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Dive into 15 captivating short stories that blend the rugged spirit of the frontier with magical and fantastical elements. Perfect for lovers of adventure, mystery, and legends, this collection transports you to a world where anything is possible. Embark on a journey through the enchanting and unpredictable landscape of the Old West — a must-read for fantasy fans and adventure seekers alike!
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Welcome to a world where the dusty trails of the Old West hide secrets beyond imagination. Within these pages, you will discover fifteen short stories filled with magic, adventure, and mystery — tales that breathe life into the legends of the frontier. From brave cowboys to mysterious strangers, each story invites you to step into a land where the extraordinary becomes reality, and every sunset holds the promise of wonder. 

So saddle up and prepare for a journey through the fantastical side of the Wild West, where anything can happen and the line between myth and reality blurs. Let these stories ignite your imagination and transport you to a time when magic and the frontier collided in unforgettable ways.

Enjoy the ride.
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"The Queen hasn't taken a single bite yet! "

"Oh no, we're finished! "

In the elegantly adorned palace kitchen, a group of chefs expressed their despair with loud cries. 

A few months prior, the Queen had fallen ill with an unusual sickness that left her without any desire to eat, completely disinterested in the grand array of dishes prepared by the royal cooks – even the smell was off-putting to her.  The physician stated that her physical health was fine, but the king was not convinced.  He believed the reason for the queen's lack of appetite was the subpar quality of food prepared by the royal chefs.  After imprisoning all the royal cooks, the king sought out chefs from outside the palace – though if the queen remained uninterested in food, those chefs would also face prison or worse. 

After this announcement, no chef was brave enough to apply for the position for some time.  Everyone understood that the king would go to any lengths for the queen. Witnessing the absence of applicants made the king so angry that he commanded the palace guard to arrest any chef found on the streets.  Consequently, the kingdom entered a panic, leading to the shutdown of restaurants and food establishments one after another. 

The young prince, the sole child of the king and queen, was deeply concerned about his mother's condition.  He had a passion for cooking and would often mimic the chefs in the royal kitchen during his childhood. However, his father, the king, disapproved of him engaging in such activities - in addition to the fact that the prince was quite terrible at it, cutting ingredients ineffectively and using too much seasoning.  When he would share his creations with his parents, the queen might take a few bites, but the king refused to eat it altogether.  In fact, the prince himself thought his food was completely unfit for consumption.  To prevent any recurrences of what the king termed "food waste," the prince was banned from the royal kitchens. 

Now, many of the chefs who were arrested were locked away, and the prince felt sympathy for them, wanting to lend a hand.  Meanwhile, the queen's condition worsened daily, which made the prince anxious, yet he felt powerless to alter the circumstances. 

To seek guidance, the prince visited a renowned magician within the realm. 

The magician informed him that in a distant village, there existed an extremely rare ingredient, and regardless of how little appetite one had, dishes made with that ingredient were simply irresistible. 

Without delay, the prince took the swiftest horse from the royal stables and set off on a quest to locate that ingredient within a day, hoping to restore his mother’s health.  

The king, despite his fierce nature, was extremely devoted to his family. After marrying him, the queen never ventured outside the royal city because the surrounding areas were filled with wild animals and robbers.  For this very reason, the prince lived in the castle from a young age.  In fact, he had not even strolled around the streets near the castle more than a couple of times. As a result, he easily got disoriented and had to flee from wolves during his attempts to find his way.  Once he managed to escape the wolves, he noticed it was already dark.  Though he felt exhausted and hungry, he needed to light a torch to continue his search for the village the wizard had spoken of.  It was only in the middle of the night that he stumbled upon the village, but by then, everyone had gone to bed early. The prince tied his horse at the village entrance and got ready to knock on the first door he saw.  However, he was so fatigued that he fell asleep before anyone could respond. 

"Are you awake? You've been dozing at the door all night long! "

When the prince opened his eyes again, he caught the scent of food. Before him stood an elderly woman with bright white hair, stirring a pot, while her husband, an old man, tended to the fire. 

"I noticed you slumped at the door when I went out to gather firewood! You must be a visitor from the King’s City, right?  I hope you won’t mind eating peasant fare," the old man said as he offered the prince a bowl of food made from simple wood. 

The prince examined it and saw broken and stale rye and oat grains along with a few cabbage leaves and carrots that had clearly been eaten by pests. 

In usual circumstances, he would rather starve than consume a porridge made of rotten vegetables and old grains, but since he hadn’t eaten the day before, he didn’t mind now. 

It tasted wonderful! 

That was the only thought racing through the prince's mind as the porridge went down. 

Tears unexpectedly streamed down his face. 

Clearly, the ingredients were of poor quality, yet why was it so tasty? 

Could it be possible? 

After finishing the bowl, the prince shared his purpose with the elderly couple and earnestly asked them to give him some of that strange ingredient. 

"Mysterious ingredient, you say? 

The elderly pair exchanged glances and assured the prince that they would include the ingredient when they were brought in to cook for the queen. 

The prince agreed and promptly led the couple back to the royal city.

The young leader of the guards opposed allowing the elderly couple into the royal kitchen, but the prince insisted they were trustworthy.  While the two were in disagreement, a highly respected minister entered the scene, and upon grasping what was happening, he instructed the guard captain to be quiet and take full accountability. 

After expressing gratitude to the minister, the prince guided the elderly couple into the kitchen. Before long, the prince began to have doubts about his choice, as they didn't use any unique or special ingredients. 

The end result was identical to the breakfast porridge the prince had that morning, made from lower-quality ingredients. 

When the food was served to the king and queen, the prince felt very anxious, fearing that his father would execute the old couple in a fit of anger—despite the possibility that they may have deceived him, they had provided food when he was in need, which was a kind gesture. 

To the prince’s astonishment, when the king saw the elderly couple, he showed none of his usual regal demeanor, but rather a look of shock and even apprehension. 

"Hello. . .  father-in-law and mother-in-law. "

The prince was taken aback because he had no idea that the elderly couple were his grandparents.  

It became clear that when the king was younger, the connections between the nations were quite strained.  The previous monarch passed away unexpectedly, leaving him in a difficult position as he had no experience in managing political matters.  The nation was not considered powerful, and the royal family lacked wealth.  Thus, a single mistake in politics could result in the country's downfall.  Consequently, the king needed to tread carefully in every decision he made, which led to immense physical and mental strain.  One day, feeling overwhelmed by the pressures of leadership, he secretly left his throne to take a trip. While he was in a village, he collapsed from starvation after running out of supplies, and the current queen saved his life, leading to their mutual affection.  At that time, the queen's parents disapproved of their relationship, prompting the king to elope with her one night as they fled back to the capital. From that point on, he was constantly anxious that the scandal of taking the people's daughter would surface, as the young king required the backing of all his subjects, especially to make up for his thoughtless actions.  If his reputation tarnished the royal family, he could even lose the people's support.  Moreover, he feared that the Queen might abandon him - a thought that terrified him deeply.  This fear developed into a strong sense of protectiveness towards his family, leading him to adopt an overly protective stance towards the Queen. Although he still acted in some excessively enthusiastic ways, he justified it to outsiders as “all for his family. ”

However, the Queen had not seen her parents since arriving in the King's City, and the Prince had never met his grandparents either. 

The only individual aware of the entire situation was the elderly minister, who had been loyal to the king's father. He helped the king as much as possible to keep this nearly unbelievable past hidden, which is why the truth remained concealed, and everyone believed that the queen was related to the old minister. 

Now, the Queen was reunited with her parents after many years, and tears streamed down her gaunt face from her deep-set eyes.  She quickly ate the vegetable congee offered by the elderly couple. 

“It’s just like when she was a little girl! ”

The old couple exchanged warm smiles. 

Before long, the queen recovered her health, and the elderly couple declined the king's offer of reward, choosing instead to return to their village, only asking the king to promise that their daughter and grandson could visit them in the future.  

Indeed, when the old man discovered the prince who had collapsed, he likely recognized him by his attire.  He quickly called out to his wife to prepare a meal for their grandson. They did not resent the king for taking their daughter; they simply despised him for keeping their family apart.  Even though they were meeting their grandson for the first time and he was cold and hungry, they readily offered their assistance. 

The unique components mixed into that simple bowl of vegetable soup are filled with genuine care and affection for family. Regardless of how good the ingredients are or the methods of cooking, if these feelings are part of the meal, it will taste wonderful to those who eat it.
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“Modestus,” Rosita complained, “you’re hardly eating anything.  How will you find Smiley if your stomach is empty? ”

I was sitting across from Rosita at an outdoor table at the Lambert Inn, my legs extended as I toyed with the leftovers of my meal.  The cicadas were loud, as if they had something important to communicate, but I couldn’t muster the energy to care.  My thoughts were occupied by Kevin Smiley. 

I looked at her and gave a weak shrug. She was gazing at me with her deep, dark eyes.  Her face was defined and strong, with high cheekbones and a mouth that could easily show kindness or cruelty.  She had broad shoulders and had endured more than her fair share of struggles.  It was evident in her posture, as she seemed ready to face whatever challenges came her way. 

“Just lost in thought,” I mumbled as I took another bite of the refried beans despite lacking an appetite. 

“Overthinking will get you into trouble,” she smirked. There was something serious behind her words that made me hesitate.  This wasn’t just a joke.  She leaned in closer and spoke softly. “With the people going missing, you know that something is definitely off. ”

“I’ve got things under control. ”

“People are saying they hear crying outside their windows at night. It's like Smiley is enticing them out with the sounds of distress, as if someone’s being killed... or crying?  They think someone is in peril, and then they disappear.  Some suggest the screams aren’t... well... his doing. ”

I tensed but managed to chuckle. “If people stopped believing in tales spun by older women to frighten disobedient children, they’d be just fine. Superstitions won’t prevent Smiley from ending our lives while we sleep. You know this, Rosita. This is serious. ”

Rosita remained unfazed, continuing to gaze at me with fierce determination.  “I know what I’ve heard, and when people are that frightened, they speak the truth.  Whether he’s cruel and enjoys playing games with others, or if there’s something else at play. ”

I was about to disagree with her when something shifted in my peripheral vision. I looked past Rosita toward the shadows that lay just outside the light cast by the inn. For an instant, I caught a glimpse of her—a woman standing near the trees, her silhouette pale against the dark foliage.  Her hair hung in wet strands over her face, and although I couldn’t see her eyes, I felt her gaze on me. 

I got up, ready to confront whoever it was, and then... I blinked. She had vanished. 

“Modestus? ” Rosita turned in her chair to follow my line of sight.  “What’s the matter? ” 

My heart raced intensely, but I made myself laugh. I hadn’t had any rest in a week knowing how near Smiley was. Just nerves. That was all it was. It was only my anxiety that made me jump at anything Rosita mentioned. 

At first, Rosita remained silent, just looking at me as if trying to decipher my thoughts.  Eventually, she let out a sigh and glanced down at her plate. 

“You need to be cautious, Modestus," she said quietly.  “There are more threats out there than just Smiley. ”

I scoffed, attempting to dismiss her statement as just foolishness, even if my palms felt sweaty against the tabletop.  “You shouldn’t be spreading those old wives’ stories, Rosita. ”

“I think there are things in this world that don’t fit neatly into what you understand.  And I think if you keep ignoring them as if they aren’t real, one day they will confront you. ”

Suddenly, I perceived a sound.  A faint, mournful cry, floating gently on the air like a lament.  I became still.  The noise flowed through the breeze, sharp and distinct. 

“Did you hear something? ” Rosita's voice cut through my thoughts, acute. 

I shook my head, pushing down the discomfort.  “No. ”

I didn’t truly believe what I had said.
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That evening, I marched my way toward the river to find out what was truly happening.  I wasn't going to let Smiley intimidate me again. Maurice insisted on accompanying me, firmly holding onto his cane, and I didn't oppose him.  To be honest, I wasn't too keen on the thought of going by myself, even though I wouldn’t say it out loud. Smiley didn't really frighten me, but that didn’t imply we wouldn’t be evenly matched in
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