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Alana’s Demise
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The breeze flutters against her bare feet as she stands on the cliff’s edge, and the waves crash against the rocks below her. There are no regrets of what she has done over the past few months, even with the bounty upon her head, dead or alive. Her brother accused her of being a disgrace to the family and placing them in danger, but that was not what she intended to do.

She never slept last night, tossing and turning as she replayed the death of her friend. The memory of the warmth of his breath against her face, as they shared their hopes and dreams and his strong arms protecting her, is so vivid. The heartache may never fade, but she will strive to prevent the good memories from vanishing.

“Forgive me,” she whispers. “Yesterday, your body floated out to sea, and I hid cowardly amongst the overgrowth on the cliffs. The flaming arrows soared through the sky like nothing I have seen before, and they ignited your body as the crowd cried out in pain. My soul will never rest; one day, those who hunt me will find me. Until that time, rest my friend.”

* * *
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SIX MONTHS AGO, PRINCE Mitchell and Lord Tyler appeared out of the shadows of the cover of the trees on their black stallions. The royal crest is visible on the prince’s tunic, and his hair bounces with the horse’s stride. Alana leans against a tree, watching them getting closer as her horse drinks from the creek, hoping they will leave quickly.

Alana forces a smile as Mitchell jumps down from his horse, walking towards her.

“My lady, where do you travel?”

“Please, call me Alana. I am merely traveling home, my lord.” 

“I heard of a damsel overthrowing the wagons that travel to my father’s castle. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

“Why would I? I have not traveled to the castle in many months,” she lies as she curtsies.

“No need to bow. My father’s requirement, not mine. Will you join me for a walk?”

She refuses his hand, watching a disturbance in the distance as birds scatter and the sound of horses galloping echoes from the distance.

“Meet me at the old monastery ruins after nightfall.”

Mitchell joins Tyler as they depart in the opposite direction of the wagons.

Not hesitating, Alana quickly mounts her horse and rides towards the convoy. She swiftly steals the wagon and leaves the man with a horse. After she drops the supplies off at a local village, she burns the wagon in a secluded area. Her goal is never to harm anyone and only to take what the people need. 

* * *

[image: ]


AFTER NIGHTFALL, SHE rides to the old monastery, never second-guessing that this may be a mistake, but is more curious at the request. Once she arrives, she scouts the area and sees no danger, making her way into the ruins. The sound of the crickets and frogs from the lake creates a dangerous obstacle, preventing her from hearing someone who may ambush her.

Finally, Mitchell walks into the moonlight, grinning. 

She places her dagger to her side. He is much taller than she remembered; his brown hair sways in the wind, and dark circles around his eyes are noticeable.

He leans against a pillar.

“Why are you stealing the wagons?” 

“As I explained before, I have —”

“Don’t insult my intelligence, Alana. You meet the culprit’s description, and we could have arrested you earlier, but I want to know why?”

He sits on the ground, pulling off his boots one at a time and dumping rocks out.

“Your taxes are taking a toll upon your people, my lord. The land does not provide us with enough food, and our livestock are dying or being confiscated as a penalty. We cannot stand by any longer watching our family and friends become ill.”

“We?”

“I would rather sit in prison than disclose those helping me,” she assures. 

“This is not my doing. My father is in control,” he announces, shrugging. “I will discuss this with a friend to raise the people’s concerns with the parliament, but be warned that those bringing supplies in the future will be heavily guarded and harder to conquer.”  

He puts back on his last boot and wipes the sweat from his brow.

The screeching owl causes Alana to become uneasy; her hair stands erect on her arm, and sweat trickles down her back. She pulls at her blouse to loosen it away from her skin. 

Mitchell makes an offer. “I can inform you when the wagons travel to the castle and when shipments are approaching the ports.”

“I cannot accept the help. Your father will have your head for treason.” 

“I do not condone any of this.” 

Mitchell grabs Alana, pulling her toward him, and holds his finger against her lips as a movement beyond the fallen stones catches their attention. His body is firm against hers as he pushes her into a corner as a few shadow walkers appear in the dense light. Lost souls plagued with death searching for another’s soul to consume and dangerous at nightfall. The moment feels like an eternity before Mitchell pulls away. 

Alana places her family locket in his hand. “Take this so we can communicate. Send a messenger with information about a shipment to my village, Clarksville, in a few days.”  

She grabs her gear. 

“After each excursion, we will meet back here at nightfall, and I will give you the locket back. It’s a family heirloom; cherish it as if it were yours.” 

* * *
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IT’S BEEN SEVERAL WEEKS of raiding ships, but this time it’s different. The sailors are armed with guns. Alana and her three affiliates stand on the porch of an inn a few yards from the harbor, watching people exchanging their merchandise. She takes a long, slow breath, feeling vulnerable momentarily. 

“Alana, this is not going to work anymore.” Victor shares. “I have never seen ships heavily guarded like this, and I have been sailing since I was a lad.”

“Have you seen any signs of trouble before today?” she asks.

Gabriel adds, “Nah, never seen this. First time for it, aye. Must be a miscommunication between prince and ye.”

“He never informed me the vessels would be fully guarded. Can you join me at the ruins tonight to talk with him?”  She insists.

“I am out, mate,” Gabriel declares. “Departure is best.”

“I am with Gabriel, Alana. Prison is not worth it, and my village is thriving more than it has been in months,” Louis says. “I appreciate this time and the rush of it all, but I am done.”

Victor adds, “I will join you at the ruins tonight, but we must keep a low profile from now on because we may be a target, and we have families to protect.”

“I agree. Meet me shortly after dusk at the old barn. Until we meet again, my friends.” 

Alana walks away. 

* * *
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ALANA AND VICTOR ARRIVE at the ruins, where Mitchell waits for them.

“Did you know the sailors are armed?” Victor snaps. “I mean, you have someone on the inside, don’t you?

“Yes, but I didn’t know anything about armed sailors. I would never have placed you in danger,” he snaps, leaning back with his arms over his chest.

“I don’t believe —”

“Enough! We have decided it’s time to lay low. There are too many unforeseen variables, and one of us will get hurt.”

“Are you willing to do one more heist?” Mitchell asks.

“No, my party and I are done.”

“What’s your plan, prince?” Victor questions, intrigued.

Mitchell leans on his knees. “The castle treasure room.”

“Surely, you have a key or something and can get whatever you want out of there,” Victor bellows and rolls his eyes, walking away.

“It’s not that simple.” Mitchell runs his hands through his hair before continuing. “I can’t just walk into the treasure room to take gold.”

Victor returns, arguing, “What would we do with gold? We can’t walk into the butcher shop, order a rack of lamb, and pay with gold.”

“He is right. We have no use for gold; it will make a statement if we attempt to trade or purchase something.” Alana taps her fingers on the rough stone of a partially collapsed wall. “Why such an interest in the treasure?”

“I have a guy at the port that we can trade the wealth for goods. He will also take the gold overseas to exchange it or cash it in,” adds Mitchell.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea, especially after seeing all the armed guards on the ships,” says Alana. “This feels like a setup or something.”

“She is right. I don’t want any trouble,” Victor replies. “Besides, my wife and I have a child on the way, so I am no longer going on these dangerous missions.”

“You’re right,” Mitchell gets to his feet. “If anything comes up, I will let you all know.”

“Wait. Did you talk to your informant about the parliament decision?” 

“There is no word on their decision. It seems that other politics are more important than the people’s struggles. At this point, my only option is to go to my father and talk with him. He wants me to become more responsible and oversee the lords and barons in the northern villages. I have not accepted his proposal because I would move.”

“You have a decision to make, my lord. Do you stay here and watch everything crumble or take responsibility for building a better future for the people?” Alana explains. 

“I must be going. Until we meet again, Alana. Victor, there are no hard feelings between us.”

Alana and Victor watch Mitchell leave before departing back to their homes. 

* * *
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AFTER MONTHS OF HESITATION, Alana agrees to breach the treasure room with Victor, Louis, Gabriel, and Mitchell. She had to convince Gabriel and Louis a lot before they agreed. Her chest is tight, and sweat trickles down her forehead as they enter the castle grounds. Mitchell reported that he had bribed one of the guards to break shortly before their arrival, but she still worries about the guard’s loyalty. 

The room is magnificent, with all the royal treasures scattered everywhere. The gold and silver glisten in the faint light of the torches. The jagged edge of the goblet is cold to her touch as she admires the rubies embedded into the metal. She hurls the heavy bag over her shoulder as they leave. 

Alana and her party reach the middle of the field, and the perfect night turns into chaos as the moon sneaks out from behind the clouds. Two knights are visible a few yards away. A growing shadow of one of the towers stretches over the land. There is not much time to plan or consider her options as she watches one of the knights pull his sword.

Mitchell yells, “Run!”

Mitchell and Alana stay together, running into the village while the others depart in different directions. A downpour of rain creates puddles within the dirt tracks of the wagon wheels. The land becomes dreary as the moon seeks refuge behind the darkness of the clouds. The horns sound in the distance, notifying of a castle breach. 

They hide in the alley, waiting for the opportunity to escape. A faint gallop of horses is getting closer, and they have only a few minutes to move to another location. Running to the next street, Alana mumbles under her heavy breath that this is a mistake and that she is done if she makes it out of this mess.

“Stop!” a voice calls out from behind her.

She doesn’t dare halt or turn around for fear of being punished for treason, which is death by the guillotine. She can imagine a hooded man sharpening his blade. A few crates fall behind her as she knows Mitchell is trying to block the path, and he pushes past her, taking the lead. 

He slips but regains his balance as the knights gain their distance. They only have moments before they are caught as they make it to the underground entrance. They lift the grate off the ground, and Alana drops the bags of gold into the darkness. Then, unexpectedly, the sound of arrows soars through the sky. 

Mitchell catches her off guard, shielding her with his body and taking an arrow for her. They are frozen in time, and nothing seems to matter. Alana pushes him away, seeing the blood on her clothes. His smile fades as she brushes his hair back, revealing his brown eyes. Tears trickle down her face, and her hands tremble.

She wails, “I can help you through the tunnels, but you must stand up.” 

“I cannot. My father will have mercy on me, but not you. It would be best if you went alone,” he whispers.

“Not without you, I can’t leave you.”

A knight closes in on their location.

She kisses Mitchell on the lips before dropping into the tunnel. 

“Stop!” Tyler yells. 

* * *
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TYLER DROPS TO HIS knees and pulls the hood off the man to see Mitchell staring back at him. He clenches his fist, knowing that he just injured his friend and understanding the events leading up to this moment will not matter to anyone if he dies. He must get him off the streets and back to the castle immediately. 

Two more knights arrive at the scene. 

Tyler tries to explain what happened but cannot find the words. He waves for the two men to help get the heir to a wagon nearby. There is silence among them as they travel to the castle, unknowingly who caused the fatal blow as each had shot an arrow towards his location, but Tyler knows the mark on the arrow is his. Tyler wraps a cloth around the wound. 

Once inside the castle gates, they sneak the prince through the servant quarters to Mitchell’s bedchamber. A knight boils water over the fire as Tyler cuts off Mitchell’s clothing to get a better view of the wound. He stabilized the prince on his side to gain access to the whole arrow. 

The door opens abruptly, with the king and queen entering. 

“Mitchell, what have you done?” The king drops to the bedside, embracing his son’s hand.

“Forgive me, father,” he mutters. 

“My lord, we need to remove the arrow and seal the gash,” a knight warns, pushing the king out of the way. “This is going to hurt.”

Tyler places a stick in Mitchell’s mouth before cutting off the arrowhead and pulling the shaft out of his body. He flinches as his friend cries out. Another knight places the hot blade on the wound. Mitchell struggles, trying to get away from Tyler, who tries to keep him calm, and the hot blade presses against his back to close the final gash. 

* * *
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TYLER MEETS ALANA’S brother, Michael, a knights guard, in the hallway outside the bedchamber. He pushes him against the wall, holding a blade to his neck. He could end him now and tell the king and queen it was him who murdered their son, but that is too easy.

“Tyler?” 

Michael holds his hands up in defeat.

“Tell your sister. I know she was involved; a bounty will be on her head in a few hours. Your family will face the consequences if she does not turn herself in. You are relieved of your duty and a disgrace to the crown.”

“I had nothing to do with what happened. My loyalties have always been with the royal family. I have not seen Alana in months.

Tyler places the family locket in Michael’s hand.

“You can leave the kingdom before I tell the king and queen your family’s secret. Their agony will have no mercy on anyone involved in this disaster. If I were you, I would not travel with Alana.” He steps back, walking away. 

* * *
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THE RAIN HAS TURNED to drizzle after the harsh early morning storm that brought in downpours. Alana paces around the front room, worried about Mitchell and waiting for an update from her brother. She wants nothing more than to yell at Mitchell for being foolish and placing himself in danger as he did.

The front door flings open, causing her to jump, and her brother enters. She watches him track mud on her floors, not saying a word to her as he walks towards the table. He has been a royal knight for several years, and she knows the current situation must be hurting him, but she hopes he can forgive her. 

He places his helmet and sword down before addressing her. His face is flush, and tears trickle down his eyelids.

“Alana,” he whispers, grabbing her hand. “He died this morning.”

“That can’t be true.” 

She pulls from his grasp, turning away, not wanting him to see her cry. 

“This is all my fault.”

“He made his decision as you. You must also face the consequences for your treason, as bounty hunters will be searching for you. You have placed your family at risk.”

“I don’t understand.” 

He hands over the family locket and grabs his gear.

“Your action has affected more than you could imagine. Baron Ashbourne wants you to leave immediately, for he hopes your departure will spare the village from destruction from hunters.”

“I can leave to save everyone,” she begs, grabbing his arm. “Don’t go.”

“It’s too late. I warned you to stay away and him to stay away from you, but neither of you listened. Father asks that you not travel with us; he hopes the royal family will be merciful. I beg you not to seek us out. We depart ways as if we were never a family.”

“Brother, please.”

She races after him and sees her father looking in her direction; his eyes are red and swollen. He breaks contact, and she can see his disappointment. Her brother helps his pregnant wife into the wagon, and his wife secretly waves at her. Once her family departs the village, she falls to her knees, crying.

THE END

###
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Caitlyn and the Mirror Witch
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An antique mirror is hidden deep within the castle from the sight of beauty because beauty is the key to unlocking what lies inside. An entombed witch waits for the day she will be released from her curse to avenge those who placed her there. Time never seems to fade as she continues to live one day over and over.

Come to me, my darling, hear my whispers; dare you unlock this mirror and release me from within?

Caitlyn journeys through the castle alone as whispers carry her name.

Caitlyn.

She glances over her shoulder; the candle flickers in her hand as a cool breeze brushes past her, but no one is there. She pulls her cloak tight as her hands tremble and her heart pounds. Fear of the unknown, of the truth, as she is bound to uphold her family’s treaty, and someone knows her secret.

Huge tapestries hang on the wall before her, and she stops as someone calls her name once again.

Caitlyn.

“So, help me, Zayden, if that is you,” she warns.

She takes a deep breath before pulling back the heavy drapes to reveal a hidden door. Caitlyn releases her grip, for the weight is too much. Looking around, she sees no one and places the black forged metal candle holder on the floor. She grips the upholstery once again, reaching for the door handle, but it does not budge.

“I need a key to unlock your grasp.”

She releases her grip and the heavy cloth hammers against the wall. The colors are warming: the scenery is the landscape, the rolling rivers, and the castle sitting in the distance.

Her heart pounds against her chest as a shadow races through an empty corridor, startling her.

Caitlyn runs to her room quickly, breathing forcefully, scared someone saw her or was following her.

She opens the door to see Zayden standing before her. Seeing her beloved, she smiles but knows he should not be here.

“My father will have your head,” she warns, closing the door quickly.

“Fear not, my lady. I was not seen.”

He reaches for her hand, but she hesitates and finally takes his hands as they embrace. Her fear seems to diminish.

“Do you dare not journey with me tonight?” he questions.

“I shall not. Father is watching me closely. I fear our affair is putting your family in danger,” she warns.

She studies his muscular body through his snug clothes, his long brown hair, and matching eyes. She watches him brush back his hair nervously, revealing his pointy ears.

“Fear not, for my family is protected,” he promises.

He reaches for her once again, yet she refuses.

“The treaty has been broken. Do you not believe our love will bring war upon our lands?”

“Your father will not bring war. He will not slay his only daughter.” Silence. “My lady, we shall meet again.”

She watches him disappear out the window. Adrenaline rushes through her veins as the door to her room opens without warning, and her father enters. Her knees feel weak, and she fights the anxiety of her father finding Zayden on the castle grounds. She pulls her robe tight.

He wears his crown tucked in his thick hair and his sword is at his side. Several knights enter the room after him, searching for something or someone.

“Father, shall you not announce yourself before entering?”

Her father shifts his weight from one foot to the other as the knights search her room. Caitlyn’s eyes burn from frustration, and her stomach feels nauseous.

“Are you alone?”

“Why would I not be alone, for the night is upon us?”

“There are rumors of an elven in our home.”

“Father, those rumors are not true.”

She sits on the bed with her arms crossed as a cool breeze sweeps the room, creating chills and shivers.

Her father turns briskly.

“If you dare seek the prince out again, I shall execute the elf.”

“They only want peace,” Caitlyn reminds him.

The knights retreat to the door, waiting for orders.

“Why is there a door hidden in the eastern castle?” Caitlyn asks.

“Only old armor is stored there. Just ignore it.”

After he leaves her room, she goes to the window, whispering out into the night, “Zayden, I shall see you tomorrow at our sacred place if you dare see me.”

A few torches light the pathways around the castle grounds. The moon is bright on this night, illuminating the landscape. She knows he has not gone far and is watching her somewhere in the shadows to ensure her safety. Their affair cannot go on much longer as she is tired of lying to her family, and keeping the secret is causing her more grief with each departing moment they share.

* * *

[image: ]


THE FOLLOWING DAY, the sun’s rays engulf her room, and Caitlyn stretches as her bare feet touch the cold floor. She washes her face and hands quickly as someone knocks on the door. She grabs a robe and opens the door to see her two maidens holding a dress.

“My lady, your father requests your presence in the Great Hall,” Charlie informs her.

“A gift from my father?” she inquires as she grabs the blue dress, running her fingers over the blue silk, knowing that he must want something from her.

“Yes, my lady,” Elane confirms. “He wants you dressed in the best attire for a dinner with his guests.”

“You both are dismissed.”

Caitlyn dresses in the elegant gown, wrapping pearls around her hair, and hurries to see her father.

Caitlyn. The whisper calls her name louder than before.

Her hands tremble, and she walks faster towards the Great Hall.

Once inside, she sees the elves’ leader sitting close to her father. Elven guards are dressed in brown cloaks as they stand against the wall, and several royal knights are also in the room. They are all armed with weapons. She takes a deep breath, walking towards her father.

“You sent word for me?” she questions.

“Please join us.”

He motions to an empty seat.

Caitlyn waits for the servants to help her with the chair. She sits down, straightening her dress, and looks up to see Zayden across from her. She quickly breaks eye contact, turning towards her father, and places her hands on her legs, knowing he knows the truth about them, but what does he want?

“We are gathered here to discuss our treaty. Unfortunately, it seems we have a traitor in our homes,” her father warns.

“I assure you we will hunt down this traitor, and we will banish him from our world,” Lord Forwin replies.

“I will hold you to your promise,” the king says before drinking wine.

Caitlyn reaches for a glass of water, her hands shaking, and the glass slips, spilling water onto the table. She sees her father looking at her from the corner of her eyes, but she refuses to look at him.

“Father, may I be excused?”

Moments of silence pass as she hears him eating the bread, and Caitlyn gets more nervous as the moments continue. She tries to keep her legs still, but she is too jittery, and her clothes feel as if they are getting tighter against her skin.

“Are you ill?”

“It seems so, father. Please forgive me,” she says, refusing to make eye contact.

“You are excused.”

Caitlyn does not wait for the servants to help her and rushes out of the room.

Instead of retiring to her bedchamber, she races down the back stairs, enters the garden’s maze, and leans against the thick wall, taking a deep breath.

“For I have not fooled you, Father. You know the truth as I see death to us both. Shall anyone save me from what is to come? My brothers fight in the battle in the west, as I am forbidden to leave these walls being an heir.”

If anything happens to her five brothers, the kingdom’s future falls upon her. The hedges are thick and too tall for her to see her location. Finally, she reaches the fountain in the center of the labyrinth of greenery and sees the iron gate at the exit. She grabs a cloak that Zayden had given her a long time ago to help camouflage her in the forest.

She runs to the old ruins, hoping to see him but fearing that her father may have already thrown him into the dungeon. The forest has engulfed the ruins; vines cover the fallen stones, and pillars have collapsed. Giant statues of old warriors stand guard, holding swords as if waiting for a battle that will never come.

She sits down, sobbing into her hands.

It has been hours of waiting for her love, but now nightfall has descended upon the lands, and she must get back to the castle before her father sends out a search party. As she gets to her feet, Zayden steps out of the shadows as if he were waiting for her to give up and retreat home.

“Zayden, I have been waiting all day for you.”

“I am sorry for keeping you waiting, but this day has not gone as planned, and my heart breaks to say we should not see each other again. For we only have a forbidden love that shall never be. I have told my father the truth about us, and he sent me to speak with you.”

“My heart is breaking with you as this is not what either of us want. Let’s flee these lands and start a life of happiness.”

She wipes her nose, trying to keep from crying, but he embraces her hands into his, and once their eyes lock, she can no longer hold her tears.

“We can’t flee, Caitlyn, for your father journeys tonight to join your brothers. You must hurry to bid him a farewell, for he may never return.”

Caitlyn hurries back to the castle, no longer delaying her return, and knows that no matter her father’s intentions, she must take over his reign until he or one of her brothers returns. Entering the maze, she travels toward the entrance to the castle gardens, and as she comes within a few yards of the castle, her father calls out her name from a balcony.

“What is wrong?” she questions.

“Your brothers sent for help, and I am uncertain what is before us,” he says. “I shall return.”

* * *
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CAITLYN SITS ON HER bed, worrying too much about what is at stake for her family. Her mind drifts to the tapestry scene, and she realizes she has seen it before in her father’s study. It may be a coincidence to have a miniature replica, but maybe not; there is only one way to find out.

Once Caitlyn reaches her father’s study, she sees the painting hanging on the wall and removes it, revealing a small hole. She slowly reaches her hand inside through the cobwebs, hoping that she does not encounter a spider, and at last, she pulls out a key.

On her way to the hidden room, she dodges a few knights, refusing to give up, and continues until she finally reaches the huge upholstery. Climbing behind them, she struggles with the lock for a moment, thinking she has the wrong key, but the door unlocks, and the candle’s light illuminates parts of the large room.

“Father was right. Nothing but armor.”

She moves further into the room and notices the different colored stones resembling the size of a door along a wall behind the weapon racks. A loose rock allows easy access to remove a few more, allowing her to crawl into another room. Caitlyn lights several candles on a table to let more light in the room, and she sees a blanket covering up something on the wall. Behind the blanket is a mirror carved out of black iron, and she dusts the mirror off as a faded image appears.

“Help me, Caitlyn.”

Letters become visible in the mirror, and Caitlyn reads them.

“Thee who is locked within shall be freed from your slumber. Take thee life for your freedom. Shall I sleep for eternity? Shall I only be awakened by my true love?”

Caitlyn feels the presence of someone; her heart beats rapidly as she turns to see a woman before her: silver hair to her waist, beads wrapped within, and her eyes full of sadness.

“You released me from my slumber. Shall you now replace me for eternity? Sleep, dear child, for only true love shall set you free,” the witch says.

The witch flicks her hand, and Caitlyn collapses onto the floor in a slumber.

* * *
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AFTER MONTHS OF FIGHTING, the king returns home with his five sons to find the drawbridge closed, and an eerie scene reminds him of an event many years ago when he was a young lad. A fog has settled upon the castle like a cloud lost from the sky. A lightning bolt strikes a tower in the east as rain blankets the landscape within the magical dome, and faint laughter erupts in the distance as if taunting him.

“Father, what has happened?” his oldest son questions.

“A curse,” he warns. “A witch.” He yells for his first knight, “Galeron, you must bring Lord Forwin and his son to me as soon as possible. Hurry and don’t delay.”

Galeron nods, disappearing to gather soldiers for the trip.

The king hopes that Lord Forwin will put their difference aside and help entomb the witch once again as he did previously. The elven are the only powerful beings that seem to be able to subdue the immortal witch. This time must be the last because he cannot keep fighting something he can’t win, and he fears that his daughter is in great danger. He pulls off his armor so that he can breathe and falls to his knees, crying out, no longer worried about showing weakness because what he fears the most is harm to his family.

* * *
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GALERON RIDES OFF WITH ten knights towards Lord Forwin’s kingdom. His father was a knight when the witch roamed the land freely before she was locked away in the mirror. She was not always evil, but a spell backfired after she attempted to win the king’s heart. After that, the darkness consumed her, and she sought revenge on everyone who doubted her intentions for genuinely being in love with the king.

Finally, after several days, Galeron and his party reach the cliffs of the Sandstorm Desert.

Galeron stands at the cliff’s edge, calling out, “Lord Forwin, we need your guidance. The witch is free, and chaos is among our homeland. The king has sent us to seek out your help.”

Several elven exit the trees behind the party, all dressed in dark cloaks and armed with bows.

“Galeron, you request our help?” Zayden asks.

“I request to speak to your father. We need his guidance.”

“I will not allow you to pass unless you inform us why you are here.”

“Our homeland has been placed under a curse. The princess is feared to be trapped with a witch Lord Forwin once secluded many years ago.”

“Gather your horses and follow us.”

After a long journey into the desert’s deep catacombs, they reach the elven kingdom of the Rocky Caverns. Galeron has never seen such a sight, with homes built within the desert underground hidden away from the surface, an unimaginable scene that no one would ever believe.

“Galeron, are the words you speak true? The witch is free?” Lord Forwin asks.

“Yes, it seems the witch has been released, and our homeland is cursed. The princess is suspected to be in the castle with the sorceress. The king requests both you and your son’s attendance.”

“We will leave at daylight.”

* * *
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ZAYDEN TRAVELS WITH his father and Galeron’s party. His mind darts from one scenario to another, thinking of what has happened to Caitlyn. He can’t imagine their last meeting was when they said they could no longer see one another. He sees the castle on the horizon and the royal army waiting for Galeron to return. His nails dig into the horse’s reins, and he sees the castle under siege from the enchantress’s magic.

“Lord Forwin, thank you for coming. All entrances are blocked, and we could not find any way inside. You and your son must help my daughter, we can’t fail—”

“I will find the key to unlocking the curse,” Zayden says, disappearing quickly.

He enters the garden’s maze to find the thick fog smothering the land, creating limited sight and unforeseen danger that could be anywhere. As he reaches the entrance to the castle, he sees two knights in slumber on the ground, almost frozen as a long-forgotten statue. The door is locked as he predicted, and he climbs through the thick vines towards a secret entrance he has used many times over the years and enters the castle.

As he runs towards Caitlyn’s room, he looks for danger, but all he sees is a few knights in slumber. The castle halls are cold and breezy, creating shivers throughout his body. He opens the door to her bedchamber to see his darling sleeping soundly under a blanket of frost.

“Caitlyn, you must wake for me.” He kisses her gently on the forehead, feeling her body gathering warmth and her eyes open to see him. Her hand is warm against his face as she brushes away his hair.
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