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      This novel 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 character death, attempted murder, resentful anger and hatefulness, grief, and poverty-induced theft.

      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 Judith

        It is beautiful to watch you seize your moment.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      The angels are lost in perpetual contemplation of an infinite glory.

      VIKTOR FRANKL

    

  


  
    
      Jo settled on a rock beneath a cliff face. To his right, a jagged cave entrance gaped like the maw of a monstrous beast. He considered the contrast of such a terrifying image providing solace, for within that untamed mouth sheltered an entire clan of wolves.

      A few cubs crept up to where Jo sat, and he couldn’t help but smile. They were hesitant, so much like he’d been in younger years. A little feral, skittish, but also curious. They maintained their wolf forms, and Jo considered their need for security, something the animal bodies lent them.

      This clan had been through a lot of hardship, and if he couldn’t find a way to re-establish the balance, they would be forced to go through a whole lot more in the coming months and years.

      The wise one, Zeni, had shared a story the evening before, and Jo better understood the upheaval and bloodletting this region had borne many centuries ago and how that had affected the entire planet. He wanted to do something, needed to bring change and help Haldria find its truth once again. How? What could he, a mere mortal, do?

      Jo sucked air into his lungs and closed his eyes.

      What can I do?

      The voice of his intuition took but a heartbeat to answer as he sat sensing the cubs creep towards him.

      Tell a story. Here.

      He let his eyes drift open. The wolf cubs were a few paces from him, bellies to the ground and ears pointed in his direction. Even as Jo wondered which of the many stories he knew would be the right one for this moment, an image of a gold and green creature of shimmering light filtered into his mind. The dragon’s sinuous yet ethereal body undulated in the backdrop of the night sky, just as Jo remembered from his meeting with that majestic being.

      Dragons’ Daughter.

      The thought brought a smile to his’s lips. Yes, that would be a wonderful tale to share here amid the lofty peaks of what had once been a thriving nation. A city had stood a mere stone’s throw from where he sat, but now only ruins remained.

      Jo’s eyes wandered over the leafless trees that hid the remains of that once mighty culture. How quickly a civilisation can come into existence and, despite being considered eternal, how swiftly it can be wiped from memory, leaving nothing but rubble behind.

      The wolf cubs were a few paces from him, and Jo focused his attention on them. “Come, little ones,” he murmured. “I have a story you might like to hear.”
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