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For faerie tale lovers

















Beauty in women is a treasure rare

Which we are weary of admiring;

But a sweet temper is a gift more fair

And better worth the youthful maid’s desiring.



Charles Perrault

Tales of Passed Times

Prologue
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In the realm of Eliedda, there once lived a very notorious hobgoblin. He was wicked, disagreeable and worst of all, in league with a demon. One day, the hobgoblin, feeling in a mischievous mood, made a looking glass like no other. It had the power to make anything good or beautiful reflected in it appear distorted. The most beautiful of landscapes looked dry and shrivelled. People looked hideous and nobody could recognise them. The world looked hideous and imperfect. 

The hobgoblin, proud of his cunning invention, showed it to his hobgoblin friends declaring that this is how the world should really look. He took the looking glass everywhere for the amusement of the hobgoblins of the faerie world. They wished to take it up to heaven to see how ugly the angels would look in its reflection. However, the higher they flew the more slippery the looking glass became. It slipped from their hands, fell to earth and smashed into many pieces. 

The looking glass now caused more trouble than ever before. Some fragments were as small as a grain of sand; they flew upon the wind to every kingdom in the land. When one of these tiny specks flew into a person’s eye, it became stuck there. From that moment on, they only saw the worst in everything before their eyes. Splinters that pierced the heart were the worst of all, as they made a person become cold and hard possessing a heart of ice. The more glass that entered the body, the worse the changes and only a selfless act or an act of self-sacrifice by those afflicted could bring about a cure, but most became far too selfish to discover this. All this delighted the demon and hobgoblin. They laughed at the mischief and the misfortune of those afflicted. 

A few glass fragments broke into large pieces. The demon placed one of these into the frame of a looking glass and used it to carry out an evil deed. He then searched for more than one hundred years for another large fragment. Eventually, he found two mirrors containing the hobgoblin’s glass. He enchanted them with dark magic and set upon an evil plan.



Chapter One
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It was mid-winter in Turia, and large flakes of snow had fallen to the ground, covering the earth with a glistening blanket of white. Queen Eleanor sat on a window seat looking out at the wintry scene before her. The well-thumbed book in her hand had remained on the same page for the last half hour. Bright orange flames of a roaring fire crackled in the fireplace. Eleanor’s cheeks flushed, as she felt far too warm and wished for a walk outside to take in some fresh air. She left the window seat and requested her lady-in-waiting to bring her cloak.

 “Your Majesty, it is freezing outside, would it not be better to sit on the far side of the room away from the fire?” she suggested. 

Eleanor did not agree. “Hurry and fetch it as the heat in this chamber stifles me. The cool air will revive me. My nausea has now passed, so you have no need to be concerned for me.” Her rose-pink lips curled into a warm smile and her grey eyes twinkled with humour. “Would you rather I fetch it myself?”

 “Certainly not,” said her lady-in-waiting, who hurried to bring the cloak. The Queen had a kind and compassionate nature. She proved this to her subjects with her charity to the poor and needy and treating her servants with respect. All loved and respected her in return. With her husband King Eldwin, she ruled the kingdom of Turia with wisdom and justice.

 Her lady-in-waiting returned with a blue velvet cloak lined with black silk. She placed it around Eleanor’s shoulders and closed its silver fastener, and then both made their way along the stone-flagged corridors to the garden. Ruhan Castle had beautiful gardens, and Eleanor spent many hours there. Colourful shrubs and flowers of every kind adorned the garden’s borders. They walked along the snow-cleared path towards the scented herb garden, which served a culinary and medicinal purpose. Although many of the herbs lay dormant throughout the winter, a few herbs prevailed: rosemary, thyme and mint. Eleanor stooped down and picked a few green sprigs of each. Gently crushing them in the palm of her hand, she inhaled their sweet, earthy fragrance. Instructing her lady-in-waiting to leave her until she called for her, she headed towards her favourite part of the gardens: the rose garden. 

A hardy bush of blood-red roses still bloomed within the bare garden. She brushed away the sprinkling of crystallised snow from the crimson petals with her fingers and inhaled the heady fragrance of the largest of the blooms. In doing so, she pricked her forefinger on a rose thorn. Three drops of ruby-red blood fell from her finger onto the white covered ground below. She gazed at the stark contrast of the red blood against the white of the snow. She then ran her hands along her swollen stomach and smiled as her thoughts turned to the infant she carried: I wish to have a daughter whose skin will be as fair as snow, lips as red as blood and hair as black as a raven’s wings. 

This child had been a long time in coming. Eleanor’s pregnancy had not been an easy one. The King worried about her health and surrounded her with physicians and servants. She loved her husband but felt overwhelmed by so much fuss and attention and often took refuge in her beloved rose garden. 

The intensity of the breeze that wafted around the garden increased. Eleanor felt icy-cold and pulled the hood of her cloak over her ebony-black hair. Suddenly, the breeze turned into a fierce gust of wind and Eleanor started as she felt a sharp, stabbing sensation in her chest. She doubled over and cried out in pain. When she straightened, her blissful mood had vanished, only to be replaced with feelings of anger and hostility. The warmth in her eyes faded and an unfamiliar rage rose within her as she tore at the rose blooms. She plucked them from the bush and crushed them in her hands. As the petals crumbled, she threw the remains onto the ground. To her the roses were imperfect and their scent repulsed her. 

A very different Queen Eleanor returned to the castle that day. 
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King Eldwin did not notice the change in his wife until they sat down to dinner. “How are you my dear, did you have a pleasant day?” he asked. 

She replied with a harshness he had never encountered before: “No, I did not,” she snapped. “You were out hunting all day. I endured an insufferable day of boredom within these castle walls.”

 “Are you unwell?”

 “I am as well as one can be, carrying your child,” she replied. Eldwin’s brow creased with concern as he examined his wife’s features. The look in her eyes once filled with love and gentleness now appeared harsh and forbidding. When the servants brought their dinner, she criticised all the food placed in front of her. She found the vegetable soup too hot, the chicken too cold and greasy. Nothing was to her satisfaction. She eventually excused herself with complaints of a headache and retired to her bedchamber. 

Eldwin went to Eleanor’s chamber later that evening. Although they had separate rooms, they always slept together in the same bed. Their marriage was one of love, not convenience. Theirs was also an equal marriage, as Eleanor had granted Eldwin the Crown Matrimonial, enabling them to co-reign. 

Eleanor’s maid prepared her mistress for bed. As Eldwin entered the room, she ordered the maid to leave. He encircled his wife in his arms; she did not return his embrace. When he attempted to press his lips to hers, she turned her head away. He grew angry. “Eleanor, what the blazes is the matter with you?”

“Nothing,” she replied. The look in her eyes told a different story, as they flashed with anger. After clearing her throat she said, “From tonight I want to sleep alone.”

 Flabbergasted, he grasped her arms. “We have never spent a night apart since we married.” Ignoring the look of anguish in his hazel eyes, she glared at him.

“Release me. You are hurting me.” His strong hands trembled as he released his grip and gazed deep into her eyes. 

“I will not beg, Eleanor. There is a great change in you today. I do not know what has happened, but I intend to find out.” 

She met his loving gaze with coldness and spoke between gritted teeth, “There is nothing to seek.” Turning away from him, she picked up her hairbrush from the dressing table, pulled a few strokes through her hair, and then threw it back down. “I will catch a chill standing here in this flimsy nightgown. You must leave. I need to sleep.” 

Eldwin clenched his fists in frustration. He gripped Eleanor’s shoulders and turned her to face him. She stiffened and flinched as he ran a finger along the side of her face, swept her hair back from her shoulders and gently kissed her cheek. Placing a hand over her heart, he whispered, “Our hearts used to beat as one.” She remained silent. His voice cracked as he said, “I love you. My love, for you, is eternal.” His wife looked again at him. A cold and heartless stare now replaced the look of love in her eyes. He sighed, turned from her and marched towards the door, slamming it shut as he left the room. 

Word spread throughout the castle; Queen Eleanor had been enchanted or cursed. Eldwin barely recognised the woman he had married. Many thought she was possessed, and they feared her. She now screamed orders to her servants, punishing anyone who displeased her and threatened them with floggings. The Queen ordered many thrown into the dungeons on a whim. King Eldwin, however, refused to allow his wife to carry out her threats. Her temper tantrums became so violent he had her imprisoned in her rooms for a month. He sought medical advice from far and wide. Having searched the whole of Eliedda, not one person, could give him the answers he sought. They thought the pregnancy had some blame, and she would return to normal after the birth of the child. Eldwin held onto that hope, but his heart grew weary with worry. 

In time, Eleanor gave birth to a healthy baby girl and the kingdom rejoiced. She felt no love for the child, even when she first set eyes on her. The midwife placed the baby into her arms, and Eleanor stared into her daughter’s blue-grey eyes, but her heart remained cold and hard. She passed the baby straight away to her maid and ordered a wet nurse, Agnes, to attend to the child. Eleanor abhorred the thought of the infant feeding from her own breasts. The idea repulsed her. What should have been a moment of tenderness and love between a mother and her child did not go unnoticed by the king. His wife remained unchanged, his heart saddened, and he mourned for the loss of his tender, loving Eleanor. 

Three days after the baby princess’s birth her baptism took place. She was named Khione, after the mythological goddess of snow. Eleanor looked down from the frosty window in her bedchamber, as the procession entered the chapel for the christening service. She had excused herself from attending, feigning fatigue. 

Turning from the window she returned to her armchair, retrieved the embroidery work she had left upon the chair’s arm and started to embroider as if her life depended upon it. When her maid entered the room with a tray of food, she refused to eat and ordered her to return later in the day, to dress her for the evening’s christening party. Even though Eldwin did not expect her to attend, Eleanor did not wish to miss the opportunity to be the centre of attention. 

That evening, guests dressed in all their finery filled the Great Hall. Many dignitaries, kings, and queens from neighbouring kingdoms attended the party. Eldwin entered the hall proudly carrying Khione, his heart full of love for his beautiful baby daughter. When she looked at her father, he stroked her raven-black hair and planted a kiss on her forehead. She gurgled and beamed at him and for the first time in many months, Eldwin smiled.

 Eleanor entered the Great Hall and took her place beside her husband. Eldwin took in her appearance: glossy black hair braided and pinned up with golden hair combs, skin milky white against the crimson red of her gown. Her beauty shone like the necklace of gold and glittering rubies she wore — Eldwin had given it to her as a wedding gift. She gave her husband an enigmatic smile and turned her attention to the guests. Her grey eyes glowed with excitement as she saw their admiring glances. The many compliments she received gave her great pleasure. For all the coldness in her heart, she found delight at declarations of her beauty. 

The infant princess received gifts from many kingdoms. A dark-haired man, dressed in black robes approached Eleanor. He bowed as he presented her with a gift. “I am Alor, Your Majesty. This gift is not for the princess. It is for you. Only a woman as beautiful as you deserves such a gift.” Pleased with the flattery she accepted the gift from the mysterious stranger with dark soulless eyes and flawless skin with a pale complexion.

 “Thank you, it is exquisite.” Eleanor admired the oval-shaped mirror surrounded by an ornate gilt frame. King Eldwin looked at the mirror, then at Alor, eyeing him with caution. 

“I think you will find it most useful, ma’am. You must hang it on the wall of your bedchamber, taking care that nobody but yourself should look into it.” Alor bowed again, and then returned to the crowded party. As he turned and walked away from her, a wide smile spread across his face. He left the Great Hall and exited the castle. Upon passing under the portcullis and through the large oak doors of the castle, he began to laugh, a crazed demonic laugh. 

At her request, Eleanor’s servants hung the mirror in her bedchamber that evening. In her eagerness, she left the christening party early. She usually detested looking at her reflection, but for a strange reason, she felt an urgent compulsion to look at herself in this mirror. She entered the room and removed the silk scarf covering the stranger’s gift. Eleanor had given orders for it to remain covered and no one should look into it but herself as Alor had instructed. When she saw her reflection, she was overjoyed. Her eyes sparkled, and her face glowed with radiance and beauty, her cupid’s bow lips appeared to be full, red and enticing. At no other time had she appeared so beautiful. Extreme vanity filled her stony heart.

 She preened before the mirror then spoke aloud, “Who is the fairest in the land?” The glass began to glow, and she stood back in shock. 

A green light shone from within, and a hooded figure appeared and spoke with a deep tone, “You, Queen Eleanor are the fairest in the land.” She stared at the figure in astonishment. “Are you real?” 

“Oh, yes, I am the heart and soul of the magic mirror. I know everything, see all and only speak the truth.” Eleanor marvelled at this wonderful gift. She had no idea who had given it to her, nor did she care. She was the fairest in the land, and it contented her. As the months went by, she consulted her magic mirror often, needing constant reassurance of her beauty.

Eldwin watched as his wife became more and more detached from himself and their daughter. He became both father and mother to his little girl, and he loved her dearly. She returned his love tenfold. Her love was a balm for his wounded heart. He found in Khione all the goodness that once belonged to Eleanor; she had a pure heart and extreme kindness. Eleanor felt no jealousy of the close relationship between father and daughter. She encouraged them to spend as much time together as possible. When Khione embraced and kissed her mother, she knew she did not relish it. However, she loved her mother unconditionally and hoped that one day she would return her embrace.



Chapter Two

[image:  ]

As Princess Khione grew from infancy to childhood, she craved more and more for her mother to show her affection. At five years old, she asked her mother, “Do you love me?”

 Eleanor hesitated before answering, “All mothers love their child.” 

The child’s intense gaze searched her mother’s face in hope of spotting a softening of her features or a sign of love in her eyes, but she found none. “You do not love me, Mother. A lick on the face from your hunting dogs would please you more than a kiss from me. Father loves me and says I should love both my parents.

 I wish you would love me, and I will try to make you.” She slid her small, slight fingers into her mother’s hand and smiled.

Eleanor glanced down at Khione. Her daughter had inherited her looks: grey eyes, striking features and black wavy locks. To the child’s dismay, she pushed her hand away, made for the bedchamber door and left the room without speaking. Tears welled in Khione’s eyes and rolled down her pale cheeks.

In the two years that passed, Khione often overheard her parents arguing or raising their voices to one another. One afternoon she witnessed her father leaving her mother’s chambers after an argument. After he had crossed the chamber threshold, he leaned against the door and gripped the door latch. All of a sudden, the blood drained from his face. He fell to the floor, his face contorted in pain, one hand clutching at his chest. Khione screamed and ran to her father’s side, sobbing with fear. She clutched at his hands and ordered him to stand upright. The servants, who also witnessed the scene, rushed to King Eldwin’s aid and carried him to his bed. A physician was sent for and hurried to the king’s bedchamber. Shortly after arriving, he requested to speak with the queen. He did not have good news for her. Her husband was gravely ill, as he had suffered a serious heart attack. He could not be certain that he would recover.

Eleanor showed not an iota of emotion as the physician gave his prognosis, as always, she remained indifferent. However, Khione did not take the news well and insisted on remaining with her father at his bedside, refusing to leave him. She prayed he would recover and feared what her life would become without him. After five days had passed, Eldwin’s condition deteriorated. Many of his officials were present in his bedchamber, as they did not expect him to last the night. 

Eldwin requested his wife come to his bedside. When she entered the room, all eyes fell upon her. In the deathly silence of the room, the only sounds Khione could hear were the rasping, laboured breathing of her father and the rustling of the skirts of her mother’s red satin gown as she approached his bed. Eldwin could barely be seen amongst the white cotton pillows and grey woollen blankets piled upon his bed. Heavy damask curtains half-enclosed The King’s rosewood carved four-poster bed; the bed he had been born in. “Eleanor, you must take care of Khione, you must learn to love our child,” he gasped. Although weak, he mustered the strength to take his wife’s hand in his. “You must promise me, Eleanor.”

 She looked at her dying husband’s ashen face. Dark circles encompassed his eyes; grey streaked his once chestnut brown hair. Her words conveyed no emotion, sadness or pain, “I will do what I can,” she said.

 Eldwin gazed at his wife and his precious daughter, her eyes red from weeping. He gave her a weak smile and addressed her, “Weep no more my dearest child. Remember you are loved. Your face will be the last one I look upon.” Eleanor attempted to remove her hand from Eldwin’s, but he gripped it as hard as his failing body would allow. “I will love you both always,” he whispered. The light died from his eyes, and he breathed his final breath. 

Khione became hysterical, sobbing and screaming, “Father, Father, do not leave me!” She threw herself onto his lifeless body and wept bitter tears. Eleanor prised her dead husband’s fingers from her hand and tried to lift her daughter from the bed, but Khione clutched her father even closer and screamed at her mother, “You killed him! You killed him and I hate you!” She then turned on her mother and beat her with her fists. Eleanor ordered her lady-in-waiting and maid to remove the distraught child from the room. Khione kicked and screamed, but her strength was no match for the two women. As they removed the child, her screams echoed throughout the castle. 

Members of the Privy Council were present to witness the passing of their king. Approaching Eleanor, the lord privy councillor asked, “Are you well, Your Majesty?”

 “Of course,” she replied. “Funeral arrangements need to be made as soon as possible.”

 “Yes, Your Majesty,” he replied.

 Without another word, Eleanor left the bedchamber. The observers in the room whispered amongst themselves. They wondered at the lack of the queen’s emotion throughout the terrible event and thought that perhaps she had no love for King Eldwin or even no heart at all. 

Khione’s world had now turned upside down. For days, she could neither sleep nor eat and to make matters worse her mother cruelly ignored her. She found some comfort in her maid and former wet nurse. Agnes wiped away her tears, stroked her hair, and sang to her. She consoled her at night when she woke up crying and in despair. In essence, Agnes became her substitute mother.

 On the day of her father’s state funeral, Khione reluctantly looked out from her bedchamber window. Eleanor would not allow her to attend. She watched as her mother and the black dressed courtiers approached the chapel. An ink-black gauzy veil covered Eleanor’s face, and she carried a single red rose bloom, cut from the rose garden. She gave the appearance of a wife in mourning for her husband. In truth, an empty void filled her unfeeling heart.

 The love she had once felt for Eldwin had long gone. Even dressed in her black silk mourning clothes Eleanor still looked striking. She, of course, knew this; she had consulted her mirror that morning. She asked, “Looking-glass, tell me true. Who is the fairest, tell me who?” 

The mirror answered, “Queen Eleanor, you are the fairest.” She smiled with a keen pleasure at those words. During the funeral service, many wept, but Eleanor remained stoic, her face a picture of serenity and calm. She placed the rose on the lid Eldwin’s oak coffin. The bearers then lowered the coffin into the family crypt.

 All in the Kingdom of Turia mourned for the loss of their king. They also feared a future without him. The people knew how much Eleanor had changed. They feared what she would be capable of without her husband’s intervention. Unchecked, the full extent of her heartless persona would soon show itself. The moment she arrived back from the funeral service, Eleanor demanded her gardener remove all the rose bushes, shrubs, herb garden, plants and trees. She treated her servants and courtiers with contempt, dismissing those who did not pander to her outrageous demands. Eleanor surrounded herself with like-minded people and those who flattered her vanity. She became paranoid and believed many plotted to overthrow her and seize the throne, and the kingdom, now dubbed by the townsfolk as the Kingdom of Ice, due to the coldness of her rule. Those who did seek to remove her found strong opposition. She used bribery to ensure she kept her position.

 The magic mirror told her who hated her. Trials for treason and executions became commonplace. The once peaceful kingdom of Turia would come close to war with the neighbouring kingdoms if they questioned Eleanor’s sanity. When she consulted her mirror and received news of another fairer than she, the offending females were banished from Turia. If they refused to leave, she would dispatch her personal guard, to threaten, maim, or imprison offenders. On one occasion, she paid her huntsman to kill a noblewoman who escaped imprisonment. Eleanor believed her beauty was her source of power. As long as she remained the fairest in the land, the kingdom would be hers. 

Grief and sorrow filled Khione’s heart as she witnessed her mother’s monstrous behaviour. Her mother forbid her to dine with her after she had asked what had happened to her lady-in-waiting. Eleanor’s lady-in-waiting had become so distressed by the queen’s despotic behaviour she left Turia with her entire family.The despotic queen’s family members also abandoned court.  

Khione now ate all meals in her bedchamber. Banished from her mother’s presence, the child became even closer to Agnes. She played with Agnes’s daughter Gerda. She was of the same age as Khione. The girls often played in the remains of the castle gardens. Every rose, flowerbed, and tree had now gone, the grass on the lawns had withered and died. “Gerda, I wish we were sisters,” said Khione.

 “So do I,” said the little flame-haired girl. “Why did the queen take the flowers and trees away?” 

Khione shook her head. “I do not know. The garden looks like a graveyard.” As she spoke, a solitary sparrow perched on her shoulder and started to twitter. For a moment she looked a little alarmed, but nonetheless, she turned her head towards the bird and replied, “Yes it is such a shame little sparrow. There are no trees for you to build a nest.” 

“Did you understand the bird?” asked Gerda.

 Her green eyes widened in surprise at her friend’s reply. “Yes, that is strange and strangest of all, it understood me.” The sparrow tweeted again and flew away. Khione smiled. 

“What did he say?” asked Gerda 

“She said she would build her nest in the Forsaken Forest.” 

“We must tell my mother,” gasped Gerda. “The last one to the castle is a troll.” The girls giggled and raced over the withered lawn and headed towards the servant’s entrance of the grey stone castle. Agnes feigned surprise at what the girls told her. She did not believe them but pacified them by listening to their story. 

“You have a special gift,” she said. When she saw Khione’s face light up in delight, she did not have the heart to scold the child about making up tales. However, Khione spoke the truth; she did understand everything the bird had said.
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Six years passed by. Khione, now thirteen years old, had grown not only in height but also in beauty, with long black hair that accentuated her delicate and flawless pale skin, soulful grey eyes framed with long black lashes and a full cupid’s bow mouth. Khione’s cheerful warmth and kind-hearted nature contrasted with the gloomy atmosphere often found within Ruhan Castle. She still met Gerda every day in the garden. Only there they were free to talk. Birds and animals also visited her there; they told her news from outside the castle walls. 

One day, feeling in high spirits and without care, she ran down the castle corridors. She collided with her mother, who had not noticed her until it was too late. Eleanor let out a scream and scolded her, “For goodness sake child! Take care how you pass through the corridors.” 

“I am so sorry, Mother. Please forgive me.” Eleanor stared at Khione for a while. Much time had passed since she last saw her. She saw much of herself and her father’s features in her face; she also noticed how pretty she had become. The blue silk gown she wore accentuated her figure, giving her the appearance of a lovely young woman.

 Eleanor frowned with displeasure. “Where are you going in such a hurry?”

“Outdoors, to the garden,” she replied.

 Eleanor may not have seen much of Khione in the preceding years, but she heard much gossip within the castle, gossip about her daughter. “Are you going to talk to your animal friends?” 

Khione’s face became downcast. She had thought she had concealed her gift from her mother. “No, I am going to meet with Gerda and walk around the castle gardens.”

 Eleanor gave a wry smile. “I have heard rumours Khione, some of them not pleasant. They say you are insane or bewitched. No normal person would claim such things.” 

“I am not insane,” retorted Khione, anger flashing in her eyes.

 “So be it,” said her mother, as she continued on her way. All of a sudden, she halted and turned. “I shall be holding court. I want you to join me in the Throne Room in half an hour, be punctual.” 

This puzzled Khione, she had never once asked her to attend court. She also detected a hint of sarcasm in the tone of her voice. Khione exited the castle and went in search of Gerda to inform her of her mother’s wishes. She then returned indoors and entered the Throne Room. Glancing around the vast room, clad with darkly stained oak panels and dark red velvet curtains, she noticed no one from the court there, apart from her mother who stood talking to an anxious Agnes, her face streaked with tears. A feeling of dread overcame Khione. Apart from her mother and Agnes, the only other people in the room were three of her mother’s guards. One of them coughed as she entered the room. 

“Ah, there you are,” said her mother. “Agnes has been speaking to me about you, and she tells me you talk to the dead.” 

“She told you no such thing,” Khione retorted.

“Is this true Agnes? You would not lie to your queen.” More tears ran down Agnes’s face. She looked scared as she nodded.

 A trace of a sardonic smile appeared on Eleanor’s lips. “Such a pity to find the rumours about my daughter are true. People will say you are a witch and beg me to have you burned at the stake. The guards are here to escort you to your new room. We cannot have anyone else know your secret.” 

“Lies, all lies,” shouted Khione. Filled with panic she ran toward the door, but the guards stepped out in front of her, blocking her exit.



Chapter Three

[image:  ]

The bright sun shone down on the meadow. Khione lay on the soft, sweet and earthy scented grass and inhaled the subtle perfume of the flowers. With a feeling of blissful contentment, she rose from her green bed and strolled through a meadow blanketed with daisies and buttercups. Warmth flowed through her as she floated on a cloud of happiness. The cloudless sky suddenly darkened, turning from azure blue to a dark shade of grey. In the distance, a great winged beast flew in her direction at great speed. She turned to run, but her legs would not carry her fast enough. The beast—which she now recognised as a griffin—extended its talons; swooping down, it grabbed her and pulled her into the darkened sky. She screamed in terror, her body jolted, and she woke. 

Khione shuddered and sighed, grateful that it was a dream, albeit an unpleasant one. Even in her dreams, she found no peace or solace. Darkness always lay in wait to destroy her happiness. Sitting upright, she looked around her room. The melancholic grey stone walls of her spartan room in the North Tower surrounded her. A faded tapestry and red brocade curtains covering a tiny window provided a rare glimpse of colour. The sun entered the room on rare occasions; therefore, the room had a permanent cold and gloomy atmosphere. 

The princess had spent eighteen months of imprisonment in this room. She recalled how the guards had hauled her to the North Tower on the orders of her mother, who had declared her own daughter insane, insisting that imprisoning her was for her own safety. She no longer craved her mother’s love, as she now understood that Eleanor had shown her no affection and detested her. With her father gone and abandoned by her mother, she was in a sense orphaned. Since her father’s death and the banishment of Agnes and Gerda, she had longed to experience a life filled with love and happiness once more. Thoughts of escaping from the castle and her mundane existence kept her sanity intact. 

Khione’s gaze fell upon a small wooden bookcase tucked in a corner of the tiny room. These meagre supplies of books were now her only form of education. The red and black leather-bound tomes consisted of religious and court etiquette instructions, geography, mathematics and history. 

Looking out from the small window to the world below became Khione’s only source of amusement. On occasion, birds hopped onto the window ledge to speak with her. They informed her of the happenings in the world. The sparrow to whom she had first spoken became a frequent visitor. She had built her nest in the Forsaken Forest and raised a family. When the fledgelings flew away after the spring to start a life of their own, her visits to Khione became more frequent. Khione once asked the sparrow— whose name was Aya, “Why is it called the Forsaken Forest?”

Aya thought for a while and then answered. “I believe it is because the Fae, the collective name for all the faerie folk and mythical creatures, live there alone. Ordinary folk forsook the forest. Many years ago, the Fae fought a war against the king and when neither side conceded defeat, they agreed that faekind would live only in the forest, on the condition they would not be subjected to the monarch’s rules and be left in peace.” 

Aya told her tales about the faeries living in the forest. She had befriended many of the Fae, although there were some she disliked. The sparrow avoided the dark faeries and the hobgoblins who resided there. She despised one in particular by the name of Blagdon. He often boasted about a magic looking-glass he had created. It became a source of much mischief and evil. Khione delighted in the visits from her feathered friend and apart from the servants who came to her room three or four times a day, no one else kept her company. 

A loud noise of keys rattling and the door creaking open startled Khione. Two women entered the room, one with food on a silver tray, another with a bowl of water for the washstand. Even though she washed daily, she still had dirt under her fingernails and her hair was in a dreadful state. It had been some time since she had been able to take a bath. “Your breakfast, Your Royal Highness,” announced a tall, stout maid, as she laid the silver tray on Khione’s bed. 

“Thank you, Joanna,” said Khione. The other maid contrasted with Joanna, she was short and sour-faced. She ran her eyes over Khione and scowled as she replaced the water bowl on the small table beside her bed and proceeded to light a fire in the narrow fireplace. Khione watched as she struck the fire striker against a flint stone to make a spark. The fire took some time to light as a strong wind blew down the flue. Eventually, it ignited and began to burn. 

Khione took a bite from the bread and cheese on her tray. “Are there any apples left?”

 “None at all. It is winter now, and the last of the apples are gone,” replied Joanna. Apples were Khione’s favourite fruit and amongst her favourite apples were the sweet red ones harvested in the autumn. Khione looked again at her grubby nails. “Can I take a bath today?” 

This time the sour-faced maid, Delora, answered. “No chance of that, the water in the pumps is frozen.” Delora straightened tutted at the sight of the soot on her hands and wiped them on her crisp, white apron. Khione sighed with resignation. Amongst the many privileges her mother denied her, she did not consider her personal hygiene to be one of them.  

Joanna’s reply contradicted Delora, “We will see.” 

Delora glowered at Joanna. “Have we not got enough tasks,” she grumbled as she made her way to the chamber door. Joanna followed behind her. They both withdrew from the room, locking the door behind them. 

Later that morning Khione heard the rattle of keys again and the door opened. The maids entered the chamber with a bathing tub, leaving the door ajar. Noticing this, Khione seized the opportunity and pushed past them. She darted past an open-mouthed Joanna out into the corridor. When she reached the door at the end of the narrow corridor and pushed against it, she found it locked. Out of desperation, she kicked and banged on it, in the hope that it would open. 

Delora came after her down the passage. “You cannot pass through there, not without this.” She held up a large iron key ring with many keys hanging from it. Smirking she rattled it in front of Khione’s face. In an attempt to snatch the keys from her hand, she lunged at Delora, but the maid stepped back and pulled them out of her reach. “Oh no, Madam. You are not leaving here.”

 Khione, angry that her hopes of escape had failed, rammed her shoulder into Delora’s chest, making her wobble, lose her balance, and fall. Khione dived onto the floor and grabbed the keys. Racing to the door, she pushed a key into the lock, but to her dismay, it did not fit. Before she had time to try another key in the lock, both maids were upon her. Delora grasped her hair and pulled her head back. Khione screamed in pain and kicked her on the leg. “You are hurting me you old heifer!”

She slapped the girl across the face. “Cease your cursing you bloody witch. Cunning and evil you are too.” Delora then grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her with force against the stone wall, smashing her head against it. As she slid down the wall, all around her became black.

 A long time passed before Khione came round. She found herself back inside the chamber lying on the bed, a sharp throbbing pain piercing her skull. When she opened her eyes, her blurred vision made out a figure standing beside the window. She heard the sound of footsteps as they approached and the figure asked how she fared. Khione groaned. “Joanna I have such an ache in my head.”

 Joanna handed her a goblet filled with water. “Here, drink this. It will help with the pain.”

 She took the goblet, swallowed the bitter liquid and returned it to her. “Where is the other one?” 

“Do you mean Delora? She has gone to the laundry room. I am sorry for her behaviour.”

 “One day she will be sorry.”

 “Do not say that. She is just bad-tempered, besides your mother would have our heads if you escape.” 

Khione laid her head back on her pillow and winced in pain. “I hate my mother. She is evil and cruel to everyone.”

 “It was not always that way,” sighed Joanna. “She was once a kinder and gentler person, and then she changed. I knew her well as I was her maid.”

As she looked up at Joanna, Khione noticed her vision becoming clearer. Joanna had plain but pleasant features and concern in her piercing pale blue eyes. She was the polar opposite of Delora in looks as well as temperament. “Mother never showed me any kindness. Why do you stay here in this wretched castle?” 

“I know no other life,” she replied. “I must leave now, and you must try to rest for a while. I spoke to the physician. He told me he would come to see you this evening. If he questions what has happened, tell him you fell backwards and struck your head.” 

“Why should I protect Delora?”

 Joanna clasped her hands in front of her and pleaded. “Please, Your Highness. Say nothing about today. She is my sister and the only kin I have.” 

Khione agreed to say nothing and when Joanna left the chamber, she wept with bitter disappointment. Now she knew about the severe punishment her mother would mete out if she had escaped, she felt more trapped than ever. However, she would never let anyone die because of her wish to be free. She closed her weary eyes and wallowed in her misery. 

After one hour had passed, a tap, tap, tap came upon the window. Khione hastened to the window and tapped it with her fingertips. Today’s visitor was a chubby white bird whom she had named Gifford. He appeared to be a cross between a dove and a heron. She had not seen anything like him before. Unlike Aya, Gifford understood all human languages. “Good day Gifford,” said Khione.

“Good day, my princess,” he replied. 

“What news do you have for me?”

 Gifford tweeted away with the day’s gossip. He complained about the frost that made it difficult for him to find any worms. He told Khione how the kitchen maids threw breadcrumbs to the birds and scoffed that the birds were simpletons for eating it, as once he ate some bread and it swelled up in his stomach giving him a belly ache for many days. She laughed at this revelation; however, Gifford did not find it amusing.

“I visited your sparrow friend Aya yesterday. A hobgoblin named Blagdon drove her to distraction by cutting down her tree with the help of some peculiar looking man. He looked like the devil dressed head to toe in black and with the ugliest face I ever did see.” 

“He does not sound pleasant.” 

“They are not pleasant and very disagreeable. They made a huge bonfire with the branches of the tree and smoke spread throughout the forest forcing many birds to leave their surroundings. I believe they did that deliberately.”

 “Perhaps they did,” said Khione. 

Gifford strutted up and down the window ledge as he narrated the events. “Two wood elves came to scold them for their destructive behaviour, not that they would pay any heed. Later in the day, Blagdon and his friend received another visitor: A tall beautiful woman dressed in white, who reminded me of a white witch. The man in black gave the woman a mirror. I heard nothing of their conversation, as I did not wish to venture too near. I suspect they would have stuffed me in a pie if they had caught me.” 

“You must take care, Gifford.” 

Gifford increased his pacing of the ledge. “I am most careful, Princess. Now I am coming to the end of my narration. After the woman in white had taken possession of the mirror, she soon departed on a white sleigh pulled by two enormous reindeer and after this, I hurried to leave myself.”

Khione listened to Gifford’s story with interest. She had little knowledge of the secret world of the Forsaken Forest, or of the two inhabitants who were responsible for much of the misery in her young life.
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Chapter Four
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In the Kingdom of Agraunia, a large population lived in the overcrowded town of Bracan. With a shortage of houses in the town, many inhabitants resided in small rooms or garrets. In two opposing garrets, the roofs of their neighbouring houses were almost joined, but for a small gap. In each roof was a small window, so close in proximity that one could step across from one window to the other. The families that lived in the opposing garrets grew herbs and kitchen vegetables in a large wooden box that rested on the window ledge of each garret. In another box, a little rose bush grew.

 One day the families agreed to place the wooden boxes across from window ledge to window ledge. They then shared the small crops they grew and enjoyed the sight and scent of the sweet peas and fragrant blooms that trailed from the rose bush. 

That summer a boy and girl from the garret rooms, Kai and Gerda, became more acquainted. Kai had been born in the very same garret fifteen years ago. Gerda, along with her mother Agnes, had arrived in Bracan in the springtime. The girl’s father had passed away when she was young. Queen Eleanor had banished both Agnes and Gerda from Turia. They mourned for the loss of their former existence, but Agnes was thankful she had escaped with their lives. Nonetheless, she often feared what would become of Khione. The only relative they had in Agraunia was
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