead, she stalked toward him so he was the one to retreat. “Torment and torture… I can fill your head with stories about them both. Would you care to hear them?”

      “Tales about what you have done to others?”

      Just like that, her anger in response to his melted away. She turned away from him. “You think me the all-powerful one, with the ability to harm others, and I suppose that is true…”

      A pregnant silence fell.

      “You were the one to be tormented and tortured,” he said slowly.

      She hated the pity in his voice.

      “Why?”

      “Why does not matter.”

      “Why not?”

      Azalea whirled around. “The past is the past. It cannot ever be altered or changed or corrected. Why speak of it?”

      “The past molds us, shapes us, changes us, affects us. The past is always with us.”

      “Is that so?”

      His eyes flashed darkly. “Do not mock me.”

      “Oh, no, you mistake my point. It is only… If the past molds us and shapes us and is always with us…” She waited for him to comprehend what she was insinuating.

      She did not have to wait for long.
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      Hale gaped at her. The witch did know him well, almost scarily so. Could she read minds after all?

      She was obviously waiting for a response, and although he did not want to give her one, he felt as if he owed her one. He cleared his suddenly dry throat. Regret was weighing heavily on him, and it was not only because of her words.

      “I am the prince,” he admitted to both himself and to her. “Even these past few months. I never stopped being me.”

      Azalea nodded. “It is one thing to not look back at the past. It is another thing entirely to ignore the changes it has made in you.” She turned slightly aside, as if she did not want to see him.

      Was she thinking about the changes her past had made on her? Just who was Azalea? He had a feeling there was a lot about her she shared with no one. She was a private person, and he found himself wishing she would open up to him.

      Why had her looks changed? People might grow warts, yes, but hers were green. There was something almost unnatural about their appearance. She was a witch. Couldn't she use her magic to change her looks? Not that she should be vain, but her looks… It was not always easy to gaze upon her.

      How awful was he to think that.

      Hale rubbed the back of his neck. “I am still a prince,” he murmured. “I… Is it possible…”

      “What are you asking of me?” Her direct gaze and pointed question told him she knew exactly what he was referring to.

      “I want to go back. I want to be the Prince of Istrance again.”

      She tilted her head, considering him. “You have not heard how your former kingdom is faring during your journey, have you?”

      “No.” His heart pounded. “The doppelganger…”

      Had he made a colossal mistake by being selfish and leaving his people behind? His intentions had been good… for the most part. He could not deny that he had been self-serving and self-seeking by abandoning his people without first ensuring that his replacement was a good and decent man. After all, if he hadn't thought himself capable of being the kind of leader the people of Istrance deserved, how could he have been willing to leave them in the hands of someone who had no connection to them, who could not care about their fate as much as he could, even if he himself might have failings as a ruler?

      “I never should have gone,” he muttered, furious with himself.

      “Your doppelganger has not done any worse than you would have.”

      “But not any better either,” he said bitterly.

      She nodded. “Yes, I believe that to be the case.” Azalea opened her mouth but closed it without speaking further.

      “What else is there?” he asked wearily.

      “Your father.”

      “What of him?”

      “His health… it's failing.” She reached out as if to touch him, but she lowered her arm so it dangled at her side. “I do not think he has long yet to live. He is a cruel and bitter man, and he has never shown you love, but I thought you would like to know.”

      “Like to know,” he repeated dully. Hale didn't know how to feel, what to think. His father had been a wicked thorn in his side ever since his brother's untimely death and even before then, but he was still his blood. “I want to go back.”

      Azalea nodded. “I know you do.”

      “I…” Hale grabbed his hair and yanked on the ends of it, something he had not done since he had been a small child.

      “Do not blame yourself. Your father's constant worrying has worn him down. His health has never been that strong, has it?”

      “Yes, actually. Almost as if he has a will to live. He is a robust man.”

      Her grimace suggested was.

      “Regardless,” she said, “he is dying.”

      “So I would like to go back. If I may. Is it possible?” He held his breath. It had to be. Even if Azalea could not do anything, Hale would march back to Istrance. He would expose the doppelganger for being the fraud of a prince that he was, and he would reclaim his crown one way or another.

      Azalea shuddered, and for a moment, she looked weak.

      “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” she murmured, but she was swaying.

      He placed his hand on the small of her back to help steady her.

      She flinched away from his touch. “I am fine,” she snapped.

      “You called on me. I'll do whatever you need and then I want, no I need, to go back. I must.”

      She grimaced. “I am glad you recognized the need to return before I told you about the state of your kingdom.”

      Despite her slightly mocking tone, Hale's chest swelled with pride. Even if he struggled in his role as prince and as king if his father were to die shortly, he would give it his all and do all he could for his people. He preferred love to fear, or if not love than loyalty. Maybe he had needed his time away to realize all he might be able to accomplish if he only tried. Although I do now know I need to work on my diplomacy more…

      “I will grant your request, No-Longer-Princey.”

      He grimaced. “You will no longer be able to call me that, you do realize.”

      “I can call you whatever I wish, you do realize.” Her grin made her face slightly less unpleasant to look upon.

      She could be so infuriating, but he could not help noticing something. “You are ignoring me.”

      “Oh?” She blinked.

      He shook his head and suppressed a snort. His manners were slipping slightly the further removed he was from the castle and his fellow nobles. As if she could appear innocent. “Yes, and you know it.”

      “Are you that anxious to know what I require of you?” Any emotion was gone from her face, and he could not get a read on what she was thinking.

      “You called on me, and I am here.”

      “I called on you to save your hide.”

      He grimaced. “We have discussed this already. And you are still avoid⁠—”

      “Do you wish to go back or not?”

      “I do. Yes.” He could not help being confused. “I will prefer to not be in your debt for a second time.”

      “Do not concern yourself with that,” she said sharply. “There is much and more you do not know and understand. Trust me when I say that you do not need to rush into fulfilling your obligation.”

      Well that sounded promising. “So only one time will I need to bend to your will?”

      She closed her eyes then fluttered them open. “I gave you what you wanted, and now you no longer want it, and I am still aiding you. Must you give me grief?”

      Immediately he lowered his head. “Forgive me. I have been rather rude to you.”

      Azalea pursed her thin lips. “It is easier to be nice and kind and decent to one who is nicer to look upon, I am certain.”

      “No. That is not⁠—”

      “Even when you were trying to walk away from the dryad and the Valkyries, you were not so harsh and callous to them. And you cannot deny they are striking and lovely, and I am not.”

      “No human can compare to the beauty of the dryads and the Valkyries,” he protested.

      “There are some who come close.”

      “Ah… I would like to go back now, if that is all right.”

      To his surprise, she started to laugh. “You are kind to try and not remark on my appearance.”

      Was she trying to stir a fight? “I do not see the need⁠—”

      “To talk about⁠—”

      “Looks do not matter to me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Surely not,” she said dryly.

      “I will not be able to choose my wife based on looks.”

      “But—”

      “Her realm or her wealth or how she and her people can better help my kingdom. That is what matters. Her appearance will not be a factor.”

      “Huh?” Her smirk seemed almost playful.

      “Can you see the future?” he asked suspiciously. “Do you know what my future wife looks like?”

      “I do not know who your wife will be, and while I commend you for your naïve belief that you will not be swayed by⁠—”

      “My father will dictate who I will marry. My union will be one based on what is best for Istrance.”

      “Your father will not have a say. The choice will be yours.”

      “How can…” He swallowed painfully past a lump in his throat. “He does not have much time at all then.”

      “No, he does not, and I will not keep you here longer than necessary.” She clapped her hands.

      “I will not—” But he could feel himself fading away, as if he was there one moment and then gone the next. A cold sensation followed by a burning one washed over him, and he was sweating when he felt whole again.

      Hale must have closed his eyes at one point because he had to open them, and he found himself standing within his bedchambers.

      He had returned. He was home again.

      Finally.
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      The shock of being alone startled Azalea for some reason. She had enjoyed teasing No-Longer-Princey. He did have a point that she should not refer to him by that nickname any longer. Already, she missed having someone to talk to. It was far too easy to rile him up. As if he could do anything to me.

      Sweat dotted her brow. The pull of magic between them had grown a hundred times. Given their recent proximity, that was not surprising in the least. He had unknowingly been right in asking repeatedly about her requirement given that she had called upon him. The magic that bound them together would not long allow her time to dictate what she required of him.

      And for the first time. She wearily rubbed her face. The magic was so strong she had little doubt that she would have to demand his services on more than one occasion.

      When she had made the deal with him, she had not considered what she would ask of him. That she had a prince in her corner had seemed liked a good idea. It will not be a small thing either.

      But she hadn't the time to worry about that now. All of her concentration had to be poured into her magic so that she did not immediately call upon Hale back to her tower, and instead she sought out the doppelganger and found him in a brothel of all places. At least he had just entered the place and while a suitable “lady” was being found for him, he was alone, and Azalea pulled him from space to the tower.

      He gasped and sputtered about when he appeared. His eyes were wide. For a moment, she truly felt as if No-Longer-Princey had returned to her, even though her mind knew that was not the case. Eyes make fools of us all.

      “You have served my purpose well.” She reached out a hand toward him.

      The doppelganger stepped back, but she used her eyes as a focal point to keep him in place. Slowly, she touched his face and body, light like a feather, altering his appearance back to the way it had been before her previous tampering.

      “Did you enjoy being a prince?” she asked him.

      “I did.” His natural voice was nothing like Hale’s. It was still deeper although higher in pitch, and it was also rougher too.

      “And what were you most proud of?”

      His lecherous grin had her wincing.

      “Never mind that then,” she added hastily so that he would not answer. “Did you actually use your power at all?”

      “Of course I did.”

      “To do or change what exactly?”

      “Well…” His grin grew.

      “Never mind that too.” She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I am afraid you are not going to like this next part.”

      “Why not?” He scowled, his features turning dark, and for a moment, reminding her of her curser. “You are not going to⁠—”

      “I have no interest in you,” she assured him.

      He snorted and rolled his eyes. “All ladies want me,” he boasted.

      “I am no lady.”

      “You have breasts, yes? You have⁠—”

      “Enough!” Azalea was not in the mood for insolence. Already she felt overtaxed. Her magic wanted to go in one direction, and forcing it to bend to her will was not easy. Two tasks remained for her to accomplish yet and the quicker the better. She did not wish to be long in this man’s company.

      Her fingers touched both sides of his head. When she closed her eyes, he did the same. Every thread of thought he had of Istrance, of the king, of his being a prince, of the many women he had been with, of her too, she wiped away as if he had never met her, had never been a doppelganger, had never suited her purposes.

      For his trouble, she did give him the knowledge on how to light a fire. Every man should know such a skill, and that he had not already learned it for himself was a travesty.

      She opened her eyes, but he remained standing with his closed yet, swaying slightly. Before he could recover, she sent him back to where he had come from.

      And that is that.

      A wave of exhaustion washed over her, strong enough to send her crashing to the floor. Sleep claimed her despite her trying to fight it.

      Immediately, she could tell she was no longer alone. The raven? The bird alternated between being an annoyance and an ally, and its presence made her feel worse or better depending on her mood. Right now, she knew which would be the case.

      She waited for a caw or for the bird to nip at her ear as it was wont to do, but when nothing happened yet the presence lingered, Azalea opened her eyes.

      To see the doppelganger still there. Only he was still the doppelganger. He resembled Hale once more.

      “What are you…” She started to stand.

      He backhanded her so hard blood filled her mouth.

      What in the world?

      “Stop,” she demanded when he pulled back his arm.

      This time, he tried to punch her, but she was ready. She blocked the blow as best she could—he had some might to him—and tried to attack him back. Tried being the optimal word. He easily overpowered her, rendering her in a chokehold. Azalea grabbed his arm, turned to the side, bent over and knocked him down to the ground.

      With impossible speed, he was back on his feet again, clawing at her, ripping out some of the few strands of hair she still had. Cuts bled on her face, dripping onto her clothes as she attempted to defend herself. For whatever reason, perhaps because of all of her recent heavy magic usage, she could not do anything at all with her power. Everything had to be with her body, and while she tried to keep her body well-conditioned, she was no match for him.

      The hairs on the back of her neck rose just as she managed to avoid a kick aimed for her head. Someone else had crashed the party, and she knew without even looking at him that it was her curser.

      He stood to the right, almost outside of her peripheral vision. His hand came up, an open palm that he closed. Immediately, a blinding light flashed. Her mind felt as if it was being liquefied. She felt her mouth opened, but did not know if she screamed.

      The doppelganger was charging at her again. Her hands were at her temples, so she could not avoid the blow, and he head-butted her. Her body fell backward, through the window. Down, down, down, she fell, her back crashing hard into the underbrush. Barbs and thorns cut into her tearing at her hair and clothes and digging into her skin.

      Somehow, someway, Azalea managed to free herself. Her body gave out on her, and she again collapsed, entirely overwhelmed with fear.

      When she opened her eyes, she was back in the tower. All alone. A mare of the night.

      She stood and stretched. Her arms… her hands… her face… her hair…

      All of the wounds she had sustained during the mare of the night still marked her body.

      The icy tendril of fear wrapped itself around her heart, and Azalea forced her meager amount of magic to conjure herself a large fire that would not spread beyond where she wanted it to go. Even the strong flames did not warm her, did not thaw the ice around her heart. As strong as she liked to think of herself as, she was weak yet.

      “Not for long,” she vowed in a shout. “Not for long.”
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      His bedchambers had been altered slightly, a reminder that Hale had abandoned his kingdom and his people. He would have it restored immediately. No, not immediately. The placement of the bed—was that even his old bed?—the comforter, the excessive candles spread throughout the room, they were all small items and not worthy of his attention right now.

      He strolled to the door then realized what he was doing and did an about face to the wooden wardrobe. Some of the clothing choices the doppelganger had selected were questionable, to say the least, and most of his own clothing was nowhere to be found. Buried in the back, he located dark trousers and a matching tunic. Simple clothing, to be sure, but he felt almost simple yet.

      His crown he had only ever worn for special occasions, and when he spied it out of the corner of his eye on the table beside his bed, he crossed the room and placed it on his head. The weight of it felt oddly heavier than he remembered, but he did not feel the need to remove it.

      His outfit now corrected and hopefully too his outlook on his position within the Kingdom of Istrance, Hale left the relative safety of his bedchamber. He had not gone more than two steps when a servant hurried over to him, his head low, his bow deep.

      “Your Highness, you are back early. Is there anything you require of me?”

      Hale motioned for the man to straighten, but he must not have seen it as he remained in that horribly bent over position. “Stand please,” he said.

      The servant did so after a moment, but his gaze remained on the floor. “How may I be of service, Your Highness?”

      “I have no need of your services today.”

      The man gaped at him, looking up at him. Although he immediately averted his gaze after only a moment, Hale realized he had never seen this servant before. He even replaced my people within the castle.

      “Go on then.” Hale shooed him away.

      The man bowed awkwardly several times as he stepped backward. Eventually, he turned around and fled as if fearful.

      How curious. And back early from what? Just what had the doppelganger done in my stead?

      Hale took the stairs two at a time. His father would surely be in bed if he was as ill as Azalea had said, and Hale saw no reason to doubt her. She seemed to be a rather capable witch. Shrewd of mind and wit and sharp of tongue as well. That she seemed both affected and unaffected by her looks at times gave him pause. It was not that he thought it hard to look upon her, but he did not wish to stare either, to draw attention to her appearance in that manner, or any manner for that matter. All females he had ever encountered were concerned with their looks—some males as well—but Azalea was a little different in that aspect, and he could respect her for that.

      Outside of his father’s bedchamber stood two guards. At all times, two guards were always posted there, regardless of whether their majesty lingered within the bedchamber’s walls, so their presence alone did not dictate that the king was inside.

      As Hale approached, one of the guards smirked. “Back early, I see.”

      He was not in the mood. “I am here for a reason.”

      “The king is inside,” the other guard said. His face was wizen and sharp. Duncan. At one time, Hale had likened to think him a wizard who had lost his powers so he honed his body to be as strong as his mind had once been and since offered what he could to the Kingdom of Istrance. Now wasn’t the time for such foolishness. Perhaps there wasn’t ever a time for that. While his mother would have appreciated his fanciful nature, it was not expected nor desired in a prince.

      Or in a king.

      And he would soon be king it seemed.

      The wizen guard moved to open one of the ornate gilded doors, but the other guard, still smirking, asked, “Was she that good or that bad?”

      Hale tried not to flush, but he could feel his cheeks grow warm. While there had been a few ladies who had caught his eye, he had never done more than kiss one. He hadn’t thought there was a point to it. After all, he had no say in who he would marry, and it hardly seemed fair to the ladies to start a relationship that would one day surely end. But to realize that the doppelganger had not only began one but it was publicly known was enough to boil his blood.

      “Ladies are always good,” Hale muttered when it was obvious the guard would not leave him be until he responded.

      “Ladies.” The guard snorted. “You might like to think her high class but⁠—”

      “Leave him be,” the wizen guard said, opening the door.

      Oh. Oh! Not a lady at all but a… Hale’s fury could not be contained. Was it more geared toward the doppelganger, Azalea, or even himself?

      He stomped inside his father’s bedchambers. Twice the size of his own, the room was filled with all the comforts anyone could want. His father looked small, almost engulfed within the huge blankets upon his massive canopy bed. His eyes had been closed and remained closed until Hale stopped beside his bed.

      “Why are you here?” his father asked after a long moment in a raspy, low voice that sounded nothing like his normal, gruff tone.

      “Where else should I be?”

      “I told you to⁠—”

      “Enjoy a whore?” The question came out before he could think whether or not it was wise—which, most certainly, it was not.

      His father’s laugh sounded more like a groan. “Oh, yes, yes, I did. You’ll be tied down soon enough. Might as well enjoy yourself, and since I know you won’t bother with any of the noble ladies, who else is there for you? No peasants. Not even you should designate yourself that lowly.”

      Surely not because, of course, paying for it was preferred to that.

      “At least they know how to ensure they will not be carrying your bastards,” the king continued, although his breathing was growing more labored with every word he managed to utter.

      “Because bastards are worse than having two sons,” Hale muttered, far too low for his father to overhear.

      “Back to your sullen self, I see.” His father coughed into his hand. When he lowered his hand, the bright redness stained his golden-colored sheets.

      “I am not sullen,” Hale protested. “I am⁠—”

      “Do not dare say ‘in mourning.’ I am not dead and buried yet.”

      “You seem…”

      “Hardier than you thought? The physician thinks of it as the sickness having a calm center, that my strength will fade again, that I will not survive.”

      “I am sorry.”

      “Are you? Tell me truly, Hale. You never did care for me.”

      Hale straightened until his back ached from his rigid posture. “If that is so, it is merely because you ensured that.”

      “I am in mourning myself. I mourn for Istrance. I mourn the kingdom that will have you for a king. I thought that if you could enjoy the company of women⁠—”

      “I have seen much and more, Father. I have seen enough. The kingdom does not need a king who cares more for what goes on the bedroom than what happens in the streets.”

      The king appraised him quietly, critically.

      “Tell me, Father. Tell me how the people fare? The commoners and the noble alike. Are they happy? Are they grumbling? Are they ready to lay siege to the castle?”

      “Do not be absurd!”

      “Am I? Am I truly? Father, you must know about the riots, about the plundering. Your own people stealing from each other. That is on you. You are king yet!”

      “I should not be forced to ensure my last moments⁠—”

      “What else have you not told me? Or should I go out to the market and elsewhere in the kingdom to learn of the tragedies? Surely your guards have been informing you of every last detail, or are they as incompetent as you are?”

      Hale hesitated and hung his head. He had overstepped, and he knew it. His father would throw him out or perhaps send him to the dungeon for a bit.

      When his father did not lash him with his tongue, Hale glanced up. His father’s eyes were closed. After a moment, they opened and pierced straight through Hale.

      “The people are upset. There is not enough food. Other kingdoms have threatened war. The kingdom is… Istrance is not in a golden age, that much is certain. I fear I have done the kingdom a great disservice.”

      Hale sat on the edge of the bed. “How might I make things better?”

      The king appraised him with a critical gaze. “The kingdom needs a strong, capable leader, one far stronger than I.”

      “I appreciate your confidence,” Hale said dryly. “Now, do you have any advice for me, or no?”

      “I do. You are not strong enough. You know it in your heart. You need a capable queen. One who can help run the kingdom. There are not many princesses or noble ladies capable of such a feat. I fear that the people will rise up, claim the kingdom, and another will overtake the castle. Istrance will then be no more.”

      Hale swallowed hard, disgust churning his stomach. His father’s fears would not be realized. Hale was stronger than he thought.

      But still, a strong queen was not a terrible idea.
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      Azalea knew she was being weak. She wished to fight this urge to have their deal settled, but truly, she was calling on Hale for a more selfish reason.

      She was lonely.

      And worse, she wished to talk to him. Not just anyone and not because she hardly knew another soul. No. Hale made her feel so many different things from anger to disgust to amusement to even brief moments of happiness. She enjoyed teasing him even if they fought more times than not. He pushed her, and she certainly pushed back. From what she had seen, she had made him become a better man, a better king one day.

      Had he done the same for her? Had he changed her for the better? Or had he only weakened her, left her more vulnerable than ever?

      Regardless, she had already called on him, and now he stood before her, his eyes hooded.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, clasping her trembling hands behind her back so that she did not reach up to touch his face. It was strange to see him standing before her without him attacking her. The memory of the assault played in her mind, far too vivid.

      “I could ask the same of you. You look so very pale.”

      “Please. Answer my question.”

      Hale tipped his head to the side. “My father has little time, as you said.”

      She winced and dropped her gaze to his polished boots. He was now dressed the part of a prince, and his manner and posture revealed how settled into the role he already was. Hale was far more princely than ever, and he would only be prince until his father passed away.

      “I did not mean to take you away from him, but you must give me what I want.”

      “The time for me to repay you is at hand?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is it you want?”

      Azalea forced herself to stare him in the eye. He was such a handsome man, far too handsome. It was not far that the world allowed one who looked as he to have the crown as well.

      “I wish to be queen,” she said softly.

      Hale blinked a few times, his shock disgusting her. Of course he would think her too repulsive to ever consider her. Of course he never dreamed of her, never cared for her. Who could? She could be thoughtless and selfish. She could be self-centered. True, she was attempting to do what she could for others, but so long as she was trapped here, what good could she truly accomplish?

      But if the curse could be broken… what then might her future be? Not that the curse would ever be broken.

      The prince cleared his throat. “My father would forbid it.”

      “You said yourself that…”

      “That he is not long for this world. You would have me deliberately wait until he dies to name my queen? No, Azalea. I cannot give you this. Ask me anything else, but this I cannot. I will not.”

      Numb, hurt beyond measure, Azalea did not even send him back to Istrance. Rather, the prince left by foot. When he slammed the door, Azalea sank to the floor, resigned to her fate.

      “I can force it,” she mumbled to herself. “I can take the crown. But why? I would never be able to step foot there. There is no point.”

      Why had she even asked to be queen? She did not wish for power. No, but she did not care for the idea of Hale marrying another, especially a beautiful lady with a head full of nonsense. She dared to dream of a life when she might spend her hours with him. How the two of them could change Istrance around! Together, they could make the kingdom the greatest one of all. And the god she could do as queen, it would make up for her every last mistake.

      The pull of magic to force them to even the deal was strong and growing stronger. Soon, very soon, the deal would be cemented, whether Hale wished for it or not.

      Forgive me, Hale. I have wronged you as I have others. Please know I never ever would mean to hurt you.

      A wild anger, fierce and powerful washed over Azalea. She wished to lash out, to destroy something, to kick, to punch, to fight, maybe even to kill.

      The raven crowed and flew through the window. She hissed at her, snapping her beak, and Azalea moved to shoo it away. Instead, her hand connected with the bird hard, and it flew back, slamming against the wall.

      Azalea felt as if she could feel the raven’s pain, and she lowered her head. She truly was cursed. Everything she touched, she destroyed. Hale would be destroyed too if she were not careful. Once the deal was fulfilled, she would never see him again. It would ensure he would be safe.

      But why did the thought of that frighten her so?
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      Hale’s father passed away the next night. The funeral was held in private, although the viewing beforehand was available to the entire kingdom. Fewer people came than Hale anticipated. His father had alienated more than half the land. Hale had never realized how unliked his father had been.

      A week later, Hale’s advisors, who had been his father’s, insisted that Hale place aside his mourning.

      “You need a queen.”

      “You need to have a unified position of power with the princess of a neighboring kingdom.”

      “A neighboring, powerful kingdom.”

      “A neighboring, powerful kingdom with knights and a large army.”

      Hale had wanted nothing to do with them or their advice, but he had promised his father he would marry before the year followed him into the grave.

      And so, Hale’s days and nights were filled with events, balls, and dinners. Dutifully, he danced with princesses from various kingdoms. Not one struck his fancy. Certainly, most were beautiful. A few only spoke of themselves or their gowns or their wealth. One wore a snake around her neck as if a piece of jewelry. Her pet snake. Brutus.

      Not a single one, none of them, would make a good queen.

      After yet another ball, Hale climbed into bed. His feet were sore and his heart heavy. One lady had stepped on him all night long. Being a terrible dancer would have no bearings on her ability to rule, but she did not understand the first aspect of land ownership or property rights. A man had come to see Hale that morning, demanding that the king prevent his neighbor’s sheep from crossing over into his farmland. Hale had asked the princess what she would do in that situation. It seemed simple enough to Hale. The two neighbors buy and build a fence between their lands. But the princess thought the sheep should be able to walk wherever their “fluffy little hearts wish to go!”

      Aye, Hale was king now. He had not been officially crowned yet. The advisors were hoping the wedding occasion could be especially long and formal and glorious, the coronation and the wedding of two kingdoms.

      “Fluffy,” he muttered aloud. “Azalea would never say fluffy.”

      That the witch had asked him to be queen had shocked him. He had been so surprised that he had been unintentionally rude. Ever since, he kept wishing to return to her, to apologize, but his father had died, and his duties, his responsibilities… he had not made the time to leave.

      In the stillness of the night, Hale contemplated his options. The princesses who would be worthless as queens were hardly an option at all. Where did that leave him? Where did that leave Istrance?

      Could he dare to contemplate Azalea? How would she fare as queen?

      Hale honestly was not certain. She was strong and powerful in her own way, but she was far too brass. The people would never take to her. Then again, having a witch as queen may well be a strong enough deterrent to those who may wish to overtake Istrance. War may be avoided entirely if he could only find it in himself to marry her.

      Would marrying Azalea be so terrible? For himself and not merely for the kingdom. At times, she infuriated him even more than his father ever had. Others, he did enjoy her company. She was so unique, so unlike anyone else he had ever met. She saw him as Hale. She did not see the crown. He appreciated that more than words could say.

      Yet she asked for the crown. Perhaps she had merely used him all along.

      Hale left the castle for the stables and rode hard to seek her out. She may be sleeping, but she would wake for him. All he wished to do was talk.

      And they did. Azalea stood by the door of cottage tower as if waiting for him.

      “I am glad to see you awake,” he said. “I would have hated to disturb you.”

      “I sleep little and less these days.” Her lips quirked in the pale moonlight. “These nights.”

      Her features were hideous. There was no denying that, but Hale did not see them. Her eyes held so much pain and bitterness that Hale’s breath was stripped away.

      “Let us walk,” he said.”

      After a moment, she nodded.

      “I am sorry,” he said.

      “I was about to say the same. I was not certain what you thought of me after… I should have sent you word.”

      “Do not concern yourself with that,” he said, waving her words away. “I apologize for being so rude to you the last time we spoke.”

      “Please. Let us not speak of that again.”

      “Certainly.”

      “You dance rather well,” she said, her voice light and teasing. “It is a pity that your partners do not all know how to.”

      “Do you know how?”

      “Me? Dance? Who would I dance with?”

      “Me.”

      Before he knew what he was doing, Hale placed a hand on her waist and clasped her other hand high. She squirmed, but he held her fast.

      “There is no music,” she protested.

      “Can’t you ask the birds to sing for us?”

      “Owls do not typically sing sweet songs,” she said dryly.

      “Then listen to your heart.”

      “No songs there either, I’m afraid.”

      “Give in to happiness. Just this once. I’ve seen you smile.”

      “The ugliest smile in the world.”

      “Stop it, Azalea. Smile.”

      “A forced smile is even uglier⁠—”

      “Looks are not all that matter.”

      “What does? Power? Wealth? Land? A castle? Fine clothes and wine and all the food you could ever enjoy?” She struggled against his hold.

      He did not release her. “Before the night is through, you will smile.”

      “I won’t.”

      Hale smirked and began to move his feet forward and back. “Follow my lead.”

      He whistled a few notes to help measure the time. Azalea was stiff in his arms, but he knew better than to ask her to relax. It felt strange to have her in his embrace, and yet, it also felt almost natural.

      Almost. Her frown did mar the perfection.

      “No, no. Follow my lead,” he said. “Your feet should go where mine go.”

      “Or you could follow my lead.”

      “So be it.”

      “Truly?” She blinked up at him, clearly surprised.

      “Go on,” he urged.

      She danced, somewhat, and he did as she wished and nearly walked straight into a tree.

      Azalea burst out laughing.

      “See? I knew you would smile.”

      She did then. Truly, no one else would think it lovely. The sight was not that of a traditional beauty, no. But he could stare at her and not be disgusted, and he knew she appreciated that, even though she would never admit that aloud.

      “I am glad you came,” she murmured.

      “I am too.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Azalea could hardly believe it. Hale had not only returned to her, but they had danced. It was ridiculous to be certain, yet she had enjoyed herself. Was enjoying herself.

      The look in his eye, his body language… could she be imagining things or might he be contemplating making her his queen? From the animals, she had gathered that there was no single princess who had caught his eye. Given the outside threats to Istrance, he needed a capable queen, and none of those princess fit that marker.

      “You asked—” he started.

      Azalea gasped and jerked free of his hold. From the moment he arrived, the pull of magic demanding that she take form him had increased dramatically. She had ignored her, but she could not any longer.

      Her body yanked her upright as if her body was attached to strings and someone was pulling on them.

      “You will give me what I asked for,” she said in a voice that was not hers, the words not hers either. “You will make me your queen.”

      A burst of magic poured out of her and boom! A ring appeared on her finger. A promise ring.

      “My mother’s ring,” Hale muttered angrily. “How dare you!”

      Tear filled her eyes, but she refused to shed them.

      “You are a powerful witch, yes,” Hale said, “but still, you crave more power. You will not destroy Istrance. You will not have any say in the matters pertaining to the run of the kingdom. We will be wed, but we will not be married. Do you understand?”

      Miserable and furious at herself for her decidedly poor lack of power and control over magic, she nodded.

      Hale grumbled under his breath, stalked over to his horse, and raced away.

      Azalea, of course, stayed at the tower. The huge rift between them would only grow, she knew. She had been cursed, and everything she had touched since had been ruined.

      With heavy tread and a heavier heart, she took the circular staircase up to the tower and crossed over to the window.

      The raven appeared and dropped a dried, half dead rose. She picked it up, and one of the leaves crumbled beneath her fingertips.

      “I am not a rose,” she muttered. “I am nothing but a cursed thorn. I will forever be a thorn in the lives of everyone I meet… including the ones I…”

      She could not bring herself to finish the statement, not even in her mind. Azalea was too broken, too cursed, too much of a thorn.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Angry and bitter, furious and frightened, Hale returned to the stables and tended to his horse. Once finished, he opted to go to the fields where archers trained for battle. Hale had never gone there as a lad except when his father made him. Now that he had lived off the land and seen some of the terrors the world had to offer, he knew he must be strong in both mind and body.

      And spirit.

      Over and over again, he shot arrows. In the darkness of the night, it proved impossible to see the target. Yet, when the morning came, Hale walked down the field to retrieve his arrows and realized more had hit the target than he would have hazard to guess.

      The master of arms rushed over to praise him, but Hale ignored him. He handed the guard the arrows and, after nodding to him, departed for the castle.

      His foul mood did not abate as he washed and changed his clothes. He wished greatly that he had never gone to see the witch. Had she put a hex on him? Why could he not put her out of his head?

      But he knew better than to meddle with magic. He could feel it under his skin. Without having to do so himself, he instructed an advisor to fetch parchment and ink. Without moving his hand himself, he wrote a royal decree naming Azalea as the queen-to-be.

      Word spread quickly. The princesses all left Istrance in a huff, furious and frustrated. None were heart broken, he knew, but that did not stop them from pretending to be hurt.

      His own people were wary and frightened. They did not know who Azalea was. That she was not in the castle with him certainly did not help matters. Worst of all, some suspected or heard rumors or knew for certain that Azalea was a witch.

      None of this improved Hale’s mood. None of it. He smiled and did his part as king. He even organized details for the wedding. As he said, they would wed, but they would not be married. They would not live or act as a husband and wife should.

      If only she had waited a little longer. He had been ready to ask her to give him time to consider her being queen. He would have wished to introduce her to the people first. He would have done a thousand things differently.

      But, no. She removed his ability to think, to choose, and so he did not pick her after all. Magic would force them to wed, but it could not, would not, force him to love her.

      So why did he think of her constantly and dream at night about them dancing at their wedding feast?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Azalea smacked her palm into the water, ruining the vision of Hale. He had been picking out flowers for their wedding. Roses, he had asked for. Thorn-less roses.

      Does he not know who I am? I am not a lady who even requires flowers.

      He desire to call off the wedding grew with every passing moment. The magic of the deal, however, prevented her from doing so as did her own selfishness.

      She still did not wish to marry Hale under these pretenses, but she did wish to marry him.

      What on earth had caused her to ask for a crown in the first place? Not for power. Partially for Hale but also for influence. She wished to use her magic for good.

      Hale was her only friend. Without a doubt, she loved him. Not romantically. Oh, no. She would never be foolish enough to fall for one such as he. A handsome prince would never fall for one like her, one broken, one cursed, one hideous.

      During all of his martial preparations, Hale never once visited her. He never once consulted her. In a way, this pleased her. The details mattered not to her. However, in another way, this frustrated and saddened her. Would they never speak again? Would they never kiss? Surely they would never fulfill any duty toward the crown. Even if the candles were all extinguished, no one could look upon her face and forget its ugliness.

      She slapped her reflection and whirled away from the basin. Gazing out the tower window, she blinked back hot tears. Wait. Why were so many birds flying here?

      Swiftly, she descended the stairs and burst out of the cottage.

      The birds landed on her arms. Each chirped too loudly for her to understand a single one. Gradually, she gathered enough words to make sense of their ramblings.

      The Minotaurs were marching toward Istrance.

      Azalea flew back upstairs, added more water to the basin, and concentrated. There? No. There.

      The Minotaurs were not only marching. They were prepared for war. Armed and armored, they made formidable foes. Even unarmed and without armor, they remained powerful.

      One must have realized who Hale was. By the moons, this was on her. Without her assistance, he never would have left. His life would have been boring, yes, but better boring than gorged by a Minotaur.

      The horned bull-headed creatures were nearing a bridge to cross a wide river, one too deep to swim across for monsters so heavy.

      The first stepped onto the bridge.

      Fear motivated her. Guilt strengthened her. Worry emboldened her.

      Her magic stretched farther than ever before, and the bridge demolished upon itself. Before her magic could all be expelled, Azalea devastated the two other bridges. The Minotaurs would have to build another bridge in order to cross.

      She had delayed them days, possibly a week. Now, it would take them an entire fortnight to reach Istrance. It wasn’t long enough, but if she tried again tomorrow, perhaps⁠—

      “What are you doing?”

      Azalea stiffened, frightened and worried all over again. Her curser had returned.

      “Mortimus,” she murmured.

      “I told you to never refer to me by name!”

      He yanked Azalea by her hair, ripping out entire chunks. The rest turned brittle like straw, and more fell out when she touched it.

      No! She would not allow herself to be turned into a more hideous monster than he had already.

      But her magic would not work against him as if he had a barrier to protect himself. She tried to force him out the window with a gust of wind, but not even his clothes stirred. She lit a candle and conjured more fire, but he blew it out before the flames could burn him.

      His laughter rained as he swept out her legs, stomped on her knees, and turned her feet into despicable hooves.

      “You treat others as if they are animals,” he growled. “You are the anima. You shall see. Others will gaze upon your face and weep. They will gnash their teeth and flee. The echoes of their terrified cries will keep you up a night. Your curse will never be broken. You will never know love.”

      With his laughter echoing long after he departed, her curser disappeared.

      Love. Certainly not. If Azalea could not love herself, how could anyone else?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Hale could not stop planning the wedding. He felt compelled to ensure every detail was perfect. Why? The deal? Magic? He could not fight it though he tried.

      This day, he was being measured by a seamstress. She was to fashion him a new surcoat, new trimmings, custom-fit shoes, trousers, everything.

      A knock at the door sounded. He sent the seamstress an apologetic glance and stepped away from the various shades of red and gold she wished for him to pick from.

      A guard named Nolan lingered by the door. He appeared most distressed. “Your Highness, a sentry has returned. He insists he speaks with you at once. He says it is most urgent”

      Hale nodded to Nolan and then the seamstress. “My apologies. I am needed elsewhere.”

      A sudden shock of pain rifled through his body.

      He gasped and added, “Tomorrow. We will finish tomorrow.”

      Immediately, the pain fled. Magic without a doubt.

      Perturbed, Hale marched alongside Nolan to a small tea room. How peculiar. Hale typically received everyone in the throne room.

      A man stood by the window. His entire body shook. The food and drink set out appeared untouched.

      Nolan cleared his throat and grimaced. “I thought it best no one see or overhear this. He is most troubled. Forgive me if I overstepped.”

      “Not at all,” Hale assured him.

      Nolan was a young guard, one Hale recently trained with at times. Every man the doppelganger had brought in, Hale had disposed of. Every one to a man had been a thief. Nolan, however, was good and just, a guard from before Hale had left. He would make a solid choice for master-at-arms in a decade or so once the current one retired.

      “You did splendidly,” Hale said. “If you would give us the room?”

      Nolan bowed deeply. “Certainly.”

      Once the guard left and shut the door behind him, Hale crossed over to the table. He warmth of the tea seeped through the porcelain cup as he carried it to the sentry.

      Hale cleared his throat. Still, the sentry did not react. He had not moved save for his trembling.

      “Drink.” Hale forced him to accept the cup.

      The sentry attempted to drink but nearly spilled it, his trembling too great. Hale reclaimed the cup and waited. The sentry would speak when he was ready.

      And he did, a quarter of an hour later.

      “Minotaurs. Hundreds of them. All armed. All wearing heavy armor. They are heading straight for us, for Istrance. The river’s bridges have been ruined somehow. The weather, I suppose. That will afford us some time, perhaps a fortnight, but… what can we possibly do against their entire might?”

      Hale’s breath caught. He returned the cup to the table and rejoined the sentry. Out the window, in the field below, children placed and raced each other. So innocent. So happy. So ignorant of the coming war.

      A war they could not hope to win.

      Not without allies. Powerful ones.

      Or a magical one.

      “Speak none of this to anyone,” Hale urged. “Do you hear me?”

      The sentry finally glanced over. A scar puckered the skin of his left cheek. “I hear, and I will obey.”

      “Good. Go home. Rest.”

      “Your Highness, no. Allow me to return to my post.”

      “But—”

      “It is my duty.”

      “Very well but arm yourself first.”

      The sentry shook his head. “Forgive me but arms will only slow me down. A slow sentry sees but tells no one. A slow sentry is soon dead.”

      “As you say. May Istrance see you safely home.”

      The sentry formally bow and left.

      Hale drank the second cup of tea. Lukewarm. Not strong enough. He needed a stiff drink, but first, he had someone to talk to.

      His bride-to-be.

      
        
        <<<>>>

      

      

      Hale waited at the cottage door. The knob would not turn, and Azalea had not come down. Was she in the woods?

      Indeed she was, beyond the tower. She was pawing at the ground.

      Pawing.

      With hooves.

      The faint sound of distress sounded, and his heart ached for her. Why had her appearance changed? Why did she care so much sorrow? He had a feeling that she did not laugh or smile often. Perhaps only with him.

      Hale cleared his throat to alert her to his arrival. She stiffened, wiped her face, and turned about a moment later.

      “Why are you here?”

      “The Minotaurs. Did you⁠—”

      “Yes.”

      He nodded slowly. As soon as the sentry mentioned the destroyed bridges, he suspected her to be the cause.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “I am to be queen, aren’t I?” she asked with an airy wave of her hand.

      “You are.” He nearly smiled. Perhaps the deal forcing them to be wed was not entirely a terrible occasion. Clearly she was already invested in the kingdom. If they were to fight against the Minotaurs, having her by their side would be a boon.

      If only she had not forced this upon him.

      “I am,” she repeated softly.

      Her chin lifted, and she stared at him straight in the eye. Her hair had been ripped out in large pieces, the rest straw-like.

      “Not a pleasant sight,” she remarked.

      He refused to look away. “Do not speak thusly concerning my future queen.”

      The witch did smile then, but he recognized the glint in her eyes. She wished to ask for something.

      Indeed, she did as she demanded, “The wedding will be held here, yes?”

      He could make demands too. “Why?” he asked critically.

      Azalea winced, and he spied some bruises on her forearms. Her knees were bloodied and bruised as well.

      As it appeared she would not answer his question, he made another inquiry.

      “Who hurt you?”

      “Do not ask,” she said desperately. “Do not. Please. For my sake.”

      He appraised her and the nodded. She wished to have privacy. For now, he would allow it. Once they were wed, her secrets would be his to carry as well.

      “I suppose we could marry here if you do not mind the entire kingdom coming to witness it,” he said.

      “Not the entire kingdom,” she said with a gasp.

      “Perhaps not everyone. What is the matter? Your face has gone horribly pale.”

      “Your people will not wish to see their queen. Not with this face.”

      “They will look at you and bow,” he assured her.

      “Because of my marrying you.” She pursed her lips in displeasure.

      What was upsetting her?

      “If you assist us against the Minotaurs, the people will love you. They will be thrilled to call you their queen.”

      Azalea’s face turned blotchy with terrible patches of redness.

      Blushing. The witch was blushing.

      He granted her a smile, but his gaze shifted to the tower. She hardly left this area. Why? And who was harming her? Those wounds were not self-inflicted. Someone else was clearly affecting her appearance, someone powerful, more powerful than Azalea. Elsewise, the witch would fix her looks.

      “You should go. The wedding won’t plan itself,” Azalea teased.

      Hale nodded to her and left, whistling. He felt happier for some reason, and he wished to do something for Azalea. The entire length of the ride back to his castle, he thought on it. In the end, he sent the seamstress to the tower to sew Azalea a gown. Any color. As elaborate as she wished. A veil if Azalea demanded it although Hale hoped she would not.

      But the seamstress returned hours later. She could not find the tower. Hale would have brought her straight back there, only he had to sit in a war council. The Minotaurs would not wait for the wedding to be held before attacking. Too many lives were at risk, and Hale would endure the shocks of pain if he must in order to afford more safety and protective measures for his people.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Azalea watched the seamstress. Unlike Hale, this lady was not allowed entry to Azalea’s prison. Even so, Azalea was touched beyond measure, and now she realized the truth.

      She already knew and accepted that she loved Hale. Now, she knew that she did love him in every facet of love. She loved No-Longer-Princey-Who-Was-Now-King. Well, would be king once he was crowned.

      On our wedding day.

      Azalea had been a fool to not realize he would wish his subjects to witness their union. The thought of the ladies, the gentleman, the nobles, the commoners, the children, all of them seeing her face was enough to make her wish to disappear. If other princesses journeyed to see the event came, they would belittle her and berate Hale for having picked Azalea.

      All she needed to be wed was Hale himself. No other persons required. But he was king. A huge, extravagant affair would be their wedding.

      Their wedding. Although she should not be so pleased about it, she could not wait.

      Humming to herself, she climbed the stairs to the tower and leaned against the windowsill.

      A thud sounded behind her. Azalea whirled around, frightened, terrified even that her curser had appeared, but no. It was only the raven. The bird appeared sickly, hardly moving. Upon a slightly closer look, she realized the raven was dying.

      She turned away, staring out the window. The people of Istrance. They would die if the Minotaurs came, but if she dared to interfere again, Mortimus just might kill the curse and let her die.

      Perhaps she should. She should fight. She should die. Accept it. No one wished her to live. Hale hated her for having forced him into marriage. Not even he would shed a tear if she were killed.

      What greater good could she offer the world than to sacrifice herself so that an entire kingdom might be saved?

      But what if that was not the end of it? Not all of the Minotaurs were marching. What if Mortimus became so enraged by her actions that he devastated all of Istrance?

      For now, she did not know which path lay the best recourse, but she could help the raven.

      Azalea left the window behind and kneeled beside the raven. The bird hardly moved as she lifted the thin, winged creature. The raven was hardly breathing, and she did not have to use her magic to learn why. A thorn had pierced near the tiny bird’s heart.

      Easily, gently, Azalea removed it. The raven immediately squirmed and wiggled out of her hands. She cawed and flew around the upper portion of the tower before darting out the window.

      Be free. One day, I will be free as well.

      Because Mortimus had mentioned that the curse would never be broken. Would never be. Not that it could never be.

      Which meant that Azalea did have something to live for.

      Hope.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      For so many reasons, Hale moved up the wedding day. First because of the Minotaurs. Their march had them five days away, perhaps only four. Second because of the deal. The magic forcing them to balance the favors necessitated this. And third because he needed to be crowned king. The people would need a leader, someone to look up to, especially before the battle began.

      On this bright and sunny day, Hale led the procession of his people through to the forest. Azalea stood beneath a canopy from twin trees, their branches arched above her head, cherry blossoms everywhere. A veil did cover her head, and her blue and ivory gown covered every inch over her. None could see her feet… or rather her hooves.

      The veil hid her face, but Hale could see how anxious and worried she was. As he approached her, she flinched away. Did she regret asking for the crown? Did she despise him?

      The minister cleared his throat. “If we are ready?”

      Hale held up a finger. “Are we?” he whispered to Azalea.

      She gazed up at him. Through the veil, he spotted the tears in her eyes.

      “What is the matter?”

      “I never thought anyone would marry me, and that it’s to come about this way…” She sadly shook her head. “I am sorry. I never intended for the deal to force this upon you. If I could take it back, change it…”

      “We are to wed this day, yes? Or would you—ah.” He winced against the pain.

      She gripped his arm, strength beyond measure in her hand. “We will wed and now.”

      The minister nodded, and the ceremony was over in short order. Everything blurred together, far too quickly for Hale’s liking.

      Before he bent down to kiss Azalea on her forehead, Hale noticed a man standing toward the back of those gathered. He was tall and formidable. Despite the warm weather, he wore a dark cloak, but it was his flashing eyes that arrested Hale’s attention.

      The uninvited guest was a witch and not a good one. Hale recognized him from the stories.

      Although not proper for a wedding then again entirely proper for a coronation which was set to begin in a moment, Hale was armed. He unsheathed his sword.

      Azalea gasped and grabbed his hand. “Hale, do not!”

      He did spare a moment to drop that kiss after all, but then he stalked down the center aisle toward the witch.

      “Come and fight me!” Hale shouted. “Do not be a coward, witch!”

      The witch merely bowed. “I do not wish to fight. Not this day but know this. I will return, and I will curse your union.”

      A puff of black and purple smoke swirled, enveloping the witch’s body. When the last wisps faded away, the witch had vanished.

      Hale glanced all around and even spent a few minutes searching, but the witch had fled.

      Terribly angry and upset, Hale stalked back toward the minister and to his bride. His wife. Azalea. She looked positively furious.

      Now standing beside her, Hale turned toward the people. All of Istrance looked positively fearful. Between the witch and the Minotaurs, they had much and more to be afraid of. Hale could not say that he was not frightened himself.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Azalea trembled with barely suppressed rage. How could Hale have been so foolish, so reckless?

      She grabbed his hand and pulled him to the side, away from those gathered. It had taken all of her magic to be able to have the people break through to see her. As she suspected, they hadn’t been able to see her until she had. Only Hale could, and she knew now why.

      Mortimus had mocked her by allowing the handsome Hale entry. He knew that Hale would never love her. He had wished to hurt her even more deeply by showing her that which she was cursed to never have.

      She’d feared that Mortimus would reveal himself. She had feared that he would halt the wedding, attack the people, or worse of all, kill Hale. Many nights she had not slept for worry, but the deal, the accursed deal, forced her to go on with the proceedings.

      Now, she was wed to the most foolish king to have ever lived.

      “You knew who that was?” she hissed.

      Hale blinked in surprise. “Yes. Mort⁠—”

      She slapped her hand over his mouth. “Do not utter his name!”

      He gently lowered her hand and held it. A strange warmth radiated to her palm.

      “I have heard stories about him, read tales of the terrors he wrought,” Hale said grimly. “I will not suffer by his hand. He is the one to have done this to you, isn’t he?”

      Azalea swallowed hard. “I was never beautiful,” she said haltingly.

      “You—”

      “We should dissolve our union,” she said critically. “At once.”

      “Why give into him?” Hale’s nostrils flared.

      He appeared as angry as she, but why? Certainly he did not truly wish to be wed to her. After all, she could not be queen of a land she could never step foot. They had wed. The deal had been completed. There was no need to continue this farce.

      Bitter, hot tears filled her eyes, and she blinked them away, her angry growing as was her fear.

      “We must,” she whispered desperately. “He will kill you for what you have done this day.”

      “No, he won’t.”

      Despite herself, her lips quirked. “Still reckless, I see.” She sadly shook her head. “You don’t know your limits.”

      “The River Tribes will aid me. Maybe the dryads. I know if also have the Minotaurs to tend to, but we can manage. We can fight. We. You and I.”

      “I cannot. I would I could, but I cannot.”

      Hale gripped her hand, and a spark of worry crossed his sharp features. “Why not?” he asked, his voice cracking.

      Azalea closed her eyes, unable to look upon him as she admitted, “I am dying.”
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      Hale’s breath hitched. He felt as if the air had been knocked out of him. Shock, fright, and worry rushed over him, and he hardly knew what to think.

      “No,” he said, his voice so raspy he hardly heard himself.

      He gathered her into his arms and then unveiled her face. His lips pressed against her forehead and the tip of her nose on her wart.

      “I—”

      “Don’t say it,” she warned, struggling to step out of his embrace.

      Hale held her that much tighter, and she stopped fighting him. “I don’t want you to die. I need your magic. Do not leave me to face him alone.”

      She pursed her lips but said nothing.

      “I—” He inhaled deeply. “I care for you,” he blurted, wincing inwardly.

      That sounded so wrong and was not entirely the truth, or rather, not the entire truth. He did care for her, but that was not quite enough. That did not quite explain the depth of his feelings. What she meant to him he could not explain.

      Azalea snorted. “Care? I care for my plants.”

      “I—”

      “They sometimes die despite my efforts,” she continued.

      “Azalea, if you do not let me finish⁠—”

      “You hate me. You can hardly stand to look at me. Your people hate and fear me. Surely you hear their whispers. They think I am an enchantress because how else would someone like you marry someone like me? This veil was stupid. They can see my face. Did you hear that one child cry? His poor mother had to chase after him. All who see me suffer for it. All my life has been suffering. I am not meant for this world.”

      “Cease your nonsense,” Hale said angrily. He was nearly ready to throttle her.

      “This is goodbye, No-Longer-Princey-Who-Is-Now-King.”

      She turned to leave, but Hale twisted her around again, pressed his body to hers, and kissed her soundly.

      “I don’t just care for you. I love you,” he said.
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      Azalea closed her eyes and waited. Waited for her shock to wear off. Waited for something to happen. Waited for the curse to be lifted.

      “Your curse will never be broken. You will never know love,” Mortimus had stated. Did that not suggest that if she found love, the curse would break?

      Only nothing happened. Nothing save for the sound of laughter that clearly only she heard.

      She opened her eyes and glanced over his shoulder. The minister remained as well as his attendants, the two holding glorious crowns upon plush, luxurious pillows. As for the congregation, most had fled, most likely too frightened by the king’s outburst and the appearance, or rather disappearance, of the witch.

      “Come,” she said, tugging on his arm.

      Hale reluctantly followed.

      “Have your coronation at the castle,” she dictated.

      “But you must be crowned queen,” he protested.

      She said nothing until they reached the edge of the forest. Then she stared at him, at his royal, glorious new clothes rather than into his mesmerizing eyes.

      “Make preparation for war,” she said. “He is coming. So are the Minotaurs. You must be ready.”

      He shook his head and lifted her chin, forcing her to gaze upon him. “We⁠—”

      “You.” She smiled sadly.

      For some time now, she had known she was dying. She had struggled to ignore it, to fight through it, to attempt to live. No more. Her body was weak and weakening further. The curse was killing her. Perhaps she had only a limited amount of time to break it, and now, it was clear that would never happen.

      Love was supposed to break the curse. His declaration hadn’t. Either he was lying or mistaken, or her curser had lied. Regardless, she was dying.

      “Go, please,” she murmured, closing her eyes against a fresh wave of tears. “I will send the others to follow you.”

      “Azalea—”

      “Do your best and forget about me. Do nothing foolish, and you may survive. I wish⁠—”

      So many things.

      “Fare thee well.” She gathered the skirt of her dress and raced back to those gathered. One look upon her face, and they fled.

      Azalea did not return to the castle. No, instead, she rushed to the far edge of the forest. The raven cawed in the distance and flew in from beyond the border. She held out her hand, and the raven landed. Immediately, pain, so much pain, convulsed throughout her body. Her eyes closed, but darkness did not greet her. No. She saw Hale’s face. He looked lost, troubled, worried. For her? Or for the kingdom? Both, she realized before she succumbed to the pain and lost consciousness.
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      Although he hated himself for it, Hale did as Azalea decreed. He was crowned king, and he sought out allies. The River Tribes refused to agree to terms with a scout, and Hale had to venture a trek himself. Then they agreed.

      Likewise, he made preparations. All those who had metal that could be spared gave it to the blacksmiths to be melted and forged into shields and weapons. All persons of reasonable fitness, men and women, even some boys and girls, both nobles and commoners, practiced with the sword, spear, javelin, axe, bows and arrows.

      Hale hardly slept at all, and yet, he felt as if he accomplished little. There was far too much to do and not nearly enough time.

      Despite his work, Hale constantly thought of Azalea. As much as he longed to see her, he could not. There was no time for it, and he was king now. He could no longer be selfish. His people needed him more than he needed her.

      Before he knew it, an entire week passed since he and Azalea had wed. As much as he said they would be wed but not married, he longed to have her by his side.

      During those days and nights, there was no sign of either foe. How peculiar and perplexing. The Minotaurs should have reached them by now. Had Azalea delayed them once more? Had the excursion killed her?

      Another week passed, full of frantic preparations. Stone walls were erected. A moat dug. Catapults constructed. Still, their foes made no appearance. Hale was at a loss. What course should he take now?
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      Despite her frail and weakening body, Azalea pushed herself. She trained. She ate. She slept. As much as she could, she attempted to regain some measure of strength.

      And she had done her best to lure Mortimus to her. She did her level best to delay the Minotaurs once more, this time by dislodging enough boulders from a mountain they were climbing to cause a massive avalanche.

      But Mortimus did not appear.

      To antagonize him further and force him to fight her instead of Istrance, she sought out his presence in the world. He was like a dark blight on the earth, and she could not discern his precise location. Even so, she could still reach him, and she managed to set his boots on fire.

      The scent of fire assaulted her nostrils, and she smiled. Finally. Mortimus had come.

      He backhanded her, and her lip split. Blood filled her mouth, and she spat the repulsive liquid toward his face.

      “You think you can stand against me,” Mortimus said arrogantly. “You know nothing.”

      “I know more than you think,” she retorted. “I know that only a miserable, terrible man would curse a young girl.”

      “You were a demon!”

      “I was a child! A girl of ten! When a man comes to a girl who has only lived ten years, of course she is going to be frightened. Of course she will say anything she can think of to get him to leave her be. So I insulted you. So I hurt your feelings. On small occasion and you⁠—”

      “You dared to mock me! You ridiculed and humiliated me!”

      “Again, I was ten!” Over and over again throughout the agony of her curse, Azalea had recalled her words to him that fateful day, and she repeated them now. “You would steal food from me? You are worthless, spineless. You deserve little. You deserve nothing because you are nothing!”

      Mortimus went to backhand her again, but she grabbed his hand. A flash of insight came to her, and she saw a younger Mortimus beside a young woman. “You would cheat on me?” Mortimus screamed at the woman. “You are spineless, a coward! You deserve nothing. You mean nothing to me!”

      In that same flash, she watched as Mortimus struck the woman down. She collapsed, dead. Mortimus cradled her to his chest, wailing and gnashing his teeth.

      Frightened and dismayed, Azalea staggered back. “You…”

      “I loved her,” he said quietly, angrily, bitterly. “I loved her. Hearing you say much the same… I could not stand to bear it. But I did not kill you, and for that I always hated myself. I should have cursed her and not you. I should have killed you and not her! Now, I will rectify that mistake!”

      Azalea gaped at him. “I looked like her too, slightly. The same eyes, similar hair coloring. Admit it. Your guilt is why you cursed me. Not because of anything I did! You’re the beast, not me!”

      A wall of wind slammed into her, and Azalea’s feet slid against the stone floor of the tower. She flailed her arms and gripped onto the side of the window, desperate to not be forced out. A drop from this height could well kill her.

      If ever she needed an ally, it was now. Hale, but no. He had not come to see her in a fortnight. He would never reach her in time.

      But the raven…

      Azalea reached out to the bird, who burst through the window above her head. She cawed and pecked at the curser’s head, trying to reach his eyes.

      The moment he tried to swat away the bird, his magical wind died. Azalea planted her feet and hesitated. A thin vine was growing within the cracks of the tower, and she reached toward it, feeding some of her magic into it. The vine grew and grew, taller, larger, almost like an arm…

      Mortimus plucked the raven out of the air and choked it.

      Immediately, Azalea gasped for breath herself. She shook the feeling away as the bird burst free. Although her energy was rapidly draining, she tapped into the vine again and wrapped it around Mortimus’ throat.

      Let’s see how he likes to be choked.

      But he gripped the vine, his hands bursting into flames. The vine shriveled to ashes.

      Dazed, breathless, Azalea collapsed to the ground. Her life was ebbing away.

      “You are foolish. You are the one who is worthless. You will die all alone. No one will mourn you. No one will shed a tear. Your prince? He does not love you. Who could possibly love one as ugly as you?”

      He touched her forehead, and Azalea shrieked. Her skin felt as if it were being ripped apart. Hair pushed through her skin. No, not hair. Fur. Her nose grew, and she could feel horns grow out of her head. Her body twisted and convulsed.

      Mortimus’ laughter cackled in her ears. “Look upon yourself and weep!”

      He brandished a mirror as if it were an instrument of death. Azalea did look. Her face was that of a buffalo, her body bear-like, her jaw, teeth, legs, and tail that of a wolf. A true beast she was, hideous to behold.

      “Who could ever dare to love a beast?” Mortimus asked.

      He shattered the mirror over her head. His wind hurled the glass shards a her. One buried deep within her leg.

      True as she might, Azalea could not conjure wind. Nor fire. She could hardly even conjure the energy to continue breathing. Death would come and swiftly.

      Hale.

      Her eyes closed, and a tear trickled down her furry cheek.

      “Oh, no. Death would be a release for you.”

      Mortimus laid a hand on her. A heat far too great for any person to endure washed over her. Azalea cried out as her wounds painfully closed. He had healed her. He would continue to taunt her, to deepen her curse, to mock her, to wound her. And then, he would repeat it. Eventually, she would die. He had ensured that no one would love her. The curse would never be broken.

      Now that she had energy, though, now that she was healed, Azalea dared to fight back. He hurled balls of fire upon her, and her wind snuffed them out. She attempted to have water fill his lungs, but he plucked a flower struggling to grow in the wall, ripped off the thrones, and threw them at her, each thorn stabbing her as if filled with poison.

      Footsteps pounded on the stairs. Shocked, Azalea turned toward the door. The sight of No-Longer-Princey-Who-Was-Now-King in full battle gear, his sword glorious in his hand, shocked and amazed her.

      His gaze fell on her. His eyes softened. He recognized her. And he did not turn away with disgust, or rather his disgust was not geared toward her. No. His hatred and disgust and anger lay toward Mortimus.

      Who laughed and laughed. “You are no match for me,” the curser crowed.

      Hale released a yell and raced straight toward the witch.

      Mortimus shot out a bolt of lightning with enough energy and power that Azalea knew it would kill Hale.

      Racing faster than ever before, Azalea shoved Hale out of the way.

      The lightning sliced through her, and she collapsed and closed her eyes.
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      Hale’s sword clattered to the ground. Azalea. Despite her animal-like form, he knew her.

      He also knew she was dead.

      As he fell to his knees and gathered her to his chest, Hale dimly realized the evil witch had stepped aside, a silent witness to his agony, to his grief, to his sorrow. Tears fell down his cheeks and dripped onto her prone body.

      “This isn’t how our story is supposed to end. Where is the happy ending? Where is our ride into the sunset? Our love…”

      He kissed her. He held her. He loved her.

      When exactly he had fallen for the witch, he did not know. He could not say. All that mattered was that he recognized fully how deep his love for her was, but he had been far too late. Now she was gone, lost to him.

      Forever he would love her. His witch. His friend. His love. Forever his love.
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      Azalea did not know where exactly she was, but she knew she was not living. Or perhaps she was and this was merely a dream. Or perhaps she had died and this was the world beyond.

      All around her, she could see a vast array of colors, purples and blues especially, sparkling, glittering, beautiful. She reached out to touch one and realized she was floating. The sight of her furry arm had her recoiling.

      Instead of touching, she observed. The vastness of this sight was so immensely wonderful and awe-inspiring that she could contemplate nothing and everything all at once.

      Hardly a surprise, her thoughts turned to Hale and to love. He had returned for her. He had strove to be the hero. He had wished to take on the evil Mortimus even though he must have realized he would never succeed.

      Why had he returned?

      Love.

      But how could he love her? He was good and kind. Reckless, perhaps, but headstrong and brave. Loyal too. He had grown and changed since they had first met.

      As had she. Uglier, yes, but she had gained strength and courage too.

      Love was pure and deep. The more she stared at the swirling vast mass of colors before her, the more she understood that only if one loved oneself could they truly love another. As much as she could, she loved Hale, but she hated herself. Her love was incomplete.

      The curse remained unbroken because of her, not him.

      She desperately wanted to love No-Longer-Princey-Who-Was-Now-King with every part of her being, but first, she had to accept who and what she was. First, she must love herself.

      I am strong. I am worthy. I deserve to be happy.

      I love myself.

      The swirling colors overwhelmed her, folding upon her person, and she gasped for breath. Her eyes flew open, and she stirred from within Hale’s arms. She stared up at him, at the teary grief fading in his eyes, replaced with hopeful joy. Their lips met, she wasn’t sure who initiated it, but they kissed again and again. Her eyelids were closed, her mouth against his rendering her incapable of speech. That did not matter. She loved him, and she was certain he knew it. Even better, she was certain he returned her love.

      Despite her close lids, she saw a bright light. Her eyes opened, and she pulled slightly back from Hale, only enough to see that the light was shining on them both. It grew into a powerful beam that zapped Mortimus. The witch screamed and melted into a terrifying form that then hardened and shattered into pieces.

      The moment the witch died, the light returned to Azalea and Azalea alone. She floated into the air, wrapped in the cocoon of powerful magic. Her head tilted back, her arms outstretched, and warmth and love and joy washed over her. The fur receded, her wart disappeared, her hair returned to normal, every wound gone, every aspect of her body that Mortimus had altered for his curse became undone.

      The light lowered Azalea to the ground and blinked out. One of the mirror shards glistened on the ground, and she glanced into it. She was not a beast any longer. She was not a beauty either. She was a plain woman, and that suited her just fine.

      “You’re—” Hale started.

      She pressed a finger to his lips. “Do not say beautiful,” she warned.

      He laughed. “One day, you will start interrupting me. “You’re my queen. Come. Let us leave and get you your crown.”

      Azalea beamed. She would be able to leave now. She would be able to rule alongside him. She could do good for Istrance after all.

      As the two left, a raven. Somehow, the bird was cawing beautiful as if singing their song of love and joy. Hand in hand, the two traversed the land back to their castle. The Minotaurs would be handled in short order, and all would be well. Azalea had faith and Hale’s love. What more could she possibly want?
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      The young girl of four years old would not settle, and the mother could only smile.

      “Would you like to hear the story again?” the mother asked.

      “Please!” The daughter bounced on her bed.

      The mother glared at her, and the daughter lay down nicely at once.

      “Once upon a time, a girl a little older than you was all alone in the world. She had not eaten in days and had finally captured a hare. She had cooked it over a fire that she had made and was about to eat when a strange man appeared. This man was powerful, she knew it right away.”

      “The witch!” the daughter shouted. “I hate it.”

      “No, no, Adrianna, it isn’t proper to hate.”

      “Sorry, Mother. But I do.”

      The mother smiled despite herself. “Yes, well, the girl in the story would come to hate him too. The man attempted to take her food. The girl yelled at him and said some nasty things. The man then revealed himself to be a witch and cursed her.”

      “He deserved the nasty words,” the daughter said, sitting up and bouncing slightly.

      “Even so, it is better to still one’s tongue than to say vile things.”

      “Mother, the story!”

      “Yes, yes. Where was I?”

      “The awful, evil…  man cursed her,” the daughter said sheepishly.

      “That he did. He turned the girl ugly and made her stay in a small house that had a tall tower. The girl could only stay in a small portion of the nearby forest. She was all alone for years. Eventually, the girl would come to realize that she too was a witch. She had no training and was not a powerful one. Despite her magic, she remained cursed. More years passed, and a man stumbled upon her.”

      “The prince, the prince!” The daughter clapped her hands. “And they fell in love and killed the witch. They broke the curse, and she became the most beautiful queen ever!”

      The mother laughed. “Tomorrow, you can tell me the story. How about that?”

      The father cleared his throat from the doorway.

      “Father!” Adrianna cried, eager and excited. She jumped out of bed.

      “Come here, Princess.” He kissed her forehead.

      The daughter giggled.

      “Azalea, the Minotaurs are here early for the feast,” Hale said.

      “Father, can’t I come? I will behave. I can be a perfectly good princess. I promise!”

      He glanced at his wife and lifted his eyebrows, clearly confused and conflicted.

      Azalea sighed, slightly worried but hopeful. Eventually, their daughter would have to learn how to be diplomatic.  “I suppose so, but, Adrianna, you must be mindful of your tongue.”

      “Oh, I will! I will! I wonder if one will let me touch his horns!” Adrianna clapped her hands and then considered. “Oh. I shouldn’t ask to, should I?”

      “No.” Hale visibly suppressed a laugh. “Come. Let us go pick out a dress for you.”

      “I will be right there,” Azalea said.

      As her family left the room, Azalea made her daughter’s bed. The Minotaurs. Potential new allies. After word spread that the great King Hale and his new wife Queen Azalea had defeated the great witch Mortimus, the Minotaurs turned tail and returned to their land. An uneasy truce had been forged, one they now wished to make permanent and genuine. Not many cared for the brutish race, but the people of Istrance did tend to look past one’s appearance.

      Azalea picked her up daughter’s mirror. Her daughter had her eyes, but her father’s good looks. The witch gazed at her appearance. Even now with the curse broken, she was no great beauty. That did not matter to her. Not in the least. Only love did, and she had more than enough love to last for a lifetime and beyond.

      “Are you coming, my queen?” Hale said, reappearing in the doorway. His smile warmed her heart.

      “Yes, my king.” She crossed over to his side and kissed him with feeling. “Yes, my love.”

      The future could not look brighter, for Istrance or for the royal family. Azalea laid her head on his shoulder. Adrianna danced in front of them as they went to see what new friends they could make, what the future would hold, and what tomorrow might bring for them all.
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