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      Mëira

      Darkness was all she knew. As far back as she could remember, the depths of the shadows had been her one and only friend while she’d waited. She had no idea what she’d waited for. Was it freedom? Or an escape into the bright light outside the walls that surrounded her? The shadows never seemed to end.

      Time appeared to stand still until the day light warmed the walls that embraced her. She began to notice the passing of days into nights. Her shell thinned, and the walls grew brittle, yet she still feared to leave the shadows.

      Engravings appeared across the shell’s walls that protected her from the world without. The marks were alluring and captivated her for hours. At times she would shake her scaly tail and feel the ground move beneath her. The sensation scared her as the walls tipped, then froze into place once more.

      When night fell, the light would leave, which made her sad. I wonder what is beyond these walls. Why am I so afraid to break beyond them? I should be brave and adventurous, but something inside me says to wait. The time will come soon.

      As time turned, she began to mark the shifts between day and night. On the third day from the start of her calculations the musical voice came. It sang on the winds and penetrated the shell that surrounded her.

      “Soon, little one… Soon you will be free.”

      “I wish to be free.”

      What am I waiting for—to get this freedom she speaks of?

      She called out to the voice, but there was no response. Once again she was alone in the darkness.

      Night passed, and the light returned once more. Noises around her penetrated her shell. A large crack echoed in her ears. A shadow moved across the walls as something grew closer. She sensed a growing warmth within her. The closer the shadow came, the warmer her body grew. She attempted to call out to the form, but no sound emerged. Slowly, the crunching of soil beneath shoes grew louder until her shell glowed.

      Light broke through and she looked upon a handsome creature that screamed to her soul…
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      Ïstan

      The sun was high in the mid-day sky. It enveloped the trees in a spectacular golden light. Animals danced among branches and birds sang tunes of happiness that carried on the gentle breeze. Ïstan’s eyes danced with mischief as he waited for the right moment to slip away to practice with his bow.

      He smiled as he walked out into the garden to enjoy the scenery. The warmth of the autumn day filled him with joy. Servants bustled around the castle, filling his ears with their chatter. He wanted to enjoy the glorious day amongst the trees, away from court life.

      Yes, the court life for elves was more energetic than that of the humans, where politics were always at play. Ïstan’s father, the King, always tried to bring the glory of the forest within the walls of the castle to help those in need of beauty. He knew this was because of his mother’s love for nature—after all, she was a wilder elf. It was on days like this that he really missed his mother.

      “She would have enjoyed this wonderful day above all others,” he mused aloud. How long has it been since her passing? Ïstan puzzled over the question for a few moments. “If I am right just under one-hundred years, I suppose.”

      He had been a young lad when she’d passed. The day he’d lost her was a solemn one, for it was the same day he’d gained his brother, Elden. Ïstan didn’t blame his brother for his mother’s death. After all, it was a risk all elven maidens made when carrying a child. Their slender hips weren’t built for labor like those of human women.

      But the pain was still there just as if he’d lost her yesterday. A small chipmunk ran across the path, distracting Ïstan from his thoughts. His eyes followed the little animal as it jumped from a rock into a hole within a nearby tree. It was lost from sight until it popped out at the top of the tree with a little chatter of excitement.

      Ïstan bumped his foot against his bow, reminded of the task at hand. I won’t get any practice done here staring at the garden. Once he fastened his quiver of arrows to his shoulder his eyes took in the surrounding area. With the coast cleared of all prying eyes, he slipped into the woods and disappeared from the sight of the castle grounds.

      Trees sprung from the earth in all directions as he passed through the outer forest of Vladïmir. Many of them had stood for thousands of years, protected by the magic of the wilder elves. They worked amongst the trees and forest plant life to keep the kingdom well protected. His eyes danced between the trees. He hoped he wouldn’t run into one of these elves, wanting no one to report his intentions back to his father.

      His father wasn’t pleased when he snuck off the castle grounds to learn the craft of hunting. But how else was he supposed to master the full extent of his bow? Practicing with the courtiers was far too easy. They always let him win since he was the first-born son of the King. Ïstan wanted a sense of adventure—a challenge. He didn’t want the easy road.

      Life among the trees brought warmth to his heart. He didn’t understand how the others could stand life stuck inside a castle all day and night. His father seemed happy, but Ïstan was growing restless and wanted freedom.

      The words of his teacher, Glaedr, rang in his head. “To master the weapons of war, you must first master the power within yourself.”

      Ïstan didn’t really understand what Glaedr was talking about half the time, but he was one of the most respected teachers within the kingdom. His father had purposely selected him because he believed Glaedr would help Ïstan mature into a strong-minded king. Little did his father know, Glaedr had trained Ïstan for far more than the whims of a courtier’s life. He had also trained him in the destructive power of war and how to survive within the forest itself.

      This was why he was now marching through the trees with his bow in hand. As he slipped farther and farther from the safety of his guards, Ïstan relished his new found freedom. The trees were strong in their protection, concealing Vladïmir and its people from the evils beyond its borders. But as each step took him deeper into the woods, he realized too late how the trees had changed.

      The trees began to spread out farther from each other and slimmed in size. He looked around in a circle as the sense that something was wrong fell heavily on his shoulders. “This isn’t the forest as I remember it. Where am I?”

      Animal tracks were scattered across the forest floor going in every direction. He knelt down to examine them to see if anything was fresh to follow. Perhaps I am just imagining things. Maybe I’m farther than I usually adventure within the forest?

      His hand ran along the forest floor when a flicker of light caught his attention. It danced amongst the leaves of the trees, then headed away from him, and without a thought he pursued it. After going only a few yards deeper within the mysterious wood, Ïstan lost sight of the little orb. It drifted behind several weeping willow trees that hid its sanctuary well from prying eyes.

      Ïstan brushed the branches aside as a soft female voice caught his attention. He couldn’t figure out what it was saying, so he drew closer. A bright light reflected through the hanging vines and the sound of running water filled his ears.

      “Stop!” a female yelled with laughter. “That tickles.”

      “Why would I stop, Mia, when it is so fun to torture you?” replied a young boy with joyful mirth in his voice.

      Ïstan stepped towards the brush and separated the vines to see what lay beyond. His eyes filled with surprise at the sight of two playful fairies. The female fairy sparkled with pink wings and a pink blossom dress. She rolled on the surface of the rock trying to block the attack. The boy fairy had a large flower that he held against the girl’s exposed skin as he tickled her ruthlessly with it. She squealed as tears streamed down her face and her body slowly attempted to wiggle away.

      The sight was so adorable to watch, Ïstan couldn’t help but smile as a soft laugh escaped his lips. He didn’t mean to surprise the fairies, but once they realized they weren’t alone they looked around frantically.

      “Who is there!”

      “Tin, I’m scared,” the one name Mia said as she fluttered behind him.

      Slowly, with his hands in the air, Ïstan approached as he broke free of the vines.

      “By the Gods, Tin. It’s a human!” They both looked like they were about to jump and fly away.

      “Actually, I’m an elf,” Ïstan mumbled, trying not to frighten them further. “I’m not a human. I’m from the Kingdom of Vladïmir.”

      Tin perked up at the name.

      “What is your name then, elf?”

      He stepped forward as he brandished the flower as a weapon, used only moments before for joy. Tin wore green leaves down around his legs creating an appealing pattern on his trousers. His wings sparkled white, and his eyes glared from behind a forelock of his dusty brown hair.

      “My name is Ïstan. I am the son of King Ivan of Vladïmir.”

      “By the Lady above, Tin, it’s the prince.” Mia giggled as she waved a playful hello to Ïstan. She swooped in the air and fluttered down next to her companion. Tin crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head in annoyance.

      “Please Mia, if anyone said they were the prince of any kingdom you would believe them,” Tin said with irritation in his voice. “You’re so gullible.”

      Ïstan scratched his head nervously. Mia stuck her tongue out at Tin then fluttered her magnificent pink wings until she hovered within a few inches of Ïstan’s nose.

      “Don’t worry about Tin, he is always Mr. Serious.”

      Ïstan didn’t second guess her words after seeing the cold stare on Tin’s face. The fun and games had ended. Tin cast down the flower onto the rock’s surface, disregarded without a second thought. He was sad that Ïstan’s presence had ruined their merriment and fun.

      “If you are the prince, where are your guards?” Tin asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “I left them back at the castle. I thought it best not to disturb the forest any more than what was required.” He shifted nervously under Tin’s scrutinizing glare. Why am I afraid of a fairy when he is only a few inches tall? Oh, right, because they are magic itself.

      Tin smiled.

      “What is your purpose in the Forest of Ferrês then?”

      “Well, I came out to practice my survival skills and hunt with my bow. But, hold on… What is the Forest of Ferrês?”

      Tin narrowed his eyes. Mia giggled as if what he’d said was funny. “The Forest of Ferrês isn’t a thing, my prince. It is a place,” Mia chimed in before Tin could.

      Ïstan stood there in shock. How did I get here? I don’t remember the Forest of Ferrês on any maps. As far as he knew, the forest was on the other side
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