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Foreword
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This is my second collection of original fairy tales, all of them drafted during 2022. On my mind this year, were thoughts of loneliness and isolation, dealing with grief, and building relationships as an adult. I also thought a great deal about responsibility, and how to find the balance between our responsibility to ourselves, our families, and our community, especially in a world that is rapidly becoming more and more integrated. 

We moved into a new town and a new state early in 2021, and have noticed the difficulties of making friends as adults, especially in an area where the majority of the population has different values and beliefs than us.

The internet has offered a wonderful connection point for both my spouse and I, allowing us to connect with people who share our values and beliefs on Discord servers, Slack, and social media. But lacking that in-person connection can also be challenging and isolating. 

The internet and in-person meet-ups aren’t the only way to find connection, however. Stories offer connection as well, and not just to others in our time—but connection to the past. 

There’s nothing quite like holding a 300-year-old book and imagining how many people have held it in their hands, read the words on the page, or kept it stored on their bookshelf. And there’s nothing I love more than seeing scribbled notes or drawings on the pages that show someone not only read the book, but had a relationship with it.

For my anniversary gift this year (seven years!), my spouse bought me a piece of petrified pine—280 million years old. The thought of the time, species, history, cultures, civilizations, and people that existed during those years is mind-boggling. Just the thought that someone found this tree made from stone, decided to slice it up and polish it up, and shipped it off to the Smithsonian, where it could be purchased by me? 

Incredible. 

These original fairy tales might never make it farther than a few e-readers and the platforms the book is available on. But, at the very least, it is an attempt, by me, to communicate with the future. To offer some sort of shared narrative. To say, “These are the feelings I felt, the thoughts I had, the stories I wrote. Perhaps they’ll mean something to you, too.”
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The Alabaster Throne
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Once upon a time, there was a mysterious castle with soaring towers and stone of glistening white. It rested on a ledge nestled between two lofty peaks of a towering mountain, and looked out across the Great Winter Wood, known for its mighty winter pines and the vastness of land over which it spread. But the castle had long been abandoned by those who built it, because although beautiful, it was too cold and too far away to be of much use to anyone. And then, when the natural stone bridge which allowed access to the castle had tumbled into the ravine below, it became impossible to reach. No one had set foot in the castle since.

The castle was not entirely forgotten, however. Although it was impossible to access, its mysterious turrets and spires could still be seen from certain places in the forest below, and a courageous few every year attempted to reach it. But those who returned—though many perished in the attempt—brought back stories of fearful winds which swirled with evil faces, wolves who drooled blood and spit acid, and angry trees that could move of their own accord.

Meredith lived in the shadow of this mysterious castle, in a town at the edge of the Great Winter Wood. She could see its turrets glittering in the distance on a clear day, but it was a normal enough sight to her, she rarely gave it a thought. 

Meredith was a middle-aged widow with two grown children with busy and far-off lives of their own. As the months and years after her husband’s death passed, Meredith found she had a lot of time on her hands, much of which she spent at the apothecary. She was quite skilled at the healing arts—at least, of the non-magical kind. 

Generally, she had grown to rather enjoy her solitude, for the most part. She liked going to bed when she felt like it, and waking up when she felt like it. She liked eating whatever she wanted for dinner, without having to worry if anyone else would enjoy it. She liked being able to wander off without telling anyone, take baths when it suited her, and spend her evenings wearing little more than a dressing gown. 

At the same time, her life had become rather repetitive. Every day, she woke and dressed, went to the apothecary shop where she created and sold remedies for various ailments to the townspeople. She had breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Occasionally she went shopping or to a barn raising or to visit a sick person in their home. But largely, each day was the same thing over and over and over.

No, it wasn’t that she minded being alone. It was simply that she sometimes dreamed about something different.

Then, one day, something different wandered into her shop.

It was a young man, clearly of a royal lineage, and his squire. And the young man, who said his name was Rill, bled profusely from what he thought was a magical wound. He was pale from blood loss, and could barely walk. He and his squire had stumbled out of the Great Winter Woods together, and been directed to her shop by the innkeeper. 

Meredith recognized the wound right away. It was not, in fact, magical, but had been made by a sword coated with oil of moonroot weed, a dangerous herb that only bloomed on the night of the full moon. While the flowers were rare, the leaves were easy enough to find, and contained a basic anti-coagulant—useful enough for people with heart conditions, but deadly when added to the blade of a sword.

Lucky for him, she kept the antidote in her shop and quickly bound the wound in a carefully crafted poultice. Soon enough, the wound ceased to bleed. She ordered him to remain in town for seven days—there was to be no traveling, no heavy lifting, and as much food and rest as he could stand. He was young, so he healed quickly, and with much thanks and ample payment, he left a much happier, healthy person.

Normally, she never saw travelers such as him again, so it was to her great surprise when the young Lord Rill, his squire ever the faithful shadow, showed up on her doorstep a mere six months later, just as the spring thaws had melted the winter snow. This time, he informed her that, in fact, he was Prince Rillian, son of the queen of their great kingdom. 

She was surprised, to say the least, but he greeted her like an old friend, and thanked her again for her kindness, which aided in his healing. He then informed her that he and several others were taking an expedition to find the Castle of Celadon, and would she be interested in joining them? She was the best non-magical healer he had ever encountered, he told her, and he would be honored if she would join them.

To her great surprise, she found herself agreeing to go, packing a bag of useful medicines and ingredients, asking a trusted neighbor to keep an eye on things, and closing her shop for the unforeseeable future.

The first members of the expedition the prince introduced her to were the magical healer and a nurse, both of who had experience in a hospital setting and on the road. They, along with Meredith, would work together to make up the medical team. 

The healer’s name was Ivira, and she had practiced the healing arts since she was a child—healing a scrape on her pet cat at only age seven—before being recruited at age 14 to be trained by the Crown Hospital, and then traveling with the army when she was a little older. The nurse, Kessem, had been selected directly from the Crown Hospital, and had traveled extensively on his own prior to training in the army, so due to his experience with fighting, traveling, and nursing, he had been an ideal candidate. Both were much younger than Meredith, but she found them to be knowledgeable and experienced, and they seemed to respect her age and experience, which she appreciated.

Prince Rillian, who Meredith was finding to be both audacious and convivial, would lead the expedition along with one of his colonels. In addition, there were a dozen young soldiers, all strong and experienced, a wizard, and a squire. All in all, the team was comprised of eighteen people, which Meredith thought was rather too many—a team of four would do nicely, to her mind—but here they were, all setting off from the castle on horseback with a wagon filled with provisions being drawn behind them. 

The journey to the base of the mountain would take a full week, but they spent most of their time on the King’s Road, which allowed them access to inns and taverns at least for the first stage of the journey. When they reached the base of the mountain, they packed as many supplies into their bags as they could carry, and left the remainder in the wagon with two guards, to ease their return down the mountain should something happen, or to assist with anyone who needed to leave the expedition early due to injury or other malady that couldn’t be remedied while on the mountain. 

During the first week of travel, Meredith focused most of her time on getting to know the magical healer and nurse, for, her reasoning went, if they were to make an effective team, they needed to at least understand one another, in order to work together. She learned a great deal from both of them, about how a non-magical person might use magical remedies or how to create them out of magical ingredients, as well as skills she would need traveling through and surviving the harsh landscape they were headed toward. And she taught them too—about useful plants they could find in the forest, traditional remedies she’d learned for ailments you could only pick up in the forest, and small practical things she’d learned simply from living life.

When they reached the base of the mountain, she worked harder to get to know the others on the expedition. The prince was loud and bold, always quick with a joke or banter, and his easy smile kept everyone light-hearted, even when the going got tough. The colonel, on the other hand, was stern and determined, and kept them all on a rigorous schedule, for, as he explained it, one could never know when winter would fall on the mountain. This meant, the sooner they reached the top, the better; and in fact, the snow at the top never melted, so they had frigid cold to look forward to one way or another. But the smart explorer maximized their time in the warmer region and minimized their time in the coldest part of the mountain.

The squire was young but eager, though he rarely strayed from Prince Rillian’s heels. And the other soldiers were a mix of somber, cheerful, bold, cautious, strong, and innovative. Meredith found that not only did she like them, but they liked her as well. She was welcomed to sit with them by the fire as they joked and played their music, and no one behaved as though she were out of place, despite their difference in age. Even the wizard seemed to like her, though he kept to herself more often than not.

Sometimes, Meredith missed the solitude and comfort of her apothecary and the small town where she lived, but she knew that was all waiting for her back home. For now, she focused on enjoying the company of her new friends. Meredith found herself continually impressed by the group, both by the individual members, and by the way they worked together: the prince had selected well.

But, no matter how well-selected the team, challenges were sure to arise. The first challenge for Meredith—other than the difficulty of hiking for miles upon miles each day, uphill, after sleeping on the ground—was when a soldier landed face-first in a patch of poison ivy. He would be miserable for several days, until the rash cleared up, and Meredith spent a great deal of time preparing and applying salve to his skin. The magical healer could have helped, but the prince wanted to save her power reserve for something like a broken leg, or, as it was, sadberries.

The day after the poison ivy incident, a different soldier ate a handful of sadberries, which he said he thought were gooseberries. This required the combined efforts of both Meredith and Ivira, as sadberries gave one terrible indigestion, both of the stomach and the mind. Once the treatment had been given, he was sent back down the mountain with the aid of the still-recovering itchy soldier, as it would take many days for him to return to normal, and they didn’t want to put him or the rest of the team at risk.

“Never fear!” Prince Rillian exclaimed with his usual good-natured smile. “We expected this would happen, hence why we brought a full contingent with us. Let us continue on our journey forthwith, and send the best wishes with our ailing comrade!”

And continue on they did. Over the course of the next two weeks, a total of ten soldiers, the squire, the magical healer, and the nurse returned to the bottom; the nurse to aid with the squire’s broken leg, and to help all those who had returned before them, and Ivira, who was running low on her power reserves and needed a chance to rest or she would risk running dry and dying. 

This left the prince, the colonel, the wizard, Meredith, and two remaining soldiers. This was a much more reasonable sized group to traverse a mountain, Meredith thought, though, perhaps having the others to cart supplies up with them had been useful, as they could leave a good portion with the remaining team, knowing they would soon be at the bottom again. 

Throughout the journey, Meredith found that, despite his youth and genial approach to managing the group, she quite enjoyed getting to know the prince. He was intelligent and kind, though after only a few conversations, she could tell something heavy weighed on him, which he chose not to speak about. He was close in age to her younger son and reminded her of someone her son might have been friends with at one time. And it almost felt as though, whatever his secret, he wanted to speak of it to her, likely because he viewed her as an older, trusted friend, like an aunt or a mentor. 

Yet, he kept his own confidence, and Meredith didn’t want to pressure him to share before he was ready. But she hoped he would, for whatever it was seemed to weigh on him more and more as they neared the great castle.

After nine days on the mountain, they finally reached the most difficult part of their journey—as if the rest of it hadn’t been hard enough already! The path was rocky and difficult, and the trees had begun to grow shorter. The wind blew viciously, and at night the temperature dropped to freezing. The prince told them that the castle was usually only one more day’s journey through the winding mountain paths from this point, but due to the lack of the bridge, there was no telling how long it might take them to figure out a way across. 

And when they reached the edge of the ravine, Meredith saw clearly why so few had survived their attempt to traverse it. The castle rose high on the ledge as foretold—but it was less of a ledge and more of a peak of a smaller mountain that was tucked between two larger peaks. The natural bridge had been the only thing connecting the two mountains this high up; the only other option appeared to be traveling down the ravine and up the other mountain beneath the castle. The problem with this, however, was twofold: first, the mountain on which the castle sat appeared to be essentially rocky cliff all the way to the bottom; and second, that the mountain seemed to widen at the top, when meant that the trip would require climbing upside down for a good distance. 

But it was beautiful and majestic, even as snow swirled around them. The great outer wall was sleekly rounded, with towers jutting up from within, turrets that seemed to glisten with silver, and the alabaster stone blending in with the snowy mountain peaks as if they were one and the same. 

As the wind picked up, Meredith saw the faces of the lost, almost like ghosts, fading in and out around them. Behind them, wolves howled and the few conifers which grew at this elevation began to bend and warp—in the wind, she told herself, but she’d heard the rumors, and was beginning to believe that perhaps the trees truly did have a mind of their own. 

But then the wizard stepped forward, a powerful enchanter in his own right, and wove a magical spell: rope sprang from his fingertips and launched across the ravine; morphing and folding and braiding itself into a treacherous-looking bridge. It took nearly an hour for it to span the gap, and when it finally did, he collapsed in exhaustion. 

The prince ordered his two remaining soldiers to make camp nearby, and to stay with the wizard as he recovered his strength. Meanwhile, the prince, the colonel, and Meredith would traverse the bridge together. The fewer people, the better, he said, but Meredith could see that even he was afraid. 

Meredith had never done anything so frightening in her life as the moment she set foot on that bridge. Even birthing two children had been a piece of cake compared to this.

The wind buffeted the bridge, which even despite its magical properties, only consisted of a few strands of rope and some wooden planks. The ghostly faces in the fog howled and screamed so pitifully, Meredith desperately desired to cover her ears; but she could not, as she needed to clutch the rope at all times. Her backpack weighed heavily on her, and she wished she could drop it, but she needed her medicines and food in case they became trapped in the magical, mysterious castle on the other side of the bridge. 
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