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    To Faith—The dreams are yours. The dreams are mine. Both our lives are intertwined. My only wish for you, it seems, is to make them all come true - your dreams.

      

    



  	
        
            
            Her Whispered Words

You struggle with the memory, 

trying to recall;

  the dream from your childhood, 

it didn't seem real at all.

 

The room filled with light and shadow;

your remembrance full of holes.

Her golden hair hung in waves;

Her sapphire eyes held your gaze;

Her essence sweet, like springtime in May.

 

Her whispered words; 

a spell, hidden deep down in your soul; 

you'll not recover what you lost, the part of you she stole.

Her slender fingers held at bay; a Trillium.

 She gave the flower's name to you

 and in the name, she told it true;

the one who picks the flower new,

will wake the magic left in you.

 

Wake Robin. Wake Robin. Wake Robin.

 

The years will pass; 

the time will come

and when the hour strikes; 

you'll protect a maiden fair, 

she too has golden waves of hair.

 

When your task is done,

you'll find you've lost your chance,

regret you didn't dance the dance, 

 to match your steps in life with her;

to hold her in your arms,

as she became impervious to your many charms.

                                                                                                              

Her whispered words; 

echo loud,

 the Trillium's leaves wither,

you've missed your chance to be with her.

I tell you now, good fellow;

  the flower will fade from white to yellow.

If you fail to act in time;

the death of love will be a crime.

 

Fate, as fickle as the wind that blows,

 the enchantress, the only one who knows;

how you alone can break this curse.

A simple rhyme; an easy verse.

 

Wake Robin. Wake Robin. Wake Robin.
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​​INTRODUCTION: 

A Ride Born of Desperation
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Robin woke with a start. His body clammy, a cold sweat had broken out across his dark skin. His father, Lancer Goodfellow, had roused him from the comfort of his blankets in the middle of the night, making it clear they needed to be silent. The lad dressed and followed the Goblin King out into the cool, damp night. Lancer handed a shovel to his son to carry and picked up a bundle of cloth. Robin followed, groggy, struggling to keep up with his father’s long strides. Atop the hill in the fortress cemetery, he could see two horses tethered to a tree on the edge of the meadow. Confused by his Da’s actions, Robin knew it was best to keep his questions to himself, so he said nothing, watching as his father dug a small grave. Lancer gently placed the bundle down into the dark opening, took up the shovel, and began filling in the deep hole. The smell of freshly turned earth hung in the damp air all around them. 

Lancer bid Robin lay the shovel against an old oak and instructed him to bring the horses over. Leading the animals, the lad saw the goblin king place a small bouquet of trilliums on the grave and wipe a rare tear from his rough cheek. 

With no explanation, they’d ridden their horses into a lather like a pack of wolves was at their heels, though Robin could see nothing chasing them. His father brooked no questions on the journey. Robin noticed Lancer carried a small package strapped to his chest, partly hidden beneath his heavy cloak. The lad sensed his father was in a highly agitated state. Hours later, his body exhausted from lack of sleep, they finally stopped. The young prince recognized it was a castle they’d arrived at. Darkness surrounded them, but Robin could hear waves crashing against the shore as they dismounted.

A stable boy, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, came and took their horses away. Robin found he could barely hold his own eyes open. It was the Fae Queen herself who deposited him in a guest room. Her long golden hair shimmered in the candlelight. Robin couldn’t help but think how beautiful she was. Humming a soft tune, she rocked him back and forth until she felt his body slacken, laid him down, gently pulling the bedding up to his chin. She cupped the side of his face with her smooth, warm hand and bid him good night. About to exit the room, the Queen turned to glance back at the young Goblin Prince, a thoughtful look on her face, then closed the door behind her. Robin’s breathing slowed, and he fell into a deep sleep.

***

[image: ]


THE MOON HAD RISEN, glowing, with wispy clouds moving across its face, creating shadows. The Goblin prince lay under a comforter, looking around the dark room. A moonbeam shone like a spotlight through the window, lighting up a scene on a tapestry that hung from ceiling to floor. A wall-hanging that depicted Fae dancing under the stars. After a moment, he realized he could hear voices talking low, with urgency, just outside his door. Of the voices, he recognized one as his father’s. Robin threw the covers aside and slipped from the bed without a sound. He pressed his ear to the door, his Goblin-enhanced hearing allowing him to make out most of the conversation.  

“I’m begging you, Lennox,” Lancer pleaded. “Don’t turn me away, denying my request! This child is special. I can’t let Morveena ruin her the way she is damaging my sons.”

“I don’t doubt your concerns, Lancer,” King Lennox responded, sympathy resonating in his voice, “But, if she ever found out the child had not been stillborn, that it was you who stole the babe and brought her to us to hide away? Well, let’s just say that none of us will be safe from the wrath of that woman. Under Goblin law, you can’t set the marriage aside now that she’s borne you a child. You’re stuck with her. What makes you absolutely sure she will believe the baby was stillborn? That woman has an evil heart. She practices dangerous magic—blood magic. I’m not convinced that this is the right course of action, my friend.”

Queen Aleta laid her hand over her husband’s. “Lancer has come to us for help, my love. There is no one else he can trust with this task. We must save the babe from its mother.” 

Lennox looked deeply into his wife’s eyes, then slowly nodded his agreement.

Lancer turned, picked up the bundled package he had carried against his chest all the way to the Fae castle and extended his arms, offering the child to his oldest friend, Lennox Stargazer. The Fae King heaved a heavy sigh, but before he could take the infant from Lancer, Aleta stepped between the two men. 

“As you’ve requested, Lancer, we will aid you in spiriting the child away to be fostered in a suitable home, but I have conditions. We will never reveal where or with whom we placed her. Once we take your daughter from your hands, she must be dead to you, as you will claim she is to her mother. This you must promise.”

Lancer clutched the swaddling close to his chest. His voice broke. “I understand why you demand such a promise. If Morveena ever suspected I had lied about the stillbirth... We would all be in danger. It’s better that I never know where you fostered her, never ask for that information. Even if I beg you in the future, never tell me. Never. Promise me you will never disclose her location to anyone, including me.” 

“I trust your word, Lancer, but remember, time has a way of changing all things. We would do well not to forget that blood magic can influence even the best intentions in the world. It would be simple enough to assuage all our fears. Agree to allow me to wipe your memory of this deed. It would be safer for everyone.” Aleta inclined her head, then added, “I’m afraid this is not negotiable, old friend.”

Lancer Ian Goodfellow took the Fae Queen’s hands into his own, kissed the backs of them, and lifted them to his face. “Assuage your fears. Take my memories.”

“When the new sun rises, you will forget this night’s deeds. If ever you think you recall the babe, it will only seem a dream,” Aleta told him.

Pity from his oldest friend shadowed the Goblin King as he turned to leave the room. His newborn daughter, hours old, was now cradled in the arms of the Fae Queen. He stopped; eyes cast to the floor. Lancer didn’t turn back to look at them, but in a low whisper, said, “Hide her well. My vision has foretold that this child will save the goblin race in the future. I showed both of you the birthmark and sent Lennox a vision of how the child will look when she becomes a young woman. Robin and I will leave at first light. I’m grateful for your help and will forever be in your debt. We must be back home before Morveena rouses from the drugs the midwife had given her when the pain from the birth became unbearable. Then, I must be ready to act out my greatest stage role and deliver the saddest tale I have ever told in my life.” 

“Lancer,” Aleta called softly. “May I ask why you brought the boy with you on this dangerous errand?”

“He’s safe enough. Knows nothing about the errand or why we are here. Rob watched me bury his dead sister.” The queen raised her eyebrows at the idea of a staged burial. 

“I think it wise to allow me to set a small glamour on him that will help him forget this night’s dark visit. If memories try to surface, he will only recall the burial in the cemetery. I promise he is not in any danger from the deed of this night’s betrayal. Before you go, let my magic help keep the lad safe.” Aleta squeezed the Goblin king’s shoulder, looking for permission. Lancer granted it, wanting to keep his youngest son safe.

Robin scurried back to the bed when he heard footsteps coming toward the door. But it wasn’t his father who entered the room. The Fae Queen swung the heavy wooden door open without a sound and came to his bedside. Looking down at the handsome lad, she watched his chest rise and fall in the innocence of pretended slumber. Her full lips caressed his ear as she whispered comforting words, then brushed his forehead with a light kiss, and laid a trillium on the bedside table. Robin fell back to sleep until his father woke him. 

“Come on, lad. We need to get back home.” Lancer picked up the trillium, twirled it back and forth between his forefinger and thumb, a faraway look in his eyes, deep in thought. “Rob,” he tossed the trillium on the bed, took his son by the shoulders and kneeled down to face him. Keeping his voice low so only the two of them could hear, he said, “Remember what I tell you now, Robin Wilum Goodfellow. Whatever else gets wiped from your memory, you’ll never forget the secret I’m about to share with you. The bundle you saw me bury this night was not your dead baby sister. That was a ruse to save the babe from Morveena’s cruel hand. Understand?” The lad nodded and swallowed hard; the fear of keeping a secret from his stepmother gripped him. “You must promise one day to find your hidden sister. Being fostered out, there’s no one who will know her real identity. No one will know where she was raised. All will believe she died at birth. Start the search thirteen years from now. If I can, I will help you. But if I am not able, you must do it on your own. Valvina Ariana Goodfellow is the future key that will save the goblin people, Rob. You must be the one to keep her secret, to keep her safe. I’m sorry to lay such a heavy task at your feet, son, but you must bear the burden of finding her.”

“How will I know her? What will she look like in thirteen years?” Robin whispered.

Lancer leaned in and breathed the description of a birthmark that his sister bore. The father let his forehead rest against his youngest son’s brow, and he formed a vision of how his lost daughter would look years into the future, just as he had for Lennox. Planting a light kiss on the top of Robin’s head, he pulled a knife from his pocket and slashed his palm. Knowing what his father intended, Robin held his small hand out, bracing for the sting. The two of them clasped hands, mixing blood. “Swear it.” Lancer ordered. 

“I swear it, father. I will find Valvina Ariana Goodfellow one day and protect her with my life.”

Lancer roughed up Robin’s hair, patted his shoulder. “There’s a good lad.”

The two of them hadn’t gone a quarter mile from the northern Fae castle when the sun popped up on the horizon, triggering a twinge, an ache at the base of their necks, specific memories fading, and certain details firmly planting themselves for future recall.

Later, Robin learned Lancer had told his stepmother that he’d buried the tiny body while the Queen lay drugged from the difficult birth to save her from the trauma of seeing her dead child. Robin recalled the eerie cemetery scene, realizing Lancer meant him to be a witness to the burying of his step-sister. A recollection he kept to himself. With a profound fear he didn’t understand at his young age, his memory of that night’s events remained muddled, the details scrambled. 

Years passed, and over time, it all but faded away. The only thing he could clearly recall was the beautiful, golden-haired woman who murmured soft, sweet words and rocked him peacefully to sleep. It must have been a dream, as no one else had been at the cemetery with his father. As he grew older, the vision came and went in his dreams from time to time, but he could never recall her whispered words, nor who had breathed them into his ear.

Robin Wilum Goodfellow grew up with a constant emptiness he felt at the loss of his baby sister. Each spring, he would slip away in secret and lay a bouquet of trilliums at the unmarked gravesite beside the old oak tree. He took precautions to be sure no one ever saw him do it, especially his stepmother.
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PROLOGUE: 

A Waxing Gibbous Moon
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(Thirteen years later)

In a small village in the northern reaches of Sharas, a waxing gibbous moon rose high, bright light swallowing the shine of the stars. A soft blanket of peace covered the night.

Until it didn’t.

Darnell Dru Brogan had been on the night watch for the last three evenings. The young Fae was serious about his job. Night watch to Darnell meant he was doing his part to help keep his village safe. But a third late shift in a row found his eyelids heavy in the warm, humid air, with only the singing of tree frogs for company. His mind strayed, unable to keep thoughts at bay of the smooth skin and full lips of his latest crush, Selma. Eyes glazing over, imagination claimed his attention. Darnell dreamed of how pleasant it would be to kiss her. In his second to last thought, he imagined Selma’s sensual lips pressed against his, her lithe body fitting alongside his own, a moonbeam highlighting her silver hair.

His last thought? Wondering when his older brother, Badger Bartholomew Brogan, would return from trading. Badger had gone south a fortnight ago to a neighboring Fae settlement. Darnell hoped Badger might return with something special Darnell could give to Selma to garner her attention, perhaps provide a reason to gift him with a kiss.

Life left his eyes, his body slumping forward, blood from his severed jugular spurting out in time with the last pumps of his beating heart. Darnell never made a sound as death took him in its arms and claimed him for its own.

Invaders slaughtered all the Fae on the night watch. They torched the village, fire raging over thatched roofs. Screams shattered the peace of the night. Twelve additional raids were taking place all along Sapphire Lake’s southern shore.

Thirteen villages burned to the ground. Villages occupied by humans. Villages occupied by the Fae. Villages occupied by goblins.

The ground was soaked red with blood.

Be it human, Fae, or goblin blood, it was red all the same.

Badger, Darnell’s older brother, returned home a week later to find the butchery and char. He sat next to his dead brother’s body, filled with grief when a thought struck him hard. Badger jumped up like a wild animal, racing through the village again. Finally, he came to a stop, alone at the Elder’s fire ring. A noise emanated from him, echoing across the inlet. The sound was that of a wounded beast, broken. 

He’d missed the details in his first desperate search through the small village. Going back for a second look, he found all the male Fae butchered. Some with cut jugulars, like Darnell. Others with throats ripped out. He hadn’t realized the part of the picture he’d missed. Besides the male Fae, all the elders, men, and women alike, were dead. But in his mad search, he’d failed to notice the fact that the women and children had vanished. They weren’t among the slaughtered. Only the Fae males, the strong, and the Elders, the weak, were slaughtered.

Badger wasted no time in burying the dead. The trail was already cold. He could not allow it to grow colder. A week had gone by before his return. He tracked the shuffle of footprints leading away from his village. There’d been no attempt by the raiders to hide their trail. When he came to the next settlement, the stink of char, blood, and death assaulted his nose before he even crossed the border of the Goblin hamlet. There, he found the same destruction. Goblins massacred. All the males. All the elders. Some had been friends of his. A path worn in the dirt continued across the long grasses of the meadow, trampled, showing him the route leading north, then west along the shore of Sapphire Lake. 

Badger pushed on. He found a man clinging to life, lips moving, whispers escaping with the last of his breath. The male Fae put his ear next to the dying man’s mouth, desperate to hear his last words, “Killed us all. Gobs, Fae, Men. Monsters took the women. Took the children. Claimed them as slaves. Their fate. Slaves. Monsters all.” His breath hitched in pain.

“Who?” Badger screamed at him. “Who took them? Where are they taking them?” Tears rolled down his cheeks as he realized he was shaking a corpse. With strong shoulders slumped in defeat, his body shuddered with sobs as he gently laid the man back down. When he wiped his tear-streaked face with rough hands, he glimpsed a small shadow darting behind a tree. He was up, leaping over the dead man like a white-tailed deer. When he caught up, Badger found the shadow belonged to a child. Guessing her age, maybe six or seven years old, she was half mad with terror. He’d cornered her against a rocky outcropping, the lake water glittering in the sun as small waves rose and fell behind them. Badger held out his hands as if he were dealing with an injured animal, making soothing noises. He assured the Goblin child that he would not hurt her, that he was only there to help.

Her dress shredded, strips of material fluttering in the wind, was nothing more than rags on her tiny frame. Badger inched closer, making soft cooing noises. Looking out at the endless water, then back at him, deciding, the waif fell to her knees. Badger took a careful step toward her, then lifted her, wrapping the child in his arms, rocking back and forth as the water lapped at his feet. Time stood still until she gave in, her stiff body going limp as she laid her head on his shoulder, eyes catatonic.

The young Fae male found a sheltered cove on the beach out of the wind, blocking the child’s view of her burned village. She whimpered as he peeled her hands from around his neck. He laid her down, opting to take a chance to leave her long enough to retrieve his pack. Rushing back, he was relieved to find she hadn’t moved an inch. Pulling his blanket from the pack, he wrapped her in it. The child’s open eyes held a dead gaze as he gathered small pieces of wood near the tree line. She was silent as he dug out a bowl in the sand, laid the kindling in to start a fire. But the smell of smoke caused the survivor to let loose a loud, repetitive keening. Ignoring it, he filled a pot with water, pounded three thick branches into the ground with a rock, forming a tri-pod. Then, he settled the handle in the crook of his makeshift potholder and put it over the flames to boil. All the while he worked, talking over her distress. Offering kind, soft words of reassurance. When he had tea made, he gathered her back in his arms, tucking the blanket around her. She quieted as he sat on the ground, rocking, giving her sips of the hot liquid. Waves on the lakeshore lulled them into drowsy exhaustion, and the two of them fell asleep. The fire burned down to coals, winking out as the moon rose.

At sunrise, Badger set his charge aside, stood to stretch. Stirring the coals to life, he began cooking dried grain in a fresh pot of water. Pulling a precious jar sealed with wax from his pack, he started to tear up. He’d purchased it when trading, intending it for Darnell’s sweet tooth. When the grain reached a consistency of soft mush, he filled a wooden bowl, drizzled Darnell’s maple syrup over the contents. When he came back to sit near the child again, her eyes tracked him. Badger pointed at his chest and said, “Badger.” Then he pointed at her, raising his eyebrows. He repeated his name again, asking, “You?” He could hear her stomach growling with hunger from where he sat. Badger coaxed her to come and eat. Her hunger won out over her fear. She crawled over to his side. He tapped his chest again, saying, “Badger.”

Then pointed at her, asking, “You?” Using two fingers, he scooped a mouthful of the cooked grain into his mouth. She stared at him. A small drip of saliva fell from the corner of her mouth. 

He tapped his chest again. “Badger. You?”

She tapped her chest, whispered, “Tula”. He rewarded her by handing over the bowl. She put her mouth on the edge of the vessel, used her fingers to shovel the food in, barely breathing between gulps. “Easy now. Easy,” he cautioned.

When she had licked the wooden bowl clean, her face, and hands were a mess. Sand granules stuck to all the sticky places on her skin, so he gathered her skinny frame into his arms and walked right into the lake’s cool water. Dunking them both under, he began scrubbing the dirt from both of them. Washing her hair first, then his own. When they were clean, her lips blue, fingertips wrinkled, Badger took her back to shore, pulled a clean shirt from his pack. After he pulled her rags off, he gave her the shirt. It came down to her feet, so he took a small length of rope, tied it around her waist, then laid the blanket back across her shoulders. Settled, he handed her a cup of hot tea. He set about putting on a fresh shirt himself, his wet leather pants sticking to his damp skin as they slowly dried in the morning wind.

The sun climbed its way overhead to begin its descent toward the horizon. Badger fed Tula again, breaking off a hunk of cheese to share, giving her a hard biscuit to dip in her tea. When she finished licking the crumbs from her fingers, he cradled her in his arms again as the sky turned dark, stars glittering above.

Badger whispered in her ear, “I cannot help the dead,” he told her, “but if I am to have any chance of helping those taken alive, I need you to tell me who raided, which direction they went?” Tula’s body began shaking. She buried her face against his shoulder, moaning. He lifted her chin to look into her eyes. “Tula. It’s only you and me now,” he imparted to her, his voice soft. “There aren’t any others to help us. Only you can help me find them. You must be strong. You must be brave. There is only you to tell me.” 

A single tear slid down her cheek. Tula watched one slide down his. “Fae took my mother,” she murmured. 

“Fae? You’re sure?” he questions. 

Violent shaking took hold of her thin body. “No. That’s not right,” tears running down both cheeks. “Goblins took my mother. Killed my father, my brother.” A loud moan escaped her again. He stroked her hair, letting her work through it. Then, “No, no, no!” she shook her head. “It wasn’t Fae or Gobs. It was men. Men took my mother, killed my father and my brother.”

“Little one, are you confused? Take your time, Tula. Time to remember. It’s important. Which was it? Fae, goblins, or men?” Badger coaxed, stroking her cheek with his rough thumb, pushing the tears off her soft skin. Images flashed through her mind’s eye; screams of terror rang out that only she could hear. She saw them all—Fae, goblins, and men. Her body cringed in terror.

Tula’s eyes rose to meet his. She looked all around them to be sure no one could hear. Then she confessed in a whisper, “It was monsters.” Her small forefinger pointed toward the lake. “They sailed away,” her finger pointing across the vast waters of Sapphire Lake. 

Badger couldn’t have known it then, but those were the last words Tula ever spoke.

One thought overrode all his others. He would need to get word to Robin Goodfellow. 
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PRELUDE: 

The Trillium
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From the moment he saw her, he was smitten. So severely, in fact, it felt as though an iron fist reached in, grabbed his heart through his massive chest muscles, squeezed without mercy. Time froze. He struggled for breath. Never had Robin Wilum Goodfellow found himself captivated by such beauty. Watching her, he found himself a prisoner of her power, a power she was unaware of. Sweat poured down his face as he witnessed this sweet creature moving through the forest. He noticed butterflies made her smile and felt his knees weaken. She glanced here and there, searching the ground in sweeping motions. She stooped. In fascination, he watched as she reached out, pinched off a morel mushroom, placing it in the basket she carried.  

Not wanting to frighten her, Robin pressed his muscular body against a tree, immersed, blending in, the bark becoming his camouflage, hiding him. 

Dropping to her knees, picking two more morels—some folk referred to them as roons or roonies—she laid her walking stick across the ground, pointing to the next one she saw. Then, taking her time, surveying a small area, her blue eyes honed in on yet another mushroom. Her face lit up as over twenty of them, inches from one another, stretched out before her, eyes able to see the elusive honeycomb-shaped caps. She crawled on the forest floor, delight obvious at picking such a bountiful rune patch.

It was a beautiful spring day. Robin was there quite by accident. 

Or by fate, if you believe in such things. 

The Goodfellow had ventured deep into the rich forest land while hunting with a group of lads. Without meaning to, he’d gotten separated in his own quest for the spring treasure. Mushroom country, some called it. He was aware that somewhere in the background, a rose-breasted grosbeak was singing a spring serenade.   

Standing, she turned full circle, scanning the ground again, as any good mushroom hunter would. Robin caught his breath, swept away in her power with a full view of the young woman before him. She wore dark leather leggings that enhanced her long, slim body, and a soft deerskin top laced up the front. Golden hair, twisted into a braid, hung below her waist. He counted additional tiny beaded braids on the left side of her head to thirteen. Then, watched in slow motion, as those long-beaded braids swung as she moved, making clicking noises, bead to bead, sounding like drums in his ears. Time stopped when she looked straight up, almost locking her eyes with his. Blended as he was beneath the tree bark, concealed, he knew she couldn’t see him. The ash tree supported his weight, his heart encased in the bark. He held his breath, lest he betray his presence and frighten her away. He yearned to know this girl.

A grosbeak landed nearby and broke the spell, or perhaps, the spell began as the bird’s song erupted, celebrating spring. The hunter turned her booted heel away from him, adjusting her shawl over her shoulders, revealing a muscular build. Taking up a walking stick, she continued the search for mushrooms, her wicker basket nearly full.  

Admiring the forest floor while moving, she found the ground a riot of white, yellow, and purple violets. Small patches of Dutchman’s breeches and squirrel’s corn decorated her path. Everywhere, as far as the eye could see, were Trout Lily, wild Ramp’s leaves, Lily of the Valley and Trillium; here and there, like the heralds of the woodland, rose Jack-in-the-Pulpit, the trumpets of spring’s arrival. She seemed graceful among them as she moved away.

Robin caught up with her, angling in from the east. It charmed him when she dropped to her knees again, pulled a knife that hung sheathed from her belt. He could see several pouches hanging from her waist when she bent to dig. Finishing her work, she admired the handful of wild leeks known as ramps. Braiding the long leaves of the wild onions together, with their pungent smell in the air, she secured them to her belt with a leather strip. 

“Oh, hullo,” Robin tipped his hat. “I see you found my secret mushroom spot,” he joked. “A good day for ‘shrooming, yeah?” He held his own basket up for her to see.

“Hullo. Looks as though you’ve done well for yourself. I don’t think I’ve met you before. Are you new to the area?” She asked, bending to pick another.

“My clan moved near here last summer. Haven’t been out and about much to meet people, but my luck changed today,” he offered her a smile. “Robin Goodfellow at your service.” He grabbed his hat off and swept it down as he gave her a theatrical bow. 

That made her smile, and he knew he would try to get her to give him another. She didn’t offer her name and turned away in the opposite direction. “Good luck with your hunting. I’ve got to start back home. Cook will be delighted with these mushrooms. Lovely to meet you,” she called over her shoulder, long strides taking her away. 

“But I didn’t get your name, lass,” he called. 

She waved, hurrying through the woods. He stood watching when she bent at the waist, spotting something on the ground.

The grosbeak above him broke out in fervent song. Robin’s heart pounded. Drums beat in his ears again. His entire being quivered, his Goblin sight allowing him to see her long slender hand reach out, touching a Trillium.  

He froze in place.

Colors swirled before his eyes. She glanced around to see if anyone was watching, now far enough away from the stranger in the woods that she couldn’t see him. Turning back, she ran her fingers down the stem of the lovely flower...just to the sweet spot of picking. Robin felt overwhelmed, energy surging, coursing through his powerful body, not sure exactly what was happening to him. Out of the blue, cutting through the fabric of his being, he heard shouting! Shouting of...he shook himself, coming out of the trance, trying to grasp what was transpiring around him.  

He focused on the shouting. A name! An old woman’s voice, shrill, with intent to do bodily harm, calling out a name.  

Fervent with worry.

Commanding.

He turned at the last moment, enhanced Goblin sight, making him able to see his woodland muse snatch her hand away, leaving the trillium unpicked, causing a cold sweat to break out across his body. 

Jumping up, she ran through the forest like a graceful deer, calling out, “I’m here, Nursie, dear,” she answered to the shouts. “Coming, darling. Here, Evy, here I am.”

A gust of wind came up. He lost her voice among the rustling of the forest leaves; gurgling of the river’s flow; singing of birds.

Sun beat down upon him, forehead damp with sweat, Robin stood dazed for a moment. He had the presence of mind to pick up his own mushroom basket, spilling out a few. The woven container overflowed with spring’s bounty.  

That shouting.

Clarity struck him like lightning. It was a name he’d heard shouted.

Not just any name.

Her name.

Her name was Faith.

***
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“AND JUST WHERE HAVE you been, young lady?” Faith’s nurse demanded.

Faith released her deep-throated laugh, saying, “Don’t fuss so! Look darling, I’ve got enough mushrooms to serve for Spring Feast tonight.”  

The old nurse was a solid woman. She kept her long gray hair twisted in a tight bun at the nape, giving her thin face a rather severe look. The elder frowned her usual disapproval in Faith’s direction. “It’s not respectable for young ladies to be running about the forest unattended. It’s unsafe! Dedo told me You were in danger!”

“Dedo!” Faith exclaimed. Her eyes narrowed. Blast that meddling gargoyle! She made a mental note to deal with him later. “Come now, Nursie, you’re vexed for no good reason. Cook will prepare us a feast this evening of roonies and ramps. Let’s go see if Garrett has caught us trout to dine on; don’t tarry. Fresh asparagus should definitely be on the menu, and oh! Wouldn’t it be lovely to have watercress with dandelion greens, the perfect spring mix?” Faith salivated.

The old nurse muttered to herself. She informed Faith that Estella and Andrew were gathering asparagus. To keep up with the ball of energy moving almost in a dance through the woods, she hustled, both of them picking fiddlehead ferns as they went. Working up an appetite, Faith imagined the delicate round spirals sautéed in butter.

By the time the Nurse reached the river’s edge, she was not at all surprised to find a trail of boots, leggings, and top leading to Faith’s walking-stick leaning against a tree. The basket of morel mushrooms on the ground below and all her other woodland paraphernalia lying in a heap, as though she’d vanished. Evy heard a splash as the girl jumped into the river.  

Faith let out an excited “whoop!” as the water enveloped her. “Come on in, Nursie. It’s just the thing after an afternoon of hunting mushrooms under the scorching sun!”

The nurse shook her head and yelled out a caution, “Hurry out, Lovie! You’ll catch your death!” After all, it was spring. In Evy’s mind, the water was still freezing in temperature.

Faith had to admit her nimble fingers were becoming numb. But she loosened the braid in her hair and dunked her head, letting the water flow through her long tresses. She came up, standing full, sputtering, sunlight glistening on the water, small clothes clinging to her skin as she made her way shivering to the river’s bank. The water swirling about her feet and ankles made them feel like blocks of ice, as if pins were pricking them everywhere. But that wasn’t enough to stop her from stooping and picking handfuls of fresh watercress at the edge of the riverbank.

Emerging, water streaming from her hair, Faith put the cress on top of her basket, making a cool, damp cover to keep the mushrooms fresh. Then she laid down in the grass, letting the afternoon sun dry and warm her. Evy sat on the bank above.

After a while, Faith called up to her, “Be a dear, won’t you, and go on ahead. Tell the house we’ll be celebrating Spring Feast tonight. Let’s make it special and dress for a festive evening! I feel like music and dancing, don’t you, love?” she queried.

Her nurse smiled and sighed. “I do. But I’ll not leave you alone in the woods. The sun’s going down. Get dressed and let’s be off together,” Evy said with authority.  

“Oh, Nursie darling, you do fuss so.” Faith got up, followed the trail of her clothes, dressing as she picked up her things. Finished, she looked around. “Where are my boots?” she muttered to herself and began walking in a widening circle, searching for them. She must have cast them off somewhere when running down the hill to get into the water. “We’re losing the light, Evy. Maybe you could ask Garrett to take the message up to the house while I look for my boots. He’ll be near the footbridge at his favorite fishing hole, just three bends up the river.” Faith said, searching in the tall grasses and ferns along the bank.

“We’ll be going back to the manor together, young lady.”

“I’m not quite ready to leave yet, Nursie. I can’t find my boots,” Faith told her, frustrated.  

“Well, you’ll have to come back for them another time,” the nurse prodded. “The sun’s gone down.” Faith acquiesced, hoisted up her belt and fastened it, her gear and pouches swinging.

The two women walked in silence along the river’s edge. Evy turned to keep her eye on her charge, just in time to see the sun sink below the horizon. 

“Please, my lady, hurry along. There’s so much food to prepare for a fine feast tonight.” The older woman shivered, pulled her shawl closer, glancing about as though looking for wild beasts. 

“What worries you, Evy?”

“Rumors. Rumors that goblins have settled in the area. If that’s true, you stay away from them, missy!”

“Oh, Nursie,” Faith laughs, “if it is true, it’s likely they’ll be looking to meet people and make friends. I have no quarrel with goblins, and neither should you.”

“Hmph! Just you mind what I say. Being friendly with goblins only ever brought bad luck, I say. It’s not safe to be out alone at night when they like to sneak about.”

Faith let the comment go, knowing that arguing with the old woman would get her nowhere. She hooked her arm with Evy’s and, tired as the older woman’s legs were, they kept a steady clip through the woods back toward the fortress. Back to home and haven. She had no intention of divulging to Evy that she’d met a handsome young male goblin in the woods that very afternoon.
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Chapter 1

Spring Feast
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After delivering her gathered fare, Faith marched from the kitchens straight to the fortress’s womb. The entire household would turn out for the Spring Feast celebration. Every year, she helped Estella and Andrew prepare the Great Hall for dinner and dancing. The three of them talked as they set up the ballroom together, mouth-watering aromas wafting into the open space as the cook was preparing the food gathered that day. 

“Estelle. Andrew. Did you know anything about me? I mean, before I came to live here?” Faith inquired.

“That’s a strange question to come up, my lady. No, we would have said, wouldn’t we, Andrew?” answered Estella. 

“Of course we would,” Andrew nodded in agreement. “I remember the day you arrived. Practically a newborn babe when the Watsons adopted you,” Andrew says. “Reatha just took you in her arms like a spell had been cast upon her.” Andrew drifted off, recalling fond memories. He picked up an empty wine barrel, hoisted it onto his shoulder and trudged off toward the kitchens to replace it with a full one.

Estella touched Faith’s shoulder and said, “Never mind Andrew’s orphan talk. What brought these questions to your mind, lass? We’ve always been your family here at Robert’s Fortress and always will be. I hope you think of us as your family and this place as home. We love you, dearie! Everyone here, I dare say.” Estelle finished shyly. 

Faith hugged her, saying, “Stell, I love all of you too! You’ve been family all my life. That will never change. This is home. Heavens, I’m not planning to go anywhere! Oh! I’ve just had a thought.” She put her hand to her mouth. “Stell, do you think Nursie knew anything about my real parents?”

“I wonder,” Estelle reflected. “But you’ll have to ask her yourself, Lady Faith. It was Evy who brought you here as a babe, so she might know something. Guess we never thought to ask,” Stell finished.

Faith turned around from her task and looked at Estella, her face registering shock. “Stell,” Faith said, her breath catching, “are you telling me Nurse did not live here with all of you before I came here as an orphan? Nurse came here with me? How could I have never learned this?” Faith demanded. “She must know something about my actual family. I must go at once and find out!” Hurrying across the ballroom floor, leaving a startled Estella behind in her hurry to find Nursie.

“You’ve picked a poor time to be inquiring about the past. Nurse will have her hands full preparing for Spring Feast, dearie. Faith!” Stell shouted after the girl, her words falling on deaf ears. “Ah well, my Lady, go then, I can finish up the mopping by myself,” Stell muttered to herself.

Andrew came back into the hall. “Who are you talking to, Estelle?”

“Never you mind, Master Andrew,” Stell responded. “Let’s get this job done. I still need to dress for the festivities. Mark my words, tonight is going to be full of mischief,” she nodded to herself. “I’d bet gold on it. If I had any, that is.”

***
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BREATHLESS, ANXIOUS, Faith knocked at Nursie’s door. The gala was to begin in a little over an hour, but her need to know consumed her common sense. She was an orphan. Chances were there weren’t even any records of her birth. The question burned like a candle flame in the back of her mind. She couldn’t let it go. Knocking harder a second time, she cracked the door open. A small orange glow shone from the embers in the room’s fireplace. Faith called out, “Nursie? Evy? I need to talk to you before the party. Nursie, are you here?” Silence. 

Frustrated, she did not close the heavy door behind her with grace. Faith hurried down the hallway to her own room. The grandfather clock chimed, announcing that it was already half past the hour. Her questions would have to wait. She needed to wash up and get dressed. That would leave little time to confront Dedo about sending the Nurse out after her in the woods earlier.

***
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A FIRE ROARED IN THE massive stone fireplace, making her room cozy. Pacing back and forth in front of the flames, Faith was lecturing in a louder than usual voice as she struggled to control her emotions.  

“You are interfering with my life again!” accusing the empty room. “We had an agreement. Your word given! I thought I could trust you. Does it even bother you to know that my heart feels betrayed?” Faith choked on those last words. Standing with her hands on her hips, she glared upwards at the solid stone structure in front of her, flames dancing in the firebox. Two stone gargoyles that had candle holders strapped to their backs stared right back at her; chins held in their hands. Her eyes drew further up the stones, stopping when she found his shape. 

It took a keen eye to pick him out, camouflaged as he was among the rocks. He sat stone still, squatting in apparent comfort with his arms wrapped around his knees, watching.  

“Have you nothing to say in your defense?” Faith asked.

Silence. More watching.

“So, I’m right. My heart means nothing to you, Dedo?” she hung her head in despair.

The stone statue turned slightly, so she could not see his anguish, then schooled his features. “I have done you no wrong, my lady,” Dedo responded in a quiet voice. “As for your heart, as you well know, I would never willingly cause you pain,” he maintained his stoic look.

“Dedo,” Faith asked, “did you or did you not send Nursie out to look for me in the woods? You scared her nearly to death by telling her I was in danger! Do you deny it? Are you saying Evy made it up? You must think me a child? A fool?” she finished.

“I think you are neither,” Dedo said.

The two gargoyles holding lit candles on the mantel kept their chins in their hands. They maintained their stony silence. Faith shook a finger at the two of them. “Not a word from either of you!” she chastised them. Turning their heads, the two small gargoyles looked at each other, rolled their eyes, and returned to their original positions. Dedo frowned at them, but then Dedo almost always frowned.

“Faith,” Dedo said in his calm, matter-of-fact way, “I gave you my word I would not interfere with your life. Your comings. Your goings. Your carefree nature. I gave the promise with the caveat, unless and only unless I thought you were in danger. You. Were. In. Danger. So, I sent the nurse, as was my right. My whole life, I’ve done my best to protect you. It was you who left me no choice,” he finished.

“Oh, Dedo,” Faith chided him, amused as he attempted to flip the tables on her, “please, spare me. I was picking morel mushrooms. Roonies. What danger could I have been in? I am curious to hear you spin a tale to explain how this is my fault.”  

Stone silence. Moments ticked by. Then he hissed a question at her. “What else did you find to pick besides spring feast mushrooms?” 

Faith defended, “Oh well, let me think. If you must know, I also found a fine selection of ramps, fiddleheads, and watercress! Yes, Dedo, the woods were full of dangerous butterflies and siren songs of returning spring grosbeaks. Did young Master Garrett playing hooky from his chores give you cause?” She glared at him.

“Young Master Garrett has no place in this conversation. You know,” Dedo said as the two of them locked eyes, his turn to accuse, “for such a smart girl, sometimes you can’t see the forest through the trees.” He tsked. “Admit it. You were about to pick a Trillium when you thought no one was watching, were you not? Even though you know it’s forbidden.”

The Lady Faith’s eyes took on a sudden look of surprise. “I...I,” she stammered.  

Sensing he had the upper hand now, Dedo continued. He lifted a finger from his knee, pointed at her, “You. Were. Going. To. Pick. A. Wake-Robin.” He let it sink in, went on, “Knowing full well Robin Goodfellow awaits...The. Very. Moment.” Dedo was careful not to raise his voice as he continued. “The desire to pluck a trillium overcame you, and it was only the cries of your dear Evy that brought you back from the brink. Do you know why you were so affected? Of course not. You accuse poor Dedo of treachery. Not a thought about Dedo, only having your best interest at heart. Never a moment spent thinking about what a loyal servant Dedo has been. Alas, I must tell you, He. Was. Right. There. The Prince of the Goblins, Robin Wilum Goodfellow, was in your wood! Yet, it is your loyal Dedo who takes your tongue-lashings in good sport. And I might add, who saved you?”

Like the little drama-queen she had always known him to be, Faith watched Dedo as he brought his arm up, swaying as he put the back of his hand to his forehead. Acting as if he was going to faint because he couldn’t believe her lack of concern over committing such a foolish act. He carried on, “Evy and I have warned you all your brief life not to pick a ‘wake-robin’.” He turned back to look at her. Tapping his foot in irritation, he waited for her to respond. “Have you nothing to say for yourself?” he queried.

“What do you have against the goblin people?” Her anger flashed before her guilt returned. “Look, the two of you have been spewing that old worn-out warning ever since I can remember!” She recalled the earlier chance meeting that afternoon. Robin had introduced himself, but she had withheld her own name, not knowing why. He seemed a perfect gentleman. But Dedo had a point. She didn’t know any of the details about Robin Wilum Goodfellow and his clan. It had been years since goblins had interacted with anyone in the area.

There was a knock on her chamber door. A humbled Faith looked up at Dedo. Having once again taken his usual squatting position. It looked like he was pouting. “Dedo,” Faith whispered, “I admit I was in the wrong; please forgive me. My accusations weren’t said o hurt you. It’s just I thought you were interfering!” she pleaded. “I guess I can see now you were only concerned for my safety.”

Stone silence. 

She huffed at his stubbornness. There wasn’t the slightest chance she was going to disclose having met a young man today while mushrooming. Especially one who had introduced himself as Robin Goodfellow. Best to keep that little secret to herself.

Another knock at the door, louder than the first. Faith went to open it. Lenny and Lester, the mantel gargoyles, turned to look at each other and winked. In doing so, candle wax dripped across the fireplace mantel. Garrett rushed in without waiting for an invitation. 

Her friend was gasping for breath, as though he’d run all the way from the fortress kitchens. Nursie had lit a fire under him, still angry at finding him truant on the river’s edge, shirking his duties in favor of fishing. 

“Faith,” he gulped for air, “you won’t believe it!”

“What won’t I believe, Master Garrett?” Faith asked, amused, her left eyebrow raised, encouraging him to get to the point.

“We’ve got visitors, Faith! They arrived after the closing of the gate. In the dark! Demanded the guards open up! All of them on horseback.”

“Who are these visitors?”

“Oh, right!” Garrett exclaimed as he felt his face flush with red, showcasing his embarrassment because he had forgotten the ‘who’ part of the details in his rush. “They said they’re all cousins of yours, Faith! Robert invited them to the Spring Feast. They even brought along the venison for roasting they’d hunted on the way here. I didn’t know you had any relatives, Faith?” Garrett rushed on. “The sooner you get ready for tonight’s celebration, the quicker you can meet them.”  

Stunned at the announcement, Faith asked the visitors’ names. 

Color flooded his neck and cheeks again. Garrett thought for a moment, then admitted, “I am sorry, Faith, I was so excited for you, I didn’t think to ask.” Backing out of the room, turning as he reached the door, Garrett shouted over his shoulder, “I’ll meet you downstairs, Faith, for the festivities. I’m going to finish my chores, clean up and put on my best.”

The fire crackled. A log fell across the grate, sending up a spew of sparks. Dedo closed his eyes in deep thought, already knowing who had come to the fortress. He worried about the ‘why’ of their coming.

Faith stood for a moment in shocked silence, staring at the door Garrett had closed behind him. Visitors. At her fortress. Her home. Claiming to be her cousins? How is it possible to have any relatives outside the fortress? She was an orphan, fostered here. 

She felt lightheaded at the idea that perhaps her world was about to change.

*** 
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AN HOUR AFTER GARRETT delivered the news, Faith reached the gathering hall, bustling with activity. It appeared she was the last to arrive. Excited as she was, it had taken her longer than usual to get ready for the party. Voices and laughter rolled out of the hall to meet her in the entryway. Heartbeat speeding up, she felt her skin go clammy. Grinding her teeth together, she tried to ignore her stomach clenching. Her nerves had frayed over the last half hour. She was about to meet people claiming to be related to her. 

Individuals she knew nothing about. 

Zip. Zero. Zilch.  

No names, no background. Not even a hint of information about where they were from. She couldn’t help wondering why they were here? What family connection made them related to her? Maybe this was some kind of trick?

She stood out in the foyer, gazing into the great hall, filled with people. Memories of growing up at the manor flashed before her eyes. She thought about how everyone in the Pureheart family was close and loving. Those girls were all adopted. Garrett’s parents adored him. Her friends’ relationships almost seemed the opposite of the cool, remote affection that was offered to Faith. Not that she had felt unloved, Robert and Reatha treated her with kindness. They were caring people. It was just that she’d never felt she quite fit in.

Her stomach fluttered just before she entered the ballroom. Setting the past aside, she replaced it with the details of the guests in the room. Nervous, she wiped her sweaty hands against the sides of her dress. Had Nursie seen, would have admonished her. Excitement was at war with her fears. Stepping across the threshold, she told herself she was ready to explore any possibilities that might present themselves. Curiosity became her catalyst in finding out how having actual blood relatives might change her life.

The room was aglow with bright light, fires burning at both ends of the vast room. To calm herself, Faith took the time to notice all the favorite things she loved about Spring Feast. Vases of fresh flowers decorated every table. The sideboards filled with steaming trays of asparagus, bowls of sauteed, buttered morels with wild ramps. Fried trout, stuffed with wild onions, fiddlehead ferns, and morels; roasted venison made a perfect accompaniment to the watercress and dandelion greens salad. Creamy butter pats lined the table next to baskets of warm loaves of bread. The cooks had made Morel mushroom soup. Evy had prepared her special morel sauce for the venison. The dessert table featured baked pies made from last summer’s canned blueberries.

She spotted the small group of strangers talking with Robert and Reatha. The musicians began tuning up. Dancing would begin as soon as everyone finished the meal. 

The newcomers turned as one to find her standing in the archway just as the bell rang, signaling everyone to be seated for dinner. Robert made a toast, followed by a quick introduction of names, but insisted the guests line up at the buffet tables to fill their plates before the food got cold. Faith was seated on Robert’s right, Reatha on his left. Val Pureheart, her best friend, occupied the chair on Faith’s other side. With the special meal finished, dishes cleared away and coffee served, Robert cleared his throat as a way of taking the floor. “So, Master Travis, you seem to be the oldest, of course, we’re wondering,” he pointed to Reatha and those from his household, “how you all came to be searching for our own Lady Faith?” He patted her hand to reassure her. 

Using direct eye contact, Robert held his silence, a skill demanding a response. The cousin’s eyes darted around. Travis personified a casual attitude, long legs stretched out in front of his chair, crossed at the ankles. “Umm...” he started.

Brittany stood, walked behind her brother, put both her hands on his shoulders and spoke up, “Sir Robert, if I may? I would love to speak to your question. It’s for your benefit. If the question doesn’t involve weapons, drinking, gambling, or women, I am afraid my brother would not be your best choice for information.” Her statement brought a few laughs from the group, along with some rolled eyes.  

“By all means, please do.” Robert waved his hand, encouraging her to continue.

Ever the drama queen, Britt walked around her audience as though she were on stage, making sure she had everyone’s full attention. 

“Our father,” she pointed to herself and her brothers, Travis, and Shaun, “Jake answered a summons nine years ago to attend a meeting with the leaders in our region. The purpose was to discuss the perceived threat that increasing factions of goblins were moving into the mid-lands. That topic, coupled with more attacks along the shores of Sharas’s Sapphire Lake, sent fears spiking. In addition, rumors were on the rise from travelers north to south of invaders attacking small villages north of the mid-lands.” 

Brittany took a deep breath before continuing, making eye contact with the audience. “Little was known about these raiders. Coastal attacks on Sapphire’s shores had only happened half a dozen times. The predators slaughtered the villagers, left the hamlet burned to the ground, with no witnesses alive to tell of the details.” She scowled. 

“Lady Brittany,” Sir Robert interrupted, “Troubling news no doubt, but if this all began nine years ago, are you suggesting it is still going on? If true, why haven’t we heard of it until now? We all know that the goblin population has been growing throughout the mid-lands. As they find places to settle, occasionally they cause some minor trouble, but there’s been no violence in recent years. We do our best to welcome them into the community, but generally, they keep to themselves. Are you implying the Goblin clans are responsible for the killing and the raids? What in heaven’s name does all of this have to do with Faith?”

“She’s coming to that, good sir.” Shaun yawned. 

Brittany waited to garner everyone’s attention again before continuing. You could have heard a pin, had Nursie chanced to drop one from her sewing basket.

Faith looked around the room and saw the visitors’ faces staring back at her. “Well, cousin,” Faith’s voice was steady, “don’t leave us on the precipice with a cliffhanger. Go on with your story.” Travis pulled a flask from his vest, twisted the cap off, and took a swig. Sir Robert reached his hand over, holding a mug of hot coffee, signaling to Travis he should put a splash from his flask into Robert’s cup. Travis raised his eyebrows, then laughed a hearty belly laugh, sloshed in a generous amount, clapping Sir Robert on the shoulder.

Pleased with her recital so far, Brittany smiled around, ready to resume. Shaun stood up and said, “I think it’s best if I take the story from here. We’ll be here for days if you continue, Britt. Too much detail, just need the nitty-gritty.” 

Brittany’s eyes squinted into angry slits, glaring down at the brother upstaging her performance. Before she could erupt into a tirade, a behavior she exhibited from time to time, another of the visiting group stood. Surprised looks appeared on the stranger’s faces. 

Mariella, one of their younger cousins, said, “I’m afraid that would be 180 degrees too far a change in the telling, Shaun. I’ll carry on at the 90-degree mark between the two of you.” 

Shaun politely nodded his agreement. Brittany sat down with a smirk. 

Faith remained calm. Finished with her meal, dishes cleared away, she handled her nervousness by sketching in a small bound book she had pulled from a deep pocket, now balanced in her lap. Her artistic hand was capturing the likenesses of her visiting cousins as the story unfolded.

Mariella was smaller than the others, but she had a grace to her. Faith captured her poise on paper. The audience rapt, she continued, “Faith,” addressing her directly, “Lennox Stargazer was the ruler of the Northern Lakes in Sharas,” she stated, paused for a moment, hoping the statement would mean something. When there was no reaction from Faith, she resumed her telling. “You see, Lennox, and his wife, Aleta’s realm had been ransacked. Aleta taken. She’s been missing for years now. The assumption, whispered without a shred of concrete proof, has always been that the goblin king, Lancer Goodfellow, was responsible for her kidnapping.” 

Val noted the sudden appearance of all the faces on the rocks. She draped a protective arm around Faith’s shoulders. No one else seemed to notice. Faith continued sketching, not having looked up yet.

“For those who know this story, I will be brief. For those first hearing it, please hold your questions, and we will answer as best we can at the conclusion. After the demise of Lennox’s realm, the goblin population spread throughout the northern peninsula of Sharas. With no leadership, any of Lennox’s people still in those lands were barely scraping out a living. As often as not, they worked for the goblins, growing food or selling goods.”  

“The goblin clans became rich with new claims on the resources ranging from the waters to the woods. They confiscated plunder from the mines they took over. A new enemy had come to the shores of Sharas. This adversary made no distinction between the victims it assaulted. Fae, goblins, humans, and others were all killed without prejudice or preference by this foe.” 

“Gossip, of course, ran wild. People claimed the usurpers had faces like bears or wolves. Most referred to the invaders as Beast-Men. We now know they are a race called the Gugwe. An enemy who plunders towns, kills, rapes, and takes women and children as slaves. The assaults are more frequent every year.” 

“In summary, the goblin populations have grown in the north, the mid-lands and the southern lands of Sharas, as they are pushed further south from the invaders. But it is the Beast-Men who are consuming the resources of the northern peninsula, your true home, Faith! We’ve received communication that the usurpers plan to spread even further south.” 

“We have to live in harmony and work together again with all the other races. All the citizens of Sharas. Rumor blames the goblins for the attacks. I, for one, do not believe it is the goblin people taking slaves and killing, but, in fact, the Gugwe.” 

Mariella turned, faced Faith. “Aleta Stargazer has been missing for almost fifteen years. Her husband never gave up searching for her. Lennox Stargazer came to my mother, Mari, Reatha’s sister, two years ago.” She nodded at Reatha Watson. “He said he was on the trail of recent gossip, suggesting where his wife was being held. He insisted we find you, bring you on a quest to restore the kingdom that is yours.”

Faith’s eyes left her sketchbook and opened wide as saucers. Her forehead crinkled in confusion as she struggled to reconcile the reference Mariella had made between her own mother, Mari, and Faith’s foster parent, Reatha. If these strangers were her cousins, as they claimed, and Reatha was sister to this young woman’s mother, Mari... 

She forced herself to drop the path her thoughts were headed down and instead locked eyes with Reatha. The betrayal she felt was easily confirmed. Guilt was written across Reatha’s face. Turning back to Mariella, Faith said, “It’s clear there’s been a mistake made somewhere along the way. I’ve never heard of the people of the Northern Kingdom, much less about a ruler named Lennox Stargazer or anyone named Aleta Dawn Stargazer. Goblins in the Northern Kingdom fighting with those migrating to the mid-lands and southern reaches are no concern of mine. The goblins that live around here are peaceful among our human population. I cannot understand what any of this has to do with me?”

The cousins turned and gaped at Lady Reatha. It was clear Faith had been told nothing about her heritage or the history of her people. Reatha stood, reached out a hand toward Faith. “That’s enough for tonight. Faith, come with me. You and I need to have a private conversation. Please excuse us.” 

“I don’t think so, Auntie Reatha. Let’s get all the game pieces out on the board,” Travis said. He held Reatha’s chair out for her to sit again. “Finish it, Mariella. Faith has a right to know,” Travis encouraged.

Mariella gave her full gaze back to Faith, sympathy softening her features. “You are the heir, Faith. King Lennox Stargazer and Queen Aleta Dawn Stargazer are your parents. You must have wondered why we came here? Speculated about how we came to know of your existence? It was King Lennox himself who set us on this task. Your father planned to have us meet him in the north to raise an army to take back the lands of our people. He gave us instructions that when we found you, we were to send word through the People of the Rocks. The gargoyles.” Mariella raised her eyebrows, wondering if any of this was making sense to her estranged cousin. “Our search brought us here on a mission to convince you that you must lead our people in a fight for our homeland. Your homeland, your people. You’re needed to help in the quest to find your mother, our missing queen, or your father, our missing king.”

“Queen? King? And if you find neither? Faith asked.

“Then you must take up the mantle and rule in their stead as heir to the Northern Fae Kingdom.” With her last plea, Mariella sat.

Faith stood. She looked to Reatha, Nursie, and her Uncle Robert. No one stirred. Turning back to Mariella, she asked, “Are you suggesting I am some kind of royalty? Proposing I am the daughter of a king and queen? Bloody hell! That would make me a...a princess,” voice winding up three octaves. 

She stomped her foot in anger. “What a tale you’ve spun. I’m afraid you’ve wasted your time. I am no more a princess than any of the rest of the humans who live here in Robert’s fortress. Being adopted, many would find the very suggestion that I am your long-lost princess amusing, I can assure you. You expect me to fight against the goblins? I have no quarrel with the goblin people,” she stammered, confused.  

“No. Not the goblins. Our people have a common enemy with the goblins. With all the citizens of Sharas. It’s the Beast-Men, the Gugwe. We must unite to fight the Gugwe. I know this must be a lot to take in. It is obvious you didn’t know about your ancestry, but our prayer is that you will take up the responsibility for your people. Help us.” Mariella held out both her hands, palms up, with the question in her eyes as she gazed at her newfound cousin.

“You say ‘our people’ have a common enemy with the goblins? I don’t understand. I thought all of you were goblins. That the goblin race are your people?”

Faith felt overwhelmed. Such an outlandish story after so many years of quiet, simple living. It was too much to take in at once. The room was too warm. She felt anxiety building in her chest, felt trapped. Her eyes swept the room for an escape route. It was boiling in here. Sweat trickled down her back. Her cheeks flushed. Nauseas, acid rolling in the pit of her belly, Faith looked up to where Dedo usually sat and found the space empty. She did not understand everything Mariella said. Felt there were holes in the overall story she couldn’t puzzle together. Her mind jumped from one detail to another as she tried to make sense of Mariella’s tale. It seemed as if the room was spinning. 
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