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      Karigan

      A loft full of hay would not deter her from her mission. Movement was hard as she turned and twisted around, trying to find the perfect bale of hay for Bruno, her pony. Dancing around stacks was fun until her foot caught on a baseboard. Stumbling, she fell into a wall of hay teetering near the edge. Her eyes widened in horror as seven bales flew off. A loud yell from below blasted through the barn, “Karigan!”

      She winced, glancing over the edge to see her father’s dark, shaggy hair and icy blue eyes glaring up at her. Hay covered his head and his sleeveless tunic from the bale that had broken over him. His scowl made a smile creep across her lips and a snicker escaped.

      “This isn’t funny, missy!”

      “I know, Papa,” she said between giggles.

      “Come down here before you kill me!” He shook his head, dusting off the remaining hay with hands that had been scarred from years of working the family farm. Karigan jumped from the ladder and looked at his broad chest with his crossed arms as he stared at her. “What am I going to do with you?” Grumbling, he turned to pick up the pitchfork and began cleaning up the mess she had made.

      “I can clean the mess,” she said, digging her boot into the ground. Her father chuckled and looked over his shoulder at her.

      “It’s probably best that you find something else to entertain yourself with.”

      A snort came from behind her. Karigan turned to see her brother walking through the doorway. “What did our Kari do this time, Father?”

      She stuck her tongue out at him and huffed. Jadrek smiled devilishly, and Karigan rolled her eyes. His smile melted all the town girls' hearts. Listening to them go on about how gorgeous he was disgusted her.

      “You two are a handful—worse than dealing with cats trying to piss in the plants.” Jadrek gaped at his father, failing to come up with a good comeback to his accusation.

      “What’s the matter, brother?” Karigan asked, laughing. “Can’t handle it when Papa throws it back?”

      Radley dusted his trousers, looking between the two youngsters and shaking his head. Jadrek’s fair hair bristled as his slender hand ran through it. Karigan wondered how he didn’t show signs of hard labor on his skin as father did. He must have some secret he wants no one to know about, she thought. Gods forbid the girls notice a blemish on his fair skin. She growled. Two sets of blue eyes stared at her, informing her she had done it aloud. Blushing, she did her best to shift their attention. “Perhaps Jad can help you in the barn, Father?”

      Jadrek grunted in disgust. “I already took care of the horses! Why aren’t you able to pull your weight in here, little sis?”

      “That’s enough!” Radley glared at the two of them. “Karigan is causing more problems in here than helping, and besides it won’t kill you to get your hands dirtier.” He glared, waiting for Jadrek to make a smart remark. Karigan crossed her arms and huffed. He always makes it sound like I will burn the place to the ground.

      “Fine, I’ll do her chores as always.”

      Radley thrust leather gloves into Jadrek’s hands, knotting his eyebrows in an annoyed expression. “Go pull the hay down for the week,” he said. “Kari, be back before dark and clean up for supper.”

      She nodded in agreement at her father’s dismissal. She almost had the door shut when Radley yelled out, “Oh, give this to Bruno!” She stuck her head back in to see a fresh bale of cut hay lying near the doorway. Her father gave a playful wink that told her all was well even though Jadrek was grumbling in the background. As she ran toward Bruno’s stall, her father’s deep voice was lost on the wind. Jadrek will get an earful, she thought as she laughed.

      It didn’t take long to prepare Bruno’s hay; he wasn’t picky. The horses were a different story. They were like spoiled princesses expecting crisp hay delivered at a precise time and place every day. Jadrek was late once and Buttercup tripped him from behind, making him fall headfirst into the water barrel. The memory still made her laugh.

      Hmmm… What should I do today? Several ideas flashed in her mind while she dashed inside their old house. I could go into town and see if Ralph will give me more archery lessons.

      “Yeah, father would love that.” Karigan looked around her messy room for her boots. She had clothes, books, papers, and many other items scattered over her bedroom floor. Father never had time to inspect her room, and growing up without a mother Karigan lived more or less like a pig. That was what Jadrek always said.

      After shuffling through piles of items she finally found her boots, a semi-clean pair of trousers, and a forest-green tunic. This will work nicely. She threw her chore clothes into a heap on the floor and dashed out of the house. Karigan made her way to the dirt road that would take her towards the Wood. Father might not like me learning archery, but wait till I can bring in some extra meat. Jadrek’s gaping face flashed in her mind. She grinned from ear to ear thinking about how she would bring home a doe, or even better, a buck. I’ll show them both that I can help in more ways than one.

      The Wood wasn’t far from the little farm. She could see the oaks standing tall, with animal life dancing among their branches. Fall was coming, and this was her favorite season to adventure. The colors were bright and a large variety of animals would run about. If I remember right, Father said the meadow had a lot of deer activity. Without a second thought, she found her path and began her journey into the Wood.

      Leaves were scattered across the forest floor, creating beautiful colors in the sunlight. Little animals danced in the underbrush as she came closer to her destination. Karigan admired the beauty so much, she didn’t realize things were changing until it was too late.

      The oak trees turned from their beautiful autumn glow to a darker mossy tone. The midday sun blackened, leaving her in a forest of darkness. Startled by the abrupt change, she tried to find her way back, only to discover that her path had been swallowed up by black, twisting trees. Panic filled her. Where am I?

      One tree reminded her of a braided horse tail as it reached towards the sky. She stood there for several moments wondering if the tree ever ended and what type it was. Wow, this dang thing keeps going! Karigan stepped forward. Her hand pressed against the bark of the tree’s surface, searching for hints of what it could really be. It smells like it could be oak and it feels no different. Perhaps the seedling had issues growing in the soil. I must ask Father about this. But, this doesn’t explain why it got so dark. Am I even in the Wood anymore?

      A flash of light caught her eye. She turned, but lost it. What was that? She looked in every direction, as the sensation that someone was watching creeped up on her. Goosebumps rose on her skin and her hair stood on end. “Who’s there?”

      Karigan thought she heard a girl's laughter as blossom petals flew across her path. Blossoms? What are those doing here? Her eyes darted each way, looking for the source. She was confused—there weren’t any blossom trees here, and now she was hearing musical laughter in her head. “What do you want?” Panic gripped her as her stomach turned.

      “Do not fear, little lass, you are safe amongst the trees…”

      “Who said that?” Karigan took a deep breath, trying her best to calm herself. Getting startled and tearing blindly through the Wood wouldn't help matters. She would end up getting lost. If I can get more lost than I already am, she thought. This place is so strange, it isn’t anything like the Wood by our home.

      “You’re no longer in your Wood, but never fear. There are those who will guide you inside the twisting trees…”

      “Okay, this is getting old fast!” Karigan glared into the darkness, wishing she could punch the female voice toying with her. “If I’m not in the Wood anymore, where the hell am I!?”

      “The Forest of Ferrês, child,” the voice sang. “Follow the light—it will reveal your purpose here…”

      The Forest of Ferrês? Scratching her head, she pondered why that name sounded familiar. I think Ralph told me a story about this place. Deep in thought, a flash of light blinded her. Prancing just inches from her face was a bluish orb. Is that a wisp? Once her eyes adjusted, she realized that the orb had a small, human-like form. “By the gods! Are you a fairy?”

      A giggle was her reply. The light faded away, and before her floated a beautiful fairy the size of her palm. Her fluttering wings were bluish in tone with white decorative patterns. She had short, cropped hair and leaves for clothes that sparkled in the darkened forest. Karigan smiled. It was a rare sight to see such a creature. Ralph’s words hit her as the memory flooded back.

      “Beyond our lands, beyond the mountains, lies a forbidden forest to the journey of man. Deep within lay creatures of magic, from shape shifting beasts, to fairies and more…”

      “Why are the lands forbidden?”

      He laughed. “Because the lands of beasts are no place for humans. Many have entered seeking the truth that lies within, but none have returned.”

      “How do you know about these creatures, then? How do you know there is magic within?” Ralph laughed, raising his hand to still her questions.

      “Rumors run far and fast throughout the lands, Karigan. But know this—there is magic within, and it is a land to fear above the rest.”

      The memory faded as fast as it had come. But how did I get here? It couldn’t just appear…could it?

      The little fairy fluttered, watching her ponder her thoughts. A melodious voice sang out, “My name is Alia. Please come this way.”

      Jerked back to reality, a wide-eyed and gaping Karigan followed as trees parted to reveal a path covered by undisturbed dirt littered with fallen leaves. She hesitated, knowing the path led deeper into the forest. Ralph said no one ever comes out once they go in. But what if the forest draws you in? What happens then? Curiosity won as Karigan stepped forward, taking the path deeper into the Forest of Ferrês. All Karigan knew was that a mystery awaited her, and something told her it was best to keep moving.

      Moments of wonder swiftly turned into regret as the trees grew larger and the fairy’s glow fought to keep the darkness away. “Excuse me, Alia, but where are we going?” The light swayed as Alia hovered to a stop beneath a large archway. Karigan stepped closer, eyeing the darkness within and looking over her shoulder as little Alia sat down on a nearby stump.

      “Go inside,” Alia said.

      “But it’s so dark.”

      Giggles rang out as Alia swooped into the air, circling about her and creating particles of dust. “Do not fear, for in darkness is light. Go inside.” The little fairy shoved her back forcefully,  making Karigan stumble forward through the archway.

      Nothing. All she could see was nothing. Where is the damn light! Panic gripped her. Calm, yourself, Karigan. It won’t do to lose your head
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