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When her bones were lenient and her pain was calm, Samaira tricked herself into thinking she could walk. She used her arms, two of the weakest parts of her, to push herself to the end of the bed. Her left elbow wobbled a bit, warning her not to test her body's limits, but she ignored the cautioning joint and kept going.

Silk sheets caressed Samaira's calves as she propelled herself forward, across the length of her four-poster bed. Reaching the end, she planted her feet on the floor and drew a breath so deep, her lungs tremored. You can do this, Samaira, she told herself. You're having a good day. You're barely in any pain at all. You can walk again.

Samaira seized her bedpost and pulled herself up. Standing was easy—walking was the hard part. Gripping the post, she slid a foot forward. As she waited for courage to find her, she glanced at her crutches, abandoned in the corner of the room. They were covered in dust.

It's alright, she told herself. Walking used to be easy, remember? It'll be easier today. You feel strong. You feel—

A panicked squeak flew out of her as she plummeted downward. Her elbows smacked the floor as she landed, and a sting of pain shot through her arms.

Idiot, she chastised herself. Her encouraging inner voice was replaced by a castigating one. Why did you think today would be any different? Why? You're getting worse, not better.

Her frail arms shuddered as she pushed herself up, off her belly. She balled a fist and sent it sailing downward, halting before she punched the floor. Samaira was angry, but she wasn't stupid. Punching the floor might have released some frustration, but she was already in enough pain, and throbbing knuckles would only deepen her regret.

Samaira sobbed once and only once, because she didn't want someone to hear her grief and find her on the floor. However, one sob was more than enough. The door burst open, hit the adjacent wall, and Heidi Grimmel stomped into the room. With such thunderous feet, one might think she was angry, but even Heidi's lightest footsteps carried a storm in them. Heidi was a robust woman, three times the size of Samaira, whose arms were slenderer than most. Even for an elf, Samaira was small.

“What's this?” Heidi shrilled, flicking a wrist at the fallen princess. “You tried to walk again, didn't you?”

“Yes.” Samaira's reply was followed by a sigh that revealed her shame.

“Why?” her caregiver squawked at her. “Why would you do that now? Were you hoping to break a few bones before your brother's quarcentinnion?”

As she shook her head, Samaira pushed back the wispy blonde tresses that had fallen over her eyes.

“You didn't break any bones, did you?” Heidi asked. Her sharp voice was hardly comforting.

Samaira flexed her arms, testing the hinges. “I don't... think so?”

“If you did, it wouldn't be the first time. When will you learn? You're the silliest girl in the world, I swear.”

Samaira flinched as Heidi tromped toward her, with all the grace of a lame horse. She stuck her hands under Samaira's arms, lifted her from the floor, and tossed her into bed.

“Don't do this again,” Heidi grumbled. “You can't walk. You can't even crawl. Stay in bed, read a book, and get these foolish ideas out of your head!” Heidi dug a thumb into Samaira's forehead, as if to push out the younger woman's desire for working limbs.

“I felt stronger than usual today,” Samaira explained. “I didn't have any pain... not really. I just thought... maybe it would be possible?”

“To walk?” Heidi snorted at the thought. “Was it possible the last time you tried? Or the time before that? When will you learn, child?”

“But it's been weeks since my last attempt. I—”

“You are not getting any better,” Heidi howled. “No one recovers from Rydaria. You know that.”

Samaira's eyelashes fluttered at the name of her disease, which sounded worse when Heidi said it. She glanced down at her elbow, already mottled in strange green bruises. They were further evidence of the tainted blood inside of her.

“You don't know what it's like to be confined to your bed all day, Heidi. It's driving me mad!” Samaira cried. “It's bad enough to be stuck in the castle, but when you can't even leave your room...”

“You can leave your room. I can take you anywhere you'd like to go,” Heidi said.

“It's not the same. You know it's not the same.” Samaira blinked heavily, driving off the tears that were simmering behind her eyes. “I can't do anything for myself anymore. I've become a burden.”

“Your mother and father wouldn't want to hear you talk like that,” Heidi said. “And... you know your brother adores you.”

“They can like me all they want, but that doesn't mean I'm not a burden.” Samaira crossed her arms and glared at the window. The sunshine pouring through the pane was a constant reminder of a world she would never explore. “Just... leave me alone, Heidi. I'm sorry. I'm not trying to be rude, but I would rather be alone for awhile.”

“I can leave, but no more tricks,” Heidi demanded. “Is there anything I can get for you, Your Highness? Some water, or—”

“No.” Hearing the ice in her reply, Samaira made an attempt to soften her tone. “Thank you, but I'm fine.”

Heidi left the room with a grumble that was supposed to be inaudible, but Samaira swore she heard a concealed curse in her caregiver's grousing. When she was alone again, Samaira reached for the quill and paper at her bedside. Her lips twisted into a sheepish smile as she reread the most recent additions to her list.

Get a tattoo

See a mermaid

Ride a unicorn

With a roll of her eyes, she whispered, “Silly Samaira,” and tapped the quill against her chin. “It isn't as if you'll actually do any of these things. Still... it's always amusing to reread this nonsense.”

She dipped her quill and dragged it across the words “walk again” until they were no longer legible under the wet, black ink. It wasn't a realistic addition to her list. She would likely meet a thousand mermaids before she would ever take a single step.

Setting the list aside, Samaira closed her eyes and faked a smile. She needed to practice the gesture for her brother's party tomorrow. Fared deserved to see his sister happy, even if her smiles were forced.
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“Have you been outside yet?”

Prince Fared winced at his sister's question. Since the moment he woke, it was the question on everyone's tongue, and he expected to hear it a few more times before the day's end.

“No. Does that surprise you?” he asked.

“Not particularly,” Samaira said. “Unlike me, you've always seemed content within the castle walls.”

Fared's fork mindlessly prodded the meat on his plate. His stomach was so crammed with food, the thought of another bite made him groan.

“If I were you,” Samaira continued, “I would have jumped out of bed and ran outside as soon as my eyes were open... if, of course, jumping was something I could actually do.”

“I know you would,” her brother said. “You and I have always been so different in that regard. There is nothing out there to tempt me. The world is a terrifying place.”

Fared caught a glimpse of his sister's rolling eyes as they returned to her plate. Like him, she had eaten more than her stomach could hold. Even so, she managed to squeeze in one more bite of roast duck.

As the duck tumbled around in her mouth, Samaira said, “Mother and Father really outdid themselves with this feast. There's so much food. Too much. Everyone's full, but there's still a mountain of food on the table. What are they going to do with all the leftovers?”

“At my request, the food will be distributed to the poor. Also, you shouldn't talk with your mouth full. It's... unbecoming.”

Samaira's lips sputtered at her brother's observation. “Do you really think I care about table manners? I'm dying!”

Fared needed no reminder of his sister's health. Samaira's impending death was never far from his mind. “I'm sorry, Sam. You're right. Who cares?” He shoved a forkful of steak into his mouth, and as he chewed, he said, “From now on, you can eat your food however you'd like.”

“Actually... now that I've seen you do it, I think you might be right. It is unbecoming,” she said, her nose wrinkling. “And you should really think about going outside. If, by tomorrow, you still haven't left the castle, I will personally hunt you down and smack you on the head!”

With an exasperated huff, Fared said, “I'm in no rush. Why is that so hard for people to understand?”

“Because you've been stuck in the same place for five and twenty years. That's why,” Samaira explained. “Seventeen years has been more than enough for me... and I won't live to see my  quarcentinnion. I envy you.”

“You really are very gloomy, you know.”

“I know,” Samaira agreed. “Death is the only thing on my mind nowadays. Death... and cake.” She bowed her head at the banquet table, where a massive cake had appeared. “Four tiers and smothered in chocolate. It's like a dream come true.”

Fared cradled his stomach and moaned. “I don't know how you can even think about cake. I feel like I might burst.”

“That's your fault for eating too much,” she scolded him. “To be fair, I also ate way too much, but I can always find room for cake.”

Against his better judgment, Fared indulged himself in a slice. It wasn't even a small slice—it was quite a large one. Immediately after eating it, he retired to his bedchamber and fell facedown into bed, feeling like a glutton. He was so overstuffed, he even groaned into his pillow.

Less than a minute later, just after he closed his eyes, he smelled the bitter tang of leather as someone tossed a bag over his head. A pair of snickering captors lifted him from bed and carried him away, muffling his screams as they fled. As Fared squirmed, fighting them with all his strength, he wondered how they managed it. Where were the castle guards? Why didn't someone try to stop them?

A moment later, he had his answer. His captors tossed him into a carriage and lifted the bag from his head. Fared's uncle was sitting across from him with a self-satisfied grin on his lips. He immediately said, “Don't be angry, Fared. I thought you could use some... encouragement.”

“Einar?” Fared screeched his uncle's name. “Why?”

“As I said, don't be angry. Consider it a prank... or a favor,” Einar said. “You weren't leaving the castle. You needed a push.”

“So you abducted me?” Fared's head shook as he processed his uncle's scheme. “Unbelievable. You've always been a scoundrel, but you went way too far this time!”

“Calm down. I haven't abducted you. Must you be so dramatic? You'll be back in the castle by morning.” As he spoke, Einar studied his fingernails. “To be honest, most of the guards thought it was hilarious. They plotted with me, in fact.”

“My own guards plotted against me?”

“Your father's guards, yes. I guess they like me better than you.” Einar's teeth were bared by a gloating grin. “Anyway, I'm taking you to the brothel. It's the ideal place for a young man who's been imprisoned for the last twenty-five years.”

Fared stuck his head through the carriage window, hoping for a glimpse of his home, but it was already far behind them. “The castle is hardly a prison,” he said.

“Is it not? It's prettier than most prisons, I'll give it that... but it's still a place of incarceration. Your incarceration,” his uncle argued. “When I was your age, I couldn't wait to walk through that door. Do you know where I went first?”

“The brothel?” Fared guessed.

“No. A pub. The brothel came next,” Einar said. “Now that I'm older and wiser, I realize there's nothing better than women. That's why I'm taking you to the brothel first.”

Fared's arms crossed as he listened to his uncle's speech. He wanted to leave the castle, but he wanted to leave on his own terms, at his own pace. He didn't need to be forced out by his father's younger brother.

“They have a lot of dull-ears at this particular brothel,” Einar warned him. “Personally, I recommend them. There's nothing they won't do. They're much less repressed than elven women.”

Sighing, Fared requested, “Will you not call them dull-ears, please? I'm not fond of that particular slur.”

“Hmph. Your generation is so touchy. So sensitive,” Einar complained. “Very well. For your benefit, I'll call them human.”

They rode in silence for the rest of the journey, while Fared sulked and glared. When they reached the brothel, Einar practically shoved him from the carriage.

“I'm not you, Uncle,” Fared said. “This might be the first place you visited when you were allowed outside, and that's fine... but it's the last place I'd visit.” Despite his reservations, he allowed Einar to steer him toward the bawdy establishment, where they were greeted by a pair of busty humans.

“It was the second place I visited. Were you not paying attention? Anyway, you can have whatever lady you'd like. You deserve the best of the best.” Pointing at one of the women, Einar shouted, “Did you hear what I said, Nan? My nephew deserves the best of the best!”

Fared's eyes bulged when “Nan” made herself known. Her face was covered in deep wrinkles, the kind that were only found on human faces. Fared had a boyish face, while his uncle, a half-century older than him, barely looked like a man. Einar's face was unblemished and untouched by time.

“What's the boy lookin' for?” Nan asked, directing her question at Einar.

“I don't know. What is the boy looking for?” Einar faced his nephew and wiggled an eyebrow. “What sort of lady would make your heart flutter?”

“None. I want to go home,” Fared said. He couldn't bring himself to look at any of the young women that had amassed around him, because there was too much flesh on display. He heard a few of them giggling and whispering the word “prince.”

“Do you like redheads?” Nan asked. “Lots of men seem to. They especially like the freckled ones.”

Fared stuttered, “I... I-I-I mean no offense, ma'am, but I think my uncle has made a huge mistake. He's wasting my time, and yours.”

“The boy is just being shy,” Einar insisted. “Pair him up with one of the newer girls. I think he'd appreciate that.”

Though his protests never ceased, Fared was eventually ushered to a bedroom with a busty redhead named Kylie, who started removing her clothes as soon as the door was closed behind them.

“Madam, please,” Fared begged, stopping her hands as they fumbled with the laces of her corset. “I have no interest in... it's nothing against you... y-you're very lovely, but I... I don't...”

Kylie giggled and collapsed into bed. “You're a shy one, are you? I like that. It's cute.”

“I'm not shy, I'm just...” Fared vigorously stroked his chin and stammered through excuses. “This... i-it isn't how I imagined my first night out of the castle would be. This was my uncle's fantasy, not mine. He assumes I must be desperate for... certain things.”

Batting her eyelashes, the redhead asked, “Are you really the prince?”

“Indeed. I am.” Fared put a hand over his heart and bowed to her. “I am Fared vis Parindar, son of Queen Aelenna and King Aregor.”

“And I'm Kylie Day, daughter of a whore,” she parroted him with a snicker. “I didn't think the elven prince would be so adorable. Your hair's as blonde as blonde can be, and your eyes are like crystals. Is it true you've been cooped up for twenty-five years?”

“Cooped up sounds a bit harsh, but... yes.” Fared's eyes darted around the room, glancing at everything but the woman in the bed.

“Why do elven royals do that? It seems a bit... weird.”

“To begin with, we live much longer than humans. We can afford to drag our feet,” Fared explained. “Also, a mind has not fully developed until the age of five and twenty. We believe the isolation makes us uncorrupted by the outside world.”

“Uncorrupted, eh?” Her eyes stuck to her finger as it twirled a lock of ginger hair. “Hmm.”

When she went silent, Fared sat down, crossed his legs, uncrossed his legs, folded his arms, unfolded his arms, and eventually clasped his hands in his lap. He was so nervous, his jaw twitched uncontrollably.

“Do I make you uneasy, love?” she asked.

“A bit,” he confessed. “Also, it's strange to hear you call me love. No one is usually that frightfully informal with me.”

“What should I call you, then?” She rolled on her stomach and grinned at him. “Your Highness?”

“That would be sufficient, yes,” Fared said. “Also, when you see my uncle again, will you tell him I was a decent lover? If he thinks we sat and talked all night, I'm afraid he won't leave me alone.”

“I'll do even better than that. I'll tell him you were the best lover,” Kylie said, winking. “Is talking all you want to do, though? If so, that's a shame. I'd like havin' my way with a prince. Especially a gorgeous prince.”

Fared wasn't sure how to reply, so he settled on an uneasy, “Thank... you?”

With a heavy sigh, he faced the window and hoped the night would be over soon.
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“It was a disaster... an absolute disaster. I swear I've never been so humiliated in my entire life!”

Fared paced in circles around his sister's room as he recounted his night in the brothel. Watching him made Samaira dizzy, so she returned her attention to the book in her lap.

Fared continued, “Can you believe our uncle had me scooped out of bed with a bag on my head? If anyone else would have tried such a thing, he would swing for it! I have half a mind to complain to... what's this?”

Hearing the change in his voice, Samaira glanced up from her book. Her bored countenance morphed into horror when she saw the slip of paper in her brother's hand.

He read aloud, “Leave the castle, visit a human town, meet the most beautiful queen in the world...” Making no sense of it, he asked again, “What's this?”

Samaira crawled to the end of her bed, where her brother was standing, and tried to rip the paper from his hand. When he held it behind his back, she growled at his behavior. “It's just a silly list I've been working on. I was using it as a bookmark. It must have fallen out of my book when I—”

“Who's the most beautiful queen in the world?” Fared asked, his eyebrows dancing as he scanned the list.

“Queen Hetid. That's what everyone says, anyway,” Samaira replied. “But I'm even more interested in the castle she lives in. You've heard of Castle Kwella, haven't you? It flies. It...” Seeing the grin on her brother's lips, she tried to sway him with a pout. “Will you please give me back the list? Some of it is... embarrassing.”

“I've already read all of it, more or less. There's nothing to be embarrassed about.” Fared surrendered the list, which was immediately snatched from his hand.

“Oh, really? You don't think the fourth entry is embarrassing?” Flicking the paper, she said, “Get kissed. Or how about go on a date or fall in love? Clearly, this list wasn't meant for my brother's prying eyes!”

When Fared sat on the end of her bed, she tried to kick him with her foot. The blow landed, but it wasn't enough to expel him. “So... what is this, exactly? Is it a list of things you'd like to do?”

“Yes. Specifically, it's a list of activities I would like to do before I die.” Samaira shoved the paper between her book's pages and closed it with an angry snap. “It's all very silly. It's not like I'll actually do any of these things.”

“Why not?” Fared asked. “I didn't study the list too carefully, but I don't recall anything outside of the realm of possibility.”

“Oh, really?” Samaira's voice was thick with incredulity. “Do you need to see it again? Sail with pirates is on the list! I admit, that was one of the more fanciful ones, but there are several parts of the list that are outlandish, at best. I can't even leave the castle, Fared. It isn't meant to be taken seriously. It's for my own amusement, nothing more.”

“Can I see it again?”

Clutching her book—and the list—against her chest, Samaira answered firmly, “No.”

“Please? Why hide it? I've already seen it... even the embarrassing parts.”

“No, no, and no!” she wailed. When he tried to come forward, to pry her precious treasure from her hands, she whacked him with her book. “You're just going to tease me about it!”

“I'm not teasing you. I'm just... curious,” Fared said. “I see no reason why we couldn't do everything on the list, if that's what you really want.”

Samaira's tongue tutted at the thought. “Really? You don't even like to leave the castle!”

“I... don't. Not really,” he admitted. “But if you're serious about this list, I—”

“I'm not serious,” Samaira interrupted. “Now, tell me more about Uncle Einar and the brothel. It sounded hilarious.”

“It wasn't,” Fared disagreed. “It'll be a long time before I forgive him for that. There's no way he'd take you to a brothel on your quarcentinnion! Just because I'm male, he thinks I must be desperate for... for...”

“Sex?” she finished for him.

“Precisely.”

“I won't have a quarcentinnion, though,” Samaira reminded him. “I'll be lucky to live another year or two.”

When Samaira reopened her book to scan her list, Fared slipped behind her and perused it with her. This time, she made no effort to hide it, and he read its entire contents twice.

Leave the castle

Visit a human town

Meet the most beautiful queen in the world

Get kissed

Fall in love

Visit the butterfly field in Soryn

See a dragon

Get a tattoo

See a mermaid

Ride a unicorn

See a glowing tree

Visit the rainbow waterfall

Ride on a pirate ship

Pet a Barghest

Watch a sword fight

Ride a dragon

Catch a golden snowflake on my tongue

Watch an Alke race

Meet a giant

Sit outside in a storm

Drive a carriage

Have drinks and play cards with a dwarf

Work on a farm

Try human food

Swim in a lake

Meet my favorite author

Go on a date

Meet someone from the Svartalfar clan

See my brother married

“That's quite a list,” Fared said. “Truthfully, though, I see no reason why we couldn't make all these wishes come true.”

“I would have to sneak out of the castle.”

Fared's eyes brightened at the thought. “I know.”

“But... for twenty-five years, you followed the rules. Why would you break them now?” his sister asked.

“Because I'm no longer bound to them,” Fared said. “You might be punished, but who cares? Would you rather fulfill these wishes, or be stuck in the castle for what little time you have left?”

Samaira carefully folded her list and returned it to its place in her book. “You're not afraid you'll be punished for helping me escape?” she asked.

“No, not particularly. I'm still the heir, and as of yesterday, I'm allowed to leave the castle. Why would I be punished?”

Samaira hitched a shoulder. “I don't know... for being an accomplice, perhaps?”

“If I am punished, so what? It'd be worth it, if tackling this list would bring a smile to your face. I want you to be happy, Sam. I would even get married tomorrow, if that would make you happy.” He pointed at her list, sandwiched between her book's pages, and said, “That was your last entry. You wanted to see me married.”

“That's because you'd be lonely without me,” she said. “Do you really think I could leave this world if I didn't think my poor brother had someone to take care of him?”

“In that case, I should stay unmarried forever. That way, you can never leave me.” Fared sat down and grasped his sister's hand. With downcast, watery eyes, he said, “I've never told you this before, because it breaks my heart to think of it, but... I'll be lost without my best friend. I don't want you to die, Sam. The day you were diagnosed was the worst day of my life.”

“I know,” she said, smiling coyly. “That's why you must get married before I pass away. If you have a wife, your heart will be a little less empty when I'm gone.”

“Doubtful,” he disagreed.

“Then... maybe it's my heart that will feel less empty?” she suggested. “Anyway, enough with the excessively sentimental drivel! What do you think? Tell me the truth, Fared. Is my list as ridiculous as I think it is?”

“No.”

“Do you actually think we can do all of it?” Cocking her head, she reminded him of the most preposterous parts. “Can we really meet a mermaid and ride a dragon?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Though rare, such creatures do exist. We won't know until we try.”

Her third and final question had her raising an eyebrow. “Do you really think it's possible to sneak out of the castle?”

“Probably not.” Despite his negativity, a smile appeared on Fared's lips. “But it'll be fun to try.”
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Fared pushed Samaira's chair to the door, where he glanced at her bag and asked, “Are you sure you packed enough clothes? We might be gone a long time.”

“I have enough... I think,” replied Samaira, chuckling at the doubt in her voice. Her bag was small enough to cradle in her arms. Only a few of her bulky dresses had been crammed into its confines. “Do you think I should say goodbye to Heidi?”

“No,” her brother answered quickly. “She might try to stop us.”

They planned to escape in the early evening, when the day guard left his post, and the night guard had yet to take his place. For only a few minutes each day, there was no one patrolling the hallway outside of Samaira's room. Fared put his ear against the door, listening for the sound of footsteps. The faint thump of marching boots told him to wait a bit longer.

Fared whispered, “You don't think you'll need her, do you?”

“Heidi?” Samaira waited for her brother's nod, then added, “This is the first time I've been away from my caregiver, so I'd be lying if I said it didn't make me nervous, but... I can still dress myself. I have my chair. You can pick me up and carry me more easily than she can, so I think we'll be alright.”

“Good.” Fared rehashed his plan with Samaira as he waited for the guard's footsteps to fade. “When the guard is dismissed, we must quickly make our way to the east wing of the castle, to the servant's exit. I have a carriage waiting for us.”

Samaira asked, “Won't there be a guard there?”

“There's only one guard at that exit, and I've already paid him off,” Fared said. “He's a friend of mine. We spar sometimes. I trust him to look the other way.”

“If you say so.” Samaira's hands fidgeted furiously as she absorbed her brother's plan. “I keep thinking something will go wrong. Someone will catch us, Father will wring your neck, and Mother will give me the tongue lashing of a lifetime.”

“If a bit of neck wringing and tongue lashing is all we have to endure, that won't be so bad,” Fared said. “Honestly, what's the worst that could happen? All our lives, we've gotten little more than a smack on the wrist for anything we've done wrong.”

“True enough,” his sister agreed.

Fared cracked the door and peeked into the hall, checking the guard's location. Seeing nothing but an empty corridor, he hissed over his shoulder, “He's gone.”

Samaira sat up and clutched her bag tighter as Fared pushed her wheelchair through the door and down the hallway. They had to reach the east wing before the night guard stopped them with questions. If they were caught, he would question them—Samaira wasn't permitted to go anywhere without a guard shadowing her.

Fared wheeled Samaira into the kitchen, where they passed a pair of smiling cooks. Fared had spoken to them earlier that day, and both agreed to avert their eyes from the fleeing prince and princess.   Just beyond the kitchen was the servants' exit, which was scarcely used by anyone who wasn't a maid or cook. Unlike the castle's well-known and well-traveled access points, a lone sentry stood at the door. When he had his first glimpse of the guard, Fared pulled back his sister's chair and hissed, “Damn.”

“What is it? Is something wrong?” Samaira glanced over her shoulder and recognized her brother's poorly concealed grimace. “Alright, something's clearly wrong. Tell me.”

“It's the wrong guard. It's not my friend,” Fared whispered. “It's a girl... a human, by the looks of it. That, at least, works in our favor.”

“Um, how?” Samaira asked.

“Humans... at least, most of the ones I've interacted with... think it's silly that we hide away our royals for twenty-five years. They're a short-lived species, so, naturally, they need to get started with life right away.” Fared peeked around the corner, sizing up the guard who could potentially impede their path. “Maybe she'll empathize with you?”

“Or she'll send me back to my room because she wants to keep her job,” Samaira added with a shrug. “Is there no way to get around her?”

“No. None.”

“Well, then... if our adventure ends, it ends. It isn't as if I have my heart set on it.” Samaira tightened her grip on her bag. “In fact, maybe we should go back now. This whole thing was a ridiculous idea. It—”

Before she could finish, Fared pushed her wheelchair forward, toward the human guard. She was short and young, with shoulder-length brown hair and an abundance of freckles across her nose. Her eyes, big and gold, made her look like a child. She was so diminutive and unimposing, Fared thought about picking her up and moving her out of the doorway, but he didn't want to insult the girl.

Fared cleared his throat, to get her attention, but the guard's eyes were already on him. “I don't believe we've met before,” he said. “In fact, I'm certain of it. I wouldn't have forgotten a smile like yours. You have a smile that makes me want to smile.”

Touching her lips, the girl said, “I'm not even smiling, am I? I'm not supposed to be. Guards are supposed to look stern and serious.”

“I'm sorry to say, you look downright friendly,” Fared told her. “You have a face that says you would be willing to step aside and let me pass with my—”

A sudden gasp from the guard halted his tongue. “Is that the princess?” she cried, gaping at Samaira.

“Indeed it is,” Fared confirmed. “How did you recognize her and not me?”

Tearing her gaze from the princess, the guard asked, “Are you someone important too?”

“You could say that.” He adjusted his collar, raised his chin, and said, “I'm Fared vis Parindar, madam.”

Gasping again, the guard dropped into three bows, one after another. “My apologies, Your Highness. I've only worked here for three days, Your Highness. I've only ever glimpsed you from a distance. I...” Clapping her hands to her cheeks, she cried, “I'm so sorry!”

“It's alright. Apologies aren't necessary, especially if you're new.” Fared pushed his sister's chair a bit closer to the door, but the guard didn't budge. “Do you mind if we pass?”

“I do mind,” the guard said. “I'm not allowed let the princess leave. That's what I was told.”

Fared brought his lips within an inch of the guard's ear. He paused for a moment, because he was rarely so close to a human ear. It was round and tiny and foreign. In a whisper, he asked, “Are you aware of the princess's... condition?”

“I am.” The guard's nod was deep and certain. “She was diagnosed with Rydaria a few years ago. Poor thing.”

Quietly, he continued, “Because of the Rydaria, she can no longer walk, and because of my father's stupid rules, she will die long before she's ever allowed to leave the castle. Isn't that a tragedy?”

“It is sad, yes,” the guard agreed. “But I still can't—”

“What's your name, young lady?” Fared asked.

“Edi,” she said. “That's short for Edith. I don't know why you've got to shorten Edith, though. It's a short name to begin with, but all my friends call me Edi, and I'm alright with that.” After a brief pause, her rambles resumed. “I-I don't really have a lot of friends, though. I have a mum and a dog and a boy I've known since childhood, but that's really all I've got. And it's not like Gavin is callin' me Edi. Gavin is my dog, named after a brother who died a few years ago. I'm no stranger to death, that's for sure. So I do feel sorry for the princess. I really do. And I feel sorry for you too, because I know what it's like to lose someone. But I still can't let you outside.”

Fared's throat made a noise, halfway between a sigh and a grunt. “Is there nothing I can do or say to change your mind?” he asked.

“Probably not.” Glancing down at the princess, Edi added, “I'm so sorry, Your Highness.”

“I was afraid you'd say that,” Fared said. “You're stubborn... but I'm stubborn too. And I'm not going to take no for an answer.”

Fared scooped the little guard off her feet and, realizing she weighed even less than he expected, tucked her under his arm. With a grin on his lips, and a wriggling guard at his side, he pushed his sister's chair through the door.
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Edith warbled in protest all the way to the carriage, and when she was back on her feet, she was frantic.

“You can't leave the castle. You can't!” she cried. “I'll lose my job for this, you know! I might even be locked up in the dungeon for life!”

“You're being a bit overdramatic, aren't you?” asked Fared, whose grinning lips suggested he was amused by her misery. “At the very most, you might be jailed for... ten years?”

Edith's throat squeaked at the thought. “Ten years? Are you serious?”

“Ten... or maybe eight, if my father is feeling merciful.” As much as he wanted to speak with a straight face, the horror in Edith's eyes made him chortle. “I'm only teasing! I don't think anything will happen to you... although, to be fair, this moment is unprecedented.”

Fared easily lifted his sister into his arms and carried her to the carriage. When Samaira was seated and her wheelchair was safely stowed, he hopped into the driver's seat.

“You can't leave!” Edith insisted. “I won't allow it! I'll... I'll...”

“You'll do what?” Fared bowed his head at Edith's sword, sheathed at her hip. “Will you draw your blade and threaten the prince? That might get you a decade in the dungeon as well, you know.”

“How do you know I won't be rewarded for stopping you?” she asked, her arms crossing.

“I don't. And neither do you.”

When she saw him reaching for the reins of the carriage's twin horses, Edith threw herself in front of the vehicle, forcing him to keep the horses still.

“Edith... please,” Fared said, attaching a lengthy sigh to his plea. “Try to imagine what Samaira is going through. If you only had a year or two to live, would you want to spend your last days staring at the same walls, doing the same thing every day? She has dreams, just like any other girl, and I want to make them come true for her.”

“And that's very noble of you, but...” Edith's teeth were bared and clenched as she grappled for a reply. Unable to think of one, she climbed into the driver's seat and claimed a seat next to the prince.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

Matter-of-factly, she told him, “I must insist on going with you. If I can't convince you to stay, it's the only thing that makes sense. I would be a poor guard if I let the prince and princess leave the castle without any protection at all!”

“And you'll be the one providing that protection?” Fared sniggered at the thought. “You, you tiny little thing?”

“Have some respect! I might be small, but that doesn't mean I'm not deadly!”

“Interesting.” Though he didn't argue with her, his head was shaking. “Well, Deadly Edith, I look forward to seeing what you can do. Also, I'm not making any detours. If you want to come with us, you're leaving with the clothes on your back and nothing else. I don't have time to swing by your house and collect your things.”

“Fair enough. I like this uniform. I worked hard to get this uniform.” She ran a hand along her chainmail vest, which was several sizes too big for her. “So... where are we going?”

“First, we put some distance between us and the castle. I won't rest until it is completely out of sight.” Fared flicked the horses' reins, setting them in motion. They pranced forward fancily, in a way that only royal horses could. Even the clop of their hooves sounded more pleasant than most.

“And then?” Edith pressed him for more.

“And then I'll stop the carriage and ask Samaira if she's willing to let you come with us. If she's not, we're leaving you on the side of the road.”

Edith sent a sneer in his direction. “That's mean,” she said.

“It might be mean, but it's honest. I want Samaira to be happy on this journey. In fact, it's not a stretch to say her happiness is the only thing that matters to me. If your presence bothers her, I'll send you on your way.”

“How very kind of you,” she answered flatly. Her sneer was accompanied by a glare. Together, the expressions made her appear as if she had sampled something sour. “You know, I heard stories about you. Everyone always said the prince was charming... but you don't seem particularly charming to me.”

He ignored her and glanced over his shoulder, at the receding castle. He half-expected to find someone following them, but only Edith had made a nuisance of herself.

“Your Highness,” Edith whined. “I really do think you should just turn around. It's not too late, you know.”

“That's not happening.”

Fared's firm tone left no room for a rebuttal, so Edith shrugged and held her tongue.

Nearly five miles and thirty minutes later, Fared stopped the carriage and leapt from the driver's seat. Edith tried to ask what he was doing, but he disregarded her question and focused on his sister. Sticking his head through the carriage window, he asked, “Sam... would you be interested in undertaking one of the wishes on your list?”

“I've already crossed off one of them.” Holding up her list, Samaira said, “See? Leave the castle was at the very top!”

“So it was. I'd forgotten about that.” Fared opened the carriage door and, without warning, lifted Samaira into his arms. “Would you like to cross off another one?”

“Which one?” Samaira asked, her eyes poring over the list.

“I thought you might like to drive the carriage... under my supervision, of course.” Carefully, he placed Samaira on the driver's seat next to Edith. “That's not to say I'm an expert driver myself. My experience is limited to driving Mother's two-wheeled cabriolet around the castle courtyard.”

Fared claimed the remaining space on the driver's seat and handed the reins to Samaira, whose brow furrowed at the sight of them.

“What am I supposed to do with these?” she asked. “Also... why is Edith still here?”

“I was going to ask you about that. Edith... she wants to come with us,” Fared explained. “If you don't approve, we can dump her off and drive away.”

“Don't be rude!” cried Samaira, gently bashing her brother with an elbow. “I wouldn't mind. In fact, having a female companion might be a good thing.”

Edith murmured in agreement, but her voice was drowned out by Fared and his instructions. He taught Samaira how to trot, stop, turn and motivate the horses. She was a quick study, and she had them cantering forward in a matter of minutes.

“I like this,” Samaira said. “I like to have the wind whipping through my hair. It's nice.”

“So it is,” her brother agreed. “Pay close attention to the terrain, though. You'll want to avoid these rocks up here.”

“The sun on my cheeks is nice as well,” Samaira added. “I spent time in the garden, of course, but this is different. There's so much... open space. And the air seems fresher too, I swear.”

“Sam, did you hear what I said about those rocks?” Fared asked. “Can you turn the horses a bit to the left, please?”

Samaira jerked the reins, but when the horses didn't move, she offered control to her brother. Fared snatched the reins from her hand, but even he couldn't direct the horses properly. A moment later, the carriage was rattling over uneven cobblestones.

Suddenly, they were lopsided, so much so that Fared nearly toppled from the driver's seat. He had to grab his sister's shoulder to steady himself.

“That's... probably not good,” Fared mumbled. A grimace parted his lips as he glanced at the carriage's wheels. The horses had stopped, and their hooves were pounding the ground in protest.

Samaira laid a hand over her racing heart and asked, a bit breathlessly, “What is it? What's happened?”

“I... I think one of the wheels popped off.” Frowning at his sister, he concluded, “I think our adventure might be over.”
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Samaira couldn't recall a time when she had to scold her older brother, nor could she recall a time when he deserved a scolding more.

“I'm disappointed in you!” she cried. “You think our adventure's over? I can't believe you'd give up so soon! Can't we do something?”

Fared was on his feet, pacing around the carriage. He squatted beside the fallen wheel and ran a finger along its wooden spokes. “Um... I haven't given up yet. I'm only preparing you for the possibility that we might be heading back to the castle sooner than later.”

Samaira glanced at Edith, with whom she shared the driver's seat. Judging from their human companion's lopsided grin, she was pleased with the turn of events.

“Can you fix it?” Samaira asked. “Isn't there some way to reattach it?”

“Probably.” Fared scratched his head with fury in his fingers, making a mess of his immaculate blonde coif. “I daresay that is not a part of my skill set.”

“Edith, do you know how to fix it?” Samaira asked.

Edith quickly shook her head. “No... but even if I did, I doubt I would. You should return to the castle, where you know you'll be safe. There are bandits on this road, you know. I've seen them before, with my own two eyes! If the princess is captured and ransomed, it's not my fault.”

Fared said, “Even if we wanted to return to the castle, a working carriage would be helpful... or would you like to push my sister's chair through miles and miles of overgrown grass?”

“If you stick to the road, it shouldn't be too overgrown,” Edith argued. “It's not too far to the—”

“Quiet, someone's coming!” Fared hissed, ducking behind the carriage. With a hand on the hilt of his sword, he peeked around the carriage's edge to assess the approaching stranger.

It was a young human in a hay cart, pulled by two nickering nags. The boy had a harmless face. It was the sort of face that said he never knew a day of grief, and his eyes were bright and happy. He was whistling, but his lips ceased their merry tune when he saw the collapsed carriage. Smiling, he removed his newsboy cap and used the dusty hat to wave at the ladies.

“Hello there!” the boy called to them. “Do you need some help?”

Samaira was giggling, and Fared was still in hiding, as if waiting to pounce. Edith, with a grunt, answered on their behalf. “The wheel fell off our carriage. Can you help us fix it?”

“I think so, if I had the necessary tools. Do you mind if I take a closer look?”

When the young man stopped his cart and walked toward them, Fared stepped out of hiding. His fingers clenched the hilt of his sword, as if to deliver a silent threat to the friendly stranger.

“Oh... hello to you too!” the boy exclaimed, extending a hand toward Fared. “I didn't realize the ladies had another companion. I'm Angus. It's nice to meet you.”

Fared accepted the proffered hand, which he squeezed, but didn't shake. “I'm Fred. This is my sister, Sara.” His voice never quavered as he delivered their aliases.

“Those sound like human names,” Angus said, glancing at Fared's tall ears. “It's rare to see elves traveling with a human. What's her name?” He bowed his head at Edith, who had yet to be identified.

She replied simply, “Edith,” and crossed her arms, putting an end to introductions. As the men examined the carriage and discussed methods of repair, Edith turned to Samaira and whispered, “Why were you laughing a moment ago?”

“Angus' hair. It's so messy.” Samaira tittered again when she stole another glimpse of the stranger's floppy curls. “Also, I don't get to meet many people. I think it made me giddy.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Edith answered with a shrug. “Anyway... am I supposed to play along and pretend you're not the prince and princess? It seems that's what your brother wants to do.”

“Yes, please. If you could do that, I would appreciate it,” Samaira said. “Things might get complicated if too many people know who we are.”

“Alright. I guess I don't mind leaving Angus clueless.” Glancing back at Angus, Edith added, “He's too smiley. I don't like it.”

When Fared reappeared at his sister's side, his face had softened considerably. Edith was the only one who had yet to be thawed by Angus' cheerful disposition. Fared said, “He's invited us to his farm. He says he can have our carriage fixed by tomorrow morning.”

“And you trust him to do that? Really?” Edith asked.

“I see no reason to distrust him. He seems friendly,” Fared said. “I don't want to make a habit of distrusting everyone we meet. I want this trip to be fun.”

Snorting at the prince's reply, Edith said, “He won you over rather fast, didn't he? A moment ago, you had such a scowl on your face, I thought you were going to wring the boy's neck.”

Fared was already lifting his sister from the driver's seat, so Edith had no choice but to accept his decision. She abandoned their broken carriage and approached Angus' hay cart with a shrug and a sigh. They had to sit on bales of hay, which had Samaira cooing with delight. She stuck a stalk of hay in the corner of her mouth and said it made her look tough. It didn't.
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