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      This novella has been written by a human creative and was edited by humans. Generative AI tools have had no part in the creation of this book, its characters, or the world.

      This is a work of fiction. It is the combined product of the collective subconscious as transmitted by the students of human potential and transformation, including but not limited to Viktor Frankl, Mary Morrissey, Henry David Thoreau, the Greek Philosphers and Napoleon Hill, and the imagination of the author. Any similarities to the real world are either a product of the human experience, we are humans with shared emotions, experiences, and responses, or entirely coincidental. Now, leave this boring real-world stuff and enter a new realm of daring adventures.
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      Thank you for picking up this book, I really hope you enjoy it. I absolutely love fairytales! So much, that I’ve written this collection of my own invented ones and you can get two for FREE! Yes, you read that right. The Companion’s Tale, a story about how important it is to define a dream before we can set out to make it a reality in our lives is permafree on most retail sites. You can download your copy here. And The Sewing Princess, which examines how to test a dream to ensure that it is worthy of us and won’t undermine who we are or who we strive to be, is exclusive to my subscribers. You can access it by signing up to my newsletter.

      While fairytales and retellings have taken up much of my focus in writing, ideas have come to me from many places and that means I write in several different subgenres of fantasy. However, the one thing that tethers all my stories together is my passion for our human ability to transform hardship into success.

      For this reason, many of my books deal with the difficulties life tends to throw at us but my characters almost always come out the other side stronger and more resilient—and happy. Yes, I do write tragedies on occasion, but this read isn’t one of those. As with all my writing, this book does explore difficult topics that specifically relate to post-traumatic stress, resentment, hatred, evil perpetuated through thoughtless actions, physical harm, contemplation of self-harm, and verbal abuse.

      I have always learned through reading and found that resilience is built through exposure. I have grieved, feared, and overcome dark days from the comfort of my living room, vicariously experiencing life through the eyes of my favourite characters. And doing so has made me stronger, and better able to face the hardships life has thrown at me because I have not been coddled and sheltered. I haven’t had my first encounter with true evil be in the real world. I have seen it acted out in the lives of the characters I adore, and they have guided me through the tough times I have experienced myself. It is for that reason I wish to continue to share the experiences or ideas that have driven me to think long and hard about hardship in a way so that other people, just like you, might have the same benefit of resilience from my own books as I have had from the reading journeys I’ve enjoyed.

      Of course, if you have personally experienced hardships like the ones explored in these pages and are struggling with the scars life has left you with, please put your own wellbeing first. More than anything, my purpose in fostering psychological resilience is to support those who’ve never had an experience of this sort so they have the opportunity to feel and think, to grow their compassion for those who have experienced something like this particular form of hardship, and to hopefully also provide enough of a foundation to help avoid situations that could lead to this kind of hardship in real life, or to overcome it with resilient strength when faced with it. We are not alone in these experiences, but we can’t know that unless we experience it in some way. I hope to provide a “safe space” for readers to experience particular hardships so they can confront the difficulties of life with their eyes open.

      We grow when we stretch the comfort zone, but I don’t endorse shattering it. Do what is right for you on your own path.

      In the times we live in, I feel it necessary to state openly that I do not use generative AI in any way during the process of my writing. The ideas, formulations, worlds, characters, and stories I create are all the product of my own imagination combined with my personal experiences or those of friends and family that have pushed me to examine my thoughts and feelings. All the research, writing, and editing of this book were done by humans. In all honesty, the situation with generative AI we are living at the moment resurfaces memories of one of my favourite children’s books, Momo by Michael Ende (author of The Neverending Story). It may be an obscure tale, but even though it was published in 1973 and was already relevant at the time with its pointed allegory of modern life and “time-saving measures”, this story has become my “anthem” for the times we are living now. If you’re not familiar with it, do yourself a favour and read it. And no, it’s not a “children’s book”. Not really. I believe wholeheartedly that it’s actually a novel for adults disguised as a children’s book because Ende knew adults wouldn’t read it, so it was better to plant the seeds in the children so they’d be more aware as adults. That’s how I think it went, anyway.

      I’m going to zip it now and let you get to the good stuff. Happy reading!

      xoxoxo

      Astrid
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        To you, dear reader

        May the truth set you free and love give you wings

      

      

    

  


  
    
      The salvation of man is through love and in love.

      VIKTOR FRANKL

    

  


  
    
      Jo strode down the central aisle of the imperial audience hall, ignoring the massive painted dome above him and the glittering walls around him. Even the group of people who craned their necks to see him better didn’t catch his attention. He had eyes only for one person in the room: the empress who sat on her gilded throne.

      Her hair was wound in an intricate style making a silver mountain inside the circle of her glittering crown. Her gown was diaphanous and transitioned from white at the rounded neckline through several shades of pink until ending in salmon at the train and on the edges of the flared sleeves. She reclined on the throne, her arms trailing over the arm rests and with a look that could only be described as boredom on her lined face. She appeared younger than she was. Her face was wrinkled, but she didn’t look anywhere near her age. If Jo remembered correctly, she should be close to eighty now.

      When Jo reached the mark up to which he was allowed to approach, he bowed. His cloak billowed out around him in a move Jo had studied from watching his master, Viola, doing it countless times. A herald stepped up to his left and announced him.

      “And what is it you want, boy?” The empress’ voice was sharp and in the undercurrent of her words, Jo heard her asking, Why are you here, wasting my time?

      Jo smiled. Her acerbic voice took him back to his first meeting with Viola, so long ago, in a smoky inn at the heart of his desert word, half a galaxy away. Jo hardened his resolve as he recalled the night when he’d gathered the courage to ask to become an apprentice, only to be turned away. Jo had achieved his goal then, becoming a storyteller like he’d always dreamed, but he’d also done so much more since.

      Straightening his spine, Jo gripped his staff, feeling the carvings on the jade surface. They dug into his palm as his eyes met the empress’ gaze. He held it for a heartbeat longer than was proper before answering in the steadiest voice he could muster, “I am here to entertain, Your Imperial Majesty. I wish to tell a story.”

      The empress’ sandy complexion darkened and her eyes flashed. Storm clouds brewed in the dark pools of her eyes. Before she could voice her displeasure, Jo rallied his courage and said, “When I was apprenticed to Viola Alerion,” a spark of recognition lit up the storm in the empress’ eyes, which now sparkled with interest, “I became curious about the tale, The Last Warrior.” Jo licked his lips. “Oruna has always played a key part in Haldrian imperial politics and the story made me wonder if there were any historical accuracies. What I found through my research was not only confirmation the key events are factual, but also that the story didn’t end where the tale does. From the records in the archives, I have pieced together the rest of the tale and I wish to perform my first official interpretation of it to you, Oh Empress.”

      The old woman’s eyes flashed and she nodded. Jo responded by pulling his lute from his back and settling in a cross-legged position on the carpeted floor. At the same time, he set his green staff onto the ground by his side. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a servant hurrying over with a cushioned stool, but Jo waved the man off. He rested the lute against his leg and strummed the strings. Good, the time spent tuning it had not been wasted.

      While gazing up at the empress upon her throne, Jo began his tale, his fingers dancing with practised ease across the strings of his instrument.
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      Silvana advanced through the pink-hued upper halls of the Orundian royal palace. Her high forehead furrowed in frustration when she thought about her brother and sister. Their antics had caused a lot of trouble. Worse than usual.

      Disregarding the servant outside a tall door, she pushed through into the Chiryo-shi’s audience chamber. The wooden panelling on the walls gave shading of light and dark in a series of intricate inlays depicting flowers and other plants.

      “Mother!” she exclaimed, annoyance lacing her voice. “Can you please do something about—”

      Silvana broke off mid-sentence when she noticed a man in attendance on her mother. He turned to look at her and Silvana choked. She knew that long, pale-brown face from her nightmares. Faltering mid stride, her gaze locked onto his amber eyes. With an effort of will, she snapped her mouth shut.

      Cynthia rose from her chair. Silvana detected worry and a hint of embarrassment in her mother’s tone when she said, “Your Excellency, allow me to present my eldest daughter, Silvana, Koutayshi-hime of this royal house.”

      The man inclined his head in her direction but Silvana recoiled. Shock and disbelief stole her voice, robbed her of any semblance of dignity. She stood and stared until a fountain of anger pushed its way through her petrified core.

      “How can you sit there so calmly with him right there? I can't believe you, Mother! He—”

      “Enough! Silvana.” Her tone was stern, berating a naughty child. “That’s no way to conduct yourself before His Excellency, Imperial Prince Huneddzach.” The reprimand stung and Silvana drew back as though she’d been slapped.

      Taking a deep breath to calm herself she retorted, “Just because someone is born into a particular status in life, does not dictate their actions. Their actions should dictate how they will be treated.” Her mother glared razor-sharp daggers at her and Silvana sank into a curtsey, perfection trained for her status as crown princess. Then she added, maintaining perfect control of her voice, “I apologise for having intruded. The matter can await your return home, Chiryo-shi.”

      Silvana turned on her heel and flounced out of the room without a backward glance. She held her head high using every ounce of her training to radiate haughty disinterest.
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      Ned chuckled as he watched her go.

      The healer, her mother, exclaimed in mortification, “I apologise for her atrocious behaviour, Your Excellency.”

      He shook his head with a sigh. “There is nothing to forgive, Chiryo-shi. She has spoken the truth most eloquently for one so young. Tell me, did she recognise me? She must have been, what, five or six,  when I was last here.”

      Cynthia sighed. “She was seven when the incident in Haftown occurred. She followed me when I hurried to the scene.”

      The healer choked off, and Ned clenched his fist. The memory of his zealous mission from eleven years before assaulted his memory. Then, he’d been obsessed with finishing the tale of the warrior people once and for all. The people his family claimed were traitors who deserved to be obliterated.

      His own thoughtless actions, the way he’d tortured the fugitive and found pleasure in maiming instead of giving a swift death, haunted him. He rubbed at the base of his collarbone where the wound Flynn had inflicted on him began to throb.

      “I expect I’ve haunted her nightmares ever since,” he whispered, his chest tightening.

      “What is done is done,” Cynthia replied. “Now, let me see this old wound that troubles you.”

      The examination completed, she reaffirmed the inexplicable nature of his ailment, and the prince left her chambers with a heavy heart, finding his way to the palace garden. He looked out over the ocean. Waves crashed against the cliff below the palace. The sound was rhythmic, soothing. His thoughts turned back to his meeting with the crown princess of Oruna.

      “Silvana,” he murmured to himself.

      His mind played on her cold rebuttal of his high position and her feigned indifference. He trailed his eyes over a two-storey mansion standing on the other side of the garden from the palace. He remembered questioning the Chiryo-shi there and his mind delved back to everything he knew about the healer and her three children.

      “Eleven years,” he murmured, twisting his signet ring round and round the finger on his right hand. How he had changed in that time!

      A thought struck him. Perhaps if he could find a way to make amends, his debilitating condition could be healed? Ned’s vicious attack on Flynn had left him crippled. For years, every time he raised arms against someone, the scar running the length of his left collar bone acted up. It shot searing fingers of fire through his body. Sometimes it was so bad he’d double up in agony, or even faint. All the doctors and healers he visited affirmed there was no physical reason for any pain. They all agreed it was a psychosomatic symptom.

      If that were true, then he should be able to alleviate his symptoms by coming clean and allowing his conscience time to heal his spirit. But could he ever come to terms with his actions from eleven years before? Was there any hope he could heal and overcome the pain, not to mention the humiliation and debilitation his condition conferred on him? He set his jaw in determination, aligned the ring in its usual position, and turned back towards the palace. He would have to try. It was all he could do.
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      Someone knocked on the door and Silvana did everything in her power to ignore the summons. She wanted to brood over the details of her worst nightmare. In her mind’s eye she looked down upon her father’s broken, bleeding body while her mother healed the pure incarnation of evil who lay beside him. Hatred filled her with the memory of the monster who’d left the man she loved most in the world as little
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