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(…) The wolf thought to himself,
“What a tender young creature! What a nice plump mouthful -- she
will be better to eat than the old woman. I must act craftily, so
as to catch both.” So he walked for a short time by the side of
Little Red-Cap, and then he said, “See Little Red-Cap, how pretty
the flowers are about here -- why do you not look round? I believe,
too, that you do not hear how sweetly the little birds are singing;
you walk gravely along as if you were going to school, while
everything else out here in the wood is merry.” Little Red-Cap
raised her eyes, and when she saw the sunbeams dancing here and
there through the trees, and pretty flowers growing everywhere, she
thought, “Suppose I take grandmother a fresh nosegay; that would
please her too. It is so early in the day that I shall still get
there in good time;” and so she ran from the path into the wood to
look for flowers. And whenever she had picked one, she fancied that
she saw a still prettier one farther on, and ran after it, and so
got deeper and deeper into the wood.


CHAPTER ONE.

 KNIGHT AND DAY.






Oh,
you’re back! Or maybe I’m back.

Depends on whom
you ask, or how you look at it.

As we’ll soon
find out, perspective is everything.

Last
time we’ve been around the block, it was to witness the
failed wedding planning
of one Freya Nightingale, whose would-be husband ran off on a boat
to find his beloved merman. It is time, however, for us to leave
the salty lands of Aecor behind and return to Nix.

It has
been a month since the disastrous coronation of Lord Hamish Dayspring, and life has moved
on the best it can. It is summertime, the fresher there’s been in
years, and all that worries the population is whether they will get
a good harvest this time around, if they will have enough saved up
for when next winter arrives, and more importantly, if they have
appropriate clothing for King Albus’ wedding ceremony a couple of
weeks from now.

Now that is going to
be quite the event, right? The joining of two kingdoms, an union
between the royal family of Nix and Adamas that hasn’t been seen
since Elion III of the Nightingales kidnapped the second daughter
of the then-queen Evanna Dayspring, in a twisted attempt at
stopping Evanna’s daughter’s marriage with the man she loved, which
was very much not Elion himself – but that was, like, two hundred
years ago, nobody remembers it anymore.

Besides,
Elion ended with his
head on a pike, anyway.

They didn’t
call Evanna ‘the ruthless’ for nothing.

There
were a lot of questions in regard of Albus’ marriage with Franz as
well. Would they not
have children? Would Lord Albus choose a third party to carry his
seed? Was there a risk of someone trying to assassinate him again?
They do say third time is a charmer…

The one
question nobody was actually asking was “whatever had truly
happened to Lord Hamish
afterwards?” because…if we are being honest…nobody really
cared.

Nobody
except one person.

It is in his
company that this story starts.






* * * * *






A couple of
weeks after Coronation Day, in Nix…

Matthew
Bayton believed he was a good person. He had his heart in the right place. He tried to do
good whenever he could. That was why he had joined the Royal Guard
in the first place – that and because it paid relatively well,
compared to any other job in the kingdom. More importantly, he
tried to always give people the benefit of the doubt; innocent
until proven guilty, that sort of thing. His parents thought it was
a stupid perspective to have in life, but it had never failed him
so far.

Well,
until Lord Hamish happened, that is. That was a very divisive moment in his
life.

He
wanted to believe, with every ounce of his being, that Hamish was a
good person. He had never treated his badly! Sure, his personality
wasn’t the best, but that didn’t mean he was a – a – a
serial
regicider? A
kingslayer? All
the proof they had was Lord Albus’ words, and those of the other
monarchs present during the coronation. Who was to say it wasn’t
some…some sort of conspiracy to vilify the regent?

“The
fact that he was in power for a few weeks and he nearly
bankrupted the kingdom?”
his brother, Rowan, had suggested, one of the many times he had
brought up that fact during dinner.

“So he
has poor money management skills. So does father! That doesn’t mean
he is a killer!” he
argued, to which his father smacked him in the back of the
head.

“Watch it,
boy.”

“I’m
just saying”, he
continued, dipping a piece of bread in his soup. “Why is he nowhere
to be found? I’ve looked in every dungeon, every corner of the
palace, everywhere – shouldn’t he be waiting for a fair trial?
Doesn’t he at least deserve that?”

“I’ve
heard he ran to the forest and got eaten by the nymphs”, mother
said.

“Like a
coward”, father added on.

And that
was usually where the conversation ended, either because Matthew
would get up, huffing and puffing, and leave, or because Rowan would deflect the
attention back to whichever silly happenstance he had witnessed
during the day. Rowan was many things – many of them synonyms of
‘an insufferable annoyance’ – but at least he knew how to be tact
enough not to hurt his brother’s feelings.

Not a lot of
siblings get to say that.

Still,
in his heart, Matthew knew he was in the right. It was a gut
feeling. All he needed to do was prove to everybody that Lord
Hamish was one of the good guys and this was just a wide
cover-up. He couldn’t
tell exactly what they were
intent on covering up, but that was the kind of thing he was sure
he would find out once he found Hamish.

How hard
could it be, really? The kingdom wasn’t that big.

The hard
part was making sure that nobody else knew what he was up to. The last thing he wanted
was to ‘mysteriously disappear’ under suspicious
circumstances.

Not that
he personally thought people were going to miss him or anything –
aside from maybe his family, and the jury was still not out on that. Matthew
didn’t have many friends to speak of, and the rest of the guard
didn’t have him in high regards; and that was from
before
Lord Hamish was overthrown.
They pegged him as stuck up and a loner and his tendency to
out-perform the other knights was not welcome.

What was
it that they called him? An unbearable ankle-bitter?

Something on
the lines of that.

Lord
Hamish had welcomed him, though. He had accepted him, and
appreciated him, and spent time with him…he was good and true, and
men like that could not be
murderers.

(They
could, of course, but at the tender age of twenty-one, Matthew was
too young to have known
that just yet.)

So he
scouted, far and wide, for any sign of the regent. If even half of
the stories about that
day were true and he was as badly injured as the guards had
reported, then there was no way he could have gone far. If he had
escaped – and Matthew prayed to all gods he had – his wounds
would’ve dragged him down and staled him. He could even be bleeding
out somewhere deep within the forest, hoping someone would come to
his rescue.

A knight
in shiny armour, perhaps? Matthew’s mum did often complain he spent too long
polishing his…

His
mother, speaking of which, had not been told entirely of what he had been up to,
because she would completely lose it if she even came close to
suspecting that his searches were oftentimes leading him to spend
hours and hours wandering up and down the Grimm Forest, slashing
through vines and bushes, looking under rocks and into caves,
hoping to find anything that would turn the spark of hope in his
chest into a true fire – or perhaps something to extinguish it once
and for all.

Insofar,
no luck on either aspect. That only translated on him having to
hunt harder. The truth, they say, is out there. You just
need to know where to
look.

Besides,
up until that very night, he had not seen anything that
truly worried him among
the woods – word in the kingdom was that the forest was dark and
full of terrors, but he had seen no such thing lurking behind the
trees; no nymphs or goblins or man-eating birds or any of the other
monstrosities that he had grown up hearing about, the things that
made him scared of going to sleep with his window open.

But now
that he thought about it… that was probably the point.

He had
seen a curious thing or
two, but they were much more human-like than he had expected. For
one, he’d been quite surprised to see Lord Franz’s younger brother
sneaking around in the cloak of night, much too far from home than
a boy his age should be. Matthew had spotted him about half a dozen
times, but it didn’t look like Prince Finn had noticed
him.

It
wasn’t Finn he ran into
this time, however.

The
night was dark and cloudy, but not quite stormy just yet. Matthew
had been hours into his search, having embroidered himself deep within the woods; it
always surprised him how, no matter how much ground he covered the
day before, the next day managed to show him new paths he had never
seen before. The wind blew past the canopy of the trees, whistling
as it went by – the only sound he could hear aside from his own
breathing. Well, that and the uneven crunching of the fallen leaves
behind his back. That last bit was probably not normal,
though.

“Lord…Lord Hamish? Sire?” he called out, hand gripping tightly the handle of
his sword. Matthew turned around, praying that he would be greeted
with the sight of regent, and his quest would finally reach its
conclusion.

He was
met instead with a pair of glowing purple eyes staring at him
through the woods. They sat atop two rows of – he could only assume – very,
very
sharp teeth. They belonged to
what was surely meant to have been a wolf, but much bigger; which
said a lot, since wolves were already massive. Its coat was black
as night itself, with only the occasional tints of red scattered
through the fur, but those were not natural coloration: rather,
patches of dried blood the rains had not washed away.

Matthew
backed away instinctively. “Don’t – don’t come any closer”, he said, drawing his
sword, as if the thin silver blade would be able to do anything if
the beast decided to shred him to pieces.

The wolf
didn’t flinch. It made no mention of moving, either. Perhaps it was
luck, perhaps it was the
gashing wound on its left leg that the young knight failed to
notice, but rather than attacking, the animal slowly backed away,
sinking back into the dark until all that was left behind were the
memories of its eyes haunting Matthew.

That was, he
realized, perhaps the right time to return home.


CHAPTER TWO.

 THE LAKE PATH.


“I’m
telling you what I saw!” Matthew said, agitated.

“And I
believe you, sweetheart”, his mother said, without looking away
from the dishes, in that
kind of tone a mother often uses when they don’t actually believe
what their kid is saying, but they don’t want to come off as
dismissive, even though they are.

Matthew
knew that tone very well. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

His
mother made a funny
noise. “It’s not that I don’t believe you, darling, it’s just…
there hasn’t been a case of wolf spotting anywhere around here for
decades, is all.”

“I know what
I saw,
mother.”

“What did you see?”
came the inquiry from the other room. Rowan had come out of his
bedroom, wiping the sleep from his eyes, hair still looking like a
rat’s nest.

“None of your business”, he said, sharply.

“Wow. Touchy much?” Rowan laughed, sitting down next to
him. “What were you doing in the forest at that time of night,
anyway?”

“I was, uh, I was hunting.”

“Bullshit. No, you weren’t.”

“Was too!”

“You don’t even know how to. What, did you slash around with your stupid
sword?”

“It’s not a stupid sword, first of all”, Matthew said, pinching his fingers. “And
no – I used the bow and arrow dad made me last spring.”

“Right. The one that you don’t even know where it
is.”

“Do so. I gotta use it
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