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GARETH SAT BENEATH a shadow of remorse. Peace lay upon the Haven like a warm blanket of mist. And with that mist came time. Time to reflect, to celebrate, and to regret. From his usual table near the front rail of the tavern veranda, he watched the local gathering place begin to fill. Distant conversation was little more than murmurings at the moment, but he knew that soon the place would come alive with a cacophony of voices that would eventually prompt him to seek out a quieter place.

He reflected on his time in Galandore. Though he had planned to leave for Greenwood Haven the morning following the Queen’s celebratory feast, come sunrise he’d decided to stay. His brother was to marry in two days’ time. It had made no sense to fly to the Haven, then turn around and fly back for the wedding. 

Now Gideon and Fayre were happily wed, and Gareth was home.

He pondered on those two days. They had not been wasted. He had spent them leafing through ancient tomes in Galandore’s library archives—once forbidden under Tazia’s oppression, now open to any who wished to learn. And he did. Such books held hidden knowledge. Knowledge that Tazia had held tightly to herself. Thank the stars Queen Edeline was not her mother. For the first time in a long time, he had hope for Faerie’s future. 

He looked down at the wooden table before him. On it rested a large tankard of ale and a sizeable book, its cover dusky brown and beautifully engraved with fully-bloomed flora and ancient gilded lettering. Its parchment pages were yellowed with age. 

In search of hidden truths, he leafed through the borrowed volume entitled Myths and Magic, but he had lost focus as a sudden influx of revelers entered the tavern, cheering and laughing and ordering food and drink. 

The once quiet tavern filled with the growing chatter of his people. Thankfully, the patrons always gave him wide berth to think and, though it broke his concentration, the prattle of happy fair folk was oddly comforting.

From the shaded veranda, he watched his town-folk celebrate his and his soldiers’ safe return and the defeat of the dark fae—slightly belated, but Galandorian news always reached the Haven a bit late. 

At the time of battle adrenaline had been high. It had not been pleasant, but he’d done what had to be done. But he was home now, fulfilling his duty as overlord and feeling the regret of having taken so many lives.

The dark fae had not asked for what they were given. Some had been cast into the dark prison swamp for the mere crime of displeasing the Queen. Some for petty theft. Rarely did a fae murder another outside of war. Few deserved to be cast into the draining darkness of the swamp with naught but a single weapon to protect themselves.

It was why he had refused to follow his brother to Galandore to serve Queen Tazia. Even at the young age of ten summers, he had known Tazia was undeserving of her seat and he’d wanted a distance from her. 

Gideon, however, had dreamt of rising in station to the Queen’s royal guard and making a difference for the good. 

Gareth scoffed. There was no making a difference for the good with the mad Queen of Galandore on the throne. She’d been too set in her ways, too greedy for power to ever change. Despite his efforts for the good, making a difference was beyond even Gideon’s scope. The most one could hope for serving under Tazia’s reign was to stay alive.

Thank the stars Princess Edeline had secretly spared those guilty of lesser crimes by creating a Sanctuary in the Dark Swamp. Thank the stars, too, that Tazia had never discovered Edeline’s secret, and that Tazia had redeemed herself and saved Lysander’s life at the cost of her own. In his opinion, in the nine hundred years he’d known Tazia, it was the only redeeming act she’d ever committed.

Happily Edeline had inherited none of Tazia’s propensities. Edeline was a queen the fae could depend upon. A worthy queen. She was a queen even he could follow. 

But he would not join her guard. Although a worthy queen was now on the throne, he still preferred his distance from the court. He loved Greenwood Haven, his home between forest and sea.

And though he loved his current queen as well, he would leave his home to serve her only if another war broke out and she called him to that. For now, he was content where he was. Content in the Haven. 

Gareth lifted his tankard and took a long swallow of draught ale. The golden liquid slid smoothly over the back of his tongue and down his gullet, quenching the dry regret in his throat. He swirled the remaining ale around the inner face of his tankard, then set it back on the wooden table.

An easy thud sounded over the distant muttering voices. He lifted his gaze, cast it over the waist-high rail of the veranda and across the village square. A gathering of fae danced merrily to music that resonated through the air. 

One fae in particular caught his eye—a lively golden-hued brunette with light eyes and a smile that promised a levity and joy he’d not felt in some time. A hint of a smile teased his lips as he closed his book, leaned forward on the table and watched her. She moved with the grace of a sky spirit. So free and open and unabashed. Even in the light of day her eyes sparked and glimmered as their reflection turned mere sunlight into something magical. 

He knew then that she was nothing like him. Despite being winged, he was bound to the trees and the forest and the sea. She belonged to the air, the clouds, the stars. How ironic that he had wings and she did not. 

But she had had wings at one time. Long ago before the mad queen of Galandore imprisoned her in the dark swamp. Before the darkness stole her aura. 

Gareth recalled his brother recommending her to him when Gideon had delivered her and the remaining Sanctuary fae out of the dark swamp to Greenwood Haven. Gareth had yet to make himself known to her. 

He leaned back in his chair, heard it creak beneath his weight. Cloaked in the shade of the overhang, he continued watching his people’s interactions with the newly rescued fae. It was unfortunate that the recent arrivals could no longer will their wings. Centuries in the shadows of the swamp had depleted their auras, and without an aura, a winged fae was doomed to spend their days grounded as a mortal. It was a loss beyond fathoming, especially for a fae with sky spirit. 

His mind continued down a fogged path until his eyes saw only what lingered in his thoughts. Then a pleasant laugh rang in the distance, startling him out from his melancholy. His focus again centered on the attractive woman with shining eyes. 

A slow smile crossed his lips. Chrysalis, Gideon had called her. He wondered what the story was between her and his brother. And he was sure there was a story. 

Had they been lovers?

No doubt they had. The fae had numerous lovers before settling down with a forever mate. Some never settled. He was ready to settle. But was she? He supposed he could come right out and ask her or Gideon of their history, but it was not something one asked upon first meeting someone, and his brother kept such matters private. If there had been something between them, it was long in the past. 

Gareth lifted his tankard and continued watching her as he slowly sipped his ale, the golden liquid warm and smooth and calming. Chrysalis shone like sparkling wine, like spring water flowing down a rocky path, its spray misting in the air. So full of energy and effervescence she was, with an uplifting laugh, part humor part song. He wondered at his brother walking away from such a woman. But then, Gideon had always preferred his women grounded and of the earth. No doubt it was why the two of them split paths.

Gareth grinned. He was the opposite. Despite his love for the land, he preferred a mate with sky spirit and amusement, with an innocence and lightness of heart. Might Chrysalis be that mate? His brother seemed to think so. He, himself, was not yet sure. Aye or nay, there was no harm in meeting her.

Gareth took another sip, his hooded gaze never leaving Chrysalis. 

As though she felt that gaze, her head lifted and she met his look with a faintly curious grin.

Gareth sputtered and choked on his drink. When his coughing subsided, he looked up to see her standing outside the veranda in front of him, her arms lightly crossed. Sunlight crowned her head, setting the golden undertones of her rich brown hair to glow. Her eyes glimmered with a mischievousness that begged a smile. 

Not yet convinced that she was the one, he suppressed that smile to a faint upturn of lip.  

She leaned on the railing that separated them. “You are Gideon’s brother, are you not?” she asked, her voice young, light, and wonderfully uplifting. He stared, captivated by her long length of earthy hair, her heart-shaped face, and bright blue eyes that beamed with stories and secrets he would like to unfold. 

Her full lips lifted to a generous smile as she paused her words in awaiting an answer. He was about to reply when she gave a short laugh and continued, obviously too impatient to wait a moment longer.

“Truly, I had no need to ask. You look just like him but for the color of your hair. Are you twins? Surely not. So rare it is for a fae to give birth, let alone two at once.”

Unlike his own carefully thought out words, she spoke speedily, like she had so much to say and not enough time to say it. But she was observant, picking up that he and Gideon were indeed twins despite their differences.

Gareth pondered his hair color, a light honeyed copper compared to Gideon’s darkest brown. And his eyes were not the vibrant violet of his brother’s, but more a light tawny shade like those of a lion. 

“Gideon and I are indeed twins,” he replied. “I am firstborn. Gideon followed close on my heels.”

“Why did I never see you in Galandore?” she asked.

“We were born here in Greenwood. Gideon chose to serve in the Queen’s guard. I chose to stay and oversee the Haven.”

“Greenwood Haven.”

“Aye.” 

She presented him with a playful curtsey. “So do I call you Lord Haven, m’lord, or—”

“Call me Gareth. We do not stand on formality here.”

A shout sounded in the distance. Chrysalis looked over her shoulder and Gareth couldn’t help but notice how the bright sun just beyond the roof of the veranda set a smooth sheen to flow across her long silky locks like moonlight on an ocean wave. 

Discovering that the shout was not meant for her, she again turned to face him. “I love it here, Gareth. ’Tis so close to the sea.” She breathed deeply. “I can faintly smell fish.”

Gareth smiled. It was exactly how he felt about Greenwood Haven—another reason why he’d never wanted to move farther inland to Galandore as Gideon had. As his brother loved the forest, he himself loved open waters. And there was enough of both in and around the Haven to keep him satisfied.

Though she no longer leaned on the rail, she lingered just on the other side, watching him in expectation.

“Come, sit with me,” he said, gesturing to the empty chair at his table. 

Chrysalis smiled at him and he knew her expectation had been met.

As she stepped up onto the veranda, her hair darkened in the shadow of the overhang but lost none of its beauty. Her gown, the shade of buttercups in summer, hugged low on her breasts and tightly around her waist, then flared softly about her legs.

“I heard tale you crossed paths with a unicorn,” he said as she seated herself beside him.

Chrysalis fixed her gaze on him. She worried her lip and tensed. “Aye. ’Twas dreadfully frightening.”

“For what cause? There is naught to fear from them lest you break the law of the wilderlands.”

Chrysalis sighed. “I fear I did. Did Gideon not tell you?”

“Gideon is very discreet. Would you tell me?” Gareth leaned back in his chair and waited. Indeed, his brother had told him, one of their many conversations during Galandore’s feast. But he wanted to see if their stories matched. 

“I fear ’twas my doing,” Chrysalis said sadly. 

Gareth released a quiet breath. So far, so good. 

“I did take on a dare to strike an apple with an arrow. Too late did I see the tiny bunny crouched behind it. Its earth-hued fur blended with the underbrush.”

Gareth stroked his chin. “Indeed, it must have been a very large apple.”

“’Twas. And in my view, a very easy target. Sadly, my arrow split the apple and struck the poor creature behind it. I picked the bunny up, but I had no magic to save it.”

“What of Gideon’s band?” 

“He was at the fore. By the time he made it back to the rear, the bunny had taken its last breath and died in my hands.” She stared down at her lap into the open palms of smooth, delicate hands, as if the rabbit still lay there, small, limp, and lifeless.

Gareth noted a tear well in her eyes. Even had Gideon not told him the exact same tale, he’d have believed her.

Chrysalis shook her hands as if to dispel the image. She wiped the tear away with her fingers. 

“’Twas then the unicorn appeared, set on justice for a lost innocent life. Gideon offered the unicorn his life for mine,” she continued. “The unicorn was so impressed with his selflessness, she showed us mercy and let us live.” She again met his gaze. “Such bravery I have never seen. Though I was not surprised at his chivalry.”

Gareth laughed. “Aye. Two parts brave, one part fool.”

Chrysalis giggled, then sobered. “Still ...”

Lively music rose up from the village courtyard. Gareth contemplated asking Chrysalis to dance when she jumped to her feet. 

“Come,” she said as she held her hand out to him, her sea-blue eyes once again shining. Her lips lifted playfully and suddenly his world seemed a sunnier place. Her smile brightened. “Let us dance.”

Gareth pondered her hand, then clasped her long lean fingers in his own larger grasp. He could see she was a fae who went after what she wanted. 

After several dances, he and Chrysalis returned to the tavern table. He ordered dark ale for himself and a fruity drink for his guest. He then sat back in his chair and emptied his tankard. He noted that Chrysalis barely touched her drink, her attention drawn to the book he’d left lying on the table.

“What is this?” she asked. She slid the open book in front of her and began rifling through its delicate pages.

Gareth sat up straight. “Take care,” he said. “’Tis an ancient tome on myths and magic, as the title says.”

Chrysalis flipped the cover over to read the title. “So it is.” She smiled. “Think you that the magic will rise from the pages and turn me into a toad?”

Gareth laughed. “Nay. Only that the fragile pages may be easily damaged.”

She again opened it. “What do you seek in such a book?”

“Knowledge.”

“Knowledge? In a book of myths? Are myths not stories without proof or substance?”

“Surely you know that behind each myth is some manner of truth.” He drew the book back in front of him and opened it to where he’d left off. As he carefully flipped through the pages, he heard the scrape of wooden chair legs cross over the tavern’s stone floor. In his peripheral vision, he saw Chrysalis’s chair butted against his own. She watched with interest at the turn of each page. The jasmine scent in her hair distracted him as he breezed past several pages without notice. When her hand slammed down on the book, he jumped. “Dark stars! What is it?” 

“Look!” Chrysalis nodded at the page her finger rested on. 

Gareth forced his focus off her enticing scent and onto the book. “The Golden Tree of Andor,” he read.

“I heard tale of this tree when I was but a youngling. A country tale that I deem the highborn had no interest in.”

Gareth’s brow lifted. He wondered did she mean to slight him, or did her words spill out before thought. She certainly had a way of intriguing him. “What said this tale?”

“’Tis said the golden apples of the golden tree are the true treasures of Faerie. Of course, ’tis merely a myth. One cannot put hopes in such a thing.”

Gareth slid a finger over the text. Mid-page his finger stilled. “By the stars!”

“What?”

“It does say that the fruit of the golden tree can bring back that which is lost.”

“Aye. But I did never comprehend what that meant,” Chrysalis replied, a quizzical expression on her face. “Can it bring back the dead?”

“Nay. It says that which is lost, not those who are lost. One must partake of the fruit to reap its rewards. The dead cannot bite, chew, and swallow. But it may be able to bring back your auras.”

Chrysalis gasped. “Think you so? We have tried the Dust brought back from Galandore to no avail.”

“Because the Dust merely heals. It cannot heal an aura that is no longer there. But this ... this brings back that which is lost.”

“How?”

Gareth read on. “It can take one back to his or her peak.”

Chrysalis shrugged. “I do not understand.”

“You must know that the physical peak of a fae is thirty summers. ’Tis when we reach full maturity. Afterward, aging slows to such a degree that we are nigh on immortal.”

“Aye, I know this but ...” Chrysalis stilled. 

Gareth waited.

“By the stars!” she cried. “It would return the Sanctuary fae to their thirtieth year. When they had wings!”

“I deem so. But as you did say, ’tis merely a myth.”

“But as you did say, all myths come from truth. What if it is truth?”

Gareth pondered the possibility. He also pondered Andor, a mythical island said to be far south in the Amethyst Sea, beyond the stamina of any fae to fly to. To seek it out, one would need to travel by ship. Was such a trip worth the risk? And there were indeed risks. For one, the island might not exist. How far should one travel before realizing this and turning back? Another risk would be stormy waters. Should the boat go down, a fae would not have the stamina to fly the distance to safe shores. Thirdly, a golden tree filled with treasure was most assuredly guarded.

He stole a glance at Chrysalis, saw a glimmer of hope in her eyes—hope that she would regain her aura and fly again.

Something stirred in him. He could not dim that hope. 

He closed the book and turned to fully face her. “I must look further into this. I shall return to Galandore and visit the archives. ’Haps they hold more information about Andor. A map even.”

“If ’tis too far to fly and none have ever flown there, how can there be a map?”

“I did say never flown. But ’tis possible at one time someone traveled by boat. That information will not be found in a book of myths.”

Chrysalis’s eyes lit to such a degree that he had need to turn away.

Finally, he looked up and caught her gaze. “Raise not your hopes,” he warned. “And tell no one. I do not wish to give the others hope where none may exist.”

He watched Chrysalis slide to the edge of her seat. Her face glowed. Her eyes widened, and he saw a mountain of hope, despite his warning. 

He sighed.

“Then you will seek out this tree?” she asked, her words sprinting from her lips as if there were no time to lose.

Her excitement was palpable. She sat precariously on the edge of her seat, ready to spring up at the slightest encouragement. He chose his words carefully.

“If I find sufficient evidence that it may be real,” he said.

Despite his cautionary response, Chrysalis sprang up from her chair, wrapped her arms about his neck, and surprised him with a kiss. It was quick and unexpected, but its effect on him ran deep. 

“When do we leave for Galandore?” she asked, her eyes bright with excitement.

Gareth gaped at her. “What?”

“When do we leave? I am going with you.”

His breath stilled. Finally he found his words. “Nay. I cannot will you wings and you cannot will your own. To walk or ride to Galandore would be far too time consuming.”

“Then I shall await your return and join you on the ship.”

Again he gaped. “The ship?”

“Aye.”

“Nay! ’Tis far too dangerous.”

“No more dangerous for me than for you. As you did say yourself, you must travel by boat as ’tis too far to fly.”

“Aye, but—”

“But naught. I am going with you.”

Gareth caught the swift fold of her arms and sighed. He was sure that if he left her behind, all of Greenwood Haven would learn of his venture. He did not want this news known if perchance it truly was a fool’s mission and he was the biggest of fools.

He looked up into eyes full of hope and a facial expression set in obstinacy. He had no choice.

“As you wish. But say naught to anyone. Upon my return, should but one soul speak to me of our reason for this journey, I will declare it untrue, the quest will be cancelled, and you will never have your wings.”
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GARETH LAY WITH HIS arms folded beneath his head, his sleep tunic gathered in soft folds about him, his focus on a caterpillar crawling across the patina gold and green metal tiles of his bedchamber ceiling. Candlelight flickered on the dark wood of the walls and mouldings, so freshly wiped clean that he could still smell the citrus scent of the polish. 

He pondered the wisdom of journeying to Andor Island.

Firstly, the island was known only in myth. No fae had ever traveled there that he was aware of. Or if they had, it was far before his time. If there was actual proof of the island’s existence, it most assuredly had been hidden by the late Queen Tazia who had feared anyone or anything that might have more power than she. Hence, her mission to destroy dragonkind.

However, the fact that the book of myths was deeply buried in the archives gave him hope that Andor and its fabled tree could indeed exist. It would be just like Tazia to hide such truth to protect her own power.

Even more, he pondered the wisdom of taking Chrysalis with him. But he dared not risk her spreading word of his mission should he leave her behind. 

If the fae folk of Greenwood Haven knew he chased a fool’s dream, if he lost their confidence as a lord and leader, he could not bear it. Having their trust was as important to him as life itself. ’Haps moreso. He would die for his people. 

He closed his eyes and released a long breath. When he opened them, he noted that the caterpillar had made considerable progress in its travels. 

He turned on his side, rested his head on his arm, and looked out of the yawning chasm of his window into a star-strewn sky. Thickly woven drapes, pulled one to each side, struggled against the breeze as tiny lights glimmered against the infinite black of night. He wondered which held more sway, light or dark?

Again he closed his eyes for sleep, but sleep would not come. 

He scoffed at the effort and sat up in bed. Then he rose from the mattress and prepared to dress. Trying to force sleep was a waste of time. 

If he left now, and journeyed at a leisurely pace, he would arrive in Galandore before daybreak, giving him a full day to comb through the archives. The sooner he knew of Andor’s existence, or lack thereof, the better. Once the truth of Andor was known, life could move forward and not balance on a tenuous hope.

Gareth opened a trunk that sat on the floor at the foot of his bed and drew out a selection of clothing. He slipped a tooled leather jerkin over his tunic and laced up the front. Then he pulled on a pair of trews and boots and topped it all with a short kilt and a matching black & chartreuse plaid.

Lastly, he buckled his sword belt about his waist and slipped a small dirk into the sheath that clipped to the thick leather of his boot. He expected no trouble on his journey, but it never hurt to be prepared.

Stepping out onto his balcony, he breathed in the crisp night air, filling his lungs with the fresh hope of approaching day. Then he willed his wings and began the long, tedious flight to Galandore.

Chrysalis sat before the open window of her room at Greenwood Inn. The hour was shortly after three in the morning. The streets below were dark and quiet but for the chirping of crickets and the occasional hoot of an owl. Through the sheer, breeze-ruffled curtains, she could see the muted beige stones of Greenwood Keep, elevated on a hill and silhouetted against the black night sky. 

A frog croaked and the earthy smell of the surrounding woodlands filled her nostrils.

She’d desperately wanted to go to Galandore with Gareth, to help in the search for any truth that Andor Island did indeed exist. But she knew he was right. Without the ability to fly, she would slow him down. Walking would take days, and riding, though quicker, would still waste precious time. He could fly there in a matter of hours. And fly back just as quickly. 

She pondered how she could be of use while she waited for his return. He had prearranged that a small ship be brought to the dock in the event he found proof of Andor’s existence, a ship that could be easily managed with a small crew. And he’d entrusted her with the list of supplies he’d ordered, giving her the job of checking that those supplies were delivered. 

She was sure this was just a formality, something to give her a sense of importance and to keep her busy. She had no doubt his orders would be followed. But the fact that he’d ordered a ship at all lifted her spirits.

When she reached for her cup of herbal tea, chamomile with a hint of lemongrass, something caught her eye. Her hand stilled and she shoved the curtain aside. A winged shadow against the dark, star-strewn sky caught her attention. It rose from a window of the keep and headed northeast toward Galandore. She smiled.

Gareth.

Like her, he too could not sleep. 

Chrysalis kept him in her sights until his smoky silhouette disappeared into the wispy mists crowning the wilderland treetops. Though out of sight, he was not out of her mind. Like his brother, Gareth had a certain strength about him, a leadership quality that commanded respect. But unlike Gideon, Gareth was not brusque or overly authoritative. He more readily listened to the opinions of others and weighed his thoughts before making decisions. He had a gentleness of soul and spirit that made her glad his brother had refused her so many years ago. 

After finishing her tea, she crawled beneath the downy covers of her bed, pulling the edge of the quilt high up over her shoulders to pool about her neck. The warmth beneath the quilt settled over her skin as the cool night air wafting in through her window breezed across her face. She closed her eyes. Beneath her lids she saw him, his face so much like his brothers’—angled jawline, strong chin, and firm lips. 

But it was their differences that attracted her to him. His tawny gold eyes reflected the warmth of his soul, and his light copper hair haloed his face with faded fire. She recalled his laugh and a shiver ran through her. 

He was beautiful.

She sighed. How could anyone as beautiful as he be interested in her? Aye, she was comely as are all fae, but nothing above the ordinary with her blue, commonplace eyes and mundane brown hair. Her build was slight and she had no skills with a sword. 

She did have skills with a bow, however. And she could hit a target nine out of ten times with a dagger. She also had the gift of dance and voice. She could play lyre and sing like an angel. Was it enough?

She yawned deeply as the fullness of her day caught up to her. She really did have much to offer, if he would just open his eyes to see. 

And she would help him see.

Again she yawned, then settled deeper into her covers. His visage continued to linger in the darkness beneath her lids. It was a visage that brought her a welcoming peace. Her body relaxed. Perhaps sleep would come after all.

The flight to Galandore was oddly satisfying. The damp mists rising from the wilderlands and Galandore forest washed over him, leaving brushstrokes of dew on his face and tiny droplets on his lashes. The crisp air held to a dark silence, broken only by wind-rustled leaves or the hoot of an owl. The night sky was filled with a wide splash of stars and a bright crescent moon that reminded him of a certain laughing smile that commanded attention.

Surely Chrysalis slept. He pictured her golden-earth hair softly fanned across her pillow, her long lashes sweeping her cheek. Beneath them, eyes as blue as a sunlit sea. He envisioned her smile now soft in repose, her luscious lips slightly parted as though awaiting a kiss. 

He suddenly felt a fool. Was he doing this for the Sanctuary fae or was he doing it for her? Did it matter? Even were he embarking on such a quest for Chrysalis alone, the fruits of the golden tree would benefit all of them. He stifled a scoffing laugh. 

Acquiring such fruits would not be so simple as to walk up to the tree and pluck them easily from its branches. There would be obstacles, he was sure. What manner of landscape surrounded this tree, if it indeed existed? What manner of guardian kept it safe and secret? How far out into the Amethyst Sea did it lie? 

Again he choked on a laugh. He pondered the golden tree as if it were real. No doubt he would find no truth to the myth and would return to Greenwood Haven a bearer of disappointing news. He dreaded seeing the hope and light in Chrysalis’s eyes fade to naught. 

He now wished she hadn’t joined him at his table. That she’d not watched his every turn of the page. Had she not, she would be spared disappointment should the tale of the tree be false.

Another thought troubled him as well. 

If the tree returned you to your thirtieth year, did you lose all memory of those years lived beyond that time? Would Chrysalis forget the years spent between thirty and her imprisonment? Would she forget her time in Sanctuary? Would she forget him? There was always a price where magic was concerned. He pictured the tree in his mind and wondered—what price did it demand?

A hint of dawn edged the horizon as the sun made ready for another day. In the distance, Gareth could see the gleaming white stones of Galandore’s palace silhouetted against the pre-dawn sky. He glanced down at the marketplace as he passed over it. The black dragon had burned it to the ground in the battle with the dark fae.

However, cleanup had been swift. Ash and burnt wood no longer littered the large open area. Gideon had made considerable progress in overseeing the rebuilding of the merchant shops and kiosks, but there was still much to do. 

By the time Gareth reached the front entrance of the palace, the land was awash in pre-dawn shadows with a faint golden glow on the morning horizon.  He lifted his wings and drifted down to settle before the grand entry doors.

“Who goes?” someone called out to him. 

Gareth heard the slide of metal as the guard readied his weapon. He lifted his hands to show that he had come in peace. “Gareth of Greenwood Haven,” he replied.

Upon recognizing him, the guard re-sheathed his sword. “Forgive me, Gareth. The early morning darkness shadowed your face. Do you miss us already that you return so soon?”

Gareth laughed. “I have returned to Galandore on a mission. Have Lysander and Edeline awakened?”

“I have not yet seen them. Enter and make yourself at ease in the great hall. The morning meal will soon be set.”

Gareth nodded. “My thanks. I shall do that.”

The guard stepped aside and Gareth opened the door and let himself in. As he entered the Great Hall, he smelled a combination of hot wax and burning logs. The morning chill was dispelled by a subtle warmth. Candles, lit in preparation of breaking fast, cast a golden glow over the white stone walls. Servers hurried about, setting numerous dishes on the sideboard and high table.

He breathed deeply, taking in the scents of fresh-baked bread, seasoned eggs, strawberries, blueberries, and citrus drinks. His stomach rumbled. Slowly the hall began to fill as palace residents found their seats. He helped himself to an empty trencher and cup, covered the trencher with a variety of foods and filled his cup with the juice of an orange. Then he seated himself just below the dais. As he prepared to eat, he saw Lysander and Edeline enter the cavernous room and approach the high table. He stilled his hand and stood.

“My Queen,” he said with a shallow bow. He turned his gaze on Lysander. “My friend.”

“Gareth!” Lysander stepped forward and gave him a hug. “When did you arrive?”

“Pre-dawn.”

“Did you not just leave here two days ago?” Edeline asked.

Gareth laughed. “Aye.” His expression turned serious. “But something has come up. I should like to discuss it with you and Lysander.”

Lysander gestured toward Gareth’s trencher and drink. “Join us on the dais and let us speak of it.”

As they settled to eat, Gareth asked, “Where is my brother? I see him not.”

“He and Fayre have crossed over into the unknown world for ...” Lysander turned to Edeline. “What did they call it?”

Edeline smiled. “A honeymoon.”

Lysander shrugged and turned back to Gareth. “A honeymoon.”

“What is that?”

“Apparently,” Edeline answered, “’Tis what a newly married couple does following the ceremony.”

“For what purpose?”

“To spend time alone together.”

Gareth scoffed. “They could not have done that here?”

“In a palace full with people, and MacDara always dogging Gideon’s steps?”

Gareth laughed. “I do see your point.”

“So what brings you back so soon?” Lysander asked.

Gareth drew a breath. He hoped Lysander would not think him a fool.

“As you know,” he said, “the Sanctuary fae reside in Greenwood Haven for a time.”

Lysander nodded. “Gideon did say as much.”

“As you may also know, they cannot will their wings.”

“Did the Dust not work, then?” Edeline asked.

“Nay. The Dust can heal, but it cannot heal what is not there.”

“So their auras are not merely damaged, they are gone?”

“Aye, Lysander.”

“And you have come because?”

“Because I did hear tale of the Golden Tree of Andor. Of how its fruit can bring back that which is lost.”

Lysander smirked. “That is a myth, Gareth. A common folks’ tale.”

“Is it a myth?” Gareth asked. “That is why I am here. To seek the truth of it, should there be any.”

Gareth watched Lysander’s mirthful expression turn solemn.

“So you think it could be true?” Lysander asked.

“I know not either way. But if it is even possible that such a thing can restore to the Sanctuary fae what they have lost, is it not worth the effort to seek it out?” Gareth watched Edeline’s hand slide over Lysander’s and give a squeeze. He met her gaze.

“I put no stock in the truth of such a tale,” she said. “But you are welcome to search the archives for any information you need.”

Gareth smiled. “My thanks, my Queen. I did hope you would say as much.” He took a bite, then swallowed it. “I will begin after meal.”

Gareth lowered his forehead to the tabletop and closed his eyes. The archive library was dank and dark, the air thick. He had been searching the archives since morning meal and could find no legitimate reference to Andor Island or its tree. A huge stack of books rested on the table on either side of him; the taller stack had already been combed, the shorter stack and loose papers were yet to be examined. 

His eyes burned and he wondered how many hours had passed. By the lowered remains of the candles, he ventured at least five. His stomach rumbled, reminding him that he had missed the mid-day meal. 

The shadows on the walls flickered, and he lifted his head at the slight breeze and dancing flames. The large entry door was fully open and MacDara stepped just inside the room with a tray of food.

“Milord,” MacDara said. “Lysander asked that I bring you some food, as you were not at mid-day meal.”

Gareth smiled. “My thanks.” He slid some papers aside to make room for the tray. 

“Have you found aught?”

Gareth shook his head. “Nay. Not yet.”

“Might I help?” MacDara asked. “I have no duty at this time and to be honest, I am bored beyond measure.”

Gareth laughed. He slid the short stack of books toward MacDara. “Have a seat. I yet have this stack of books and papers to look through. No doubt two sets of eyes will be faster than one.”

“What is it I am looking for?” MacDara asked as he cast a long glance over the books.

“Any mention of the Golden Tree of Andor or even to Andor Island itself.”

MacDara gasped. His sights left the books and fell on Gareth. “The fabled island? Think you it is real?”

“I know not. That is the purpose of my being here. To determine the truth or fallacy of it.”

MacDara nodded. He drew a book from the stack and set it in front of him. Flipping the cover open, he began scanning its pages.

While he ate, Gareth kept a watchful eye on MacDara. The young soldier had a thirst for life, for fulfilling duty and learning all that he could. A hint of a smile touched Gareth’s lips as he lifted his goblet for a drink. Should he find any truth to the myth, with Edeline’s permission he would recruit the young soldier to his services. He could not manage a ship, however small, on his own. He would need help and he preferred that help come from outside Greenwood Haven.

MacDara could help to fill those shoes. If he was willing.
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GARETH SHOVED TWO MORE books aside. “Anything?” he asked. He raked his hair back from his face and cast MacDara a tired but hopeful look, though the quest seemed hopeless.

MacDara shook his head. “Nay.” His head lulled back to rest against the chair. He sighed. “’Haps ’tis myth after all.”

Gareth nodded. He lowered his forehead to the table. A long sigh of fatigue escaped him. “What hour is it?”

“I know not.”

A loud creak sounded from outside the door which swung fully open. “’Tis nearly time for the evening meal,” Lysander answered.

Both Gareth and MacDara straightened in their seats. The outer corridor was brightly lit in comparison to the archive room. Backlit in the doorway, Lysander, his light clothing and platinum hair catching the light, appeared as an avenging angel. 

“So late?” Gareth replied.

“Aye. Come. Take your rest. The morrow is another day.”

Gareth inched up from his seat and stood. “I think ’haps I will take my leave come morning. We combed through every text and map and found naught. I fear this was a fool’s mission after all.”

“’Haps. Or ’haps your head is too fogged now to think. Let us take meal. Things may look differently in the morning.”

Gareth wasn’t so sure, but he was starved. And when Lysander mentioned his being there in the morning, he was fairly sure he had a bed to sleep in for the night. He clapped MacDara on the shoulder. “Come. Let us eat.”

When they reached the Great Hall dais, he and MacDara parted ways. Gareth joined Lysander and Edeline at the high table. MacDara sat below with his fellow soldiers.

The cavernous room was filled with fae and jovial conversation. Gareth smiled. The atmosphere wasn’t so different from that of Greenwood’s tavern.

He had no sooner slid into his chair next to Lysander when several servers brought various foods to the table. Gareth’s eyes lit and he filled his plate. Another server filled his tankard with ale. He took a long and hearty drink. He hadn’t realized how utterly parched he was. He motioned to the serving lass. 

“Aye, milord. How can I please you?”

“A pitcher of cool water, if you please.”

“I am happy to please,” the wench replied with a flirty grin. She slid her fingers over his shoulders as she left to do his bidding.

Lysander nudged him. 

“Nay, Lysander. I have no wish to lie with a serving lass.”

“She likes you.”

Gareth shook his head. 

Edeline laughed. “So serious you are.” She reached past Lysander and tapped Gareth’s arm. “Be light this night and enjoy yourself. I deem there are a number of ladies here who would be much pleased to pay you company.”

Gareth glanced about the room, then back at Edeline. “I have no such wish.”

“What do you wish?” she asked as she took a sip of wine from her goblet.

“To find Andor Island.”

Edeline sighed. “I fear that may not be possible. If you have combed through all maps and shipping logs, then I fear it may not ex—” 

“What said you?”

“I said, if you have combed through all maps—”

“Nay, the other part.”

“Shipping logs?”

“Aye.”

“You did not search through those?” she asked incredulously. “’Twould have been the first place I’d have looked.”

Gareth clapped his forehead. “Dark stars!” He swore and began to rise from his seat. “I must go back—”

Lysander grabbed his arm and pulled him down. “On the morrow.”

“But—”

“You are exhausted. After meal, get you some sleep. The shipping logs are going nowhere. I will help you with them in the morning.”

Gareth sighed and gave a nod. “You are right. On the morrow, then.”

A rustling sounded behind him. He looked back over his shoulder.

It was the server with the pitcher of cool water he’d ordered. She held his gaze as she set it in front of him. 

Gareth greeted her with a friendly smile. Then he filled a cup and wetted his throat. 

“Will that be all, milord?” she asked. “I have much to offer.” She wetted her lips in invitation.

Gareth met her seductive gaze with a level look. She was on the tall side and nicely formed with strawberry blonde hair and kiwi eyes. Comely in every way. But she was not Chrysalis. “That is all,” he replied. “My thanks for the water.”

The server pouted and went on
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