
  [image: ]


  Bardic Tales and Sage Advice


  Volume II


  


  Julie Ann Dawson and Faith Carroll, Editors


  


  


  ©2010 Bards and Sages Publishing


  Individual stories are copyright their respective authors.


  Reproduced with permission.


  


  


  Cover Art by V Shane


  Used with permission


  


  Library of Congress Control No. 2010928863


  


  License Agreement


  


  This ebook is licensed for the personal enjoyment of the original purchaser and should not be copied, transferred, distributed, traded, or sold to third parties without the expressed written permission of the author. Please respect the copyright of the author by not sharing unauthorized copies.


  Verlag GD Publishing Ltd. & Co KG



  E-Book Distribution: XinXii

  http://www.xinxii.com

  [image: logo_xinxii]



  
Editor’s Introduction



   


  In 2002, I decided to put together a small writing contest.  At the time, I was serving as a regional representative for the International Women’s Writing Guild, and I felt the contest would be a fun way to promote the organization.  It was a simple thing, financed out of my own pocket.  Winners were given a one year membership to the Guild.


  After establishing Bards and Sages as an official publishing company, I decided to make the competition an annual event.  In 2005, Bardic Tales and Sage Advice was released, the result of the previous year’s contest.  We received over two hundred submissions for that year.   


  Though the format for the competition changed from year to year, the goals remained the same.  Those goals, to do good, and to highlight the wonderful talent found in the speculative genre, have guided us to where we are now.  


  For 2009, we decided to go back to the first anthology for inspiration and returned to that format for the contest.  In a strange twist, two of the winners for the 2009 competition, Lynn Veach Sadler and Meghann McVey, also appeared in the original anthology. 


  Our 2009 contest benefited Kiva.org.  We hope you will take a moment to visit Kiva.org to learn more about that wonderful organization, and perhaps consider joining them.  You can see our Bards and Sages lender page at http://www.kiva.org/lender/bardsandsages 


   


  Sincerely,


  Julie Ann Dawson


  Editor


  
Evolution of the Beagle/Beagle



  by Lynn Veach Sadler


  


  ’Tis the eve of


  the bicentenary of Young Charles Darwin.


  I can forbear no longer.


  It forces my opening at scent.


  His evolution has forbears (mine and me).


  Thus, please to bear with me


  as you find me speaking, giving tongue,


  becoming your and Mr. Darwin’s whipper-in


  (though never getting in a pet).


  


  I was BD and AD—Before and Aft [of] Darwin.


  Before Young Darwin observed,


  thought, wrote, I was.


  As breed of dog, I evolved, naturally,


  as you will run to ground.


  More remarkable, I, once canine purely,


  was the first (nay, only!)


  dog to evolve into a ship.


  And such a ship! The very first


  to sail under London Bridge!


  


  Young Charles came aboard


  HMS Beagle [1] (me) by accident.


  There, I put him on the scent, as it were,


  of evolution. Tried to, at any rate.


  I do not accuse him of plagiarism,


  for he left a trace in the name—


  The Voyage of the Beagle.


  It is not entirely his fault that generations


  have seen said travel book of “his”


  as inspiring On the Origin of Species.


  Yet, the emphasis is wrongheaded,


  for not voyage but Beagle is primal.


  


  As ship, I evolved from brigantine to bark/barque,


  went on to survey ship


  in that first voyage to gauge the hydrographics


  of Patagonia, Tierra del Fuego.


  Had not we had, in Voyage One,


  the tragedy of Capt. Pringle Stokes,


  Young Darwin would not have


  stepped upon my decks for the next expedition.


  He came to hand as second choice


  for gentleman companion, sometimes naturalist


  to Capt. Robert FitzRoy.


  Good Fitz and I already had brought home with us


  the Fuegians who offered Young Darwin


  insight into culture and race.


  (Jemmy Button was my friend first.)


  My third sailing after knowledge was


  again sans Darwin, though Capt. Wickham


  was pleased to name Beagle Gulf.


  ’Twas I who urged him to add Port Darwin.


  


  Take, Young Darwin, the watch with me.


  Look upon me and mine as animal(s) kind.


  (With the ape, did you not do so?)


  More seeds you find of your research.


  I bay my kind’s evolution for you.


  We nosed our niche among the hounds,


  honed in on our sense of smell.


  Today, we sniff out


  quarantined foods, Australian termites,


  remain the favored breed of testers.


  One of us used mobile phone


  to dial emergency number,


  save the human who shared his home.


  Uno has made our breed supreme.


  Had you given us our due,


  Beagle 2 would not have failed.


  


  As to the question of our ship relations,


  did we not “selectively breed”


  white tip of our stern/flag


  to be clearly seen when


  our heads are down pursuing scents?


  


  Did we not “selectively breed”


  our long ears, large lips


  to trap scents to our noses?


  Second only to the Bloodhound


  (a difference not statistically significant),


  we still hone our scent.


  In an acre field, we found the mouse


  in under one minute.


  (Fox Terriers required a quarter-hour.


  Scottish Terriers failed to find the quarry.)


  


  We could have taught Young Darwin, too,


  tie-in’s with place—


  our Southern Hound vs. North Country Beagle,


  our rough- and smooth-coated strains.


  


  We are one also with HISTORY,


  natural and otherwise.


  Xenophon and Canute cite us.


  William the Conqueror, many royals


  companioned with the Beagle.


  We were Glove, Pocket, Mitten Beagles,


  tiny, playful rompers


  on Queen Elizabeth’s table,


  stowed in my lady’s kirtle.


  Alas they are extinct,


  will not reappear.


  (Today’s “designer dogs”—


  I cite the Puggle—


  do not suffice.)


  


  Popular culture also sustains us.


  Literary figures, including Shakespeare,


  have loved us.


  Who knows not Snoopy?


  The Beagle Boys, Beegle Beagle?


  We’re in the movies, on TV and album covers.


  President Johnson almost sank himself


  to lift us by our ears.


  We forgave him, noting his own


  Beagle-like organs auricular.


  


  But I must ship out again.


  As I go, I give


  Young Darwin and all second scent.


  Explorations of my remains continue,


  for I became static coastguard vessel


  upon the River Roach,


  at length fell to scrap merchants.


  But shards and mementos of me


  are treasures now.


  Should you catch an anchor,


  one of my knee timbers,


  a piece of crockery,


  your fortunes will be made


  without your having to take to sea.


  I request of you only:


  take your children and the animals


  who own them and you


  to see the replica of me in progress


  against the coming celebration


  of Young Darwin.


  When you look upon it (me),


  lie you down, roll over, rise,


  nod wisely, then pat all animals


  and children upon their heads.


  


  [1]Though he be a cousin many times removed, I call to your attention another famous dog connected with the sea, Tinker, who guided blockade-runners in and out of Wilmington. A mighty dog was he!


  
The Frog King



  by Anna Cates


  


  Prince Lance stood on the edge of the Mogg Lake and gazed out at the forbidden island in its midst. The fog had dampened his sandy hair, and the cool night air, scented with bog algae, showed his breath. Dressed in simple leather armor, he’d stashed a dagger in a strap on either boot, a broad sword swaying along his hip.


  “Haunted. Oh certainly!” Lance peered through the mists at the ancient ruins in the middle of the island.


  Sometimes at night passersby might note a mysterious light burning in the windows of the ruins, and at other times, terrifying screams of pain echoed about the lake. But Lance, bastard son of King Alistar’s first mistress, had a different theory for the strange phenomena. He suspected that someone inhabited the ruins and was trying to scare people away, and he wanted to find out whom. He didn’t believe in witchcraft or floating ghouls. He felt the prophets and wizards were all charlatans; so too the oracles who had prophesied that his father, the king, would die at the hands of his wife. Lance couldn’t gleam how that could be possible: his stepmother, Alba, being a decrepit cripple, had been left blind and bedridden by the plague. How could an invalid like her assail his father? Attack him with a battle ax like an ogre? No. He felt he had justly dismissed the oracles for their quackery.


  Nearly twenty-five years old, Lance was his father’s only child, the spawn of his first indiscretion with a lady-in-waiting, who later was murdered in a castle brawl. Though the king had married twice since the whoring of his youth—widowing his first queen, as the story went, before marrying Lance’s step-mother, Alba—he was never able to produce another child, certainly not a legitimate heir, leaving Lance a guarantee for eventual reign.


  Yet despite his stately destiny, tonight Lance intended to break the laws of state. That evening, while everyone else in the kingdom attended the annual harvest festival, he’d schemed to board his little canoe and row out to the forbidden island to investigate the ruins. All boats were prohibited in the lake, and swimming too. Though the king allowed the peasants to stand on the shore to fish, nobody could pass into or along the water on account of the haunted ruins, known to the gypsies as the Haven of Devils.


  Lance scooped his oar into the water with a splash, first on one side of the boat and then on the other, slowly drawing nearer to the island. A lust-like fervor propelled him forward as he labored with the paddles, his obsession with the island—the subject of recurring dreams—coming to its fateful fruition.


  At last, Lance reached the island’s shore. He stepped into the shallow water in his waterproof boots and pulled the vessel up onto the beach and away from the little ripples lapping at the land. Through the trees the crumbling ruins loomed. Somehow, as he stood on the island, they seemed bigger than they had from a distance.


  Wind ripped through the willows and the pines, rattling dry leaves, and the full October moon unleashed its light, so full and bright. Lance moved ahead through brush and briar, his heartbeat thumping with life, the crickets singing, and the bullfrogs burbling blearily, till he reached the clearing before the fallen structure, built of quarried stone. Two headless gargoyles protruded from the rock above the entranceway, and there propped up upon the wall the bodiless heads gawked at him, tongues lolling out from each demonic mouth as if in mockery, their bug eyes bulging.


  Lance approached the entranceway until he stood directly before it. The design and calligraphy chiseled around the doorway was that of ancient times—was that of catacombs.


  Beyond the entranceway, steps led down into darkness then disappeared. Suddenly, Lance paused to second-guess his decision to explore the ruins. How did he know what might be lurking down below within the innermost recesses of the earth, the darkest bowels of Hell? Besides, he’d brought no torch. But then, like a sliver of a star, a light began to glow from deep within the gloom. Hazy and yellow, like a beckoning finger, it drew him, despite his better judgment, to descend.


  The light grew slowly brighter, dispensing with the darkness the brunt of Lance’s fear. I knew some soul abided here. But who? he thought. He placed one foot upon the stair, took a breath, and started down the steps that soon turned sharply left.


  Oddly, the stairs went on for quite some time as the air grew dank and earthy. Lance marveled at the depth of the descent as he passed further and further down into the tomb, torches lining the walls. I hope those fires don’t give out, he thought.


  At the end of the staircase he came to a well-lit corridor that swept right. He crept down the hallway, careful upon his feet so that his boots wouldn’t echo throughout the passageway, yet he felt a strange premonition that whoever was down there already anticipated his arrival.


  Finally, Lance reached the end of the corridor that opened at the left to a large banquet hall. He stepped into the room. A fire blazed in the hearth, torches lined the walls, and the table was set with a silver platter of grapes as the centerpiece.


  Suddenly, a woman strode into the room from one of the two corridors at the far wall of the banquet area. Upon first sight of her, Lance gaped in wonder. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. She wore a satiny evening gown of crimson, her hair falling in copper ripples to her waist, golden bangles adorning her arms, the scent of her spicy perfume filling the air, causing Lance’s ears to tingle. He took a step forward toward the comely face with fine features and skin like mother-of-pearl.


  “So, it has come to this, has it?” the woman asked him.


  Lance grinned at the cryptic question. Very well, my dear, I shall play your game, he thought. “Yes, it has, milady,” he said, smirking. “I am Prince Lance, son of King Alistar, at your service.” He bowed in brief, proud of his nobility, throwing his hand out at his side. How right I was to have come here, he thought. Hideous demon? Hardly! He burned with relish, lusting at the vision before him, his mouth practically foaming.


  “I hoped you would come,” the woman said.


  Lance’s eyes shifted to the burgundy sofa propped up against the wall near the fireplace. Large and soft, it would easily hold two lovers. No wonder these ruins have haunted my dreams, he thought, casually stepping forward.


  “I am the Lady Kabbara, a weird woman. Welcome to my abode.” She lifted her arms in a hospitable gesture, her golden bangles clanking.


  “Weird woman? You’re much too beautiful to be a witch,” Lance said, remembering the pictures of haggish sorceresses from the fairy-tale books of his youth.


  “A silver tongue. How cunning,” Kabbara remarked, gazing at him from over one shoulder, not seductively, but distrustfully. “How charming you are.” Somehow, her smile was prim.


  Then a shadow appeared from the hallway from which Kabbara had entered, and she turned her head. “Mother, is he here?” a girl’s voice asked.


  “Yes, Trista. Come in, my child,” Kabbara said.


  Meekly, the girl entered the room. She appeared to be about 15 years old. Lance marveled in amazement at her beauty. With waves of ebony hair cascading to her hips, smooth olive skin, and exotic eyes of azure, if possible, she was even lovelier than her mother. She wore a modest dress of pale lilac with puffy pink sleeves, the waistline falling to just below her bosom, lending her a virginal look.


  “Is that the prince, Mother?” she asked, surveying him with a shy curiosity while standing behind the matriarch as if her mother were a shield.


  “Yes, my child,” Kabbara said.


  “So you both were expecting me?” Lance asked, perplexed yet pleased. “How did you know I’d come?” He swaggered to the table and plucked off a grape without asking, tossed it into the air then caught it in his mouth. Sweet juice exploded across his palate. He licked his lips, grinning, his eyebrows flitting up and down, obscene thoughts flooding his brain. He leaned one hand against the table, one foot crossed over the other, hoping to appear debonair. I am a prince, after all, he thought. “Hmm? How did you know?” he repeated the question, casually glancing for just one moment at his nails.


  “Haven’t I already told you I’m a weird woman?” Kabbara said. Her fists clenched as if something about Lance’s attitude offended her.


  Lance laughed. “I don’t believe in the superstitions of peasants!”


  He had just torn off a huge clump of grapes when a searing pain rent his body. He felt as if every joint in his frame was pulling out of its socket and a burning fire consuming him. But the torment quickly faded, and Lance opened his eyes to find himself no longer in the banquet hall but alone in a strange room, almost like a torture chamber, facing the ceiling, naked from the waist up, his arms behind his head, shackles strapping his wrists and ankles as he lay on his back across a wooden platform. Then Kabbara and Trista materialized into the room, seeming to have passed right through the wall.


  “Where am I, and how did I get here?” Lance asked, teeth clenched, struggling against the painfully tight shackles. “What are you trying to do to me?” He studied Kabbara with labored breath.


  “I lured you here to ask you a favor,” Kabbara spoke casually, tossing a shock of red hair over one shoulder.


  Lance chuckled despite his arrest. “I’d be happy to perform all kinds of favors for you, milady, and your lovely daughter too, and I’d be more than willing to accept them in return, but this is not the way to go about the matter!” He could feel the shackles cutting into his skin, his arms stretched to their limit behind him. “This is preposterous! I insist that you release me at once. I wouldn’t want you to do something to embarrass yourself.”


  Kabbara huffed. “You’re audacity is shocking,” she said, placing her arm around her daughter as if to protect her.


  “Clearly, Madame, you’ve left me at a disadvantage. Now what do you want with me?”


  “Let’s discuss the favor you’ve agreed to perform for me.”


  “I never agreed to any such thing, but go ahead and tell me your mind. I’m only curious.” Lance winced, still striving in his holds.


  “Please,” Kabbara began, her disposition changing as her agenda prioritized itself, her dark eyes brimming with earnestness as she stepped forward. “I want you to kill The Frog King for me. If you’ll agree to kill him, I’ll give you for your reward an extended reign upon the throne. Will you do this for me?” She clasped her hands as if in prayer.


  “Madame, I regret to say that I’m unacquainted with this Frog King. Though I’m familiar with Blark, Baron of Barbarians; and I’ve met Dward, King of the Dwarfs; as well as Delvin, Lord of the Elves, I don’t recall the particular entity you name.”


  “I’ll take you to him with no effort on your part, just like I brought you here. It doesn’t matter whether you know him or not,” Kabbara said, gazing intently upon her bound prisoner as if he were part of a butterfly collection, though her eyes hinted at some urgency she felt.


  Lance’s face grew somber. “Who he is matters to me. I can’t wantonly kill a man I know nothing about simply because a beautiful woman urges me to. I must have reasons to justify such action.”


  “I say you owe it to me!” Kabbara said, placing a hand against her hip. “Just look at you!” She tossed out her hand. “You eagerly break the laws of your country, prince though you are, storm into my private abode, not even knocking, with lust and ill intent exuding from your frame, devour my grapes without invitation, and expect me to overlook such antics?” Kabbara laughed then clasped her daughter’s shoulder.


  “You said yourself you lured me here,” Lance said, still trying his binds.


  “I didn’t compel your lecherous attitude. And now, I want a favor. I say, you’ll not leave this island until you grant me one. I’ll not let you go until you do, even if you remain my prisoner forever!” Kabbara lifted her chin, looking fully confident of her ability to do so.


  “Forever, Mother? Really?” Trista looked up at her mother excitedly as if hoping for that very outcome.


  Kabbara laughed. “Is that what you’d like, my sweet child?” she asked, cupping her daughter’s chin with her fingers. “If you want him, you can have him!” Kabbara gestured toward Lance with a hand of long red nails. “Go ahead. I don’t mind. Take him. He’s yours.”


  Slowly, Trista moved forward, impish mischievousness gleaming in her almond-shaped eyes of sapphire. Soon she was standing over Lance’s taut body, gazing down at him, her azure eyes sparkling. She licked her soft lips.


  “Go ahead and touch him,” Kabbara told her daughter. Then to Lance she said, “She’s never seen a man before until tonight, except in picture books.”


  Cautiously, Trista reached out an index finger then slowly lowered it to Lance’s chest, pressing it into his right pectoral muscle like a buyer at an open market, testing the wroth of a piece of raw meat. Then she jumped back, hands covering her mouth and giggling. “I touched him, Mother!” she exclaimed.


  Kabbara laughed. “If that’s what you want, he’s all yours!” Then she turned on her heels and disappeared through the rock wall.


  “Mother!” Trista ran toward the stones through which her mother had vanished. She pressed her hands to the wall, pushed against it, then pelted the stones with her fists. “Mother, you’ve left me alone with him!” She peered back at the man with frightened eyes, Kabbara’s laughter resounding in the distance, while Lance ceased his struggling, the pain in his wrists great.


  “Take me with you!” Trista pounded on the wall frantically.


  “Trista, he’s still chained,” Kabbara’s voice echoed from somewhere.


  Trista looked back, her breathing slowing. Her eyes ran along the prince’s body. A naughty grin spread across her face. She turned around, her back to the wall, then slowly drew nearer to the prisoner.


  “You’re such a nice girl,” Lance said. “Please unshackle me. I’ll give you a beautiful pearl necklace from the royal treasury!”


  Soon Trista was standing right over him. She ran her hand across Lance’s naked torso, causing him to tremble. She gazed into his green eyes as she placed both palms upon his chest, her pretty face taking on an expression of innocent bewilderment mixed with hunger. Then she leaned forward and bit Lance on the chest, groaning into him, like a hungry peasant over a cob of corn.


  “Ouch! You little vampire!” Lance chuckled despite the pain. “Trista, you must release me. This is sedition!”


  Then the terrible pulling and burning again rocked Lance’s body, and he found himself sprawled out on a pile of straw in a dungeon. The back wall and sides of the cell were windowless, and bars lined the front of the room like a lion’s cage, dim light flitting down from a corridor some ways to the side, somewhere nearby water trickling, the air chill and moldy.


  Lance kicked away the dead rat at his feet then stood up in his cell, rubbing his lacerated wrists. He shook the bars then pushed his hands against each wall. “Okay, I’ll play your game,” he said with somewhat less conviction, sputtering through clenched teeth, then rammed one shoulder against the cinderblocks.


  Solid.


  Suddenly, footsteps sounded from a nearby staircase, not visible to Lance’s eye, and a source of light drew near. Soon Kabbara was standing outside his cell, a lantern in her hand. “Have you tasted enough of my power to realize that I can keep you here as long as I desire until you grant me my little favor?” she asked.


  Troubling, Lanced paused in thought. “Yes, I suppose you could,” he replied at last, his jaw tightening at the offense of the whole situation.


  “Then you’ll grant me the favor?” Kabbara spoke with raised chin.


  “What is it, again, you wanted?” Lance asked.


  “A very tiny thing,” Kabbara said, her eyes pleading. “I only wish for you to kill The Frog King.”


  “The Frog King.” Lance sighed. “Madame, I don’t want to kill without a reason.”


  Kabbara set down her lantern, placing two hands upon the bars and pressing her face into Lance’s cubicle. “The Frog King is a wicked beast, a vile creature, rogue of The Wormbog Woods. You’d only be doing the whole world a favor to destroy such evil. Please help me!”


  Lance studied her expression. She didn’t seem to hate him, only yearn for his compliance. He glanced at the straw-strewn floor in contemplation. Somehow, in his heart, he doubted The Frog King was as diabolical as Kabbara claimed, but his awareness that she would never let him go if he refused her compelled him to her service. He didn’t wish to remain her prisoner forever, never live to see his coronation, rot like the rat in the corner.


  “And this king is merely a frog?” he asked with resignation.


  “Yes!” Kabbara said, her eyes widening. “He’s an ugly toad, a hideous old rogue. And you’ll kill him for me?” Eager, hopeful, she nodded her head.


  Lance mused. Something about Kabbara seemed too desperate, despite her obvious power. Maybe he could win something more from her in the bargain. His brain burned. “Earlier you offered me a reward?”


  “Oh yes,” Kabbara agreed. “I’ll lengthen your reign by several decades. I swear it!”


  “That’s a long time, but not much of a reward. Offer me more.” Lance began pacing.


  Kabbara met his eyes. “I offer you my daughter, Trista, for your bride. Do you love another?”


  “No, and I accept your offer. Then how should I kill this Frog King for you?”


  “With your sword.”


  Suddenly, Lance felt his fingers on the hilt. He looked down at the weapon in his cell, in his hand. “And how’ll you be certain I’ve killed The Frog King when I have? What if I kill him and you refuse to believe me?”


  “There’ll be blood on the blade,” Kabbara said. “I’ll know for sure. You’ll have no way to deceive me.”


  “And you’ll take me directly to him?” Lance asked, still marveling at Kabbara’s mysterious powers.


  Kabbara nodded. “Are you ready?”


  Lance felt his grip upon the blade. Then he placed the sword in its scabbard. “I’m ready.”


  “Good!” Kabbara threw back her head, closed her eyes, and clasped her hands together in genuine relief. Then she faced Lance again. “But I must warn you before you go. Don’t fall prey to The Frog King’s deception. He’ll try to charm you. He may call you by your name as if he knows you and act like your friend, mentor, or father. He may even call you ‘my son.’ But you mustn’t be duped by his false graces. They’re only a spoof to trick you. He’s a devil that must be destroyed! Don’t forget.”


  Lance nodded. “I am warned. I won’t let him fool me.” He stood with feet spread, sword at his side, shaking his fingers to loosen them for the kill.


  Then the familiar pain that he was now getting used to, again rent Lance’s body, but only momentarily, for in another instant, he opened his eyes he found himself down on one knee at the end of a long corridor, and at the other side of room, The Frog King sat upon his throne.


  The great hall seemed in many ways much like that of his father’s at the castle, but all the colors were different. The carpet was green, not red, and along the walls stained-glass scenes of bogs, lily pads, and swampland decorated the windows, the smell of the quagmire permeating the air.


  The Frog King leaned back on his seat, his swollen head protruding above his form. In his murky hand he held his scepter, his green robe parting over his burly chest, his bug eyes bulging open as he croaked up a bubble. “Lance, my son, how fare you?” he asked, a pleased expression upon his prognathic face.


  Lance strode down the green carpet toward the throne. Stopping before The Frog King, he fell to one knee then kissed the monarch’s foot, middle toe of the left flipper, dank with swampy aroma. The Frog King grinned at the homage.


  Lance’s heartbeat thudded, guilt tearing him in every direction. For a moment, he couldn’t even lift his head to face the amphibious monarch, his own shame at what he’d soon perform, racking him.


  “What is it, my boy?” The Frog King croaked, his face showing paternalistic concern.


  Lance looked up, emotion moistening his eyes. “Your Majesty, I come to beg forgiveness.”


  A troubled look clouded over The Frog King’s visage. He tilted his head to the side, quizzically. “Forgiveness? What have you done?”


  “Please,” Lanced asked. “Do you forgive me? Just tell me that you do. It’ll make me feel so much better.” He reached out and placed his fingers on The Frog King’s knee. “Do you?” He peered upwards.


  “Well, I suppose I could forgive you, but what have you done?” The Frog’s eyes gazed down with kingly sentience.


  Lance reached for the hilt of his sword. “Please forgive me for what I’m about to do!”


  Then, before The Frog King could think anew, Lance swept his sword from its scabbard and plunged it with all his might into the king’s tender innards. Gnashing his teeth, he wrenched the sword up then down, right then left, blood exploding from the injury.


  Lance withdrew his weapon and stepped back, breathing heavily with the exertion. Crimson sprayed forth from The Frog King’s puncture wound, and his head lolled to the side. Then, something unexpected and horrifying happened: The Frog King’s flesh began to change, transforming into the image of Lance’s father!


  “Father?” Lance asked, dread and gloom filling him. He rushed forward as the king fell from his throne, catching the monarch in his arms. There on the carpet, that was suddenly red again, but not on account of the blood, Lance cradled the head of his father to his breast. “Father! Oh Father!” he cried, his hands shaking with dismay as he stroked his father’s bearded face and manly salt-and-pepper bob.
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