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Chapter One
Russick, Liscow Mountains, the first of April 1096

My wings flap as I depart my abode. I am not the owl I appear to be but rather a sorcerer. For some time now, I have spent more and more time as an owl as it is the only way I can come close to the Princess Olesia of Russick. So utterly enchanting with her long blond hair and stunning blue eyes, the princess has captured my heart entirely.
And today is the day. Today is the day I finally reveal to her my love. I have been watching her from afar, never once allowing myself the hope that she might one day come to know me and return my affections, but I am powerful and not altogether terrible looking, even with my yellow eyes, slightly greenish complexion, and black as coal hair. No, I do not look altogether human, my magic perhaps altering my appearance some from the norm, but inside, I still have a heart, and I can love as much as any other.
It does not take me long to reach Chetlas Castle. I fly about the turrets, trying to determine which would be best, for me to enter through the drawbridge as any ordinary person or else to arrive within the princess’s chamber. Well, perhaps not her chamber, but the hallway…
Deciding that is the best course of action, I fly through a window into the room next to the princess’s chamber. My owl feet touch the window ledge, and I flutter down to the ground, transforming in a puff of smoke to my human form. I pat my hair and adjust my attire—dressed all in black with a cape that matches my skin complexion, the underside as red as anyone’s blood, myself included. My belt is black as well, the buckle an oval citrine that nearly matches my eye color.
I blow out a breath and try to steady my nerves as I head out to the hallway. My boots echo with every step, and I pause before forcing aside my nervous anxiety. My knuckles rap against the princess's door, and I glance about, a bit shocked that there are no guards present to protect her from intruders.
Not that I wish her any harm. Not in the slightest.
The door opens, and the object of my desire stands in front of me. Tall and slender, with a long neck, as graceful as any bird, Princess Olesia eyes me. Her gown is all white, and given that I can shape my form into that of a bird, I tend to think that each person has a bird inside of them as well, and Olesia is certainly a swan if I have ever seen one. Majestic. Beautiful. Graceful. Strong. Regal.
“Who are you?” she demands, her voice a bit harsher than I thought it would be.
I bow my head and then bow formally, striving to shower her with respect. “I am but a humble servant, Princess Olesia.”
“You do not look humble.”
I dare to glance up at her, still bowing. Her chin is lifted, so she appears to be looking down at me as if I am less than.
Which is the truth.
“Who are you?” she repeats. “Why should I not throw you out?”
“I am Rodian.”
“Rodian?” Her lips curl into her lilting smile, and she shocks me by grabbing my hand and helping me to rise. “The sorcerer?”
I gape at her. “You have heard of me?”
“Indeed I have!” Her laugh is the most delightful sound in the world. “Come!”
She does not lead me into her chamber, not that that would be proper in the slightest, but the room she rushes me inside is not a tea room or a parlor of sorts. No, there are parchments filled with various maps of other kingdoms all over the world.
“What is all of this?” I ask. “Do you wish to see the world?”
Olesia laughs some more. “See the world? Yes, yes, but not merely just to see. With your help, perhaps I will not have to bother with my father’s stuffy advisors any longer.”
I furrow my brow. “Your father…”
“I know. It was so tragic when he and my mother died suddenly not even a month ago. Do you know that some think they were poisoned?” Olesia gives me a small smile. “Perhaps if you had been around then, we might know which kingdom to punish, but as we do not… I was thinking perhaps Sigil.”
“Sigil? But they are so far away.”
“You can turn into an owl, or so they claim. You could go there alone and take over their kingdom in my name. And then, as you fly back to me, you could claim every other kingdom that you fly over to return to Russick.”
My mouth falls open. “What has Sigil done to deserve this?”
“They might have killed my parents.”
“Princess, why would they do that?” I ask carefully.
I have no doubt that no one from Sigil did anything of the sort. Truthfully, I have not heard anything to suggest the princess’s theory concerning her parents’ deaths might be accurate. Her parents had been as beloved as herself, and Russick has known peace for over a century. Why would any kingdom make a move against us?
“With your help, Russick can be the largest kingdom of all? Why, we could expand all the way over to Fantasia!” Olesia claps her hands with delight. “What say you, Rodian? Will you help me?”
I swallow hard. “My princess, as much as I would love to assist you in anything that you desire…”
“You will not help me with this?” Her eyes narrow, and she now reminds me of a dark swan, strong and vicious and sharp, ready to attack if provoked.
I fiddle with the citrine on my belt. “Without proof that any kingdom has harmed your parents, I do not feel justified—”
“It is not for you to feel justified or not,” she says simply. “You are one of my subjects, and you will do as I say.”
“Your father’s advisors…”
Her scowl does not mar her delicate beauty. “They do not wish to move against any other kingdoms either. I will not stand for this!”
I lower my head. As much as I love her, I do not know if I can do this. There is nothing inherently wrong or evil about ambition, but for her to want to take over neighboring kingdoms when there is no hint of any wrongdoing…
But what if she has the right of it? What if her parents had been killed?
“I will help you,” I say slowly.
“You will?” Her eyes widen, and she claps her hands with delight. “Rodian, I am forever in your debt!”
She presses a kiss to my cheek, and I hate that she is drawing me in to consider something that might be evil.

Chapter Two
Russick, Chetlas Castle, the first of April 1096

"You will fly at one for Sigil, then?" she asks. "How long will it take for you to reach there? Once you are done with Sigil, you could head to—"
“I said I would help you,” I say quietly, choosing my words carefully.
“Help me with my plan to make Russick a true power in the world.” She embraces me, and it is not easy for me to not return the hug, but I somehow find the power not to and step back. Her arms slowly fall to her side, and she watches me critically.
“I will help you to discover if your parents had died by foul means or not. Poison, magic, anything of the like.”
“You can do that?” Her red lips part. “You truly are powerful. Do you need to go to where they were buried or…”
“Merely their chambers. They were found dead in their bed, yes? That is what I heard.”
“Yes, in their bed.” She briefly shuts her eyes. “The advisors seek for me to take over their chamber, for me to be crowned queen, but I feel I cannot do either. I have not yet found my prince… my king… Perhaps he does not need to be a prince…” Her cheeks turn pink, and she looks away. “If you would follow me…”
“Anywhere, Princess Olesia.”
The princess beams at me and directs me out of the room and throughout the castle. Many look at us, some even eyeing me with skeptical looks or even fear, perhaps at my appearance, but I, for one, am most grateful that not only does the princess not seem to mind my coloring but also that she would touch me, embrace me…
Without a word, she opens the double doors that grant us entry to her parents’ chamber. There is the grand bed the king and queen slept in until their dying breath caused them to depart from this life.
I step up to the bed and hold out my hands. My magic allows me many great powers, and I can sense the royals’ essence, their lives, what they had discussed here, what they felt, their hopes and desires, and much more.
But what I do not sense is much more telling.
Certain I have learned the truth of the matter, I turn to the princess.
“Which kingdom was responsible?” she breathes eagerly. “I will have their heads for this!”
I shake my head. “No, my princess. Your parents were not killed. They were not poisoned.”
“Nonsense,” she insists. “You are mistaken. For them to have both died the same night, that is too much of a coincidence—”
“Your mother died first,” I say. “When your father stirred and woke to find his love had died, his own heart stopped, and he passed as well. I am sorry, but—”
“No,” she snaps, stepping away from me. “You are misguided. Your magic has failed you. I am altogether certain—”
“What makes you so certain?” I murmur.
Her eyes widen and then narrow. “You do not presume to believe that I would have done something to my own parents! That is treason!”
“I would not ever dare suggest that,” I protest.
Mostly because I know that is not the case. If not for that knowledge…
“You are no better than the other advisors!” she hisses.
“Why? Why must you take over neighboring kingdoms?” I beg.
“You do not understand!”
She is right. I do not understand her quest for powers.
“You love me, do you not?” she asks shrewdly.
I cannot deny the charge.
“Then do this for me!”
Likewise, I cannot do this. That she would try to convince me to use my magic for evil…
“Very well. If you will not help me, nor my father’s advisors, well, I do not need you. I can be crowned queen without a husband, and then, I can do as I wish. The army will do my bidding, and…”
She continues to rant about her plans, but I cannot bear to listen, nor can I allow this to happen. I have no choice but to stop her.
“Swan by day,” I murmur, “you’ll cease your way. Swan by day, on the water you’ll lay.”
I hesitate before my magic can truly take form. She pays me no mind, but I cannot bring myself to curse her both day and night. Perhaps I am a fool, but my love is far too great for her. Ambition has blinded her, and I truly do get the sense that she believes her parents had been felled not through natural means but from outside forces. She is merely misguided, but if I can show to her one day that she can rise above her grief…
“But by night, your true form will be bright. By night, you’ll be your prettiest sight. By night, you will no longer take flight. Princess at night, swan by day, I fear this is the only way. Princess at night, swan by day, the way to save the day.”
The princess lets out a shocked whistle that swans can make as the magic sweeps over her, changing her into a swan. Her crown is now much too large for her small swan head, the crown falling down her slender neck.
With a last bit of magic, I have wind lift her crown upon her head and shrink it so that she is both a swan and a princess.
“Forgive me, princess,” I murmur.
And she turns her back to me before rushing at me with her wings spread wide. Once more, I call upon my magic, this time banishing her to the lake near the castle where she can be with other swans.
And I? I return to my home in the mountains, hating myself for failing her and wondering how I might ever be able to make things right.

Chapter Three
Russick, Liscow Mountains, the first of May 1096

An entire month has passed since I cursed my love to be a swan. Thus far, I have gone to visit her every night to try to speak with her. She will either try to attack me, causing the other swans to also seek to harm me, or else she will ignore me entirely. If I dare to go near her during the sun-kissed hours, when she remains a swan, the swans will attack me even if she makes no move toward me. They have adopted her as their princess, their queen, and I almost wish I would allow the swans o harm me, even kill me, because what can I do to help her if she will not stand to see reason?
But surely, her hatred toward me grows each day and night, and a week passes when I do not bring myself to visit her, too ashamed of my failure.
On the ninth of May, at night, I think to perhaps go and see her. I will remain my owl and follow her, see what it is that she does at night. Does she speak to anyone? The kingdom has been in much disarray, given the princess's absence, and I had no choice but to tell her father's advisors what I had done. They sought to lock me away until they listened long enough to uncover her battle plans from the room she brought me to. They, like me, do not seek war with any of the neighboring kingdoms, and so they are endeavoring to find someone fit to rule over Russick in the event the princess can never be brought back to her senses. For now, the advisors are acting as a council of sorts to rule.
But Russick has a long history of being ruled by a king or queen, and I long for the princess to return to her seat if at all possible.
Yes, I will go and see her, and one day, perhaps all will be as it should be.
"Rodian!" a sharp, deep voice calls out.
I throw open the door to my house to see a gentleman wearing leggings, an overcoat, a short cape, and tall boots. The sword in his hand completes his look.
“You will release the princess from the curse you have placed upon her!” he shouts.
With a roar, he comes at me, and I chuckle as I snap my fingers. My magic renders his sword a weapon no more but a hundred butterflies that fly off.
“I do not know who you are, but you are not a worthy opponent. Did Olesia put you up to this? Does she seek to have me killed?”
“I will kill you myself,” the man shouts.
“Who even are you?” I ask, still amused.
“My name is Sevastian!”
“Sevastian?” I blink a few times. “Not the Prince of Medora?”
“One and the same,” he bellows, and he dashes forward to remove one of my swords that hangs on the wall.
I grimace. How had Olesia been able to contact the prince of a neighboring kingdom? And for him to have aligned himself with her…
“Do you know what the princess wishes to do?” I demand.
“I do, and I want the same. I will be her prince, and together, we will rule—”
“She loves you?”
“She does,” he says haughtily. “Our love will end this curse, will end you, and all will be as it should have been all along, before you poisoned her life, before you killed her parents!”
I gape at him. “She does not believe that I—”
“You lied to her time and again,” he insists. “You do not deserve to live while she still breathes! You have one last chance, Rodian. Release her from the curse, or else I will kill you where you stand! I will strike you down, and it will be as if you had never blighted the world with your foul magic, you vicious, vile sorcerer!”
I do not wish to fight him, so I turn into my owl, but I do not think the prince is as swift as he is, and he slices one of my wings nearly off entirely.
I fall to the ground and barely have time to move out of the way of a swing that would have chopped my head. The blade he wields, one of my own, is magical, so I cannot merely heal myself nor turn it into something else as I had with his, but I have more than one magical blade, and I claim another in time to block and counter strike with my own sword.
“So these weapons are not merely decoration?” Sevastian grunts. "No matter. I will kill you and so save her! Olesia is my one and only love—"
He lies. I can see his heart. All he loves is ambition. I saw that once before in a heart as black and twisted as he. He looks to be about twenty, which would place in about five years the princess’s junior, whereas I am five years her senior. For five and twenty years, the princess has lived, and if I can only free her from her own ambition, perhaps she will live five times that amount.
“—and you will die for what you have done to her, you coward!”
Sevastian comes at me, striking my shoulder with his blade. The pain I feel must be nearly equal to that which he feels because I accepted that he would injure me for the sake of myself striking him in near the same spot.
We are both injured, both wounded, both bleeding, and even I have to admit that he is the better swordsman. If we continue, I will be the one to fall, and then, Olesia and this prince will lay waste to kingdoms.
And it is all my fault. If I had only cursed Olesia to be a swan both day and night, she would not have been able to draw this man into the fight.
But I hoped to reach her heart, to turn her back to the light…
Not only have I failed her, but I now have no hope, either.
I will die and soon. I do not know much anymore, but I do know that.

Chapter Four
Russick, the lake near Chetlas Castle, the ninth of May 1096

The next several strikes the prince makes are easy enough to block as he does not have much strength behind the swings, but I lack the power to make any effort in counterattacks, and soon, he has wounded me several times over. I bleed from so many spots on my body, and I feel as if I might fall to my knees soon, and if I do that, it will be all over.
I stagger back, away from him, and I let my hand open. The sword clatters to the ground, and the slow-spreading smile on the handsome prince’s face is decidedly chilling.
“Have you decided to stop fighting and accepting your fate?” he asks. “I will make this as painful as possible for you.”
I ignore his promise, and despite the pain that fills me as I force my arms wide, I allow my magic to wash over me and transform into an owl for one final time. If I am to die, I will at least seek out Olesia one last time.
It is a struggle to flap my wings, but I manage to soar out of the house. Sevastian gives chase, but I can glide fairly quickly. I highly suspect he reached my house by riding a horse there, so he might be able to give chase, but he is wounded too.
My vision darkens several times during my flight, and it is only because of my owl vision that I can see in the darkness to avoid crashing into trees. Although it takes ages, I finally reach the lake. Is Olesia here? Has she one? She will be herself…
There is a rock on a hill overlooking the lake that I used to perch on, and I do so again now. My magic transforms me back to myself, and I can barely lift my head.
“You are not dead yet,” Olesia says from behind me.
If I could, I would stand, bow even, but I can barely even lift my head. My blood drips onto the grass.
“I will be soon,” I murmur. “Olesia, it is not too late. Turn back to the light.”
“The light?” she crows. “You who doomed me to be myself only at night!”
“The moon is full this night.”
“Bah. The sun is far more powerful.”
“Who cares about power? Your father did not, nor did your mother.”
“They cared only for peace, that is true, but the peace of Russick can be enjoyed elsewhere. We can spread peace—”
“We? You mean you and Sevastian?” I eye her. “He does not wish for peace. Is that what you claim to want now? Do you think me a proper fool?”
“I do not think you a fool at all,” she retorts. “You cursed me and perhaps not without reason. I… I do now believe you are right. The other kingdoms… none of them would have sought to kill my parents. To love someone enough to not be able to live without them…I think that is a magic of sorts. Love… peace… They are similar, do you not think?”
“Yes,” I say through a gasp of fresh pain. Even the push of the wind against me hurts. “Please, Olesia, leave the other kingdoms be. Release yourself from your ambition. Seek to rule only Russick as your parents had, and I will release you from the magic.”
“From the magic. From the curse!”
“Olesia, be reasonable!”
“You cursed me!”
“And you sent a prince to kill me!”
She glances away, her lips twisted, and I allow myself to see to her heart. It is not as black as the prince’s, and I realize then that the prince came to kill me of his own volition.
Yet, she could have stopped him and did not.
A horse neighs, and Sevastian glares at me. “You will die, Rodian. Olesia, back away from him! He remains dangerous.”
Olesia shakes her head. “He will not harm me. He loves me.”
“This foul man knows nothing of love,” a clear, bell-like voice says.
I gape as Sevastian jumps down from his horse. He concealed from view that of my daughter, Olenya. Fifteen years of age, half my own age, a decade younger than Olesia, Olenya glares at me with contempt.
“He killed my mother,” she says bitterly. “For that, he must die.”
Sevastian chuckles and helps my daughter down from the horse. With his other hand, he draws a sword. “Do not worry, Olenya. You will be my bride, and together, we will take over the kingdoms, you and me.”
I grit my teeth. “Olenya, please, do not listen to him. He is—”
“Do not speak to me,” she shrieks. “Sevastian, do not delay. Kill him now before he can curse us as he had my mother!”
And Sevastian advances on me, evil both in his heart and glinting in his eyes.

Chapter Five
Russick, the lake near Chetlas Castle, the ninth of May 1096

[bookmark: _GoBack]The prince advances on me as I slowly slide to my feet. I have no weapon on me save for my magic. Seeing Olesia reinvigorated me, but to hear Olenya, my own daughter, slander me…
I hold up a hand, and Sevastian halts. He glances back at my daughter, who lifts her chin.
“Your mother sought to steal my magic,” I hiss. “She pretended to love me, but she never did. It is because of her that I sought to gain the knowledge and wisdom to see to a person’s heart, and—”
“Bah! You still lie!” she screams.
“No. She did steal some of my magic, and you want to know what she did with it? She destroyed all of Rothan.”
“Your wife did that?” Olesia’s eyes widen. “That town had two hundred persons living there! Everyone thought it was a terrible storm…”
“No. My wife did that. I had no choice. I… I killed her.” I briefly shut my eyes before leveling Olesia with a pained look.
It is then that I can see her heart shift some.
“My wife wanted to control the town, but the mayor would not listen to her, and so… She could have killed him, I suppose, which would have been better than two hundred times that number, but no. She destroyed the town because of that one man and because I refused to help her. I did not know why I had fallen ill, not realizing that she stole my magic—”
“How did she do that?” my daughter cries. “You are making up lies—”
"Through a gemstone she was given by a witch," I say calmly. "This gemstone, in fact." I tap the citrine on my belt.
Olenya shakes her head. “You lie. That is all you ever do. Kill him already!”
Olesia moves to stand between myself and the prince. “Do not do this, Sevastian.”
“You cannot help me,” he hisses. “You are cursed.”
“You would betray me like this? After you professed to love me?”
“I never loved you,” he says with a snort. “We spoke a few times, and you think that is enough to know that you love me? I am sorry, princess, but if you do not move, I will kill you to reach him.”
“Fly away, Rodian,” Olesia cries as she rushes toward the prince.
“No!” I bellow.
My hands fall to the rock I sat on moments ago, and I infuse my magic into it, warping its shape to that of a sword. Swiftly, pushing my body to the limits, I bring up the sword in time to block Sevastian’s attack. We dance a lethal number, trading blows, Sevastian mocking me all the while. At one point, his attack is so vicious that I stagger back, and he goes to strike Olesia down, her back to him.
“No!” I cry out.
I throw my sword. Before Sevastian can cut the princess, the rock-sword pierces through him. He gasps and falls to his knees. A tear trickles down his face as he grabs the hilt, and he slowly, inch by inch, forces it out of his body.
Olenya rushes over to his side. “Sevastian, hold still. I can heal you.”
“She can?” Olesia murmurs to me.
“Perhaps. She is my daughter. She is a sorceress herself. She fled, though, from my side five years ago after—”
“After Rothan.”
I nod.
Sevastian stares up at my daughter as blood leaks from the corners of his mouth. “You promised…”
“We will have what we want,” she promises.
“You lied!” the prince cries, and he stabs my daughter straight through the chest.
I gasp, starting forward, but Olesia yanks on my arm.
“Do not,” she warns.
My daughter slumps down, not moving, but the prince uses his sword and mine to stagger to his feet.
“You,” he hisses, but he can barely drag himself forward before he collapses.
He is dead, and I twist free from the princess’s grasp to rush to my daughter’s side.
“Olenya, I am sorry. I failed—”
My apology is cut short as a sword pierces me from behind. The prince was not dead after all, and I turn my head to see his bitter, bloody smile before he falls down, this time truly dead.
I am dying. I have only seconds left, and I blindly wave my hand. My vision is black.
“Olesia, free from my curse, never fear the worse. Olesia, be free and know only glee. Be free, my love, and feel the warmth of the sun above. Day and night, enjoy the sun and moon bright.”
My magic swirls around her just as the morning dawns, and she remains in her human form. I offer her a smile and wonder how many more heartbeats I have.
“I am so sorry,” Olesia says, falling to my side. “Please, forgive me. I never… I never wanted any of this to happen. I… I did not think… I was a fool, but know this. I will give my life for yours. I can perhaps go and seek out the witch who aided your wife. I will give her whatever she asks for so that you might be saved.”
“Do not,” Olenya says through heaving gasps of air. “Do not seek witches. They… They lie. They twist… your mind… trick you…”
“My daughter…”
“You never told me the truth about Mother,” she says. She crawls toward me and places her hand on the citrine. “I can feel the remnants of your magic. You spoke the truth.”
“Daughter, heal yourself,” I beg.
"No. You have strived to make… the world… better… You can… do good…"
My daughter clasps my hand. I squeeze it with the last of my waning strength, but then I feel a strange rush of warmth. Her magic. With her last breath, she gives me a second chance at life.
I weep over Olenya, cradling my daughter close. Olesia weeps too, perhaps for my daughter or the destruction wrought this night, perhaps even for herself.
“You killed your wife, but not me,” Olesia murmurs. “Why did you curse me instead of killing me?”
"I know the prince thinks you cannot fall in love with someone without talking much, but I disagree. I saw your heart, and while I did not see your ambition, that was not ever a part of your core. At your center, at your heart, you do not seek power.”
“I do not need father’s advisors. I need new ones,” she murmurs. “I need you, and perhaps… in time… I might come to love you.”
She kneels before me, clearly not caring if her white gown becomes dirty, and she wipes away my tears.
“Oh, I should not lie to myself. I do love you. That you would go to such lengths for our kingdom, to keep us all safe, even from myself… You should not be an advisor but my husband, my king. Will you rule alongside me?”
“But you are to be queen. You are to rule,” I protest. “I am merely a sorcerer.”
“A sorcerer with heart. Rule with me, my love.”
“Who am I to deny you anything? You never lost my heart, not even when you were a swan by day.”
And we kiss then as we do again by the lake filled with swans three days later when we are wed and she crowned queen and myself king. Each day, we strive to do all we can for Russick, for all of her people, even the least subject, and yes, that includes the swans. Each morning, after we break our fast, the queen and I go to the swan's lake and feed them, a reminder of who we once were and who we lost so that we can recall that we should never allow ambition to rule us but instead our hearts.
On the fifth anniversary of our wedding day, my wife and queen turns to me as she holds our babe in her arms. “Who ever knew that a curse could result in happiness?”
“I do not know, but I could not be happier,” I reply before kissing our daughter Svanna on the cheek.
“Nor I,” Olesia murmurs, and we kiss, a vow to each other to always strive to be this happy for the rest of our lives.
