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The Vain Prince

Andrew J. Peters

In the land of Evermore, beauty had a name, and that
name was Adalbert.

He was the only son of King Heinrich and Queen
Lutecia, who were widely known to have been matched to link the
kingdom’s two most prominent families, and in whispered gossip, to
mind toothsome curiosities about the King. Nonetheless, on the day
of Adalbert’s birth, his father and his mother linked arms and
stood at the towering palace balcony overlooking the grand
courtyard to present their swaddled child to their subjects.

It was said that on that day, the sweet melody of
songbirds carried across Evermore’s vales and bluffs. Fallow fields
turned green, and toadstools in the forest’s dankest reaches
surrendered their slimy heads and blossomed petals like shiny
buttercups and hollyhocks. Squires, ladies, woodsmen, and
dairymaids from every hamlet in the kingdom filled the palace
grounds, and plum-faced, blond-haired Adalbert looked out at them,
his deep blue eyes twinkling as though to say: “Yes, here I
am.”

The boy grew hardy in his childhood, nurtured by his
mother and indulged, more accurately, by his father. At four years
old, Adalbert complained that noise from the palace servants
disturbed his naps. Heinrich had the stone floors carpeted and the
sandals of Adalbert’s attendants upholstered with downy
cushions.

At six years old, Adalbert requested a pet porpoise.
Heinrich ordered the palace moat dredged and refilled with seawater
and sent his navy to bring back six dozen of the healthiest
specimens from the Everblue Sea.

At ten years old, Adalbert openly wondered at dinner
why he had never been asked to commandeer a mounted brigade. The
next day, Heinrich assembled every cavalry and pikeman in his
service so that Adalbert could direct mock battles in the palace’s
grand courtyard.

Under such an influence, a child is apt to develop a
rather rich sense of self-importance, and such was the case with
young Adalbert. He went through nursemaids weekly, daily in some
cases, owing to his rigid specifications for his care.

He insisted on being addressed as “His
Exquisiteness” at all times. Adalbert loudly protested deviations
from his routine of morning baths in cow’s milk, heated by
wood-stoked cauldron to the proper temperature; and outfit changes
preceding each of his meals (he never wore the same trousers
twice); and foot and neck massages following any activity involving
physical exertion from croquet matches to cribbage. He was
frequently distracted by the sight of himself in his shiny bronze
goblet and the glistening marble walls of the palace parlor, and he
was known to spend long hours in smiling self-admiration.

Such behavior barely registered to Heinrich. His son
was his pride and joy, after all. But as Adalbert grew into
adolescence, Heinrich noticed, with growing worry, that his son had
become apathetic, if not hostile, to the company of others.

One day, Heinrich returned to the palace to find
Adalbert’s riding partner stripped and tied up to a scaffold, the
boy’s punishment, Adalbert explained, for trotting too vigorously
and splattering mud on his caparison. Heinrich decided it was time
for a talk.

“A young man needs a companion,” Heinrich told
Adalbert.

“What for?” Adalbert twitched and scowled in protest
of his father’s shadow blocking the light for his midday sunning on
the palace’s southerly terrace.

“For companionship, surely,” Heinrich said. He
stepped to the other side of Adalbert’s divan with his broad shadow
in tow.

“I’ve nursemaids and servants to take care of me,”
Adalbert replied, the matter settled.

“Yes, but a companion is different.”

Adalbert stared at his father, genuinely
confounded.

Heinrich tried to explain. “Wouldn’t you like to
fall in love someday? And to have someone fall in love with
you?”

Adalbert brandished a dimpled smile. “I’ve you and
Mommy to love me.”

“Of course. And we do love you very much, Adalbert.
But your parents will not be here forever. A young man starts his
own family. With a woman, or a man.”

Heinrich’s last words hung in the air for a moment.
He knew his son well enough to understand his leanings. It is a
very particular kind of boy who wears a felt hat and scarf to
dinner, after all. Meanwhile, Adalbert looked no more enchanted by
the conversation.

“I don’t see the point in it,” he said. “Look at you
and Mommy. You hardly see each other. You sleep in separate
bedrooms.”

At this, the King shifted his weight. He knew that
Adalbert would someday reach an age when he would perceive the
truth about his parents’ relationship. But it was all the more
reason for Heinrich to press the matter with his son. He could
abide his own mistakes, but he would never forgive himself if
Adalbert repeated them.

“And so you shall have more than me and Mommy,”
Heinrich said. “A true soul mate. Romance. Sensuality. These
are life’s greatest joys.”

Adalbert pouted. “What’s the rush? I like my life
the way it is. I’m too young for sugary conventions.”

But Heinrich had already seized on a tack. “Young
and virtuous you are, Adalbert. Savor your springtide years, and
for your twenty-first birthday, we’ll celebrate your arrival to
manhood with the grandest occasion the kingdom has ever seen.
There’ll be harp players, acrobats, a tournament of jousts.
Whatever spectacle you desire. And at the end of it all, we’ll
enact a contest. Let any willful bachelor in the kingdom make an
appeal for your heart. You’ll have thousands of suitors competing
for you, and you can choose whichever one to stay with you in the
palace for the rest of your years.”

Heinrich beamed encouragingly. Adalbert kept his own
counsel when it came to boyhood crushes, but Heinrich knew his son
could not resist such a deluxe opportunity to command
attention.

Adalbert sneered at first. Then a flash of his
dazzling blue eyes betrayed a certain curiosity. Self-centered as
he was, he was not immune to the stirrings of pubescence. A stolen
glance at the tight fit of the palace herald’s hosiery. A lingering
gaze at the stable hand unburdened of his shirt while pitching out
the mews. One spring day’s fascination with two fantail pigeons
building a nest in a flowering cherry tree out by the palace
orchards. They were far-flung pieces of a puzzle that did not quite
fit together for Adalbert. But he looked up at his father and
heaved a sigh.

It was decided. On his twenty-first birthday,
Adalbert would choose a mate.

*

As King Heinrich promised, Adalbert’s twenty-first
birthday party was an unparalleled event. Every rafter in the
palace was strung with flowering garlands. Every chamber resonated
with the harmonies of string-players. Every fountain was filled
with bubbling wine. The walls were painted over with murals of the
guest of honor, now tall and strapping in his ripened perfection,
and freshly embroidered tapestries with his smiling image were
rolled out across the floor. There were roasts of suckling pigs,
breads and jams, fan dancers, pantomimes, and all the things young
Adalbert enjoyed. The better for Adalbert to see the entertainment,
in the center of the ballroom, a platform was installed, rotating
at a leisurely turn by the workings of a silent gear.

The contest drew men from every corner of the
kingdom eager to try their luck with Evermore’s most handsome son.
Adalbert’s peevish reputation preceded him, but for those less
encouraged by a lifetime of Adalbert, the promise of free room and
board at the palace provided the necessary enticement. There were
square-jawed legionnaires, fresh-faced sailors, dapper sons of
dignitaries, and hopeful journeymen of every trade, all groomed and
dressed in their formal best. At the appointed time, Heinrich
gathered them all into the ballroom, shooed the ladies and the
gawkers away, and announced for the contest to begin.

One by one, the bachelors were called up to the
platform. Adalbert looked them over from head to toe. He was at no
loss for variety, but his deliberations were brief and final.

“Too tall.”

“Too short.”

“Too light.”

“Too dark.”

“Too fine of hair.”

“Too coarse of beard.”

And so on.

Each bachelor slunk away, deflated. The ballroom was
half-empty in less than an hour’s time, and Adalbert started to
reduce his judgments to wide-mouthed yawns. Heinrich pulled his son
aside for a private conversation.

“Surely there must be one among these men who
pleases you?” Heinrich said.

Adalbert rolled his eyes. “I haven’t seen him
yet.”

“You’ve every eligible bachelor in the kingdom
here.”

“A sorry lot they are.”

Heinrich eyed his son sternly. “Adalbert, you’re
being too picky.”

“This is my contest. I choose who’ll
be my mate. And so far, every one I’ve seen has been plain or
downright gruesome.”

“These are fine men, Adalbert. You cannot judge them
entirely on looks. Finding true love requires courtship, charm and
conversation. Compatibility. Not just in the physical sense. Give
these men a chance.”

Adalbert huffed. “It all sounds dreadfully
boring.”

Heinrich put a hand on his hip—an unkingly gesture,
perhaps, but his patience was wearing thin. “Should you like to
spend the rest of your years alone?” he asked his son.

Adalbert glared. “I should much rather live out the
rest of my days by myself than with any of these goons you’ve
invited to my party.”

Heinrich studied his son, and in that moment, a veil
was lifted. He no longer saw a perfect little boy, innocent of
heart. In fact, when he envisioned his son in five years, ten
years, twenty years’ time, the picture was monstrous. Heinrich
pointed his gaze away. “Very well,” he said. “Continue with your
contest. I’m tired of all this. When you’ve finished making a
mockery of all your guests, send a page to my room.”

Adalbert returned to his throne on the platform, and
the event continued in the same manner as it had started. An eager
swain presented himself. Adalbert dallied for a breath, and then he
pronounced the suitor unfit. It was all quite tiresome, Adalbert
thought, and painfully unfair that he should face an endless
procession of inadequate candidates considering he had so much to
offer.

The next to approach the platform was a tall man,
entirely covered in cloak and hood. He held out in his gloved hand
a fuzzy stalk with many tiny florets. Adalbert eyed the offering
peculiarly. “What is this?” he asked.

“Bluebonnet, Your Grace,” the stranger replied. “It
is the only thing that grows in the kingdom that has the color of
your eyes.”

Adalbert considered. “Looks like an awfully common
thing. It’s not the sort of weed that sprouts out of manure in a
shepherd’s pasture, is it?”

“Certainly not, Your Grace. Bluebonnet only
flourishes on the hilltop. If it pleases you, I’ll tell you the
story of this flower’s retrieval.”

Adalbert nodded.

“While I was traveling through the countryside, I
came to a mountain pass and whispered your name thrice, the better
to navigate its treacherous trenches and falling rocks. When I
emerged from the gulley, no worse for wear, I came to a rolling
glade blossoming with blue wildflowers. I climbed to its upper part
where the sun beat down the strongest and the air was most
refreshing. There I spotted this sprig. I rooted it from the earth
to give it to you.” The stranger bent down on one knee, bowed his
head, and raised the flower toward Adalbert.

Adalbert leaned forward and took the sprig. He
stared at the shadowy man, intrigued if not yet disarmed. “Why is
it that you do not reveal yourself?” he asked.

“I am a humble man, Your Grace,” the stranger said.
“The sight of you brings me great delight but sadly a most
unfortunate discoloration of my cheeks. I do not wish to
offend.”

Adalbert grinned. “I think you’re being coy. Your
tongue is quite adept. Why deprive us of your other parts?”

The stranger hesitated. “As you wish, your Grace.”
His hands reached for the brim of his hood, and he pulled it back.
Slowly, he raised his head.

Adalbert’s blue eyes widened. Standing before him
was a hideous creature. It was crook-nosed with a patchy face
blighted by boils. It had a spindly, oily head of hair and bristles
sprouting from its oversized ears. In short, a troll.

Adalbert’s shock transformed into hysterics. “This
is the man who presents himself to be my mate? Please—the hood.
You’ll scare the varnish off the ceiling.”

The ballroom pealed with laughter. The Troll dropped
his head. “I’ve traveled many miles to see you,” he said.

“You needn’t explain,” Adalbert said. “The wear and
tear shows on your face. Or is that a permanent condition?”

The Troll looked up and scowled.

“Now that’s a pretty look,” Adalbert said. “I fear
we were doing much better with your eyes pointed on the floor.” He
waved his hand. “Now move along, Troll-ie. I’m certain there’s a
muddy trestle sorely missing your company.”

The Troll pointed a gloved finger at the prince.
“You’ll regret treating me this way,” he said. His finger twirled
in the air in some sort of arcane gesture.

Adalbert scoffed. Then he waved over a pair of
guards. “It is you who shall regret disturbing my party,” he told
the Troll.

The two armored men took the Troll from the room.
Everyone was silent. It was common knowledge that trolls did not
like being insulted, and they had a repertoire of tricks for those
who crossed them. The bachelors and court attendants passed spooked
looks at Adalbert.

Adalbert glared back at them. He didn’t believe in
troll magic. He knew of spite, but that rarely created the desired
effect in his experience. He held up the bluebonnet clover to take
a sniff. It shriveled, and its petals dropped to the floor.

*

The next morning, Adalbert found the porpoises
floating belly up in the moat. When the gamekeeper pulled them out,
there was not a scratch on a single one of them. Adalbert brushed
it off. Porpoises didn’t live forever. It was an unfortunate
coincidence.

The following day, a chill wind blustered in from
the north. By noon, there was frost on the cherry trees in the
orchard, and their shriveled fruits fell from their branches. That
evening, the cows died of hypothermia. Bundled in his bed, Adalbert
gazed out to his terrace and saw that there was snow accumulating.
Adalbert snorted and ordered his manservant to stoke up the
fireplace.

The wintry storm passed, but then the rivers and
lakes dried up. Peasants packed up their mule carts for better
terrain. Soldiers deserted the King’s service, and the court bursar
absconded with all the gold in the treasury. Rumors spread that
raiders were creeping toward Evermore’s borders to plunder whatever
was left. Adalbert lay on his bed staring at the desiccated stalk
of bluebonnet in his hand. He didn’t stir when his father stammered
into his room.

“We’re leaving Evermore,” Heinrich said. “Take what
you can carry. There’s a carriage and an ox left. We’ll head to
port and sail away.”

Heinrich moved about the room making a hasty
appraisal of his son’s decoratives and furnishings. He stopped when
he noticed that Adalbert had not budged from his self-pitying
position. “It’s a full day’s travel to the coast, and there’s
raiders coming,” Heinrich said. “You better get a move on.”

Adalbert let out a trebling sigh.

Heinrich stood over his son. “There’s no time for
dallying, Adalbert. Everything’s gone. We’ll start anew overseas.
Your mother has relatives in Furthermore to help us get settled.
Now let’s go.”

“I don’t want to,” Adalbert said.

“You haven’t any choice. We’ll all be pitted to
stakes when the raiders come.”

“I don’t feel like going anywhere.”

A furnace of heat rose to Heinrich’s face. He drew a
deep breath. “I’m going to help your mother collect her things.
We’ll be leaving in less than an hour’s time.” He clopped out of
the room.

Adalbert lay back in his bed. He didn’t want to do
anything but stare at his wilted flower. It was all the Troll’s
fault. He was too dejected to move. He figured he’d conserve his
energy until his father came back to push him along.

There was a lot of commotion carrying into
Adalbert’s bedchamber. He turned onto his stomach and pulled a
pillow over his head to drown it out. Adalbert heard his father’s
voice, hurried footsteps down the stairs, a woman’s scream, and a
lot of shouting back and forth. He eyed his bedroom door
peculiarly. Then Adalbert stepped out to his balcony.

He saw an army of raggedy men fording the moat and
teaming through the palace gates. There was no defense. Adalbert
looked to the horizon. Far down the path leading to the coast, he
saw his parents’ carriage. His father hung out of the back side of
the transport, waving and calling out for him. But it was too
late.

*

The few court attendants who had remained in the
palace quickly surrendered, and the raiders took over the palace.
The foreign men didn’t pit Adalbert to a stake, but they did have
the King’s dungeon keeper lock him up in the cellar. They had
decided Adalbert might come of some use for ransom should the King
decide to return to Evermore.

Adalbert found himself in a dark, windowless cell.
Many days passed, and the only light he ever saw was the dungeon
keeper’s torch when he stopped by to deliver his daily ration of a
cup of water and two bowls of gruel. There were two straw cots and
a trench in one corner where the cell’s former residents had
relieved themselves. Adalbert spent the long hours hunched over at
one cot, trying to make out the silhouette of the flowerless stalk
he held in his hand. He thought it would be his only companion for
the rest of his life. Until one day.

A muffled cough punctured the silence.

Adalbert shuddered. He searched around the
pitch-black room. He thought for a moment he had descended into
some kind of delirium and his head had begun to invent sounds. Then
the cough came again, strong and near.

“Who is that?” Adalbert said. The source of the
noise seemed to be across the room, at the opposite side of his
cell. Adalbert strained his eyes. He knew a cot was there, but he
could not see it. A gravelly voice spoke.

“It’s the Duke of Lessermore. Seems a terrible
mistake has been made. Neither one of us was supposed to be
assigned to this room. They’ll be coming to bring us up to the
King’s suite any minute.”

Adalbert narrowed his brow at the man’s sarcasm.
“How long have you been there?”

“Who can answer such a question? Tell me, sir: how
long has it been since you were locked up in this eternal
night? Perhaps you’re better than me at counting the number of
times our warden’s torch appeared on the other side of the gates. I
gave up long ago.”

Adalbert fidgeted at the thought of being watched
all this time in the darkness. He tried to recall the sight of the
other bed. He’d been certain it was empty. It was just covered over
with a bunchy blanket. Adalbert had chosen the other cot because it
looked less used.

“What crime did you commit to put you here?” he
asked.

The stranger chuckled. “You’ve a knack for asking
churlish questions. Better to ask the one who decided to sentence
me to this pit of hell. I say my only trespass was love.”

Adalbert clucked. “That sounds like a tall tale.
Who’d lock you up on account of love?”

There was a long pause. Adalbert wondered if he’d
been too brash. Strange as it was to have a conversation with a
disembodied voice, it was his only contact since he’d been locked
up in his cell. He stared across the room, willing his companion to
say something. At last, the stranger spoke.

“I’ve a tale, yes. Not one of height, but one of
length. I’ll tell it unless you’ve a scarcity of leisure.”

“Yes,” Adalbert said. “I’d like to hear it.”

And so the stranger began his story.

 


I was born a bastard. My mother was poor. She took
what work she could get in our woodland hamlet. She darned socks,
spun silk, and fancied herself an innkeeper when the King’s
servicemen passed through the village. I figure my father was a
foot soldier who stayed the night, had his lump of millet in the
morning, and went on his way. I saw many men come and go growing
up, and I wasn’t the first or the last souvenir from one of my
mother’s guests. We were a house full of fatherless boys and
girls.

My mother couldn’t afford to keep one child, let
alone the seven of us. So she settled on a plan. As soon as one of
us could stand up on two feet, she sent him into the forest to
collect wild turnips. If he could find his way home, he’d get hot
soup for supper. Most of my brothers and sisters, I never saw
again. I kept coming back.

When I was old enough to be of some use beyond
digging up root vegetables, my mother sold me off to a mage. He was
a peevish sprite who lived in a cavern, deep in the woods. He
didn’t much like company, but he needed an apprentice. He taught me
how to find magical herbs and berries for his potions. I’d become a
fine fetcher by then. He only thrashed me once for bringing back
the wrong ingredients. He kept me bound by an eternal spell so I
could not venture beyond the forest. But it wasn’t bad work. I
didn’t know much better than being indentured. Until one morning
when he sent me on an errand for nettle sting.

Nettle sting likes the damper parts of the forest,
so I headed there. It wasn’t long till I spotted the spiny devil
sprouting up on the margins of a creek. I fixed to carefully uproot
it and put it in my bag. Then I heard someone coming through the
brush. My master wasn’t keen on leading visitors back to his place,
so I hid behind a tree. I peeked out and saw a woodsman.

Handsome he was. Broad-shouldered from his work, and
he didn’t look much older than me. He was circling around a
chestnut tree, eyeing its branches. I watched him get to it with
his axe. I noticed he’d set down a satchel a little ways off. I
crept toward it and took a look inside.

It was his lunch: bread, cheese, an apple—a pretty
good find considering I was heading home to a supper of boiled
pokeweed. I decided I’d play a trick. I pocketed the food, scooped
some fallen chestnuts into his bag, and snuck away.

I returned to the same spot the next day. Sure
enough, the woodsman came back for more of that chestnut wood. I
carefully turned over his sack and found another lunch of bread and
cheese. There was also some gooseberry jam. I took the stuff, and
this time, I’d brought better barter. I left him some mushrooms and
leeks, tied up his sack, and headed off.

Over the next few days, we continued our game. Blood
sausage for porridge. Smoked fish for pheasant eggs. Barley ale for
birch tea. Every night after I was done with my master’s chores, I
stayed up late planning new exchanges. I got more gutsy by the end
of the week and stole out of the sprite’s lair while he slept. I
caught a hare in the dawn’s light and cooked it in an open fire in
the woods. Later that day, I hid in the spot by the chestnut trees
waiting for the woodsman. He came walking through the brush as
usual, looked around for timber, and settled on his quarry for the
day. He set his satchel down and took up his axe. Then he stopped
and twitched his nose.

“I don’t like rabbit,” he said.

I scrunched up behind the tree.

“Where are you, forest spirit?” he said. “I’ve
brought you a fine meal of mutton chop and wine. It’s time you
showed yourself to me.”

I didn’t budge. I listened to him rustling through
the leaves. The damned hare in my bag was my mark. I heard him on
the other side of the tree.

“Come out, forest spirit. Or do I have to lop off
this trunk to get to you?” he said.

I drew a deep breath, straightened out, and ambled
around the tree. My face burnt hot. As many times as I’d imagined
one day meeting the woodsman, I was struck dumb and my feet swayed
beneath me.

The woodsman stepped toward me with a devilish
smile. He put his hand on the nape of my neck and pulled me close,
and our lips met.

That kiss unlocked something in me. Desires that had
been buried deep in my head were suddenly set free as possible.
From as many times as I had imagined being with a man, I knew all
of the motions.

We shucked each other’s clothes, and I stooped in
front of him. My mouth truckled greedily to coax the seed from
between his legs. He halted me gently and he raised me from the
ground, and he led me to a spot beside a tree trunk. I hunched and
bared my buttocks so he could claim my bowels. It was far more
brutal and exquisite than I had ever dreamed. And when he was done,
he lay down on a mossy patch beside the creek, and he bid me to do
the same to him. We were like rutting stags, discovering for the
first time how well two men’s bodies fit together.

 


Adalbert interrupted. “You did all that and you’d
only just met?”

“Where’d you grow up?” the stranger said. “Under a
rock?”

Adalbert sneered. “It sounds to me like he forced
himself on you.”

“No,” the stranger replied. He paused thoughtfully.
“Everything that happened that afternoon was entirely agreed
upon.”

Pictures streamed through Adalbert’s head, the kind
he had at night thinking about the stable hand dropping by his
bedroom unexpectedly. Adalbert blushed. He had a lot of questions
about how things worked. Could something like that really
fit inside there? Adalbert brushed it off.

“I think you’re very brazen,” he told the
stranger.

“Like a goat.”

Adalbert sat up on his bed and tented his knees to
cover up the stiffness in his pants.

“May I go on now with the story?” the stranger
said.

“Go ahead.”

 


The next few days passed like a dream. The woodsman
and I met each morning. Sometimes we played over that wondrous day
when he had caught me hiding. Other times we got straight to
business. Afterward, we’d take a swim in the creek, share a meal,
and talk.

The woodsman told me he’d been raised by his
grandmother after his mother fell ill. He’d recently moved out on
his own and was collecting chestnut for a new bridge out by the
river. He liked his work but found it lonely. I listened intently
to everything he said. When he asked me questions, I veered away
from my situation. I told him I had a boss who sent me out for
errands, but I didn’t mention that I was bound to him and could
never leave the forest. Nestled in the woodsman’s arms, it was easy
to pretend that finding each other straightened out life’s
complexities. My mage had a commission ridding a wealthy squire of
a witch’s curse—a very difficult procedure, so I had my freedom for
a time.

The woodsman brought me presents. I knew he wasn’t a
rich man, but the things he gave me were more precious than
anything gold could buy. He carved figurines from wood—a deer, an
eagle, and my favorite of all, a rendering of the two of us, bowed
down with our foreheads touching. There wasn’t much I could give
him in return, but he told me that my company was enough. I’d never
imagined meeting someone like him. I never thought that love and
kindness were ever meant for me.

One day, the woodsman asked me to come live with him
at his cottage. That was when I knew I had to confess the truth. I
told him about the sprite. If he found out about the woodsman, he’d
punish me or punish us both, for all I knew. The woodsman and I
kept quiet company for a while. I could see thoughts stirring
behind my lover’s distracted gaze, but I saved questions for
another day.

 


The stranger’s voice trailed off. Adalbert stared
across the black cell expectantly. “And?” he said.

“You’ll have the rest of the story some other time,”
the stranger said. His voice had turned hoarse. “I’m not well and
tired of telling. You seem not to have noticed but those two bowls
of gruel aren’t your breakfast and supper. It’s one bowl each.”

Adalbert huffed. “But you can’t stop the story
there. Tell me what happened with the woodsman. You haven’t even
gotten to the reason you were put here in the dungeon.”

“Another day,” the stranger said. “I need rest. Now
shut up and let me sleep.”

*

When Adalbert next saw the flicker of the dungeon
master’s torch, he tried to follow its faint glimmer onto the
opposite side of his cell. He could see the cot but nothing more
than a murky silhouette covered in a blanket. The dungeon master
slid a water cup and two bowls of gruel through the grating at the
floor. Adalbert took one bowl to his cot and came back to bring the
other to his companion.

The trail of torchlight faded away in the distance.
Adalbert took half steps through the darkness.

“Time to eat already, is it?” the stranger said.

“Yes. I’m bringing you your gruel.”

“Leave it on the floor. You’re close enough. I like
my privacy.”

Adalbert set the gruel down and shuffled back to his
cot. He found his own bowl. Though his stomach growled, he held off
from eating. He listened to his companion lift the bowl from the
stone floor. With his ears focused very sharply, he heard some
slurping sounds and a swallow.

“It’s bad manners to stare,” the stranger said.

“How do you know I’m staring?”

“I’ve a keen set of eyes. That’s what happens when
you’re stuck in the dark.”

Adalbert grinned. “I don’t believe you. I could be
doing anything right now—looking up at the ceiling, sticking out my
tongue, picking my nose…”

“You’re not doing any of that. You’re staring.”

Adalbert clicked with an idea. “What am I doing
now?” he asked. He pointed his finger across the cell.

“You’re pointing.”

Adalbert tried again. “What am I doing now?”

“You’re pulling out your ears like a donkey.”

“What about now?”

“You’ve got your hands folded in prayer, and you’re
batting your lashes.”

Adalbert laughed.

“Having fun?” the stranger said. “Stick around here
long enough and you’ll be able to see every time I scratch my
balls.”

Adalbert sat cross-legged on his cot and took a few
slurps of his gruel. “Feeling better?” he asked.

The stranger grunted a vague assent.

“Ready to tell me about the woodsman and the
mage?”

There was no reply.

“I couldn’t stop thinking about it,” Adalbert said.
“Your story kept me up ever since you finished.”

The cell was silent. Adalbert turned worried.
Truthfully, he didn’t like being alone. Especially in the dark. He
found his mind drifting, his whole self drifting it seemed, and he
was constantly fighting back the panicky thought that he had
disappeared from the world entirely. “Please sir, I’d like to hear
some more,” he said.

After some moments, the stranger’s voice came again.
“All right. I’ll tell you. But this part is not so cheery.”

 


I kept meeting up with the woodsman for two glorious
seasons. Through autumn, we’d wrestle in the fallen leaves after he
finished his work. Through winter, we’d warm each other beneath a
giant pine while the snow blanketed the forest. But when the creeks
thawed and the trees started budding, my master finished his
commission. It became more difficult for me to get away. I think he
was starting to get suspicious because he didn’t want me leaving
his den unless it was to fetch water or catch pigeons for supper. I
tried to stretch out my errands as long as I could to steal a few
moments with my love. Then the mean sprite sent me out with time
spells that brought me back to his lair if I didn’t return
promptly.

It was excruciating. I was trapped in the cave,
knowing that my love was waiting for me. I fumbled through my
chores. Weeks passed without seeing my love. I wondered how long
the woodsman would wait for me. At darker times, I imagined him
finding another man who didn’t come with such complications.

The sprite made me sleep on some straw by his bed,
so it was no easier getting away at night. But I had watched him
work, and I had figured out how he made a sleeping potion. I
prepared our supper, so one night I slyly drafted a batch in a
teacup and mixed it in with his cabbage soup.

The concoction worked. The imp teetered back in his
chair and passed out. I didn’t know how long the potion would last,
but I hurried out into the forest.

When I found the woodsman by the chestnut trees, I
could tell he had been crying. It tore at me how much I had hurt
him by my absence. There was no fooling around that time. We just
held each other tight. It was almost worse than not seeing each
other at all.

The woodsman begged me to run away with him. I told
him I couldn’t risk the mage hurting him in revenge. The woodsman
told me he would die all the same from our separation.

We talked it out. We’d have to kill the imp. We
didn’t know exactly how to do it, but we figured not many things
could live through fire. We decided that the next night I’d mix up
another sleeping potion for my master’s supper, but this time I’d
cast the little beast into the hearth before leaving. The woodsman
clipped off a lock of his hair and gave it to me for good luck. He
said he’d be waiting for me at gloaming outside the sprite’s
den.

I returned home and found my master still tipped
over in his chair. I thought my fortune had already taken a good
turn. Then I heard his drowsy breathing. I brought him up to his
bed, hoping he’d chalk up the night to the effects of being
overworked. I slept with the woodsman’s lock of hair pressed
against my cheek.

My master was up before me in the morning. He was
down in his workshop and didn’t mention anything when I brought him
his tea and porridge. It was a hell of a jittery day. I broke three
vials of attar straightening up the apothecary and knocked over two
urns sweeping out the antechamber. My master cursed and pelted my
head with an onion. It made the task ahead of me a little easier.
Plus it gave me an idea.

I told the sprite I’d prepare his favorite meal for
supper to make up for the damage I’d done. Slugs with creamed
onions. The idea seemed to settle his mood. He went into his
workshop to look over some correspondence.

I took to the kitchen, got the teacup, and mixed
together the sleeping draught. I started supper on the cauldron and
went up to the bedroom to change out of my shirt. I’d sweated
through the armpits. Fighting to pull a fresh shirt over my head,
it hit me. Sometime in my nervous daze, I’d lost track of the
woodsman’s snippet of hair.

I rifled through the bedroom for it, but there
wasn’t much time. The
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