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Chapter 1: Celebrating
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A woman was preparing various vegetables for a stew in her simple kitchen. She placed the chopped up pieces into a basket far larger than she and her son could consume on their own. “Corbin! Have you awaken yet?”

The young man, nearly the age where one should be living on his own and starting a family, rushed down the stairs silently. “Why are you shouting?”

The woman spun her head to see him. “Oh! Do not frighten a woman holding a knife, Corbin.”

“I will keep that in mind,” Corbin smiled sweetly to her. “Is that all for the communal stew tonight?”

“Yes, and you shall carry it to Mr. Moorsho this time.”

“Thought I was to get the herbs needed?” Corbin questioned as he looked at the three types of root vegetables in the basket.

“Day is still young,” his mother, Tisha stated. “If you don’t go far into the woodlands, then you may get the herbs now and come back to deliver this in time.”

“I was thinking of the Point of No Return forest for those untouched herbs and ingredients you...”

Tisha stared at her son with such unamused expression that it was borderline anger. She pointed her sharp knife towards him. “Do not dare utter that place to me. It has been forbidden for any of us to go there or heaven sake beyond it.”

Corbin stared and swallowed hard. “I would think it was safe by now to adventure through, but I’ll go to the woods closest and safest, dear mother.”

“Hurry back,” Tisha remarked as she lowered the knife and continued to cut the few vegetables she had left.

Corbin took a step back as he watched his mother a second longer before turning around and leaving their humble home.

The town of Fairfalls built their homes and businesses in a circle, so that the townsfolk could gather for meetings or special occasions like tonight in the very center.

Everyone was close and caring to one another. They tried to share what they had or no longer needed with each other. Barely any fights broke out and if there was one, others would be quick to disengage them so they could talk it out.

It was the complete opposite of what they had decades ago when living under a cruel ruler.

Corbin was heading to the woodland on the outskirts of the town. He smiled and waved to a few people as they passed by. Some were heading to Mr. Moorsho who had a large pot to cook what everyone brought together.

“Halt!” a young boy demanded as he held a bow made poorly with sticks and twine. He stood on a big rock to get taller.

Corbin did as what was ordered. He narrowed his eyes at the boy. “Why have I been stopped?”

“Umm,” the boy stuttered. He looked over at his friend that was coming up to them.

The friend of similar age slammed one end of his long stick in the ground. “I am just a wizard. You wanted to stop people as a thief.”

“I said I was maybe a thief or a ranger maybe,” the boy said.

“What are you a wizard of?” Corbin asked the second child. 

The boy looked stumped as he turned to his friend on the rock.

“The Grey or White?”

“I don’t know,” the second boy replied as he turned his head to face Corbin.

“So, the Wizard of Don’t Know and Maybe the Ranger,” Corbin chuckled and started to walk around them. “Come up with names and roles first before threatening townsfolk.”

The boy on the rock threw his bow to the ground which broke. He then jumped down and looked to his friend to play a different game.

Corbin continued to the woodlands to find some herbs his mother liked to add to the communal stew.

He gathered a handful of berries in his satchel as well.

“Your mother going to make that pastry like last year?” a voice from behind him asked.

Corbin recognized the voice and didn’t need to turn around as he gently placed the berries next to the herbs. “I think she enjoys the look on every ones faces.”

“It is good,” the woman who was the same age as Corbin stated as she slowly approached him.

Corbin stood up and faced her. “I thought you hated gathering ingredients for your family, Cassandra.”

“I still do,” Cassandra smiled. “But I saw you enter.”

Corbin smiled at her for a moment. They awkwardly stared at each other for a few seconds.

Cassandra finally mustered to say what was on her mind. “My mother hates your mom’s pastries.”

“Really? Why is that? Too simple?”

Cassandra nervously laughed a little. “My mother wishes, secretly, that her apple tart was as good as your mother’s berry hand pie.”

“What do you think?”

“Frankly, I am a fan of both,” Cassandra replied while blushing and grinning. “But...would rather have you...er yours. Your mother’s I mean.”

“Truthfully, the custard the Stoneshires make is far better than any ones,” Corbin said as he leaned towards her for a few seconds.

Cassandra scoffed playfully while beaming.

“See you tonight,” Corbin told her, then walked out of the woodlands.

Cassandra watched him leave before exhaling sharply.

Corbin briskly walked back home. He entered through the front door.

“Took you awhile,” Tisha proclaimed as she wiped her hands with the cloth apron she had tied around her waist.

“I got stopped by some children with empty threats and ran into Cassandra.”

“Oh, I heard she is promised to the Blackwell boy,” Tisha shared as she picked up the basket and held it in front of him.

“Toby Blackwell? Huh, she didn’t say anything to me.”

“I tried to offer you to her, but that mother of hers is a nasty hag,” Tisha stated, then instantly went wide eyed that she said that out loud.

“Mother!” Corbin playfully exclaimed as he took the basket. “Not very friendly of you to say.”

“Shh, keep that to yourself. Please.”

“I have no place to speak of gossip. That is a job for you mothers and young girls,” Corbin teased her.

Tisha partly rolled her eyes and she exhaled out of her nose. 

Corbin started to head out when Tisha grabbed the strap of his satchel. 

“Wait. Did you get some fresh berries?”

Corbin nodded and moved the basket out of her way.

Tisha went into his bag to retrieve the handful of soft berries. “Thank you.”

“That is why she is a nasty hag,” Corbin proclaimed as he gestured to the berries with his face.

“Hush Corbin! And what do you mean?”

“She hates how good your berry hand pie is.”

“Does she now?” Tisha questioned. She then smirked to herself.

“Be good now, mother,” Corbin joked with her.

“Don’t be gone for too long. Once the stew is done, they would expect everyone to be there,” Tisha told him.

“I know! It is every year,” Corbin remarked, then left the home. He headed to the center of town where Mr. Moorsho was busy adding the ingredients to the large pot.

There were baskets surrounding the pot on the ground. Many types of vegetables with herbs and several defeathered chickens with some eggs as well.

“Ah! Young Marsden! Was hoping to see your basket soon. You know root vegetables can take time to properly cook,” Mr. Moorsho declared.

“Sorry,” Corbin said as he carefully lowered the basket down.

“No, no! Toss in right away.”

Corbin dumped the basket of chopped up root vegetables into the large pot of bubbling stew. “I see you have other root vegetables in there too.”

“We need consistency, my dear Marsden,” Mr. Moorsho remarked as he gave the hearty stew a stir.

“Right. Smells good as always,” Corbin said, then went into his satchel to hand the herbs to him.

Mr. Moorsho threw them in as well. “When you going to marry and have your own kids running around here?”

Corbin took a deep breath. Was a question asked many times before.

“Great to help your mother after your father passed, yet be greater help if you married.”

“I will see you when the stew is ready, Mr. Moorsho,” Corbin stated, then walked away. He went back home to drop off the basket by the front door. He didn’t want to tell his mother where he was off to now.

There was a place that Corbin discovered sometime after his dad had gone. It was at the edge of the Fairfalls Woodlands, right between the twin streams. The start of the mountainous terrain, the furthest anyone from the town would adventure to.

It was a few miles to trek to, but once there it was worth it. A tree had cracked open and made a small shallow den like hole, where one could sit and see the view of the big island known as the Kingdom of Silvaria Bloodworth. She was the evil witch that the townsfolk escaped from.

Corbin climbed up the thick tree and sat in his favorite private place. He stared into the land that had not been traversed in for quite a long time. He wondered about the place that is even forbidden to ask questions about. He was always curious about what truly happened there between the evil witch Silvaria and the lost princess Arietta.

He knows the story that gets told every year at the celebration of liberation, yet wondered if there was more to it. What did happen to the lost princess and the Tuca warrior that went to rescue her?

Corbin was enjoying the peace, but suddenly noticed the sun was lower in the sky. He had been sitting with his thoughts for a few hours now. He had to rush back to the town.

The townsfolk were starting to gather in the center of Fairfalls with the different treats they had made for others to enjoy along with the stew.

Each family had a spot on the long benches that they would place their treats and sit to eat.

Everyone would retrieve a bowl of stew, then pick a treat to bring to their spots and enjoy.

Tisha looked around for her son after placing a plate of nearly fifteen berry hand pies down. She clicked her tongue with mild frustration at knowing where he must have gone too. She knew he would return soon and decided not to wait for him as she went up to get herself a bowl.

“How are you, Tisha?” Mr. Moorsho asked as he handed her a bowl.

“Good. How is your wife? Has she recovered from illness?”

“Yes, and in perfect timing to make the shortbread cookies for tonight.”

Tisha smiled and nodded her head once.

“I saw your boy a while ago. Where did he go off too?” Mr. Moorsho questioned as he made a bowl for the next person.

“Oh, somewhere around here I am sure,” Tisha mentioned as she slowly walked away. She headed straight to the table where Cassandra’s family was. “Good day, Viva Foster.”

“Oh? Tisha. Have you made your famous berry hand pie once again?”

“Why of course. Wouldn’t you like to come over to partake in one? I heard they are your favorite,” Tisha smirked.

Viva glared at her. “Oh, I simply don’t want to take from others who enjoy it so much more than I.”

“Well, if you change your mind since they are so good,” Tisha grinned, then reached for the apple tart Viva made. She took a bite in front of her. “Hmm, crust is a bit dry. Could use a touch of cinnamon, don’t you think?”

“I am so happy that my daughter is going to marry the Blackwell’s son. Such a better choice in the end,” Viva stated with a condescending smile as she crossed her arms.

“Let me walk you back to your bench, Mrs. Marsden. I would like a hand pie as well,” Cassandra stated quickly to help stop the needling mothers. 

“Thank you, Cassandra. I don’t know where you get your sweetness from,” Tisha declared as she turned away. 

Corbin arrived at the bench with his mother’s treat. He stood with one hand on the top of the table of the bench as he caught his breath.

“Hey there, Corbin,” Toby greeted as he approached the plate of berry hand pies. He held his bowl with both hands.

“Hi, Toby,” Corbin acknowledged without looking at him. “I heard about you and Cassandra. Good for you.”

“Thanks, but you really ought to find yourself one before they all get spoken for,” Toby warned as he leaned toward Corbin, but looked elsewhere.

“I will when my mother finds herself a new husband.”

“That may never be though,” Toby stated as he pulled back and looked at him.

“I know. You think I be stubborn? That woman is far more. Tis where I got it from,” Corbin revealed.

“Who is stubborn?” Tisha asked as she and Cassandra came up to them.

Corbin quickly stood up straight. “No one. Wasn’t talking about anyone.”

Tisha stared at him as she did not believe what he said.

Toby gave a quick smile to Tisha, then grabbed a hand pie. He looked over at Cassandra. “Do you care to sit with me?”

“Sure, let me get a bowl first,” Cassandra replied. She waved at Corbin a little before taking a hand pie as well. She walked away with Toby.

“I got too big of chunks of tomato,” Toby was heard saying as they walked away.

Corbin watched them. “Never thought they would end up together. Toby doesn’t even like her.”

“You went to your spot again, didn’t you?” Tisha questioned him as she put her bowl down on the table. She tossed the apple tart to the table as well.

“Banning me now?”

“Can I? Would that even stop you?”

Corbin stared at his mother as he took a deep breath. “It is not far, yet why does it bother you so much?”

“Corbin,” Tisha said as she drew closer to him. She put both of her hands on each side of his face. She studied his face for a moment. “You are so much like your father. It is a shame you barely got to know him.”

Corbin stepped back as he gently pulled away from her. “I should get food before we hear the same story once more.” He headed to where the stew was being served.

Tisha exhaled sharply before sitting down to eat.

Corbin got into the line. A handful of people were in front of him chatting. The line did move fast enough though.

“Hey! A bit late getting a bowl,” Mr. Moorsho declared.

“Only late if there is no stew left,” Corbin stated.

Mr. Moorsho chortled at that. “Hurry now and get a treat. I’ll be telling the story shortly.”

“Oh, I know,” Corbin remarked. He took the bowl from Mr. Moorsho. He turned away and looked for the family that makes the custard tart.

The bench was further down in the center of town. Once he got there, the family smiled at him.

“Always trust you would come to take one,” the woman stated as Corbin stood in front of the family as they were sitting and eating the stew.

“Well, Mrs. Stoneshire, I do fancy this treat over many others,” Corbin shared.

“She is almost too afraid to make a new treat cuz of you,” Mr. Stoneshire stated with a hint of annoyance.

Corbin looked at him for a moment as he slowly reached for a tart.

Mrs. Stoneshire met him half way to give it to him. “I know you have been helping to care for your mother, yet in a few years, my daughter Claire here will be of age for you to marry and bear children.”

The little girl looked horrified at her mother as she stopped midchew.

Corbin nervously chuckled as he looked to Claire, then back at her mother. “Perhaps.” He cleared his throat. “I-I should head back to my own mother now.”

“Tell her I said hello,” Mrs. Stoneshire instructed.

Corbin nodded before hurrying back to his bench. He sat down by his mother.

“What is with that face?” Tisha asked.

“I guess I have a wife in a few years,” Corbin replied, then took a big spoonful of stew.

“Oh? Who?”

“The Stoneshire’s.”

“Oh. Hmm,” Tisha mentioned as she looked over to where they were. She stared at them for a few seconds. “Could do worse.”

Corbin shot her a look of surprise.

“Evening everyone! Another grand year of living in this peaceful harmonious place!” Mr. Moorsho announced as he moved to stand in front of the large pot.

Mostly everyone cheered or clapped in agreement.

“I know we all know the story of how Fairfalls came to be, but I find it traditional to tell it every year at this celebration of liberation. That and it was my family ancestors that started to free the people that were imprisoned by that evil witch Silvaria Bloodworth,” Mr. Moorsho continued. “So consumed with wanting power and having her own kingdom did she tear the land apart to have it her own! Forcing our own families to live strictly under her rule! Tormented were they! Starved and punished for every little thing! Encouraging fights to break out all the time!”

People yelled from the passionate speech. Same words spoken each year and yet the same passionate yells and cheers would ring out.

Corbin watched the people like it was their first time hearing the story that they all could recite themselves.

“Then the most heinous act of all. Little did anyone know that she was absorbing other witch’s, warlock’s, and Tuca warrior’s magic powers to be the most powerful of them all. But, the princess. Arietta Riverty. One of the few magic users to have the ability to heal others. And a strong healer at that.”

Townsfolk were murmuring to each other.

“Then one night, as the princess slept. Silvaria used her magic to pull the very soul out of Arietta’s body! Her bodyguard, the strongest of the Tuca Warriors came to rescue her and finally put an end to the wickedness. Through this warrior, were we all able to leave that kingdom. But, Sally Norwood was never seen or heard of again. To this day, the Kingdom of Silvaria Bloodworth has been silent and the princess has never been spoken about either. No one knows what exactly happened to her. Rumors say her body is preserved at her own kingdom. Others say she died alongside both Sally and Silvaria.”

“But what really did happen? Is the evil witch truly dead or is she working on her revenge as we speak?” Corbin questioned loudly.

Everyone stared at him. No one asked questions in previous years. They all accepted it.

“It has been eighty years now. As powerful as she was, she would have done something already,” Mr. Moorsho responded.

A few people agreed loudly with him.

“Shouldn’t some of us go over to make sure? What if the princess is still there? I mean remains are still there?” Corbin inquired. He felt a squeeze on his arm and knew his mother wished for his silence.

“It is a forbidden place to go. Could still have dangers that the witch put in place when she died.”

“Just saying it would be in our best interest to make sure she truly is gone, right? For if it truly is abandon place as you preach year after year, then there is no problem exploring it,” Corbin boldly stated.

“Corbin,” Tisha whispered harshly to him.

“I do see where you are coming from, Corbin. But let the rest of us have hope that the place is no more and we can live in peace,” Mr. Moorsho sternly told him. He stared coldly at him for a moment more in hopes what he said satisfied Corbin enough to remain quiet.

Corbin clicked his tongue as he did understand where Mr. Moorsho was coming from, but couldn’t help to ponder the idea of what happened that faithful day. He nodded to him.

“Why speak up?” Tisha asked harshly. “Makes me look bad that I did not teach you well enough to leave alone when we are all supposed to.”

“I am sorry that I have a mind that is more curious than obedient.”

“Just promise me no more talks of that dreadful place.”

Corbin looked at his mother. He could promise not to speak of it, yet he could not promise it wasn’t on his mind. “I promise, mother.”

Tisha patted his hand, then went back to eating.
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Chapter 2: Just Go For It 
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Tisha placed a plate of two slightly toasted bread with fried eggs on top of them in front of Corbin.

He sat at the table in the kitchen. He immediately started eating.

“Last night was interesting,” Tisha remarked as she went to grab her plate.

“What was? The repeating story or the fact the whole town was talking about me asking questions?”

“They are going to start looking at me and wonder if I fuel those curiosities,” Tisha stated as she stared at him while cutting into her toast.

“Did you want me to do something about it?” Corbin questioned after taking a bite.

“Yes. You can start by remembering to not speak with your mouth full.”

Corbin kept his head low but used his eyes to look up at his mother. He smiled quickly and only a second. 

“Next, you should apologize to Mr. Moorsho for your outburst last night.”

Corbin scoffed as he leaned back in his chair. “I am not a child anymore, mother. My outburst was nothing. Didn’t think having questions about an event, as bad as it was, would be a terrible thing.”

“Then do not act like such. You need more responsibilities as you prepare to marry the young Claire in a few years. You spend too much time with your curiosity and wondering around.”

“I do errands for you, mother. I don’t just wonder around aimlessly like a boy with his stick and make believe. I am here to help you since you are too stubborn to marry another man!” He slammed his fork down on the table.

Tisha jolted with a slight gasp. She took in a deep breath to settle her nerves. “Go apologize to the Moorsho’s.”

Corbin glared at her for a moment before roughly getting up from his seat and walking out of the home. He slammed the door behind him.

Corbin noticed several people looking at him as they spoke, clearly talking about him still.

“This is why I declined his mother’s offer to give you away, Cassandra,” Viva stated. “That boy is troubled. I cannot imagine anyone been so curious about such an awful place.”

“Mother please,” Cassandra pleaded. “He is not trouble.”

The two of them watched as Corbin crossed the center of town as he headed to the Moorsho’s.

“Toby would be good for you,” Viva told her. “Now come. We must wash our clothes.”

Corbin went up to Mr. Moorsho’s door and knocked on it. He waited for nearly a minute before it opened.

“Oh, Corbin. What brings you here today?” Mrs. Moorsho asked.

“Is your husband home?”

“He is getting the boys ready to hunt rabbits. Is it urgent?”

Corbin looked behind him to see people still watching him. He turned back to her. “I rather do it now than later.”

“One moment,” she said softly, then shut the door slowly. She could be heard going further into the house.

Within two minutes, Mr. Moorsho opened the door and took a step out, causing Corbin to back up.

Mr. Moorsho closed the door behind him. “What is the urgency?”

“My...I wanted to apologize for my sudden questions last night. I was apparently out of line to do so.”

Mr. Moorsho put his hands into his pant pockets as he exhaled with a slight smile. “Your mother put you up to this? I do appreciate it.”

“I don’t see what the problem is, but I am sorry.”

“Let me tell you something that may help lighten this situation you seem to not understand fully. It is hard to imagine what life was like under Silvaria’s rule. Barely any food to be shared while she feasted. Only a certain amount of water was allowed per household, even though a lake was in sight. Not enough jobs nor coins were giveth. Scraps of everything being tossed like her subjects were the rats that feasted upon the unfortunates. For you to say what if she still lives and wants revenge, just brings back those stories our grandparents and their parents passed down to us. We have it good here now, Corbin. You are well cared for and have the honor of asking questions and have thoughts of wonderment. Just do not say those in front of the whole town. Do you have a better understanding now?”  

Corbin nodded as he did understand, yet it did nothing to curb those thoughts of that someone should explore the forbidden kingdom. He understood better how much fear still runs in the veins of those families that just heard the stories and not lived them. “I shall hold my tongue if those thoughts persist.”

“That is all we ask for. Thank you for coming here. Would you like to go hunting with me and my boys?” Mr. Moorsho inquired as he reached back to open his door.

“Oh no. I don’t wish to intrude on your family time. My mother would expect me for other things,” Corbin replied, then started walking away.

“If you ever change your mind!” Mr. Moorsho yelled out.

Corbin headed back to his home when he noticed Cassandra running up to him.

“What were you seeing the Moorsho’s for?” Cassandra asked as she walked alongside him.

“Nosey. Shouldn’t you be spending time with Toby?”

“Ugh,” Cassandra groaned, then moved in front of him and used her hand to block him from moving. “We have been friends for some time, right? Don’t I get privilege to be nosey from time to time?” She removed her hand from his chest while staring into his eyes.

Corbin chuckled a little. “I guess so. My mother wanted me to apologize for my outburst last night. A crime to ask questions about the forbidden kingdom here!”

Cassandra laughed and Corbin snickered.

“All I learned from that is how much fear that witch still holds amongst them.”

“I know. The townsfolk speak nothing else but you being curious and now wondering if she is still alive,” Cassandra revealed.

“What do you think? I still can’t help but to wonder what the truth is over there. Not sure if she was that powerful she would be fully dead.”

“You do have a point...just I don’t think anyone wants to think about it, you know.”

“Right. That I am sorry to put worry in everyone’s mind.”

Cassandra lingered at his eyes. She badly wanted to tell him how much she likes him, but it was too late now. She was betrothed to Toby. Her feelings for him mean nothing now.

“Is there anything else or did you just want to stare at me?”

Cassandra snapped herself out of it with a gasp. “No sorry. What uh what else your mother has you doing today?”

“Cassandra! Come home now!” Viva shouted from a distance.

She looked back at her mother, than at Corbin.

“Both have unrueing mothers it seems,” Corbin teased, then walked around her to return home.

Cassandra exhaled loudly as her shoulders dropped. She took her time getting back to her mother.

Corbin returned home to see his mother cleaning. “Anything else you wish for?”

“How did he take it? Did you sound sincere?” Tisha asked as she dropped the wet cloth back into the bowl of water.

“I was sincere. I am sorry for frightening others with my curiosity. He appreciated it and asked if I wanted to go hunting with him and his boys.”

“Oh you should! Be good for you to do that with others,” Tisha smiled.

“I do it for us all the time. I don’t need to do with others,” Corbin stated. He then sighed. “Must I hunt with others now?”

“Just saying how good it will be for you to do things with others. Do so much alone. Barely have friends.”

Corbin groaned as he leaned on the kitchen table. “Mother, would it be fine with you if I went to venture on my own for a little bit or is there some other task you wish upon me?” He looked up at her as he continued to lean on the table.

Tisha stared at him for a minute. Their relationship was starting to sour and she could no longer ignore it nor change it to be what it was. It was just the two of them leaning on each other for so long that now they were tipping each other over and she feared the breaking point was vastly approaching. “Go. Do what you wish.” There was a tinge of sadness in her voice.

Corbin could hear it. There wasn’t many times he heard sadness in his mother’s somewhat boisterous voice. He stood straight up. “I am sorry for shouting this morning.”

Tisha nodded with a smile. “Bring home anything you can find.”

Corbin smiled gently before leaving. He headed to his favorite spot to reflect and be alone.

Once he got there he sat and stared far into the distance. He could barely make out the top of the castle through the Point of No Return forest.

He thought about the story Mr. Moorsho told last night and this morning. He thought how fearful everyone still was even if they tried to hide it by not allowing discussions on it.

What if Silvaria was still alive in some way? Wouldn’t she try to return and attack Fairfalls? Atica, the mainland that she broke off from?

Maybe there is some truth to the rumors of Princess Arietta. Maybe she is in some coma or at least was. Perhaps her kingdom doesn’t want her to be known as dead but will arise again. What if her remains are buried within the walls of the castle? Wouldn’t her family want her for peace of mind?

What about Sally Norwood? Did she truly parish when fighting to save the people that escaped? Did she manage to kill Silvaria before her last breath? Maybe she is still alive protecting the truth and preventing anyone from entering the castle once more. Shouldn’t she have a warrior’s honor of rest? 

“Fuck it,” Corbin said quietly to himself. He got up from the hole in the tree. “I am just going to go for it.”

Corbin crossed the stream and headed for the place no one else dares to travel to. It was going to take him a while, but he had to know. He had to satisfy this
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