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Chapter 1
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Alden lifted his head from his pillow and looked north toward the mountains. They seemed no nearer. How long had it been? On the twenty-fifth day after he had left the ancient, abandoned trade route, the wind had snatched away the calendar a monk in Constantinople had given him. He had not been in the mood to track the days since. 

He pushed the blanket aside and sat up on his bedroll, scratching his head and rubbing his chin. His rucksack carried a razor, comb, and mirror, but he had not been in the mood to use those lately, either. The stubble had not yet grown into a beard, but would, with time, if he did not shave, soon.

His empty stomach rumbled. While he still had dry bread from the day before, he preferred to see if there was anything nearby he could gather. Although he had a fishing line and hooks, he had yet to see a stream or a pond on this flat land leading to the mountains. Occasional springs or wells along the way kept him supplied with water, as did the ample debris on either side of the road. 

These spoils reminded him of what was left in the wake of a rapidly retreating army. Certainly he had, in his past, been part of a force that had been routed, as well as in groups that had gathered the abandoned goods of an army in retreat. He stood to better survey the bounty surrounding him: wooden wheels (broken and whole), blankets, clothing (fine silks to rough wool), and...ah!...crockery. Plates. Utensils. That meant food.

He walked in that direction and rummaged through a pile. Yes...cheese, honey, figs...butter! He sniffed at the contents of a pottery container, dipped a finger in it, and tasted. The butter seemed unspoiled. In fact, he had not yet found rotten food in his searches. Curious, since he had not seen anyone else around. Surely if the food was fresh, those abandoning it had to be close by? He shrugged, gathered his goods, and returned to his bedroll, where he ate a hearty breakfast. The remnants he wrapped in a cloth and put in his rucksack. After folding his blanket and bedroll, and stuffing in his pillow (a welcome find early in his journey), he shouldered the sack, stepped on the road, and continued his journey.

About mid-morning, a wagon, a large open wooden box on wheels drawn by a couple of oxen, came into view, approaching him from the north. As it approached, Alden could see the driver, a strongly-built, balding man. Two childish faces peered over the side of the box. A worn-looking woman rested her back on the opposite side.

The man drew the oxen to a halt when Alden was opposite him. The children scrambled out and went exploring. 

“No use going on,” the man said, without preamble. “There’s nothing there.”
Alden looked from the man to the mountains and back again.
“I know,” the man said. “You heard the stories about a hidden kingdom where peace reigned over all. So did I. But we’ve been traveling for weeks and still haven’t found the place.” He inclined his head northward. “Ever notice the mountains don’t seem to get any closer?”

Alden nodded. “Yes.”

“A mirage. It has to be. Finally the wife and I got fed up and turned back. We’ll take up with her family in the Alps. It’s not an easy life, but we’ll be spared armies marching through every few years.”

A sudden, loud sound made Alden cringe and cover his ears.

The man turned. “Just one of the young ones dropping a hammer on the road.” He threw Alden a sympathetic look. “Why not come with us? We have room.”

Alden slowly put his hands down, straightened up, and shook his head. 

The man also shook his head. “You won’t find anything back there, believe me. Just more road and more wreckage. Guess a lot of folks wanting peace and quiet just gave up and ran home as fast as they could, from the look of things.”

“No, travelers would keep whatever supplies they could carry. What I see are signs of an army in headlong retreat, running for their lives.”

The man sat back a little. “Yes, I heard that there was some sort of power in the land that struck fear in the hearts of invaders and kept it at peace.” He shrugged. “But I tell you, we saw nothing to make us afraid, just more of this.” He raised an arm to gesture at their surroundings.

“Godspeed, then, to you and your family.”

The man gripped the reins again. “Luck go with you, friend.”

Alden nodded and continued walking. Behind him, he heard the man shouting instructions to the children to put what they had gathered into the wagon so they could travel on.

The sun was kind and the weather held. Now that he thought of it, all the time he had been walking, there had been neither fierce heat nor bitter cold. No rain had dampened his cloak. Sometimes a wind would come up, strong enough to snatch anything he held loosely, but with grassland on either side of the road, at least he had not been pelted by sand or grit...and the wind would die down quickly.

He felt he had no choice but to plod on. After years of soldiering, the cannon fire, the report of guns, the screams...had all become unbearable. Once he obtained his last release, he had settled in a town, doing the work of a laborer, but found that any sudden loud noise unnerved him. Nightmares interrupted his sleep. Sometimes at meals he would sit at a table, mindlessly staring at a wall, unaware of any activity around him until a server or barkeep told him to leave.

One day he realized he could not go on this way. He remembered the stories traded around the campfires after a battle. A story that came up more than once was a tale of a kingdom of peace. Once, a comrade even drew out a map. While others scoffed and turned their attention to wineskins, Alden had leaned over while his comrade traced the route on a map – a long-disused route from Constantinople to the empires in the East. As a hired guard, Alden had traveled a similar route from Rome through India with merchants who bought and traded goods. His fellow soldier said he would go there once he had his release and invited Alden to go with him. Alden declined, but when he buried his friend after the next battle, he saved the map. (As soldiers do, they had made a pact that if something happened to one of them, the other could take what they wished.)

Without breaking stride, Alden turned to the mountains again. He felt he had no choice but to reach this legendary realm. His life was no good elsewhere. Even if the land was a fable, even if the supplies at the side of the road ran out, he would keep walking until the end of his life, one way or the other.

One day, in the afternoon, a fog rolled in. He stopped and looked around. He could not see much farther than an arm’s reach. The road at his feet was clear, however. He walked ahead slowly, carefully, and soon heard what seemed to be the squeaking of wheels. He had not seen anyone ahead of him earlier, but perhaps he had caught up with someone?

BOOM!

Alden gasped, jumped, and covered his ears. When he put his hands down, he heard a male voice grumbling. Lifting his head, he saw that the fog had dispersed a little. In front of him was a small cart, leaning over to one side. The wheel had come off. A man stood over the wheel, looking down, arm gripping the side of the cart.

Alden walked over. Examining the axle, he said, “The wheel isn’t broken. We should be able to put it back on. The pin just broke.”

The man sighed and faced Alden. “If we can find a pin. And the tools. And lift up the cart to put it back on. I’m afraid I don’t have the strength I did in my younger days.”

“Let me see what I can do.” He looked into the cart. “Do you have anything? A staff?”

The man shook his head. “Just finished my deliveries for the day and am on my way home.”

“Let me see if there’s something at the side of the road.”

“Hah. As if there are treasures there.”

“You never know.” The fog seemed to have lifted a little more and light seemed to be shining through. He took off his rucksack and set it at the side of the road before looking around. The man was right; there did not seem as much debris as  before. Still, on just about any road he had ever traveled, there would be something. Scrounging, he picked up broken boards which might be pulled apart for shoring up the axle or using as pins. When his hands were full, he put the boards in the cart, and saw a long peg there, and a hammer. Thinking that the man had simply forgotten they were there, he took them, and the boards. Using some nearby rocks, and Alden’s strong shoulder, the two of them managed to lift the axle, put on the wheel, and insert the peg.

When they were finished, the man dusted off his hands. “Thanks, stranger. Lucky you found that peg and the hammer.”

“Aren’t they yours? I got them from the cart.”

He shook his head. “No, my cart was empty.”

“Maybe you forgot?”

“Haven’t seen that hammer before.”

Alden thought maybe a family member or customer had put it in without the man knowing. In any case, it was not a matter worth arguing over. “I’ll just leave it with you.” He put it in the cart. “You might need it again.”

“Thank you, friend.” He appraised Alden curiously. “You new here?”

Alden nodded.
“We do get folks coming in from time to time. Here, come sit up in front with me and I’ll drop you at a place where you can get room and board.”
The sun came out. Alden looked up...and up...and up.

The man followed his gaze. “Not seen mountains before, friend?”

That morning, the mountains had seemed far away as ever. Now, they appeared to be only a few miles away. 

The man waited patiently as Alden collected himself.

“Oh, yes,” Alden said at last. “Much obliged. Thank you.”

The man drove to a sturdy-looking inn and drew to a halt. Alden took his rucksack and jumped off. They exchanged a friendly wave and warm farewells. Alden stepped off the road and the man traveled on. 

As Alden shouldered his rucksack, he looked around. The stone streets, he saw as they had traveled, were remarkably clean. The raised walkways at the edge of the streets were also clean. They were not crowded, but not empty, either. People walked to their destinations, singly or in groups, going in and out of shop doors or pausing to look at wares through windows. Clothing varied, but most wore what Alden was familiar with through his travels: breeches and boots, shirts and coats, skirts and dresses. None paused to stare at him, which was a relief.

He pushed the door of the inn until it opened and stepped inside. Several wooden tables stood empty, with chairs pushed in around them. At his right stood a counter where five men sat. Behind the counter, a man turned to him and gestured with an arm.

“There he is, men, the next king of the realm!”

Alden turned. Had someone come in behind him? No, the door had closed and latched. He turned back to the speaker.

“Yes, you! I mean you! King of the realm!”

The men at the counter raised mugs and grinned. “To the next king of the realm!”
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Alden glanced behind him once more to be sure no one had followed him inside. He faced the man behind the counter again. “I don’t know who you mean, but it can’t be me.”

“Aren’t you new here?”

“I am.”

“Didn’t you come here to take the hand of a princess?”

Alden shook his head. “Not me. I came here only for a meal and a bed.”

The counterman inclined his head. “Those we have.” He gestured to the empty tables. “Take a chair. There’ll be dinner after Jacob arrives. Do you have coin?”

Alden removed his rucksack and set it on a chair. The chair next to it faced the counter; he sat. Reaching inside his jacket, he took out his purse. Loosening the drawstrings, he poured some coins in his hand. “What sort of coins do you take?” He stood, walked to the counter, and set the coins there.

The counterman scrutinized them and nodded. “Aye, we take these.” He reached under the counter and brought out a scale. “We go by weight here.” He put small counterweights of varying sizes on one plate and one of Alden’s gold coins on the other, taking counterweights on and off until they balanced.

He looked up at Alden. “That will pay for food and bed for a month.”

Alden took the remaining coins and put them back in his purse and tucked the purse back into his jacket. 

The counterman put the coin, weights, and scale under the counter again. He held out a hand. “My name’s Quentin, by the way.”

Alden clasped his hand briefly. “Alden.”

Quentin also released his grip and gestured to the man on the other side of the counter nearest Alden. “That’s Bennu.”

Bennu had short, straight gray hair. He, too, clasped hands with Alden.

Quentin gestured to the man next to him. He had a wrinkled face and short black curly hair streaked with gray. “This is Khalil.” Alden took a step around Bennu and clasped hands with him.

Quentin continued with the introductions. “Gerasim.” Another gray-haired man.

“Deval.”

“Timicin.”

When he had greeted all the others, Alden returned to his seat. He had noted that all the men were significantly older than he; even Quentin had some gray in his brown hair. 

When Alden was seated, Bennu turned to him. “So you didn’t come here to marry a princess?”

He shook his head. “Never entered my mind. I’m a landless younger son of an estate holder.”

Bennu looked at him sympathetically. “You’ll fit right in here.”

Gerasim took a swig of the tankard in front of him and turned to Alden. “Truly. You hadn’t heard of the king’s offer?”

“First I’ve heard of it was from you.”

Quentin said, “Well, then, you may as well know, since you’re here. The king here, King Reginald, has twelve daughters.”

“Twelve,” Bennu emphasized. “No sons.”

“The girls started getting to the age where the young bucks were noticing them,” Quentin continued. “To put a stop to it, he moved them all from the family quarters to the side of the castle that abuts the mountains.”

“It’s very nice there,” Bennu said. “I was hired to plant the trees and flowers in the garden myself, years ago. The rooms overlook the garden, the mountain, and the whole southern half of the kingdom. There’s quite a view.”

“Yes, a very nice prison,” Quentin said. “There’s only one way in and out of that section of the castle. The king himself locks the doors to the hall every evening and unlocks it every morning.”

Gerasim held up a finger. “Except. Every morning when the door is opened, all of their shoes are lined up by the door. Every shoe is worn out.”

“The princesses have nothing to say about it,” Khalil said. “King Reginald has begged, pleaded, threatened, lost his temper, but they have no explanation.”

“The hall is guarded day and night,” Deval added, “and there is no other way in or out. They couldn’t go over the walls without anyone noticing.”

“So the king issued a decree,” Quentin said. “He will give the hand of one of his daughters to anyone who can solve the mystery.”

“I take it others have tried,” Alden said.

“Oh, yes,” Khalil said. “Dozens upon dozens. Somehow the story has gotten out and whenever a young man new to town comes in, it’s almost always someone who thinks he is going to solve the mystery, marry a princess, and become the next king.”

Alden lifted his chin. “I see.”

“Keeps me in business,” Quentin said. 

“Although you’d probably make even more if they stayed after giving up,” Timicin said.

“Other than that,” Deval said, “it’s a really nice place. We do have some who come and stay, and very few leave.”

“...and of those who do, most come back within a year,” Gerasim said.

The door opened. A grizzled old man with short, scraggly hair and an equally short, scraggly beard entered. He carried a string of fish in one hand and cradled a ceramic tureen in the other. 

“Jacob!” the men said at once.

Jacob held up the string.

“Dinner,” Quentin said to Alden. Jacob walked toward Quentin and handed him the string and the tureen. Quentin disappeared through a door in the back of the room.

Jacob sat at the other side of the table from Alden. “New here?” 

Alden nodded. 

“Come to claim a princess?”

“No,” Alden said softly.

“Smart man. Worthless, every single one of them. Not suitable marriage material.”

Bennu turned in their direction and smiled. “But pretty. Every one of them.”

“I don’t know.” Timicin took a swig of his mug of beer. “Pretty is good enough for many a man.”

Khalil pointed at him. “Yes, your wife is pretty. But if it wasn’t for her gift at the potter’s wheel....”

“...and her talent for thrift,” Deval added, holding up a finger.

“...you’d be a poor man indeed.” Khalil smiled wryly.

Timicin inclined his head. “Can’t argue with that.”

“Exactly what I mean,” Jacob said. “Don’t know what I’d do without my Rose and her sewing. Those princesses don’t know anything about life, locked away for years like that. Queen Beatrice managed her family’s estate – everything from breeding the horses to instructing the cooks. King Reginald oversaw the repairs to the roads, bridges, sewers, and aqueducts. When they came to rule, they knew how regular folk live.”

Quentin came out of the back and resumed his stance behind the counter. “Supper will be ready soon.”

The men slapped the counter. “Good.” “Can’t wait.”

Quentin turned to Alden. “You’re in luck, my friend. Jacob catches the best-tasting fish from the river, and my wife makes a sumptuous fish stew.”

“Magical fish,” Bennu said.

Jacob waved a hand. “Aaaah,” he said derisively. “Just fish and you know it.”

“Alden hasn’t heard the story,” Khalil said.

“Who wants to tell it this time?” Quentin said.

“I told it to the last stranger who came in,” Deval said. “Why don’t you tell him, Quentin.”

“Glad to.” Quentin leaned comfortably against the counter and faced Alden. “Jacob isn’t a believer, but most of us in this kingdom think that the river borders the land of the Enchanters.” 

“That’s why the fish from there are so good,” Bennu interjected.

Timicin nodded to Jacob. “And Jacob, there, is the only man who can go into the enchanted forest and fish from the Enchanted River without coming to grief.”

“Aaaah, nonsense.” Jacob waved a hand. “I keep telling you, anyone can go there.”

“Anyone can,” Quentin said, “but they tend to be laid up for a week with a hurt or an illness afterwards.”

“All people need to do is watch what they’re doing and where they’re going,” Jacob said.

Quentin continued, “It’s not just the forest and the river. Strange things happen here. Objects appear and disappear.”

“People lose and find things all the time,” Jacob said. “Doesn’t mean it’s magic.”

“They appear and disappear at very convenient times,” Quentin said. “Folks get glimpses of tall, thin people with an aura about them.”

“Moonlight and shadows.”

“Most of all,” Quentin said, “when my wife prepares the fish, the bones come right out and no one has ever choked on a bone.”

“Matilda is a good cook, that’s all.”

Quentin straightened up and turned to Alden. “Speaking of food, making fish stew takes time. Why don’t I show you around and find you a room.”

Alden picked up his rucksack and nodded.

Quentin turned to the other men. “Watch the place while we’re gone.”

“We always do,” Bennu said.

Quentin escorted Alden through a door in the back. “Since you’re new here, you might find some of our ways different.”

“I’ve been everywhere between the western and eastern seas. I’ve seen dozens of different ways of doing things.”

Quentin smiled. “Even so. The Enchanters have been here longer than any of our forebears, or so the storytellers say, and though we don’t see them anymore, they left behind some of their ways of doing things.” He walked across a hallway and opened a door. “This is the washroom.”

Alden stepped inside. A large wooden tub stood in the middle of the floor. 

“If you want to wash, the water pump is here. The water is warm; if you want hot, just fill the kettle on the stove and light the fire. There’s a plug at the bottom of the tub that goes into the drain.”

Quentin walked into the hall again and opened another door. “This is the privy.”

Alden looked inside. He saw something made of pottery, like a chamber pot, but shaped more like a chair, like a close stool. The base of the contrivance went all the way to the floor. 

“Just sit or stand and do your business,” Quentin said. “Then pull the chain. It will wash out the basin and open the drain.”

“I wondered why there wasn’t much of a smell.”

Quentin motioned to a cabinet next to the contrivance. “Use the leaves, there, to wipe yourself. The little ones gather them from plants at the edge of the enchanted woods and sell them for slivers.” Seeing Alden’s puzzled expression, he added, “Our smallest coins.” He nodded inside. “They keep the room smelling decent, too.”

Quentin continued to another door which opened to another small room. “We wash up here.”

Alden noticed a shelf with a row of pottery bowls, filled with water. 

“If the bowls are empty,” Quentin said, “fill the pitcher from the pump. Towels are hanging there, and there’s soap next to the bowls.”

Quentin continued down the hall to a flight of stairs. They ascended and walked through another hallway. He reached into a pocket and put a key in the lock of a door. After opening it, he handed the key to Alden. “Your room.”

He stepped inside. A bed covered by a quilt dominated the room...not that the bed was large, but the room was small. A window with curtains was set in the wall to the right of the bed. Next to the bed was a cabinet with a washbowl. A small wardrobe stood to the side, and pegs for hanging clothes stood out from the wall. A chair and table stood under the windowsill. 

Alden turned to Quentin. “Very nice. Thank you.”

Quentin nodded. “Settle in. We’ll call when supper’s ready.” He closed the door behind him.

Alden put his rucksack on the floor next to the table and sat in the chair. He took off his boots and sat back with a sigh. After a few moments, he bent down and examined the
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