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      The final stretch with the plough. Adam’s arms were screaming in pain, his leg muscles shaking from the soreness of the day. Their only farm mule had gone lame two weeks ago and, unable to afford a new one, Adam had to do it all by hand.

      He didn’t have another choice, really. If they waited to gather the funds for a new animal, they’d miss the small window where they could plant their crops. And if they didn’t plant any crops, then they wouldn’t make any money or have nearly enough food storage to even feed themselves.

      The hot sun beat down on him as Adam pulled the plough across the ground, loosening the soil for the seeds he would plant tomorrow. As was life in Heart, he supposed.

      As he neared the far edge of the forest, a chill went down his spine. The dark forest was something that had terrified him as a boy and unnerved him even now. The trees surrounding Heart were somehow darker than normal and felt like they were watching him. Alive, sentient.

      When he was finally done, he didn’t even bother putting the plough away in the shed. He’d deal with that tomorrow. For now, all he wanted was to go home, wash up, and sleep the rest of the day away. He wasn’t weak by any means. In fact, he’d say he was rather proud of the strength in his arms. But men simply weren’t meant to do the work of an animal.

      He limped across the field back to his house. He’d almost forgotten what it was like to not have the heavy structure behind him, splinters from the wooden handles biting into his calloused hands. That was also a problem for later.

      His family’s farmhouse and field were just on the edge of the town of Heart. A town filled with miserable, stuck-up people he didn’t care about one bit. If it were up to him, he’d leave this whole life behind and start somewhere new. But in that case, there would be nobody left to take care of his mother. His father certainly wouldn’t.

      He envied his younger brother. The moment he’d become of age, he’d taken up the king’s coin and marched off to war. The only issue was that he’d married before leaving, meaning all his funds went to his widow three towns over.

      He knocked his boots off on the threshold before entering their run-down cottage. It was nice enough, certainly not a hovel, but not ideal either.

      “Done?” his father called from the living room. He was no doubt ready to smack Adam if he responded to the contrary.

      He bristled at the tone. “Yes.” He wandered into the kitchen and washed his hands in the basin. He’d have to fetch more water at some point, since it was starting to become dark and brackish.

      He grabbed a loaf of bread from the basket, which he’d bought from the market only the day before and was already practically gone. He took a bite, chewing thoughtfully.

      “Go into town and buy some herbs, would you?” his father called back as Adam took another bite from the bread. “Your mother’s cough is flaring up again.”

      He suppressed a snarl and threw the half-eaten bread back into the basket. The movement sent a wave of pain through his muscles. He probably pulled something.

      Adam stepped out into the living area. “Why can’t you?” His father was seated on the couch, wrapping string around a feather to use as fish bait. It was his obsession; the insistence that he was going to become a fisherman like his father before him. Despite the fact that there wasn’t a single sizable body of water for miles in either direction.

      “I’m busy,” his father said, simply. He didn’t even glance up from his work. “You don’t want your dear old mum to suffer, do you?” As if on cue, he heard his mother cough violently from inside her bedroom down the hall.

      Adam glared. “Fine.” Useless twig.

      He went down the hallway to his parents’ room. It had all been the same since he was a boy. The same house, the same situation. Though he could remember a time when his mother was happy, healthy. But that time was well over.

      “Hey, mum,” he said, entering the room. He walked over and held her frail hand in his.

      “Hm?” She looked over at him, her eyes slightly milky. “Oh, hello.” She launched into another coughing fit, one that caused her to convulse slightly. His heart ached for her.

      “Do you want to sit up?” he asked, looking around for more pillows. “Are you comfortable?”

      Her eyes settled on him, slightly more focused this time. “I’m fine dear, thanks.”

      “I’m going into town,” he informed her. “Do you need anything?”

      “No,” she said, patting his arm weakly. “I’ll be okay. Just some rest, perhaps, will do me fine…” And with that, she closed her eyes and began to snore.

      He clenched his jaw but reached into the drawer and pulled out a small coin purse. He weighed it in his hand. There wasn’t a lot, but enough that he should be able to get some herbs to make her feel better. If he could haggle the prices down, perhaps get some fresh eggs as well.

      He left the house after that, not bothering to ask his father if he needed anything. Perhaps it was petty of him, but he didn’t care. He just wanted out of the house, and he would do so immediately if his mother wasn’t in the state she was. He wouldn’t even marry until then.

      The trek into town was a short one, even without the mule. He took the straight road in and was greeted by the bustling midday market.

      People were calling out prices, others were haggling. Some were dragging lambs forward, auctioning them off to the highest bigger. Adam walked straight through the bustling crowd, keeping his eyes trained ahead.

      “Adam!” a familiar voice called out. He turned and saw Colin running up to him. He was beaming, entirely elated about something. He refrained from rolling his eyes. Some days, he simply couldn’t stand his childhood friend or his optimistic enthusiasm.

      “Hey,” Adam said, slowing his steps so his friend could keep pace. “What has you in a chipper mood?”

      “Well, I’ve decided I’m going to try my hand in the woods. Marc’s brother convinced me, and⁠—”

      “Try your…” Adam cut him off, his eyes widening. He stopped dead in his tracks, gripping onto his friend’s skinny upper arm. His hand almost wrapped completely around. “You’re not thinking of trying to woo the princess, are you?” he hissed.

      Colin blinked. “Well, yeah. Marc’s brother said he went a few years back, and she gifted him with a kiss and a flower before sending him on his way. She’s really just misunderstood.” He ran a hand through his mat of brown locks, as if he’d be at all appealing to anyone of royalty, even an isolated one.

      Adam shut his eyes. He couldn’t believe what his friend was saying. “There’s a reason that these woods are cursed, Colin. There’s a reason that those who go looking for the castle never come back. Marc’s brother is probably lying, don’t you see?”

      Colin shrugged off Adam’s grip. “You just don’t get it. Just because your life sucks doesn’t mean that everyone else’s has to.”

      “What about the kiss of death?” Adam pushed. “The bodies that we have found in the woods surrounding the castle are missing their mouths.”

      Colin grimaced. “I only told you as a courtesy, not for permission. This sort of money could set my family up for good, Adam. I could start a family with a princess, however tragic she may be. It’s probably lonely out there.”

      “What about the beast that accompanies her?” Adam pushed, but he could tell he wouldn’t get anywhere. Colin was frowning now and nearly looked murderous. “The howls that are heard at night if people take the Old Sailor’s Road? What about⁠—”

      “I get it,” Colin snapped. “You don’t approve. Well, you’re not changing my mind, no matter what you say. You’ll eat your words when I return with more wealth than you’ll ever see in your life.”

      Adam grit his teeth. It was a bad idea, a terrible idea, even. Residents of Heart had been told from birth to fear the woods, and the cursed Castle Aphori that lies within. Strange things happened, unexplainable things. Adam always thought it was better to never question the forces that may very well kill him.

      Colin turned to walk away. Adam called after. “Fine. I won’t come after you when you disappear, I hope you know.” His friend made an obscene gesture behind his back that offended a group of women standing off to the side.

      Adam rolled his shoulders. He was still stiff from that morning, and could probably use a bath if he could manage to haul the well water for once. But first, he had things to purchase.

      He stepped up to one of the vendors, a woman he knew decently well by now. “Hey, Saf.”

      “Adam!” Her face contorted into guilt and regret. “I apologize, but I don’t have any more ivy leaves or lotus flowers. But your mother could possibly try ginger?” She held up a chunk of the twisted root and named off her price.

      Adam instantly knew that was more than he had in his purse. “Ah, no. Thanks, though.” Maybe there was another vendor here somewhere who had what he needed. He turned to walk away, but Saf called for him to come back.

      “What if I gave you half? At a discounted price?” she suggested.

      It might work, but there was still the issue of the ginger itself. “Lotus and ivy seem to work the best, we’ve found. I’d really like to find those before I try something different. Do you know when you’ll be getting more in?”

      She frowned. “Unfortunately, no. This past winter was rough for all the wild plants, leaving them sparse. You might have luck deeper in the woods, but staying on the trails, there’s no luck.”

      He pursed his lips. He knew a thing or two about the abused winter. “Deeper in the woods, huh?”

      Saf nodded. “I wouldn’t recommend it, though. As you know⁠—”

      “They’re cursed,” he finished. He’d just ceased telling Colin the same thing. Would he be a hypocrite if he went into the wilderness in search of medicine for his mother? “Thanks anyway.”

      He wandered around for a while, asking around about the medicinal herbs he knew to be relatively inexpensive and effective. But just as he suspected, nobody had a single leaf or petal of what he needed. And even Colin was nowhere to be found, likely off in the woods in search of his bride. Or his death.

      Adam was unwilling to return home without something for his mother. So, after a long while of staring off at the dark forest beyond the town, he relented.

      He’d go, but he wouldn’t stay past dark. All the stories said that the howls and worst of the curse happened after nightfall. After all, people could go freely from town to town during the day, so long as they stayed on the trails and kept away from Castle Aphori.
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