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      This novel has been written by a human creative and was edited by humans. Generative AI tools have had no part in the creation of this book, its characters, or the world.

      This is a work of fiction. It is the combined product of the collective subconscious as transmitted by the students of human potential and transformation, including but not limited to Viktor Frankl, Mary Morrissey, Henry David Thoreau, the Greek Philosphers and Napoleon Hill, and the imagination of the author. Any similarities to the real world are either a product of the human experience, we are humans with shared emotions, experiences, and responses, or entirely coincidental. Now, leave this boring real-world stuff and enter a new realm of daring adventures.
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      Thank you for picking up this book, I really hope you enjoy it. I absolutely love fairytales! So much, that I’ve written this collection of my own invented ones and you can get two for FREE! Yes, you read that right. The Companion’s Tale, a story about how important it is to define a dream before we can set out to make it a reality in our lives is permafree on most retail sites. You can download your copy here. And The Sewing Princess, which examines how to test a dream to ensure that it is worthy of us and won’t undermine who we are or who we strive to be, is exclusive to my subscribers. You can access it by signing up to my newsletter.

      While fairytales and retellings have taken up much of my focus in writing, ideas have come to me from many places and that means I write in several different subgenres of fantasy. However, the one thing that tethers all my stories together is my passion for our human ability to transform hardship into success.

      For this reason, many of my books deal with the difficulties life tends to throw at us but my characters almost always come out the other side stronger and more resilient—and happy. Yes, I do write tragedies on occasion, but this read isn’t one of those. As with all my writing, this book does explore difficult topics that specifically relate to sexual harassment and abuse, alcohol abuse, and post-traumatic stress, including panic attacks.

      I have always learned through reading and found that resilience is built through exposure. I have grieved, feared, and overcome dark days from the comfort of my living room, vicariously experiencing life through the eyes of my favourite characters. And doing so has made me stronger, and better able to face the hardships life has thrown at me because I have not been coddled and sheltered. I haven’t had my first encounter with true evil be in the real world. I have seen it acted out in the lives of the characters I adore, and they have guided me through the tough times I have experienced myself. It is for that reason I wish to continue to share the experiences or ideas that have driven me to think long and hard about hardship in a way so that other people, just like you, might have the same benefit of resilience from my own books as I have had from the reading journeys I’ve enjoyed.

      Of course, if you have personally experienced hardships like the ones explored in these pages and are struggling with the scars life has left you with, please put your own wellbeing first. More than anything, my purpose in fostering psychological resilience is to support those who’ve never had an experience of this sort so they have the opportunity to feel and think, to grow their compassion for those who have experienced something like this particular form of hardship, and to hopefully also provide enough of a foundation to help avoid situations that could lead to this kind of hardship in real life, or to overcome it with resilient strength when faced with it. We are not alone in these experiences, but we can’t know that unless we experience it in some way. I hope to provide a “safe space” for readers to experience particular hardships so they can confront the difficulties of life with their eyes open.

      We grow when we stretch the comfort zone, but I don’t endorse shattering it. Do what is right for you on your own path.

      In the times we live in, I feel it necessary to state openly that I do not use generative AI in any way during the process of my writing. The ideas, formulations, worlds, characters, and stories I create are all the product of my own imagination combined with my personal experiences or those of friends and family that have pushed me to examine my thoughts and feelings. All the research, writing, and editing of this book were done by humans. In all honesty, the situation with generative AI we are living at the moment resurfaces memories of one of my favourite children’s books, Momo by Michael Ende (author of The Neverending Story). It may be an obscure tale, but even though it was published in 1973 and was already relevant at the time with its pointed allegory of modern life and “time-saving measures”, this story has become my “anthem” for the times we are living now. If you’re not familiar with it, do yourself a favour and read it. And no, it’s not a “children’s book”. Not really. I believe wholeheartedly that it’s actually a novel for adults disguised as a children’s book because Ende knew adults wouldn’t read it, so it was better to plant the seeds in the children so they’d be more aware as adults. That’s how I think it went, anyway.

      I’m going to zip it now and let you get to the good stuff. Happy reading!

      xoxoxo

      Astrid
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        to Miriam,

        a bright spark in my life

      

        

      
        and to Melinde

        Your art is a light. Never let it go out.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “The meaning of life is to find your gift. The purpose of life is to give it away.”

      
        
        Pablo Picasso

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Jo sat cross-legged on the carpeted floor in one corner of the entertainment area. The sleepless engines of the Startraveller’s Hope hummed under the current of conversations around him. Viola was seated at a table nearby, her attention on a cup she twisted in her grasp. A crescent of expectant faces gazed up at him. Gleeful questions and requests were thrown at him: “What is it today, Mr Storyteller?”; “Tell us the story about the knight again!”; “I want one about a princess!”; “Please, Mr Storyteller, another nice one.”

      His heart swelled, and he smiled down at them, “Well, let me think. Hmmm.” He hesitated, allowing their anticipation to grow until their bodies quivered with excitement. “What about ‘The Artist and his Muse’? Have you ever heard that one?” A chorus of “No!” came in reply, and the boy beamed at the children around him.

      He settled against the cushioned wall behind him, wriggling to get comfortable, but as he opened his mouth, an older woman cut him off, censure and criticism dripping in her tone, “The Artist and the Muse? Is that even appropriate for children?”

      The storyteller looked up from the sea of children’s faces to a large woman of pale complexion dressed in a glittering gown so shiny it forced him to squint. He thought fast, knowing the disapproval in her gaze could portend trouble. “Rest assured, Madame. It’s a far cry from ‘The Showgirl’. You needn’t fear for the virtue of these children.”

      The woman’s face turned scarlet as the other adults in the room tittered in amusement. Hoping his quip would suffice, Jo turned his attention back to the little faces before him and began his tale.

      “Long ago, on the planet we know today as Harland, long before it became a part of the empire, there lived a duke. He was a famed patron of the arts. Many an artist vied for Duke Andor’s favour, but he was a picky man. He prided himself on his good taste, and that made him a difficult lord to please. As the years went by and the duke desired more art to add to his impressive collection, he decided to find the best among the artists of the known world. Duke Andor developed a test, which he believed would reveal the most talented among artists while weeding out those who weren’t worthy of his time.”
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      Darla rummaged through the refuse on the rubbish heap and found a scrap of fabric; it was sturdy and not much frayed, good for patching the holes in her grime-coated skirts. To replace the bits of leather she’d worn to death over the previous winter, she also located a pair of boots in a pile. They would be helpful for the coming months and the returning cold.

      A half-eaten apple and a stale corner of bread found their way into her tattered satchel, and then she heard voices. Someone was coming. Heavy footfalls clamped over the cobbles, drawing closer to the midden heap. She darted into the shadows of a wall and kept still.

      “—think this one will pass Duke Andor’s test?” a young woman asked, her feet scurrying along at double time to keep up with her long-legged companion.

      The man shrugged and grunted. “Dunno. No one’s passed it yet.”

      “But it’s Othenio. I think if anyone can do it, he can.”

      “Hmph.” The man shook his head. “That one is all bluster. He has talent, yes, but his temper will—”

      They rounded the corner and slipped out of hearing as the path took them towards the hill overlooking the duchy. Darla followed their trajectory up the steep incline that hovered into view above the last houses, stragglers on the outskirts of Finnros town. A throng was gathered at the top of Hoyd Hill.

      Shrugging, Darla squinted at the sun and ducked into the street. She scurried towards the marketplace. If an artist was drawing a crowd to the hill, she might have some opportunities to scavenge spoiled wares from the vendors before they packed up for the day. When they weren’t selling, they could be civil—even to her.

      Later, with her satchel popping at the seams from her successful stint at the market, Darla headed in the direction of one of her haunts. The ramshackle shed by the cemetery was as good a place as any to settle for the night. It was at the opposite end of town from the hill and the duke’s mansion, meaning Darla wouldn’t be disturbed by the gawkers gone to stare at the artist stupid enough to accept Duke Andor’s challenge.

      Darla couldn’t fathom why anyone would spend their precious time watching someone paint. It was a tedious practice and brought little real enjoyment unless, of course, the artist was worth something, but she’d rarely seen any who deserved the title. They dabbled in their paint and smeared it over the duke’s wall, but nothing ever came of it.

      The next morning, all anyone talked about was Othenio. Marvellous this and wonderful that—

      Darla rolled her eyes. Did people not have anything better to do?

      She went about her day, going through her routine stops and scavenging where she could while giving the constable a wide berth. Everywhere she went, her ears were filled with the buzzing of the duke
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