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The Rise of Fall

––––––––
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This is not a fairy tale, not by any means, but it starts much the same, with the setting sun painting the stream of a river, as bright flowers danced in the caressing wind, weary trees shook their blemished leaves, and chirping birds hopped from branch to branch in happy pursuit.

All these things were happening among the hints of red, yellow, and brown of the nearing autumn.

There was also someone there. He was not chosen. He was not royalty. He was not even extraordinary. No matter, he was the protagonist of this story. His name was Thomas Hunter.

Every weekday, when he ought to have been riding the school bus home, he went to his favorite place to immerse himself in the worlds of his books, laying on a riverbank within the woods surrounding his hometown.

There he was, picturing a life beyond his own, of fantasy and thrill.

The book he was reading that time was one he reread a lot.

It told the tale of a young pirate who was forced to walk the plank but who was washed ashore by merciful waves to a deserted island where he then got to unearth a treasure chest that served as the door to another world, of talking trees and colorful dragons, magical castles and mystical dungeons, brave fairies and flowerbeds sparkling with pixie dust.

While there, the pirate fell in love with a beautiful princess. He became a trusted knight in her kingdom, leading a crusade throughout the seas to reclaim some islands lost to imps, trolls, and other kinds of cunning beasts.

“And everything he ever accomplished, he fought for to win over the fair maiden’s heart,” Thomas read aloud, closing the book.

“What I’d give to sail on a real pirate ship,” he said, sighing dreamily as he imagined one sailing the stream. “Nonsense, it’d get stuck there.”

His daydreams were swept aside by the sound of the tolling of a bell above a nearby church, also upsetting flocks of birds that took to the orange smeared clouds.

The occasion was marking the end of summer and the rise of fall.

But what is the fall but the winter’s welcoming, the preparation for the cold bringer of hope, the anticipation of the times of high spirits, festivities, and gifting.

“It’s getting dark,” Thomas said, getting up from the grassy bed. “I don’t want mom to start worrying about me.”

And so it was this child of a pure heart, if a bit mischievous, ran along an abandoned railroad, hiding under meadow, that led to the heart of where he lived.

He ran across one of many stone bridges, spanning over sparkling brooks, and into that place of elegant structures, fancy lampposts, brick roads, and a respectable wall surrounding the small castle that was the town hall.

Kingship’s Vale was the name where all of it belonged.

Located in a vast valley, its history goes centuries back to a mayor who was born into poverty and who was said to have been obsessed with becoming a king.

And although he was far from being the heir to any throne, the stone and wood told of an aspiring man who rose above the conformists and built his own kingdom.

“That’s a great story,” Thomas said of an excuse to tell his mother of why he was arriving home late.

“Halt right there!” a voice stopped him at one of the bridges.

It was one of the King’s Most Trusted, the official guard there. They wore authentic but modernized medieval gear, a mixture of a knight and a marine.

“What have I told you about stories,” the guard said, kneeling to look at the child as an equal, “that they’ll only get you so far.”

“You must start acting on them,” he said with the wave of a reproachful finger, “dare you hope of getting somewhere.”

“Right,” Thomas said, nodding respectfully before running away.

His fastest route to get home from the woods was passing through the always busy town center where there were many lights and display windows.

The nobles, name given to the town’s citizens, who were there that evening were enjoying their time in merry company. Familiar faces all, they nodded, smiled, or chatted as they passed one another by.

At last Thomas arrived at the neighborhood where he had lived his entire life.

The houses there were two stories and the properties were divided by floral hedges instead of fences.

Once Thomas was in sight of his house, he stood still for a moment to take it all in, the paint blistering with the memories of everything that had taken place there and the curtained windows keeping the too familiar lights from spilling too much outside.

“I’m here,” he said, running towards the front door. “Home!”

As he was about to reach it, there was an explosion from within the house, setting the structure ablaze and making him tumble to the ground.

“Mom!” he screamed.

An enormous presence flew past him, landing on the burning roof, sending smoking tiles crashing at his feet.

He looked up to see what monstrosity had made of his home its nest.

A dragon was perched up there. But it wasn’t just any dragon.

Its scales were the green of fresh leaves and its horns the red of fresh blood. Its eyes were filled with a swirling, flickering smoke as if there were storms locked inside, anxious to wreak havoc upon it all.

Thomas knew these descriptions well, within the book he held in his trembling hands.

They were those of the flying menace that almost ended the young pirate’s crusade on the last island left to be reclaimed.

“No!” Thomas waved the book in protest. “This wasn’t supposed to happen!” He fumbled to open it on the corresponding page. “Not like this!” He tried to show it to it.

The dragon cared not for its doomed written fate as its chest, neck, and head ignited into a bright glow, preparing to incinerate its prey right where he was laying.

Thomas dropped the book on the grass, putting up his hands to cover himself.

A stream of blue fire was unleashed.

As it was about to strike, a medieval knight, clad in shining armor and a purple cape, appeared out of nowhere, blocking the flames with his shield.

Anyone familiar with the tale of the pirate and the princess would have recognized him for who he was, none other than the protagonist himself, the pirate turned chevalier.

“Thomas,” the knight said, looking back over his shoulder at the child while still holding back the fire and taking out his sword, “don’t lose hope.”

––––––––
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Thomas sat up straight.

He was on the comfort of the bed at his mother’s room as he was every night.

He never spent a night on his own because, as embarrassed as his ten year old self was to admit it, he was very afraid of the dark.

It was something he was sure he was going to overcome in a few months when he was to turn eleven.

He rubbed his eyes and glanced around.

His mother was folding clothes and arranging them in the wardrobe.

“Mom...” he called.

“Yes?” she asked.

“I just had a bad dream...” Thomas dropped his sight to the covers on the bed. “And you were gone in it...”

“Hey, hey, hey.” His mother went to, sat beside, and put an arm around him. “I haven’t gone anywhere.”

He clung to her.

“Look at me,” she requested.

He looked up to her face, and his brown eyes met her hazel.

The warmest light was reflected in hers, and with the same warmth, she gifted him the words, “no matter what happens to me or how old I get or if I have to climb the highest of mountains, I will always be by your side.”

“Promise?” Thomas asked, his eyes watering.

“Promise,” his mother reassured him.

I’m not sure what I would do without her... he thought while in her arms, but I won’t have to worry because I’ll hold her to her word.

For the rest of the waking night, she stayed at his side, comforting him through it all, until the time came to shut the curtains on the stars.

“Sweet dreams,” the mother whispered as she watched her son drift into the land of childhood dreams.
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Winter Bells

––––––––
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Kingship’s Vale couldn’t have been fonder of the winter’s holidays.

The town center, where the hearts of the nobles were truly represented, was a testament to that. There wasn’t a storefront without a mistletoe.

And every 1st of December, there was a parade of snowmen, elves, and reindeer, the latter carrying the wisest of the wizened on his sledge.

Thomas and his mother missed it for the first time ever. While she worked, he stayed at the house of someone he had come to trust enough over the years to call aunt even though they were not related by blood.

Her name was Suzy. She was a teacher, and she took the day to revise the final papers of her students, leaving her nephew with the task of babysitting her eleven month old infant.

Thomas spent the rest of his time on his Game Boy Advance, playing a game from one of his favorite video game series, about the boy and his online avatar who go out of their way to thwart an organization’s plan to take over the real world and its cyber counterpart.

His mother picked him up at twilight, and after saying goodbye to his aunt, they drove to the town center to spend the rest of the evening.

When they got there, they walked hand in hand, taking in the sights of the lighted decorations that were everywhere.

Even the spiraling towers of the town hall, visible from as far as the far reaches of the surrounding woods, had no stone unlighted.

The only traces left behind by the parade were the confetti buried in the snow and the dual trail of the sledge.

His mother was visibly disappointed. “I can’t believe we missed it.”

“We missed it this year, but there’s always the next, and we’ll enjoy that one two times over,” Thomas said in an attempt to lift her spirits.

His mother gave him a proud smile. “With an outlook like that, you can overcome anything.” She held him closer.

“Tasty treats fit for your majesties!” a cart vendor was announcing around the corner.

The mother and son stopped there and got themselves two freshly baked sugar soft pretzels.

They were munching on the last bits of their snacks when the child was caught off guard by what he thought was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen...

That thing of unmatched beauty was nothing more than a red bicycle, resembling a classic motorcycle, displayed through the window of an antiquated toy store by the name of Snuffing Candles.

“How about that for a present,” his mother said, herself impressed.

“It looks like a real motorbike!” Thomas let out, jumping a little.

He stopped believing in Saint Nicholas at the age of five when, on that year’s Christmas morning, before the sun rose over, he caught his mother trying to sneak his presents into the sitting room.

And the damage couldn’t be undone.

But instead of growing resentful, he started to appreciate her more.

“I can barely read the price on it,” his mother said, squinting at the tag hanging from one of the handles.

Thomas’ shoulders sank. “Three hundred and fifty...”

“Hmm,” his mother uttered, bringing a hand to her chin, “that’s something.”

She was a nurse, and Thomas thought the cost to be too much for her to spend on a present for him, not necessarily because she couldn’t afford it, but because he knew how hard she fought to earn their living.

“You know what,” he said, faking a yawn, “I’ve seen better.”

“Really?” She wasn’t buying his bad acting even for a fraction of a second. “I suppose it has nothing to do with how expensive it is.”

“No... of course not...” he said, casting a side glance at her. “What makes you believe that...”

She gave him a wry smile.

“Let’s see what else’s inside,” Thomas suggested, walking away from her.

His mother chuckled. “Let’s do that.” And she followed behind him.

A bell above the door tinkled as they made their way inside.

The store was more than a hundred years old.

Among its many wooden shelves, there were stuffed dolls, stringed puppets, wheeled horses, and so many other creations that have delighted children of all ages through the ages, mellowing under the flickering of candle chandeliers.

The atmosphere there was hauntingly inviting.

As soon as you set foot within its walls, you were struck with the vicarious nostalgia of countless childhoods, some preserved, others forgotten, but most lost to father time.

You could also swear hearing the laughter of children who were not there, at least not physically, through the aisles, something that would have been unwelcomed anywhere else, but there, it was as welcomed as hearing the singing of angels through the halls of a cathedral.

The owner of the store was a sweet old man.

He had a bushy mustache above a barren chin and wore round spectacles, a pair of suspenders across a bent back, and colorful, patterned socks showing under his turned up pants.

He was on a rocking chair by the counter, swaying back and forth, keeping watch over a particular candle overhead with not much time before it was to run out of wax. There was glistening compassion in his eyes.

The store was almost vacant of customers if not for a grandmother who brought her grandchildren to look around.

“Come on, Grandma Nancy!” the children kept saying, running from aisle to aisle, writing down their letters to send to the North Pole, with their caregiver trying her best to keep up with their frantic pace.

“Look over there!” Thomas pointed at an electric toy train set in the middle of the store. “Let’s check it out!” He charged ahead.

“Don’t embark without me.” His mother stayed behind, distracted by an aisle of knitting materials, her favorite hobby from when she was a child herself.

“This is amazing...” Thomas watched as the train went round and round on its track.

It was designed after a steam train, and it was a pretty realistic model at that, with actual smoke coming out of the chimney, lights in and out, including the headlight, and detailed figurines inside. The numbers 1225 were labeled on it.

Something about trains fascinated the child. He saw them as more than railroad transportation. He saw them as doors that led to other worlds. And he often envisioned himself boarding one to an unknown land in search of adventures.

“I built it with my own two hands,” the owner of the store said, standing at his side.

“The name is Rupert Grimm,” he said, shaking hands, “but they call me Mister Rupert.”

Thomas looked from the old man back to the train but with renewed appreciation. “I’ve never seen one like it.”

Mister Rupert smiled. “I drove trains cross border back at my homeland.”

Thomas gasped in astonishment. “I bet driving them must have been the best experience ever!”

Mister Rupert nodded. “It was one of the best parts about it, but not the best. No, no, no. The best was taking in the passengers away from their loved ones and into their faraway destinations.”

Thomas stared with much bewilderment at him. “I mean no offense by saying this, but I can’t see how that’s better...”

“Oh, but you would have, my child,” Mister Rupert said, placing a hand on his shoulder, “if you had been there to witness the last farewells of those who were left behind.”

––––––––
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At noon of another December day, Thomas was in the front yard of his house, building a snow fortress, but no matter how much work he put into it, it ended falling apart here or there.

“Do not despair, my people,” he said in make believe, raising a hand shovel over his head, “for as long as I live, I will not give up on our kingdom!”

“Tom!” an approaching voice called.

Thomas smiled before turning around.

It was his childhood sweetheart, Sally Edwards.

They met at a nursery when they were barely walking and became inseparable ever since, with Thomas going as far as telling their classmates, when they were in kindergarten, that she was his girlfriend.

“Hi!” Sally squeezed him with a hug.

“Hi...” Thomas struggled to hug her back with his arms pinned under hers.
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