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“Alfred, are you here?” Helen asked looking for her brother in his chambers. There was no answer and she presumed that he was in the meadows or woodlands looking for ingredients for his potions.

“Well my dear brother, if you are not here then I will just have to help myself,” she continued with a chuckle.

Looking through Alfred’s jars she soon found what she was looking for. Helen needed a potion for the crops, as they were not flourishing the way they should, she knew that Alfred would have something to help.

As she was leaving Alfred’s room she heard a commotion outside, horses’ hooves were pounding along the track towards their home. Helen was frightened, she was on her own as Harry and the boys had travelled into the town before sunrise to buy some provisions from the market.

Nervously Helen walked out into the yard, hiding the potion on the way. Luckily Harry had cloaked Alfred’s chambers with an invisibility spell a long time ago as they were always wary of who might visit, she soon found out that today it was the King’s guard filling the yard and they looked like they were on a mission.

“Are you the lady of the house?” one shouted at her.

“I am, can I help you?” Helen replied.

“The King has ordered a search of the area for anyone who is practising magic, you will let us look around the dwelling. Is there anyone else here?”

Helen told him that her husband and sons were at the market and would be back soon, she also told him that her brother was foraging in the woods for food for their dinner. He seemed to be satisfied and ordered his men to search their home.

“You will stay here while my men are inside,” he ordered.

Helen nodded to him and opened the door, the guards barged past, almost knocking her over. She was not happy with their aggressiveness but held her tongue as she did not want to anger them. 

As Helen stood outside listening to the guards in her home, she spotted Alfred coming out of the woods, Helen knew that he had seen the horses, but fortunately the guard in charge did not see him disappear back into the trees.

Alfred knew that he would only antagonise the guards if he went to help Helen, so he decided to keep his distance. He would only make himself known if Helen needed his help.

Minutes passed and Helen could hear their possessions being broken. Cups and plates clattered on the floor, it upset her, but it wasn’t the first time it had happened. The guards callously destroyed things whilst they carried out searches in the area as if to deter any thoughts of resistance.

Finally the guards began to clear out of the family home, confirming to their commander that there was nothing found.

The Commander turned to Helen “My men are hungry; you would do well to provide us with some food and some water for the horses.”

“I am afraid I can’t offer you a meal, our crops have failed, and my husband is at the market to buy food for us, I can offer you water for your horses,” she replied.

The guards were not happy and a couple of them went into the barn to check, they found nothing as the crops that the family did have were also cloaked, Helen and her husband Harry had learned long ago that the Kings guard would take everything they had and leave them struggling for food.

The horses were watered and soon the guards were leaving to torment the next family, she hoped that they were as prepared as her own was.

After a few minutes Alfred walked out of the woods towards Helen, he seemed calm, but she knew that he would be seething inside.

“Again? How many times is that this year Helen?” he commented.

“Quite a few, but at least you didn’t upset them this time,” she replied with a short laugh.

Alfred put his arm around his younger sister’s shoulder and they both went back into the house to clean up the mess that the guards had left, and it was a lot of mess.

As they worked on cleaning the mess, they discussed ideas on what could be done to rectify the situation. Neither of them had any idea, it was foolish to try and oppose the King.

There was more noise outside. This time Helen smiled, she recognised her children’s laughs immediately and went outside to greet them and her husband.

Harry seemed quite pleased and a little excited about something and Helen asked him straight away.

“Why the big daft grin on your face?”

“I have news, it could be wonderful for all of us. Where is Alfred?” Harry asked.

“He is inside; What is the news?” she asked impatiently.

Harry told Helen that he wanted to talk to her and Alfred together. Everyone went into the house, the boys were asked by their father to go and play outside, grudgingly they agreed and were soon out in the yard playing.

“Don’t keep me waiting any longer,” Helen said.

“While we were in the market there was a lot of talk about the King, it appears that he has found out that his physician was a sorcerer, he has been removed from the palace court and locked in a dungeon,” he told them both.

“The poor man, when is his trial?” Alfred asked.

“I don’t know, but the King is looking for a new physician, and I thought you should try and get the job,” Harry replied.

“Why would Alfred want to work for that tyrant?!” 

“We need somebody inside the palace to report what the King is planning and who better than a trusted physician?” Harry answered.

“It would take a long time for the King to trust a new physician if the last one has been caught practising magic, and why do you think he would have me as his new one?” Alfred said.

“Isn’t it worth a try? We haven’t had an opportunity like this before, it could be just what we need.”

“Let me think about it, give me a day or two,” Alfred said.

“We don’t have a day or two for you to think, he wants applications by the end of today, you need to go to the castle and apply,” Harry told Alfred.

Reluctantly Alfred agreed to apply, though he did not think he stood a chance. He asked Harry if he knew what he would have to do at the castle. Harry said he did not know what would be expected of him, only the King knew. Alfred was not impressed but said that he would get some things together and go there that day.
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Alfred packed a few of his herbs and plants, just the sort of thing used for medicine in case he had to show what he could do. He was nervous and a little annoyed that he had been put in this position, but he knew that they needed to do something to help save the magical population of the realm.

“Do you want me to come with you Alfred?” Harry asked.

Alfred told him to stay with Helen and the boys just in case the Kings guard came back again.

“I will be back late tomorrow. Well, I hope I will,” he told Harry.

Helen and Harry both wished Alfred good luck and told him to be careful while he was travelling and even more so while he was at the castle. Both would have dangers and they all knew that.

Alfred set off through the woodlands that surrounded their home, it would be a long journey and it would take him until late afternoon to arrive at the castle.

The woodlands were centuries old and full of very ancient and gnarled trees, there were also wonderful plants that were found nowhere else in the realm, so as he was walking, he collected a few for his collection.

After a couple of hours walking through the woods, he arrived at the bottom of the mountain range he would need to travel through, it was filled with hazards, and he would have to watch his step as he went. There were rocks to walk on and streams to cross, he didn’t want to injure himself. Alfred had not been in the mountains for a long time, he avoided them because of the stories of the dragons attacking people. 

Long ago the King had waged war on the dragons, their numbers were decreasing by the month. Alfred felt sorry for them, but he didn’t know how he could help apart from getting into the King’s court and spy.

Once Alfred found the pathway around the base of the mountains the second part of his journey was short in comparison to the woodlands. Soon out of the mountains, Alfred was in stunning meadowland filled with the wonderful scent of wildflowers, again he collected plants along the way. 

The meadowland was very open and there would be nowhere to hide if he was attacked, he kept his fingers crossed that there was nobody or nothing about. 

Alfred was lucky, within an hour he was at the castle gates. He was tired from the journey and wondered what would be expected from him by the King.

Alfred approached a guard and told him that he was there to apply for the physician's position with the King, he was shown to a great hall where a few others were waiting. The hall was decorated with huge tapestries, each depicting a past Kings and Queens. He looked around and saw the one of this King. There was no tapestry of a Queen. Alfred thought that the King was too vain to share his throne. It was rumoured that this was the reason why the King’s wife had not been made a Queen on the day of their marriage. Alfred wondered if she ever would be.

One by one the people waiting to see the King were taken into another room, none of them returned to the hall and so Alfred presumed that they were seen by the King and then left the castle. 

As Alfred was waiting, he studied the others. Their ages varied from young to old, and very old. Alfred was in the old category; he had been alive for many years. Alfred was in his thirties when his sister was born to his father’s second wife. 

Alfred was suddenly torn from his thoughts by a commotion in the hall. A young maid had come running in and was screaming that the baby prince was ill, she was shouting for help. 

“What is the matter with him?” One of the others asked.

“He is dying!” she screamed.

The King came out of his room and asked what the noise was about, he was angry at the disruption until he found out that his only child was seriously ill.

The King rushed out of the hall with the maid, followed by a few of the applicants for the physician’s role, including Alfred. It was not long before they were all at the door of the nursery, one of the prince’s maids was cradling the baby in her arms when they opened the door, tears streaming down her face.

“Please help me! He’s dying!” she cried.

“Whoever saves my son will be my new physician,” the King told them.

There were four of them, including Alfred and they all entered the room. With the King’s permission, the baby was placed on a table in the middle of the room. With solemn expressions, each applicant stepped forward to examine him.

After a few minutes each of them suggested a treatment, but Alfred knew straight away that none of them would work. He recognised straight away by the look of the child that he had been enchanted by magic. Alfred’s problem was that he could not tell the King that, instead he would have to come up with a treatment to remove the enchantment without it looking like he was using magic himself.

“Sire, I have seen this before, it is a very unusual ailment, I can cure him, but I need to collect some specific herbs to make a medicine for the baby, will you let me try?” he said to the King.

“Whatever you need,” the King replied. The other physicians seemed very put out by Alfred and they were soon escorted from the room by the guards.

“Do you have a kitchen garden?” he asked.

Alfred was told that they did, and he was shown the way by the maid. Once in the garden he collected an assortment of herbs. Alfred knew that he needed to make it look like he was making the medicine from the ingredients he found there, but he would also be using some of the rare plants he already had with him, and one of the hidden potions.

The prince had been enchanted with a spell that would leave him hovering between life and death if Alfred could not remove it. He had seen this before and knew exactly who had cast the enchantment. Once he cured the baby, he would seek her out.

“Do you have a room where I can make the medicine?” he asked the King once he had collected everything.

“You can use the physicians’ rooms, there should be all of the equipment you need there,” he was told.

One of the guards escorted Alfred to the room, when he entered, he saw more equipment than he had ever seen before. Alfred soon found what he needed and got started on making the potion. 
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Alfred soon found his way around the rooms, he gathered the equipment together that he needed to make a potion for the baby, it would take a little while and he knew that his time was limited. The enchantment would soon take the soul of the baby and once that happened there would be no way to save him.

Alfred sorted the ingredients he needed, chopped some and ground others, soon they were all boiling on a flame, steam rising from the liquid.

The guard stood by the door watching Alfred intently, it made him very uncomfortable, he needed to find a way to get rid of him so that he could add the final ingredient, a touch of magic.

“Excuse me, do you know if it is possible to get some orange tipped honey blossom here in the castle?” Alfred asked the guard.

“I don’t know, but I can see if anyone knows,” he replied.

“I need some urgently, could you find out now?” 

“I am not allowed to leave you alone; can it wait until my replacement arrives in an hour or so?” the guard asked.

Alfred explained that without the orange tipped honey blossom it was possible that the medicine would not work on the baby, he told the guard that it was life or death.

“Okay, I will see if anyone knows where we can find some.”

The guard left the room in search of the ingredient that Alfred had asked for. As soon as the door closed, Alfred reached deep into his coat and searched for the magic ingredient he needed. 

After a bit of rummaging about Alfred found the small bottle containing the weeping dragon tears, he knew that this was what was needed to finish his potion. 

Alfred dropped three tears into the brew that was now cooling on the table. As the third drop fell into the liquid it turned a bright yellow and a puff of smoke rose from the liquid and quickly dissipated. The potion was ready.

The door opened and the guard entered the room, he handed Alfred the orange tipped honey blossom. Alfred thanked him and chopped some into very fine pieces, he pretended to drop them in the potion, the guard was watching him closely.

Alfred swirled the bottle around so that the guard thought he was mixing the medicine.

“Can you take me back to the King please, the medicine is ready?” he asked the guard. He nodded, and Alfred followed him back to the baby’s nursery.

“Have you got the medicine?” he was asked as soon as he walked into the nursery.

Alfred told the King that he did, and he asked to see the baby. The baby was pale and lifeless, and Alfred wondered if he was too late, but he wouldn’t know for sure until he administered the medicine. 

“When will we know if the medicine has worked?” the King asked.

“It will be immediate my Lord, I just hope
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