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Once upon a time, there was a beautiful queen and king who lived in a stone castle. Queen Penny, and King Edmund had had been married for ten years, and they loved each other dearly. But they were very sad, because after ten years of marriage they still didn't have a baby. They were a happy couple, but it still made them sad to think that they couldn’t have children. Their castle seemed so quiet without the happy shrieks of young children. Queen Penny, and King Edmund knew that they wanted to have at least one child together. 

They ruled over the heavily wooded region of Stanwick, which was quite remote. There were a few villages, and towns in the area, but mostly, there were just woods as far as the eye could see. There was a small village near their castle, called Fern Ridge. It had a schoolhouse, and a small general store. The village was quaint, with a park, and a small church. Fern Ridge only had a small population, as many of the families had moved closer to town over the years. But despite the fact that not too many people lived near the castle, Stanwick had quite a thriving animal population in the woods. Deer, and rabbits, and squirrels. The trees were ancient, with huge mossy trunks, towering much higher than the stone castle, or the small houses scattered throughout the woods. It was peaceful, serene. A nice quiet place to settle down. 

Queen Penny had thick, black hair down to her waist, which she kept tightly braided. She had a lovely smile, and a sweet disposition. For years, Penny had been convinced that she would one day have a child. But because she didn’t have one, Queen Penny took up other hobbies to fill her spare time. 

She was an archer, and had a shooting range set up in the courtyard of her castle. She trained nearly every day, with her sword trainer. Penny loved to train for hours, exerting herself, building muscles as she trained. 

Queen Penny also had a deep love for music. As a child, she had played the flute, and the harp. But over the years, she had become bored by those instruments. And so, she had bought herself a fiddle one day while in town. 

She would play the fiddle for her husband, and her servant staff in the evenings, as they sat around the crackling fire. And sometimes, she would sing, her voice echoing in the unused castle halls. 

King Edmund was much quieter than his wife. He had thick, red hair, and his skin was mottled with freckles. He was fiercely addicted to chess, and pente, and looked forward to visitors to their remote castle, so he’d have new opponents to play against. He wasn’t a fighter, and could hardly ever hit the target during archery practise, though he did often join his wife during her training in the courtyard, so they could practise together. 

Edmund was well-learned, and had a library full of books in all sorts of languages – Latin, Polish, and Gaelic. Books that he had collected through his travels in his youth, and books that he had purchased in the nearby towns over the years. Edmund would often stay up late, curled up in his armchair, as he pored over his books. 

At times, Penny would become depressed thinking about the life that she thought she should’ve had. She wanted so badly to have a child, yearned to hold them in her arms. The thought of it consumed her mind, and as each year passed, Penny became convinced that she might never achieve her dream. She’d sadly sit on the cool, stone windowsill, and watch the children down in Fern Ridge walk to the school house. They would often wave at her on their way up the cobblestone path. The kids liked Queen Penny. She often held children’s events in the courtyard for holidays, giving out ribbons and small prizes for their effort. Queen Penny would wave at them, forcing herself to smile for their benefit, so the local children wouldn’t know just how sad she was. 

As she sat there, Penny would think about how she’d never teach a child to read, or to learn archery. She’d never teach her children to ride a horse, or go rafting down the slow moving Cook Creek during the hot summer months. She’d never kiss her child’s owies, or tuck them in at the end of the night. Penny wanted to walk her child every morning to the schoolhouse, and pick them up in the sunny afternoons, as they walked back to the castle together. She wanted to pass on her mother’s recipes to her child, and play chess or pente with them, like she did with her husband. 

King Edmund noticed that his wife had been extra depressed, lately. This time felt different. It wasn’t just a few days of quietly moping around the house, before her dark mood finally lifted. No, this was something much more prolonged. Penny wasn’t playing violin anymore, nor was she practising her archery like she normally would. When Edmund would walk around the castle, searching for his wife, he would find her sitting at the window. She would have her chin cupped in her hand, staring down at the dense woods, and the creek sparkling in the afternoon sunlight. 

Edmund didn’t know what to say to his wife, when she got into these sorts of moods. It was normally something that would eventually pass, like a slow-moving storm cloud. There would be blue skies again, eventually. This time was different, and he didn’t know how to approach her about it. His wife’s depressed state disturbed him, enough that he couldn’t concentrate on his books, or his studies. All afternoon, Edmund stared down at the page, unable to focus on the text. 

That evening, as they sat down to eat dinner together, Edmund knew that he had to say something. He watched Penny stare down at her bowl of stew, uninterested in the meal. It hurt to see her in such pain, to know that she was in such a bad way. Edmund’s heart sunk, trying to find the words to make things right. 

“Penny, I’m worried about you,” Edmund finally said, as he dipped his bread crust into his stew. “You’re not yourself lately, dear.” 

Penny stirred her stew, her chin cupped in her hand. She didn’t respond to him, and Edmund wasn’t entirely sure that she had even heard him speak. He watched as Penny glanced over at the crackling fire, deep in thought. 

“Penny?” 

She blinked, and looked up at him. “Hmm?” 

“What’s on your mind?” Edmund asked. 

“Next week, is our ten-year anniversary,” Penny said. “I just keep thinking about how I thought we’d have a child by now. I was thinking about just how old they would be, what they would look like.” 

This was a conversation they’d had a thousand times over, as they thought about what their hypothetical child would be like. Red hair, or black hair? An archer, or a scholar? Freckles, like their father? What would their personality be? Introverted, quiet – or loud, and outspoken? Edmund reached for his spoon, and ate one of his dumplings. He chewed slowly, thinking about what to say. 

“You know I’ve been waiting for a child,” Edmund finally said. “We are still young, yet. There’s still time. I’m sure we’ll have a child soon enough.” 

“Will we?” Penny asked, her voice filled with pain. She wasn’t so confident that they would ever have a child. Ten years was a long time to wait. It felt like there was a sad, empty hole in her heart that kept getting bigger and bigger every year that she waited. “Ed, I wish that we would one day have a child together. But I am not so certain that this will ever happen.” 

“We will,” Edmund said, firmly. “One day.” 
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One night, as Queen Penny lay in bed, she knew that she had to do something to fix her childlessness problem. She had been unable to sleep, and her mind whirred, trying to think up a solution. She thought about the rumours she’d heard from her kitchen staff about a witch who had taken up residence in the forest surrounding Stanwick Castle. Some of the villagers had become fearful that the witch would cause them harm, when they went out to the forest to forage for mushrooms, or firewood. They had refused to enter the woods near the witch’s hut, keeping their distance. 

Penny was not afraid of the witch in the woods. She knew that a great deal of the townspeople were simply superstitious, and there was no reason for that fear. Witches were often misunderstood. They were not going to turn people into toads, or spiders, or eat babies. That was just people being fearful of what they didn’t understand. Witches were actually quite intelligent, and they knew all about the different plants, and how to heal people. If anyone in the area knew how to help Penny, she was certain that it would be this witch. 

Penny decided to pay the witch a visit – the sooner the better. And why wait? This was incredibly important. She didn't tell her husband, or her servants where she was going. Penny felt giddy with excitement, as she thought about the idea that the witch would be able
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