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    Hey, Mama. Tell me a story.


    Mm, anything will do. I just want a story. Oh, but nothing sad or scary.


    I want a funny story, or a happy one. A story where, even if something sad happens, it finishes with “and then the two of them lived happily ever after.”


    Yeah, there have to be two of them. Because it isn’t a happy ending if you’re alone, no matter how much money you have, even if you live in a great big house. So there have to be two people. A whole crowd would be even better.


    Besides, don’t most stories end with “and then the two of them lived happily ever after”? It happens in a whole lot of the stories you’ve told me. I remember them.


    Like the one about the old man and the old woman who adopt a blue kitten. Or the one where the prince is cursed by an evil witch, but finds happiness with the princess in the end. And the story about the brothers, too! The brothers who make shoes. I love that story!


    But today, I want to hear a different story. One I’ve never heard before.


    Tell me one, Mama. Tell me a brand-new fairy tale.

  

  
    

     Chapter 1 THE MEANING OF BEING A SILVER SUGAR MASTER 


    “Look here! Behold the magnificent comeback of the great Mithril Lid Pod! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”


    Mithril Lid Pod, the fairy born from a drop of lake water, put his hands on his hips, threw his chest out proudly, and cackled, striking a daunting pose in the spacious entry hall.


    His loud voice echoed throughout Hollyleaf Castle, and several of the fairies in the workshop set aside their tools and peeked out to see what was going on.


    “Hey, you guys! It’s another wonderful day, huh?! Work hard in there! Yahoo!”


    The fairies stared wide-eyed at Mithril as he waved enthusiastically at them.


    As Mithril continued waving and bouncing in the air, Anne frantically stepped in front of him, blocking the other fairies’ view. Her face twitching, she did her best to provide an explanation.


    “Ha-ha-ha-ha…ha-ha. Sorry! Don’t mind him, just continue with your work. He kind of… Well, he had a lot to eat this morning, so…”


    “I feel totally amazing!”


    Mithril was more than just energetic—he was practically manic. For two months, ever since the beginning of summer, his health had been rapidly declining. Though he’d been acting the same as usual, his body must have been under quite a lot of strain.


    Mithril had fainted the night before, and Anne and the others had realized that he didn’t have long to live. Yet Anne wasn’t willing to give up on Mithril just yet, so she, Keith, and Kat had hurried to his aid, working almost all night to make him sugar candy. They hadn’t had the time to make a large-scale piece, so each of them had made something a little larger than their palm.


    That morning, Mithril had gobbled up all three pieces in one sitting. Then, before their very eyes, he’d begun to recover. And now, after his remarkable recuperation, he was in amazingly good spirits.


    He might be a little too cheery, but I’m glad. This is how Mithril Lid Pod should be!


    Anne was still terribly anxious about the future, but for the time being, she felt relieved.


    The fairies withdrew from the workshop’s doorway, and Keith Powell emerged in their place. He seemed to be getting ready for work. He had taken off his jacket, and his shirtsleeves were rolled up to his elbows. Yet he wore an elegant, soft tie around his neck and maintained his aristocratic bearing.


    Keith seemed surprised to see Mithril bouncing around and immediately broke into a smile.


    “That’s amazing, Mithril Lid Pod. Look how energetic you are!” Keith approached and knelt down in front of the little fairy.


    “Anne’s sugar candy is the best,” Mithril replied, “but yours is really something, too, Keith!”


    “That’s high praise. I’m flattered.”


    “You darn well ought to be! Oh, right, I’ve got to show Noah, Allele, and the others my true strength! The way I feel now, I bet making sugar candy would be a piece of cake. I’ll be right back!”


    Mithril roared with laughter once more and rushed into the workshop. His cackling rang out again from inside.


    He’s going to be a huuuge nuisance to Noah and the others…


    Anne hoped the fairies in the workshop would forgive her.


    After a moment, she turned to Keith. “Thank you so much, Keith. I know you didn’t get much sleep. I’m very grateful.”


    Keith looked up at Anne and smiled. “You and Mr. Hingley barely got any rest, either, did you? Mr. Hingley has it the worst. He just left to pick up new fairies from the fairy market, but he was so exhausted he could barely stay on his feet. Benjamin was with him, snoring away, which probably didn’t help. By comparison, I’m doing fine. I have Allele and Noah and the others with me, after all.”


    A little more than two months had passed since the three of them had started training new silver sugar fairies in accordance with the royal decree. So far, the fairies’ training had been progressing steadily. The previous day, they had even impressed crafters from the Mercury and Radcliffe workshops with the fairies’ remarkable skills.


    Their operation was finally starting to run smoothly.


    “Anne, you…haven’t changed your mind, have you?” Keith asked as he stood up.


    “No. I’m going to make my request to Hugh and ask him to let me step away from this job…”


    Anne had decided to leave the workshop, which she had worked so hard to establish. She didn’t really want to, now that things were turning around at last. But Anne wanted to help Mithril, no matter what it took.


    She knew Mithril’s current vigor wouldn’t last. The sugar candy had only temporarily extended his life. Before his time ran out again, Anne had to take a break and spend her time finding another way to help Mithril. She believed Challe’s brother stone Lafalle might know of such a method. He was still on the run along with Challe’s other brother, Erril, and Anne needed to track him down.


    But what would Hugh say about her decision? He was strict when it came to work, and Anne was about to request to leave a job that she had been given and had accepted as a Silver Sugar Master. How would Hugh, who had sacrificed everything in service of sugar candy, react? And what was Anne supposed to do if he didn’t give her his permission?


    “I understand how you feel. But I…” Keith held his tongue and stared intently at Anne. She was startled by the wounded look in his eyes.


    “I’ve finished preparing the wagon.” Challe opened the door and stepped inside.


    Keith looked away from Anne and shook his head. Then he gave her a light push on the back. “Have a good trip, you two.”


    As Challe escorted Anne outside, he looked over his shoulder at Keith. “When we get back, I have something to talk to you about.”


    Keith, who had been watching them go with a lonely expression, gave Challe a puzzled look. “What is it?”


    “We’ll talk when she and I return.”


    That was all Challe said before he left with Anne.


    Anne drove her box-shaped wagon to the royal sugar apple grove on the outskirts of the royal capital of Lewiston. She’d just come from the Silver Sugar Viscount’s villa, but she’d been told that Hugh had left before dawn to inspect the sugar apple grove.


    Harvest was only a month away. At this time of year, the Silver Sugar Viscount often spent his days at the royal sugar apple grove, checking the quality and ripening of the apples. Hugh’s servants weren’t sure when he’d be back, so Anne had decided to go directly to the grove. She’d once visited it with Lulu, the silver sugar fairy, and remembered how to get there.


    Anne handled the reins, with Challe seated next to her on the driver’s bench as always. The tips of his hair and eyelashes glistened in the late summer sunlight. Though the sun’s rays were bright, the breeze was pleasantly cool. To their side, the wagon’s shadow careened silently over the bumpy road.


    “I’m glad he’s got his energy back, at least for now,” said Anne. “Mithril Lid Pod, I mean.”


    The sunshine and refreshing air had put her in a cheerful mood, and she was feeling optimistic. She’d spoken without thinking, and Challe grumbled disagreeably.


    “Yes, he’s just as annoying as before.”


    “I’m glad. A quiet Mithril Lid Pod is no Mithril Lid Pod at all.”


    “You’ve been exposed to his madness for too long. Seems like your scarecrow brain doesn’t have much resistance.”


    “Anyway…”


    Anne’s shoulders drooped in disappointment. Challe’s attitude and speech were the same as they always were.


    The previous night, before Mithril’s collapse, Challe had embraced Anne and told her that he loved her. She was sure those tender words had been real. They had made a deep impression on her heart, after all.


    However, based on Challe’s current behavior, Anne was beginning to wonder if she’d hallucinated the whole thing.


    I mean, when I really think about it, there’s no way Challe would say something like that.


    The previous day had been crucial to her mission, and to the fairies’ future. A large crowd of crafters had descended on the castle, and she’d been under a great deal of stress. Then she’d been shocked to learn the truth about Mithril’s life span. Perhaps she had simply confused fantasy with reality.


    “Yes, that’s it. No matter how you look at it, it’s simply unthinkable…,” she muttered.


    Challe glanced over at her. “What’s unthinkable?”


    “Oh, nothing! Nothing at all.”


    “It’s creepy when you talk to yourself. If you’re so keen to talk, then let me hear your answer.”


    “What answer?” she asked.


    Abruptly, Challe brought his lips close to Anne’s ear. “Your answer from yesterday. Will you become my lover?”


    “Huh?!”


    His breath tickled her ear, and Anne involuntarily jumped sideways on the driver’s bench to get away from him. But Challe only moved closer to compensate. His lovely black eyes were alarmingly close.


    This isn’t his usual teasing! He’s picking up where he left off yesterday! So that wasn’t a hallucination, after all!


    Anne opened and closed her mouth, gasping for breath. But she couldn’t take her eyes off Challe’s face. With Anne unable to move, Challe snatched the reins from her hands.


    “You’re slacking off. Get a grip.”


    Challe had a lot of nerve telling her to get a grip after distracting her like that. And yet he seemed perfectly calm as he steered the wagon, his eyes facing forward.


    After a few moments, Anne settled down. Though her face was still bright red, she remained seated on the driver’s bench, leaning out toward the edge.


    Everything Challe had said the night before had been genuine. Just recalling his voice whispering “I love you” made her cheeks burn. Now sitting right beside him, she felt even more nervous and embarrassed.


    When she couldn’t stand the silence any longer, Anne timidly spoke up.


    “Uh…um, Challe? What you said yesterday, was that…real? You weren’t joking?”


    “Did it seem like I was joking?”


    Flustered, Anne shook her head as Challe glowered at her out of the corner of his eye. He seemed exasperated. His behavior was exactly the same as it always was—teasing and contemptuous. And yet he was serious.


    What should I do? …I’m happy. Incredibly happy, I think.


    She was so happy that she felt like bouncing around, just like Mithril Lid Pod.


    However, despite her feelings, Anne couldn’t give Challe an answer. Lafalle’s words, when he’d insisted she would only make Challe unhappy, were still embedded deep within her heart.


    Challe nimbly reached out with one hand and stroked Anne’s lips. Startled, she covered her mouth. When she looked at him, Challe smirked.


    “It seems you still have a mouth with which to speak. I’ll hear your answer someday.”


    Challe, who knew nothing of Anne’s inner conflict, continued to tease her, asking for her reply.


    Why is Challe acting so mean?!


    Covering her lips with both hands, Anne was overcome by two conflicting emotions. She felt happy enough to break into dance, yet so overwhelmed she might suddenly burst into tears. It was a strange combination.


    She could tell from the way Challe’s single wing glistened in a subdued shade of light green that he was feeling at ease. She couldn’t take her eyes off his handsome profile, with his rich black eyes and long eyelashes. Hearing him whisper his love to her had been like something out of a dream. She knew now that Challe was serious, and yet it still felt like a joke.


    “I see it.”


    Overwhelmed by joy and at a loss for what to do, her heart pounding, Anne had spaced out for a while. When Challe pointed ahead, she was pulled out of her reverie with a start.


    In front of them, she could see the grove of sugar apple trees surrounded by a low fence. There was a small brick shed in one corner, and people were standing around it. Anne strained her eyes and found the figure of a tall man among them.


    This was the Silver Sugar Viscount, Hugh Mercury.


    Hugh and the group of candy crafters with him spotted Anne and Challe’s wagon and turned toward them. Anne waved from her spot on the driver’s bench.


    Hugh seemed surprised. He quickly handed a sheaf of papers to a nearby crafter and headed straight over to Anne. When he started walking, his bodyguard, Salim, appeared from within the shadow of the shed and followed behind him.


    Challe pulled the wagon to a stop just outside the grove’s fence. Then he and Anne got down, walked around to the gate, and entered the sugar apple grove, where they came upon Hugh and Salim.


    Hugh seemed to be working, and he had his collar wide open and his sleeves rolled up. Dressed in a single plain shirt, he looked less like the Silver Sugar Viscount and more like an ordinary candy crafter. However, Anne thought he looked more energetic this way.


    “What has brought you all the way out here, Anne?” Hugh smiled cheerfully and ruffled Anne’s hair. He seemed to be in a good mood.


    “I came because I have a request for you, Hugh. Are you busy right now?”


    “No. We’re at a good stopping point.”


    Narrowing his eyes against the bright light, Hugh surveyed the sugar apple trees surrounding them. Little fruits, each about the size of one’s thumb, had started to grow from the tips of their slender, silvery-gray branches. The fruits were still young. They were green in color, small, and hard. After another month, they would grow to about the size of chicken eggs and turn into glossy, bright-red sugar apples.


    “We just examined the sugar apple crop, and this year, unlike the last, there is an abundance of fruit. We should be able to make some good silver sugar.”


    It seemed the state of the sugar apples had put Hugh in good spirits. Standing at the ready behind his master, Salim’s expression softened slightly in response.


    A bumper crop of sugar apples was great news for Anne, too. “I’m so glad we’ll be spared another bad year.”


    “It’s a relief for me as well. That aside, you put in a lot of work yesterday, huh? After that, I was able to have a good talk with the maestros and proxies from the various factions. We arranged for them to take in fairies following the Royal Candy Fair. The fairies can choose where they’d like to be employed, too. That ought to get the workshops competing over them.”


    “Really?! That’s amazing!”


    “I must commend the three of you for what you pulled off yesterday. You did a great job.” The cheerful Hugh turned his smile on Challe as well. “And we also got some assistance from you, huh, Challe? Thank you.”


    “I didn’t lend a hand just for the humans’ sake. I did it for the fairies, too.”


    “I suppose so. Anyway, you said you had something to ask me. What was your request?”


    Hugh’s good mood made Anne feel he might be willing to hear her out, even if her request was a bit unreasonable. But what she’d come to ask today was very serious. No matter how cheery Hugh might be, it would be difficult to convince him. She looked Hugh straight in the eye and announced her intentions.


    “I want to step away from my current work.”


    Hugh’s expression changed. He frowned and repeated the words back to her, as if afraid he’d misheard. “You want to step away from your work. Is that what you just said?” Now clearly displeased, he folded his arms and leaned back against the fence. “What’s going on? As Silver Sugar Viscount, I entrusted this job to you three. And you want to quit? Do you understand what that means?”


    “The Silver Sugar Viscount is the head of all candy crafters,” Anne replied. “Candy crafters have a duty to follow the Viscount’s orders, and defying him is the same as defying His Majesty the King, who entrusted his full authority to the Viscount. I understand that. But I have no intention of disobeying you, Hugh. I simply have a reason that compels me to temporarily take leave from my work. If I am able to achieve my goal, I promise to return and do all I can to follow your orders.”


    “And what is this reason?”


    “The end of Mithril Lid Pod’s life span is approaching. He’s a water sprite, and he has suddenly grown weak.”


    Surprised, Salim looked at Challe to confirm what he was hearing. Challe nodded back at him.


    “He’s a water sprite, is he? Just like Lady Christina,” Hugh mumbled. There was pain in his voice, but he sighed softly and shook his head. “That is simply the course of nature,” he said. “There’s nothing to be done.”


    “That’s not true!” Anne said loudly. “There’s still a chance to extend his life!” She had raised her voice without thinking.


    “Anne. Sugar candy can only extend a fairy’s life temporarily. Lulu told you that as well.”


    “I know. But that’s not what I mean. I’m sure there’s another way to extend a fairy’s life. A power even greater than sugar candy. I think it was that power that allowed Lafalle to survive his mortal wounds and to recover enough to make his escape. If I can learn how he did it, I’m sure that I can keep Mithril Lid Pod alive, too.”


    “So you intend to hunt down Lafalle and question him?” asked Hugh.


    Anne heard Salim mutter that it was absurd. And really, it was.


    The king had issued warnings and ordered the governors of each province to send soldiers after Lafalle and Erril, and yet the pair remained at large. Anne now proposed not only to locate them on her own but also to convince them to reveal secret knowledge. It was beyond dangerous and utterly unrealistic.


    But Anne had to do it. Otherwise, Mithril’s life would run out.


    “I might expect this kind of thing from Kat, but from you? You want to abandon your job for this? You are a Silver Sugar Master. Leave such nonsense to Challe and do your job.” Hugh replied exactly as expected.


    “But Mithril Lid Pod is in an awful state. If he suddenly grows weak, I can make sugar candy to sustain him. But I have to be with him to do that. And I couldn’t stand to wait around while Challe goes off on a journey alone. Plus, I can help with the search. Because they’re fairies, Lafalle and Erril are sure to want sugar candy to give them strength. I could act as bait.”


    “…Anne Halford,” Hugh said in a low voice.


    The coldness in his tone startled Anne. Hugh stared at her intently, and under his gaze, she froze up. He pushed off the fence and walked right up to her.


    “Who exactly do you think you are?” He looked down at her with stern eyes. “You are a Silver Sugar Master, granted a royal medal by His Majesty the King. That medal is proof that you are a candy crafter of supreme skill. And when you accepted it, you took on certain responsibilities.”


    A Silver Sugar Master’s responsibilities. Once upon a time, Glen Paige, the maestro of the Paige Workshop, had spoken to her about the very same thing.


    Those responsibilities were why Anne had become head candy crafter at the Paige Workshop. They were why she had inherited the silver sugar fairy’s candy crafting techniques. And they were why she was now teaching fairies how to make sugar candy.


    She knew what Hugh was trying to say. Leaving her current job and going on a journey to help Mithril would be tantamount to abandoning her role as a Silver Sugar Master.


    “Those who renounce their duties are not qualified to call themselves Silver Sugar Masters,” said Hugh.


    “I don’t want to abandon my work. I merely wish to step away temporarily, then come back when I’m able.”


    “Do you think I would have commissioned a Silver Sugar Master for the job if it was so easy that you could come and go at will? I chose you all because this is a job that requires responsibility, and one you must see through to the end.”


    Kat and Keith were exceptionally brilliant at their work, so Anne didn’t have as much to do at the workshop. Moreover, things were going to plan, and it would be no hindrance if Anne stepped away. However, that didn’t mean she could behave selfishly. That was what responsibility meant. It was a question of resolve.


    Hugh’s resolve was stronger than anyone’s. But what about Anne’s? Anne wondered if she had it in herself to sacrifice everything, as Hugh had done, and devote herself fully to sugar candy.


    She bit her lip. She didn’t want to act recklessly and abandon her responsibility as a Silver Sugar Master. As Hugh had said, that would mean she was no longer qualified to bear the title.


    I am a Silver Sugar Master. And, as a Silver Sugar Master, I want to conduct myself in a way that I can be proud of.


    But in order to do that, she would have to give up on her journey to save Mithril. And if she stayed behind, Challe and Mithril would surely set off alone. If Mithril’s strength waned during their trip, he would need sugar candy. Anne could make some ahead of time and send it with them. But there was a good chance the delicate candy would break.


    To ensure Mithril had the candy he needed, Anne would need to accompany them, along with a store of silver sugar. That was the only thing she could do for the little fairy.


    But her responsibilities as a Silver Sugar Master were preventing that. Why did her title have to be such a hindrance?


    Anne considered why she’d wanted the title so badly in the first place. It certainly hadn’t been to take on the sort of responsibilities that would keep her from saving Mithril.


    Suddenly, Anne recalled something—a deeply rooted feeling. She dug through the pocket of her dress and felt the sleek stone surface of her royal medal. She had fastened a chain to the seam of her pocket and attached the medal to the chain so that she could always carry it around with her.


    Other Silver Sugar Masters, such as Hugh and Kat, didn’t carry their royal medals around. But people often doubted Anne when she called herself a Silver Sugar Master. Because of that, she had gotten in the habit of keeping proof on her person.


    Anne took her royal medal out of her pocket and pulled the chain out of the cloth.


    “I just remembered…the reason I wanted to become a Silver Sugar Master.”


    She looked down at her hands, which were neither large nor beautiful, with their rough fingertips. Sitting there on her palm was the white medal, adorned with a relief of a creeping rose vine, much too splendid for a girl like her.


    “I wanted to do something to protect and aid the people I love and the people who are kind to me. That was why I wanted strength. Making sugar candy is the only thing I can do, but there is tremendous power in beautiful sugar candy. Holding the title of Silver Sugar Master is proof that I can make powerful candy that invites good fortune. That was why I wanted it. I wanted as much power as I could get. I wanted to become a Silver Sugar Master for the sake of the people I love. And so…” Anne lifted her head and stared directly at Hugh. “If I can’t use the power I have to help those important to me, then it has no meaning. There’s no point in being a Silver Sugar Master. In which case, I am not qualified to hold the title. That is only right.”


    This was a commitment so big that it prevented her from extending a helping hand to her dearest friends.


    There’s simply no way I can make that kind of commitment.


    Anne felt pathetic, and she wanted to cry. She didn’t have it in her to make the same kind of commitment as Hugh.


    A precious friend, one who had alleviated her loneliness, was on the verge of fading away. Anne simply couldn’t sit by and quietly watch that happen, nor did she want to.


    But if I’m not ready to do that, I can’t fulfill my duties as a Silver Sugar Master. And in that case, there’s only one way forward.


    She felt ashamed of her weakness, but this was who she was. Anne sighed in resignation, then calmly told Hugh, “As I don’t have the right to call myself a Silver Sugar Master, I must return my royal medal. I surrender it to you, Hugh…Silver Sugar Viscount. Please give it back to His Majesty the King.”


    “Give it back?” Hugh’s eyes opened wide, and he stared at Anne in astonishment.


    From behind, Challe softly laid a hand on her shoulder. “Anne. Collect yourself.”


    But Anne shook her head gently. “I am collected. I didn’t lose my temper or start an argument. But…I know I caused a lot of trouble for you, Challe, and all in order to become a Silver Sugar Master… I’m sorry.” That was the thing she regretted the most.


    “Don’t worry about me,” he said. “This is about you.”


    “Yes, and…I’m fine with it.”


    Anne refused to diminish the title of Silver Sugar Master. Of course she didn’t want to relinquish it. But if that was what it took to help Mithril, then she had no choice. If she clung to her royal medal and Mithril died, she would regret it forever.


    Even if she set out on this journey, she might still fail to save him in the end. But as long as she made her best effort, though his passing would be sad and painful, she would have no regrets.


    Ever since she’d learned of Mithril’s short life span, Anne kept remembering how helpless she’d felt when, two years earlier, she’d lost her mother, Emma. All she’d been able to do then was sit by her mother’s bedside. Now, however, there was something she could do.


    Even so, she grasped the medal tightly, reluctant to give it up. She took pride in its cold, smooth feeling against her skin. There were only twenty-three people in the whole kingdom who had one. She knew six personally—Hugh, Kat, Elliott, Glen Paige, Marcus Radcliffe, and John Killean. She had been unbelievably happy and proud to join their ranks. The royal medal was the embodiment of that pride.


    But…


    “Hugh, take it.”


    She stepped forward and held out the royal medal. Hugh scowled at her but put out his palm all the same. When Anne laid her royal medal gently in his hand, her chest ached like it was being crushed.


    She had wanted the title of Silver Sugar Master so badly. She remembered how she’d felt, seeking it as a way to mourn her mother. She remembered the sacrifices Challe had made for her sake. The joy and pride she’d felt when she finally received it. All those memories and feelings surged through her, threatening to overflow and nearly choking her. Her vision blurred, and she bit down on her lip to hold back the tears. This was her own decision; she couldn’t let herself break down now.


    I want to do what I can for the people I care about.


    Compared to someone’s life, prestige and pride were petty and insignificant.


    Anne swallowed all her feelings and looked at Hugh. “Returning my medal…is how I show my resolve. It’s different than yours.”


    “You really are extremely stubborn.” A cold smile rose to Hugh’s lips. She could sense that he was quietly seething.


    “I’m sorry, Hugh, but I’m returning it.”


    Anne bowed, turned on her heel, and started to walk away. A voice called out to her from behind.


    “Anne.”


    It was Salim, unable to restrain himself. When she turned around, she saw a rare, fretful look in his eyes.


    “Anne. You can still take it back if you act now. Apologize to the Viscount and retract your words…”


    His concern for Anne almost brought her to tears. In truth, she wanted to grasp Hugh’s hand and wail that the medal would always be hers, no matter what.


    “It’s all right,” she said with a smile, speaking as firmly as possible. “Thank you, Salim.”


    Inside, she was a complete mess, but as a former holder of a royal medal, she wanted to maintain a veneer of dignity.


    Salim let out a sharp sigh. “I see,” he said, nodding in defeat.


    Still scowling, Hugh looked down at the royal medal in his hand. Though Anne knew he wasn’t looking at her, she bowed once more anyway and walked away. As Hugh’s figure receded into the background, she hung her head.
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  “I guess I made Hugh pretty mad.”


  “We all knew you were a fool.”


  At Challe’s dispassionate words, Anne screwed up her face, crying and smiling at the same time.


  “I’m sorry, Challe. You helped me so much when I was working to become a Silver Sugar Master.”


  Hugh lived for sugar candy and had devoted everything he had to it. Anne was sure he found her decision absolutely reprehensible. But there was nothing else she could do.


  She had always hoped to someday become a candy crafter like Hugh. But she couldn’t live like the Silver Sugar Viscount did.


  “It was your own strength that made you a Silver Sugar Master, so that royal medal belongs to you. As long as you are fine with your decision, there’s nothing for me to say.”


  “…Thank you.”


  Anne had chosen to pursue the art of candy making for the sake of those she cared for. If she sacrificed one of those people for the sake of sugar candy, she feared she would come to hate the candy itself.


  She didn’t want to start hating sugar candy. Sugar candy was important to Anne; it was a pillar of her life.


  Her heart still hurt, but she didn’t cry. Instead, she lifted her head and kept walking. She’d once been the holder of a royal medal. Even if it was all an act, she couldn’t bear to lose her pride.
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  Around the time the sun set and the trees’ long shadows fell across the front garden of Hollyleaf Castle, Keith told the fairies to wrap up their work. Mithril, who had been full of energy and making a total nuisance of himself all day, exited the workshop along with the others.


  “Let’s play card games until dinner! Noah, Allele, you’re with me!”


  When Mithril called on him, Allele frowned unpleasantly.


  “Why do you have so much energy? Weren’t you working all day, too?”


  “I’m bursting with energy, from morning till night!”


  “Card games, huh?” muttered Noah, “I’m not much good at them.”


  But Mithril jumped up on his shoulder and shouted, “You’ve just got to play! Without a weaker opponent, how can I win?!”


  “Th-that’s mean…”


  Keith breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of Mithril so full of vigor. He was the last one out of the workshop in the west wing, and just as he stepped into the entry hall, Kat emerged from the workshop in the east wing. Benjamin was nowhere to be seen, being neither on top of Kat’s head nor sitting on his shoulder. The smell of meat cooking wafted over from the direction of the kitchen, so Keith figured the little fairy was probably helping out there.


  “Mr. Hingley,” asked Keith, “has Anne not come back yet?”


  Kat frowned. “Not yet. They’re probably fighting. That dim-witted bastard is totally obsessed with this project…”


  “You think the Viscount will object?”


  “That jerk’ll never compromise when it comes to sugar candy.”


  If Hugh didn’t approve of Anne stepping away from her job, she would have no choice but to remain at Hollyleaf Castle, and Mithril would set off on his journey alone with Challe.


  Anne will be so disheartened, thought Keith. But deep down, there was a part of him that hoped it would happen.


  When Mithril had collapsed the previous night, Keith had run out of the room to alert Anne and Challe. After dashing down the hallway to the lesser hall, he’d caught sight of a scene that refused to leave his mind.


  Challe holding Anne in his arms, the two of them gazing at each other. They had looked like two people in love.


  Challe loved Anne, though Keith wasn’t sure how Anne felt. He knew for certain that she didn’t hate Challe, and he felt the two shared a deep bond he couldn’t hope to compete with. He simply couldn’t send the two of them off on a journey together with joy in his heart.


  From the front yard, Keith and Kat heard the sound of wagon wheels. The horrible squeak was unique to Anne’s box-shaped wagon, and they listened to it go around the back of the castle and into the barn.


  A few minutes later, the front door opened and Anne and Challe stepped in. When she saw Keith and Kat, Anne smiled.


  “We’re back. What a surprise! Why are you out here in the hallway?”


  “We were worried about you, since you came back so late,” Keith said.


  Anne shrunk. “Sorry. Hugh was out at the royal sugar apple grove. We went there to meet him, so it took longer than expected.”


  “Well, we knew you’d be safe with Challe. So how did it go?”


  “I’m going to leave my work here and go search for Lafalle.”


  “So you got the Viscount to approve, then?” Keith felt conflicted—both relieved and disappointed at the same time.


  Anne shook her head. “I couldn’t get his approval. He told me that if I abandoned my responsibilities as a Silver Sugar Master, then I wasn’t qualified to bear the title. That’s only reasonable, so I gave back my royal medal.”


  “What?!”


  Keith and Kat both raised their voices in unison.


  “You gave back your royal medal?!”


  “Are you crazy?!”


  As Keith and Kat pressed her, Anne leaned back and nodded.


  “I haven’t gone crazy just yet. I simply had no choice, so I gave it back.”


  “How could you even think of doing such a thing?!” said Keith. “Tossing away the title of Silver Sugar Master, which you worked so hard to win, like it’s nothing!”


  Anne grimaced, as if in pain. Worried she might cry, Keith winced.


  “I didn’t just toss it away…,” Anne replied quietly, then pressed her lips together. After a few moments, she continued. “I became a candy crafter because I wanted to make sugar candy for the people I care about. That’s why I wanted the title of Silver Sugar Master. But if that means I can no longer make sugar candy for someone, then I’ve gotten my priorities all mixed up.”


  “You make candy for the people you want to make it for. That’s why you’re a worthy Silver Sugar Master. Why do you need to give up your royal medal?” Kat sounded angry.


  “Because I’m abandoning my duties,” Anne said, shrugging.


  “You don’t have any duties as a Silver Sugar Master except to make candy fer people! Anything else is just crap that dim-witted bastard thought up all on his own! Ya can’t just surrender yer royal medal ’cause of something like that!”


  Kat turned on his heel and dashed up the staircase from the entry hall to the upper floor, then came back with his jacket in hand.


  “I’m gonna go have a talk with that jerk!” Kat said, thrusting a finger in Keith’s face. “Make sure ya set some dinner aside for me!”


  Keith was taken aback.


  Anne sounded panicked as she objected. “But Kat…! I’m the one who relinquished my royal medal. I knew what I was doing.”


  “That doesn’t matter. I’m not doin’ this fer you! I can’t stand knowin’ how wrong that bastard is about what it means to be a Silver Sugar Master!” With that, Kat flew out the door.


  Challe muttered in exasperation, “That man is hopelessly simpleminded.”


  “Those two always wind up in a fight, huh?” said Anne with a frown. “I bet Hugh’s going to give him a hard time again.”


  Keith’s shoulders drooped. “…How can you worry about him at a time like this, Anne?”


  “Huh?”


  Anne looked at him blankly with her big, round eyes, and Keith lost all motivation to lecture her. This was Anne, after all. He simply had to accept what she’d done.


  He shot her a strained smile. “It’s nothing. This is Mr. Hingley and the Viscount we’re talking about. They might have a lot to say to each other, but they’re both adults, in their own way. So tell me, when do you plan to set off?”


  “Before I go anywhere, I’d like to meet with Mr. Stowe. Challe said the Fairy Merchants Guild keeps an eye on the comings and goings of fairies, so Mr. Stowe may have information on Lafalle and Erril. If he tells me anything, we can leave right away. I’m sorry, Keith. I’m causing trouble for you by pulling out of the job.”


  “Like Mr. Hingley said, it’s not a problem. We’re right on schedule. More importantly, you’re going up against Lafalle, right? Just promise me you’ll be careful.”


  Anne nodded at Keith’s words, and he lightly touched her shoulder.


  So she really is going.


  A miserable feeling spread within his chest. It became hard to breathe, and Keith took his hand off Anne’s shoulder.


  “Mithril Lid Pod is just as energetic as he was this morning,” he said. “Do you want to go see him? Right now, he’s playing card games with Allele and Noah.”


  “In that case, he really must be feeling better. That’s great.”


  Anne cheerfully headed up the stairs. Keith must have spaced out as he watched her.


  “Keith,” said Challe, startling him.


  It was rare for Challe to call Keith by name, and not just “boy.” The fairy was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. “Just to let you know, last night I told Anne of my feelings,” he said calmly. “I also said that if her heart belongs to me, I will take her as my lover and protect her for the rest of her life.”


  Keith nearly stopped breathing.


  He told her?!


  So that was the reason Challe and Anne had been gazing at each other the previous night. Keith must have come upon them just after Challe’s confession.


  Keith was the one who had asked Challe to act according to his feelings. He had earnestly wanted the two of them to stand on equal footing. But now, he couldn’t hide his agitation.


  “And so…what did Anne say?” Keith desperately tried to keep his voice from growing shrill.


  “No answer.”


  “…What? She didn’t answer you?”


  When Challe nodded sullenly, all of Keith’s tension faded at once.


  Interesting… So she doesn’t answer, even when such a beautiful fairy whispers his love to her.


  Challe appeared to be sulking. Keith found it funny that such a beautiful, powerful fairy would look so depressed over not receiving an answer from such a lanky, ordinary girl.


  “Well, you’re in the same boat as me, then.”


  Keith chuckled, and Challe looked increasingly displeased.


  “Don’t lump me in with you, boy.”


  “You can say that all you like, but the fact is, we are the same, aren’t we? But I’m glad you told me. I guess that means there’s still hope for me yet.” Keith walked up to Challe and smiled. “I’m not giving up. I’ll show you. I’ll win Anne’s heart.”


  “I, too, have no intention of letting her go,” Challe responded without hesitation, determination in his voice.


  Keith had hoped to face Challe head-on like this, with both their feelings out in the open. He didn’t want Challe to simply concede Anne’s love.


  “Which one of us will become Anne’s sweetheart, I wonder?” Keith mused aloud.


  Unamused, Challe replied, “There’s always the possibility that she will fall in love with someone else entirely.”


  “That’s true, too! If that happens, then both of us will look truly foolish, huh?”


  Keith broke into laughter in spite of himself, then leaned against the wall beside Challe. As he did, he felt his strength seep out of him and into the wall. Then he looked up at the ceiling and sighed.


  He felt in turns tense and elated, depressed and sad. These violent shifts in mood were wearing him down, and he finally understood how exhausting it could feel to be in love.


  “Challe,” Keith said, “Lafalle is dangerous. That’s what worries me most. So I want you to protect her.”


  Challe glanced over at Keith and shrugged. “You don’t need to tell me. I won’t let him lay a finger on her.”


  Keith found Challe’s forceful words reassuring.


  “I’m sure you won’t. I believe in you.”


  He continued staring up at the ceiling. Though Challe was his rival in love, he was the only one Keith trusted to protect Anne.
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  North of the capital of Gillum Province, Northern Blow, the land grew barren and broken, with only a scattering of trees.


  A slender young fairy sat, dangling his legs over the edge of a cliff overlooking the wasteland below. He was sitting in a dangerous spot, but he was not frightened. The two silver wings on his back, glittering like so much collected stardust, were pulled taut, and twinkled brightly.


  The fairy had a boyish figure and gentle silver eyes, yet there was something alluring about him—something beyond his striking beauty and youthful, girlish features. His smile and the rich, dreamy air that surrounded him had an inviting sort of charm.


  Erril Fenn Erril shared this lustrous beauty with his brothers, Challe and Lafalle.


  Behind Erril was a sparse grove of broadleaf trees. Under the expansive blue sky, the tips of their leaves had started to turn slightly yellow. Erril had plucked some and arranged them on his lap and was now staring tirelessly at them.


  It was no surprise that the changing colors intrigued him. While leaves changed their colors every year, fairies like him were born looking the same way they would forever. They could never change their appearance, no matter how hard they tried.


  Erril’s silken silver hair rippled against his cheek. His white shirt, too large for a boy of his height, and the blue shawl he had wrapped loosely around his shoulders caught the wind blowing up from below and inflated softly.


  “Erril.”


  Someone called his name, and Erril raised his head and looked behind him.


  Lafalle Fenn Lafalle emerged from the thicket leading two horses, one chestnut and the other a dappled gray. In the sunlight shining through the trees, his hair, an ambiguous mix of light green and blue, appeared to be flecked with gold and silver. His jacket was decorated with beads and lace, well suited to his handsome, colorful appearance. He smiled at Erril, his eyes gentle.


  Erril was relieved to see him, as right now, Lafalle was his one and only companion. Not even a year had passed since Erril’s birth, and in that time, Lafalle was the only person he’d ever really spoken with.


  Several months earlier, he had encountered his other brother stone, Challe Fenn Challe, and in the confusion of battle, he’d exchanged a few words with him. But Challe had been with his other comrades—humans and fairies in mixed company. It made Erril feel as if they were living in two different worlds.


  Only Lafalle was living in the same world as Erril.


  “Horses?” he said. “They’re pretty.”


  Sending the leaves in his lap fluttering down over the edge of the cliff, Erril stood up and approached the horses.


  “I thought it would be convenient to have them, so I acquired some,” Lafalle said, lips curling. His smile was soft but cruel.


  Erril stroked the snout of the dappled gray horse, and the horse nuzzled happily into his hand, so he gave it a kiss on the cheek. The horse’s round, cute eyes were charming, and without meaning to, Erril let out a low, breathy chuckle of delight.


  “They’re very sweet,” he said. “But do we need horses? The place we were told about is close, isn’t it?”


  Lafalle took a map out of his breast pocket and quickly checked it. “It should be, yes.”


  “As long as we’re not discovered, any place would do,” Erril said nonchalantly.


  Lafalle put the map back in his pocket. “No, it has to be here. This place is appropriate for a fairy king.”


  “If I’m a fairy king, then aren’t you one, too, Lafalle? And Challe as well?”


  “I have lost a wing, and the touch of human hands has polluted me. Challe is even worse…”


  Lafalle’s smile disappeared, and his eyes grew cold. Erril deliberately tried not to look at him. Lafalle was always frightening when he spoke of Challe.


  Challe was an elegant fairy with beautiful black eyes and black hair. Erril hadn’t thought ill of him when they’d met. But Lafalle hated the other fairy. According to him, Challe had conspired with humans to hunt Lafalle down and had very nearly killed him. Even though they were both fairy kings.


  Erril didn’t know Challe’s reason for doing such a thing, or why he kept company with humans. But none of that mattered. At the moment, Erril was not with Challe; he was with Lafalle. As if confirming that Lafalle was still present, Erril snuggled up against him.


  Lafalle knew things, and he was so strong that he sometimes seemed cruel. And yet from time to time, he looked so forlorn that Erril thought he might disappear right before his eyes. Perhaps Erril felt that way because the very first time he’d laid eyes on Lafalle after being born, the other fairy had been crying.


  That image had been strongly imprinted on Erril’s mind.


  As long as Lafalle is with me, I won’t be lonely. So I just have to protect Lafalle.


  When Erril looked up, he could see an abandoned castle situated between two rocky mountains in the distance.


  “That’s where we’re going, right?” he asked.


  Lafalle raised his head and looked at the castle. “That place holds a lot of memories for me.”


  Then, as he adjusted his grip on the chestnut horse’s reins, Lafalle seemed to notice something. With a wry smile, he touched one of the horse’s ears, and an adorable, round-bodied insect perched on Lafalle’s finger. It was red with black spots, and Lafalle carefully transferred it to a blade of grass at his feet.


  “What is that?” asked Erril.


  “A ladybug.”


  “It’s cute. Do you like ladybugs, Lafalle?”


  “I suppose I do. They are creatures without sin.”


  “Are there creatures with sin?”


  “Humans. And Challe…”


  As he gazed at the ladybug, Lafalle’s smile took on an enchanting, ambiguous air. He quickly licked his lips.


  “When we meet him, we must cut him to pieces. As we do so, we shall whisper to him about all his sins, to make him understand. And this time, we’ll take out that Silver Sugar Master of his, too.”


  
    

     Chapter 2 THE PLACE THEY SEEK 


    The Lewiston fairy market operated in one corner of the western marketplace in the royal capital and was the largest fairy market in the kingdom. A man named Harris managed it, and he was the one who made the arrangements to send fairies to Hollyleaf Castle every seven days. Harris was also the head of the Fairy Merchants Guild and Reginald Stowe’s right-hand man.


    That morning, Anne, hoping to get information out of Reginald Stowe, had asked Keith for advice. Keith had skimmed through Kat’s store of documents and determined that Harris would be her best bet to get in touch with the man.


    “Kat never came back,” said Anne, once she and Challe had reached the marketplace. She looked up at the fairy beside her, trying not to bump into people as she walked.


    “He’s probably still arguing with the Silver Sugar Viscount.”


    “That’s an awfully long argument. Though I have a feeling he’s not so much arguing as enduring the Viscount’s teasing.”


    Kat had stormed out of Hollyleaf Castle the previous night and had yet to return. Mithril hated going to the fairy market, and Keith had work to do. So Anne and Challe had gone to Lewiston alone.


    Compared to the rest of the western marketplace, there was little foot traffic in the fairy market, and things were quiet. There weren’t many customers browsing the stalls. As a rule, fairies were expensive commodities. They were not something people purchased casually.


    Stalls lined both sides of the street—tents made of cloth waxed with tallow. One shop featured rows of little fairies hanging in cages like songbirds. Beneath a tent across the street, a female fairy about the same size as Anne was seated snugly in a chair. Small chains coiled around her ankles, fixing her to the ground.


    The eyes of the fairies being sold were dark and expressionless. When Anne looked at them, she felt miserable and ashamed to be a human. It was an awful place to visit.


    According to Keith, Harris was usually found monitoring the market from an open-air bar at its center. And sure enough, there was a huge tent set up in the middle of the fairy market. Underneath it sat tables made of broken barrels where a number of men clutching cups of alcohol were amusing themselves with card games.


    “Excuse me, is Mr. Harris here?”


    When Anne approached the tent and called out to the men, they all looked at her at once. Several of them whistled softly in obvious delight.


    “What a beauty!”


    Of course, those words were not directed at Anne. The men were looking at Challe.


    They were probably all involved in the fairy trade. It was only natural that they would appraise Challe like a piece of merchandise. But Anne hated it. She stood in front of Challe, blocking the men’s view as best she could.


    “We’re looking for Mr. Harris,” she said. “Is he here?”


    A serene-looking bearded man leaning against a barrel toward the back casually raised his hand. “Well, now. That’s me. What’s your business?”


    “My name is Anne Halford. I am a candy crafter. I’d like to have a meeting with Mr. Stowe. Do you know where I might find him?”


    Reginald Stowe was a cautious man, and his whereabouts were usually kept secret. However, for the past few months, he had been holding frequent meetings with Hugh. And that meant he must be spending a lot of time in Lewiston, or somewhere nearby.


    “Hah, so it’s Stowe you want. You know him?”


    “I was with him this spring, at a doctor’s house in Balkram.”


    “Ah, Balkram. I see, Balkram, huh?” Tugging at his beard, Harris slowly walked over to them. “Even we don’t know where Mr. Stowe is. But there’s someone who might. Come with me.”


    Anne and Challe followed Harris as he walked leisurely out of the bar.


    He passed through the fairy market and led them out into the western marketplace. From there, he ducked down an alley. The stone-paved path was hemmed in by houses on both sides, and Harris, with his wide build, just barely fit through it.


    After a while, they came to a narrow door. Harris opened it, turning his body sideways to squeeze inside. Then he called out to Anne and Challe.


    “Come in.”


    It was dark inside, and Anne couldn’t really see anything. When she got anxious and hesitated, Challe nimbly slipped past her into the building. He paused for a moment, then turned back to her.


    “It’s all right,” he said. “Come in.”


    Anne gingerly stepped inside and found herself in a small room. There was a single window, but the louvered shutters were closed, so it was terribly dark. Harris approached the window and flung the louvers open.


    Light and air poured into the formerly darkened room, and Anne saw a sofa in one corner, on which a man was lying. The man grimaced against the unexpected brightness.


    “What is it, Harris?” he asked.


    “You’ve got visitors, Mr. Stowe.”


    Anne’s eyes went wide. The man lying on the sofa was tall, with ashy-gray hair. His vivid red tie was eye-catching against his black jacket. It was Reginald Stowe himself.


    Reginald glared at them with his sharp eyes. Then, after a while, he seemed to recognize them.


    “Well, who should it be but Little Miss Silver Sugar Master?”


    “It’s good to see you again, Mr. Stowe.” Anne bowed.


    Reginald stretched out wearily on his sofa. “On an errand for the Silver Sugar Viscount?” he asked.


    “Not this time. I came to ask you something. A personal request.”


    “Oh…?” Reginald sat up and lowered his feet to the floor. Then he looked up at Anne as if evaluating her. “Something you want to know? And what will you give me in exchange?” he asked in a low, beguiling voice.


    “The thing I want is information about Lafalle and Erril, the fairies who escaped from the royal castle. Do you know anything about their whereabouts?”


    “Well now, why would you ask me? I’m just a fairy dealer, not an information broker.”


    “Since fairy dealers see fairies as merchandise, I’m sure you gather information on them. Furthermore, since the Fairy Merchants Guild operates as a single organization across the whole kingdom, that information gathering must be relatively easy to do.”


    It was Challe who had suggested they go to Reginald for information. Though he hated fairy markets, Challe had spent a long time being bought and sold at the places and knew a lot about their workings.


    Now he stood by the wall, glaring at Reginald. Unlike before, he didn’t appear ready to attack at a moment’s notice, but his displeasure was obvious.


    “And the fee for that information?” said Reginald again. “Did you come prepared?”


    “We brought money. We can pay you about ten cress.”


    “Money, huh? How dull. If you were a little more grown-up, I might expect some better compensation. If you don’t mind, perhaps we could defer payment for about two years or so.”


    Anne could feel the bloodlust radiating from Challe. Perhaps Reginald sensed it, too, because he gave a casual wave and leaned back against the sofa.


    “I was joking, fairy. Don’t get your hackles up. Actually, I’d appreciate it if you two could locate them and let us know where they are. We’re also interested in that information. In that case, I might even be willing to help you out for that piddling ten cress you brought.”


    “T-ten cress is ‘piddling’…?”


    For Anne, ten cress was a month’s living expenses. Reginald, however, seemed to think it was small change. That gave her some idea of the sums fairy dealers dealt with on a daily basis.


    “So, say you find them, what do you plan to do?” Reginald asked.


    Challe, still standing by the wall, spoke up quietly. “We don’t intend to hunt them… Though one day, I plan to settle things. Lafalle has slaughtered too many humans in vain. To make him pay for his crimes, I am prepared to capture or kill him.”


    In Challe’s words, Anne could sense both compassion toward Lafalle and resolve.


    “You’ll do that, fairy?” Reginald asked. He seemed intrigued.


    Challe glared at him and answered in a low voice, “I will. If it’s necessary to kill him, I will do so with my own hands. Trust me, I hate you far more than Lafalle, and with good reason. But I recognize Lafalle’s crimes for what they are.”


    “You do, huh? Is that the fairy way? Well, whatever floats your boat.” Reginald grinned suggestively and jerked his chin toward Harris. “Bring the map from the back. The large map of the interior.”


    Harris disappeared through another door, then reappeared holding a rolled-up map. The room in which they stood contained only a sofa and a small table. The largely empty space had probably been arranged as a place for Reginald to nap. Anne caught a glimpse of the room beyond, from which Harris had brought the map. It looked like a small storage area.


    Reginald stood up, took the map from Harris, and spread it out on the table.


    It was an elaborate rendering of the kingdom’s interior. Lewiston was depicted along the southern edge, and the terrain to the north was drawn in great detail. It included part of the northern extremity of Harrington Province containing Lewiston, as well as the western edge of Charmae Province containing Westol, the Silver Sugar Viscount’s base of operations. The whole of Gillum Province—where Anne and the others had been dragged into the dispute with Reginald that spring—was located toward the top.


    Reginald drew a knife out of a leather sheath threaded onto his belt and, without warning, stabbed it violently into the map. Then he laughed and beckoned over a startled Anne.


    “Look.”


    Anne timidly approached the table, and Reginald gestured toward the knife.


    “The Wellnome Highway,” he said.


    Then he gripped the handle of the knife and pulled it out, only to thrust it into a different location. “Northern Blow.” And again. “The city outskirts.”


    Reginald named several spots, one after another, stabbing the map each time.


    “Cockell.”


    “Barns.”


    “Balkram.”


    The map was quickly marked by several punctures. Finally, Reginald planted the knife with particular force.


    “The eastern section of the Birseth mountain range. This is the last place they were spotted. I poked holes in the order of the days they were sighted.”


    Anne was surprised by the extent of the fairy dealers’ intelligence network. They had gathered quite a bit of information, it seemed. They must have connections both with fairy hunters and with ordinary people who still made use of the market. Reginald had then taken all the rumors and firsthand accounts and put together the summary he’d just given them.
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  “I didn’t know we had so much information on them,” said Anne. “Why haven’t they been captured yet? Didn’t His Majesty send the governors of each province chasing after them?”


  “Of course they haven’t been caught,” Reginald said nonchalantly. “We haven’t given this information to the crown.”


  Anne’s eyes went wide. “You haven’t? Why not?”


  “That must be obvious, right? I still have a lot to negotiate with the royal family. I can’t give up all my cards just yet.” Reginald shot them a sly, wolflike smile.


  “Then why are you telling us?”


  “If you two find them and we learn their exact location, that will be another card in my hand. I’d prefer it if you caught them. Then I’d have the best card of all. I’d pay quite a handsome price for them, of course.”


  Naturally, Anne frowned at this suggestion. “We would never.”


  “Filthy wolf,” Challe spat, fixing the man with a piercing look.


  Reginald chuckled, still smiling faintly, as though he enjoyed Challe’s contempt. Lowering his gaze to the map, he continued. “You’ll still seek them out, though, and I’m grateful for that. Well, what do you think? Is this enough to track them down, fairy?”


  Without answering, Challe looked at the map for a few moments. “They’re obviously heading north from Lewiston. And they’ve come to a standstill in Gillum Province.”


  At Challe’s words, Anne turned back to the map. Lafalle and Erril’s movements seemed deliberate. They’d headed north with a certainty that seemed unusual for two people on the run. And once they’d entered Gillum Province, they had stayed there, moving around the area.


  I wonder why. What does this mean?


  Anne stared at the map full of holes. She sensed something unnatural about their arrangement.


  Reaching out, she placed her index finger on one of the holes, then ran it across the map, following the path of the knife. Her finger moved directly north from Lewiston, then, as soon as it entered Gillum Province, it began to move in loose circles, as if drawn into the center of a whirlpool.


  Eventually, her finger arrived at the eastern section of the Birseth mountain range. It seemed the two were headed there.


  “But why? Why here?”


  It bothered her. Anne felt like she was overlooking something important or forgetting some detail.


  Once again, she ran her finger over their path. She lifted it north, then traced loose circles around some point in the north, as if closing in on something. The rings gradually contracted, as if searching for a kind of center.


  A center. A place the two fairies seek… Where are they headed…? It must have something to do with fairies…


  She looked up with a start. “A place right in the middle…!” she gasped, then turned to Reginald. “Mr. Stowe. We need maps of the eastern, western, southern, and northern parts of the kingdom, on the same scale as this one. Do you have any? If you do, I’d like you to pull them out.”


  Reginald signaled Harris with a look, and the man walked into the storeroom and came back with more rolled-up maps. Anne took them and spread them all out, lining them up on the floor so they could see the whole of Highland at a glance.


  The result was a patchwork view of the kingdom, but its rough shape was clear enough.


  Theirs was an island kingdom, long from north to south, and the holes Reginald had stabbed were concentrated right in the center.


  “I knew it,” Anne murmured. “It’s right in the middle of Highland…”


  Challe frowned. “Did you figure something out?”


  “I remembered something… Lafalle was brought to the royal castle, and Erril sneaked in to look for him. They’ve both been inside, and I suspect they learned something there that determined their destination. And she’s there.”


  Anne recalled Lulu’s clear, distinguished voice.


  “In the exact center of Highland stands the first sugar apple tree. You can see it, but it’s invisible.”


  The one who’d whispered those words to Anne was the last of the silver sugar fairies, Lulu Leaf Lean.


  “I have to go see Lulu…,” she mumbled.


  “Why do you think Lulu has anything to do with this?” asked Challe.


  “I don’t know,” she said, shaking her head. “But Lulu told me something. And I have a feeling it’s related to where they’re going.”


  As Anne looked down at the fairies’ path, she could almost hear Lulu’s voice beckoning to her.


  Reginald twirled the knife between his fingers and sneered at them.


  “I’m counting on you to find them. And if you fail to catch them, you must tell me where they were and which direction they ran. Try not to get yourselves killed. Of course, if you die without learning anything, my only regret will be giving you the info so cheaply.”


  With this cold, calculating assessment, the fairy dealer stuck out his hand.


  “But first, my fee. Ten cress.”


  Anne handed over Reginald’s reward, and they left his hiding place. Anne felt impatient, like she had to see Lulu right away. For some reason, she felt like Lulu was calling her.


  Anne had trained under Lulu as her pupil at the royal castle for several months. But that didn’t give her leave to simply waltz in and out of the castle.


  If she had Hugh’s backing, entering the castle would have been easy. She could have simply gone as the Silver Sugar Viscount’s messenger. But only a day earlier, Anne had surrendered her royal medal to Hugh and announced that she was leaving her work. She couldn’t depend on him anymore.


  As Anne mulled over her options, she and Challe returned to Hollyleaf Castle. They got back right at lunchtime, as all the fairies were gathered in the lesser hall taking their meal together.


  When Anne and Challe joined them, Keith, who had been eating with the fairies, greeted them with a smile.


  “Welcome back,” he said. “How was it? Did he have any information?”


  “As we suspected, it looks like Lafalle and Erril are in Gillum Province,” said Anne. “Though I think I’d better talk to Lulu first to find out what their goal is.”


  “Do they have some connection to Lulu?”


  “I don’t have any proof, but I suspect they do. That said, I’m not sure how I can arrange to meet with Lulu.”


  “Shall I get in touch with her for you, then?” Keith suggested casually. “I still associate with a number of people who’ve worked at the castle since my father’s time. If I entrust a letter to one of them, I’m sure it will find its way to Lulu.”


  “Oh, Keith! I forgot that you’re an aristocrat and the son of the Silver Sugar Viscount!”


  “More accurately, I’m the son of the former Silver Sugar Viscount and a former aristocrat.” With a wry smile, Keith placed a hand on Anne’s back and guided her toward the long table. “But for now, why don’t you eat lunch? After that, if you write a letter, I can have it delivered right away.”


  “Thank you, Keith.”


  “Don’t mention it. If a little thing like this is enough to earn your thanks, I’ll do you as many favors as you like.”


  Keith shot Challe an impish look, and, just for a moment, Challe seemed annoyed.


  “Oh, what’s this?! Anne and Challe Fenn Challe have returned!” Mithril came bounding over from the long table at the back of the hall. Then he boastfully rubbed his bulging stomach. “I already ate lunch, see! Enough for all three of us! You guys should eat, too. You must be tired after going to see that wolf! Did he have any useful information?”


  “Yes, but we need a little more. There’s something I have to check with Lulu. Once that’s done, we can set off. But it seems like it will take some time to get in touch with her.”


  “Why? Can’t you just ask Hugh to take you to the castle?”


  Anne floundered for a reply. She had not told Mithril about relinquishing her royal medal, fearing that he would feel responsible.


  “Ah, um. It’s because…”


  When Anne hesitated, Challe broke in and simply stated the truth.


  “She turned her royal medal over to the Silver Sugar Viscount and gave her Silver Sugar Master title back to the king. It’s impossible for her to ask the Viscount for a favor now.”


  “Challe!” Anne shouted, flustered.


  “He’d find out sooner or later,” the fairy replied coolly.


  “Gave it back?!” Mithril exclaimed. “Why would you do such a stupid…? No, you’ve always been stupid! Even so, this crosses a line, Anne! Is your stupidity getting worse?!”


  “Stupid, stupid… How many times was that?” Anne’s shoulders drooped at the succession of insults. “Listen, I wanted to go with you, Mithril Lid Pod. And Hugh said that if I stepped away from this job, then I wasn’t qualified to call myself a Silver Sugar Master.”


  “I told you, I’m fine!” Mithril insisted. “So Anne, you go back and apologize to Hugh right away and get him to return your royal medal.”


  Anne shook her head forcefully. “Even if you’re all right now, Mithril Lid Pod, I’m not. If I don’t go with you, I’ll regret it forever. When Mama died, I couldn’t do anything. I’m still frustrated about that, even now. But I didn’t have a choice. Back then, there was nothing I could do. But now there is, so I want to do it. If I don’t, I won’t be able to stand it. I’m not doing it for you, Mithril Lid Pod, but for myself. So I don’t care if it’s stupid.”


  Mithril stared at her, eyes wide with blank amazement.


  “I’m doing it for myself,” Anne concluded. “So please, forgive me.”


  “Hmph!” Mithril whirled around and turned his back to her, then said haughtily, “I guess there’s nothing I can do. Your stupidity is beyond my powers. I give up.” Then he rubbed at his eyes.


  Anne smiled. “Thank you, Mithril Lid Pod.”


  “Oh, heeey! Anne and Challe are back!” Everyone heard Benjamin’s carefree voice from the direction of the stairs. “Wait right there. After I take this to Kat, I’ll bring out your meals, okaaay?”


  Holding a bowl of soup over his head, Benjamin climbed the stairs with unsteady steps. The soup was a clear broth, of the kind one would feed to a sick person.


  “Thank you, Benjamin,” said Anne. “Does that mean Kat has come back?”


  “He haaas. He returned before lunch, but you know, he has a terrible hangover!”


  “A hangover?!”


  Keith shrugged. “A desperately bad one, it seems.”


  “What exactly was he doing?” asked Anne. “Wasn’t he with Hugh last night?”


  “Mr. Hingley told me they had a drinking match. Though he was only barely able to speak.”


  “I take it the Silver Sugar Viscount destroyed him?” Challe said sourly.


  Kat always preferred strong spirits when he drank, and he certainly knew how to hold his liquor. Anne couldn’t fathom how much alcohol the two men must have downed to give Kat a hangover.


  Mithril, who had been facing away from them, wheeled back around. “Did I hear that right?! Kat’s hungover?!” For some reason, his eyes twinkled with delight. “What a wimp! I’ve been hungover plenty of times. I’ll show him how to get over it. Let’s go, Benjamin!”


  “Yaaay, I’m sure that will be a big help!”


  It was hard to gauge Benjamin’s sincerity, but Mithril bounced down the corridor toward the west wing regardless. Kat was about to have quite the nightmare on his hands, it seemed.


  I’d like to head out soon and begin looking for Lafalle.


  As she watched Mithril disappear down the hallway, Anne was overcome with a sense of urgency. Her simple emotions must have been obvious, because Keith gave her another gentle push on the back, as if to console her.


  “Go on—eat,” he said. “Soon you’ll write your letter, and I’ll send it, and you can be on your way.”


  Anne was pleased and reassured by Keith’s thoughtful consideration.


  Keith was kind and dependable, and Anne knew that if she decided to become his sweetheart, her life would be easy and uncomplicated. In comparison, the moment she accepted Challe’s affections, they would cause all sorts of problems. And she wouldn’t be the one who was troubled; that would be Challe—and that was even worse.


  And yet the words Challe had whispered in her ear had left her overjoyed, and she really had no inclination to start a relationship with Keith.


  What should I do…?


  Setting aside her confusion for the moment, Anne took a seat at the table.


  Regardless of her muddled feelings, she couldn’t stop moving forward. She had to do everything she could for Mithril, and she wanted to start as soon as possible.


  First thing that afternoon, Keith delivered Anne’s letter to an acquaintance of his in Lewiston, who assured him that it would reach Lulu within the next three days.


  Eventually, night fell, and the occupants of Hollyleaf Castle settled down to slumber.


  Anne was lying down in her assigned bed. It was the lower tier of a bunk bed, and she was staring intently at the underside of the upper bunk. She could hear Mithril under the blanket, breathing in his sleep beside her.


  But she knew his vim and vigor would not last forever, and when she thought of that, she remembered how Emma had looked, lying on her deathbed. She felt increasingly anxious and, without thinking, felt around under her pillow. But there was nothing there for her fingertips to touch.


  Oh, right. I gave back my royal medal.


  Anne had always placed her royal medal under her pillow while she slept. When she was feeling anxious about work, she would calm herself by touching it as she fell asleep. She would raise her spirits by reminding herself that she was a Silver Sugar Master.


  Losing that comfort left her sad and disappointed. She hadn’t wanted to give it up.


  But when she thought of how she’d watched her mother die, unable to do anything, she was glad that she was doing what little she could for Mithril. Whatever heartache she felt over losing the title of Silver Sugar Master, she would bear it.


  Before long, Anne closed her eyes and fell asleep.


  “Anne.”


  Anne awoke to someone whispering in her ear. They were hovering over her in the darkness. When Anne started to scream, a soft but chilly hand covered her mouth.


  “Keep quiet.”


  Her eyes snapped open at the familiar voice.


  In the moonlight streaming through a gap in the curtains, Anne could just make out the face of the beautiful fairy peering down at her. Her long, silky golden hair fell over Anne’s shoulders and collarbone.


  At last, Anne recognized Lulu, the last of the silver sugar fairies. Once Lulu was sure Anne knew who she was, she removed her hand from Anne’s mouth.


  “Lulu…why are you here?”


  “Didn’t you write me a letter saying you wanted to see me, Anne?” Lulu whispered, smiling cheerfully. “It was quite exciting to launch a sneak attack on a sleeping maiden. I think I now understand how perverts must feel.”


  “You sound way too happy about that.”


  Challe’s quiet voice came from above. He was standing by the bed with his arms crossed, looking down at Anne. He appeared ready to attack Lulu at a moment’s notice.


  Lulu chuckled and got up off the bed. “Hi there, Obsidian. I suppose you’ve been aware of me since I sneaked into the room, huh? You could have at least said something.”


  “I didn’t have time to, since you got straight into Anne’s bed.”


  “Well, Anne’s the one who summoned me.”


  Lulu turned back to Anne, who was now sitting up, and crooked her finger a couple of times. “Let’s go outside, both of you,” she said. “Otherwise, we’ll wake everyone up.”


  Lulu immediately walked out. Anne rushed to follow her, and Challe joined them.


  Out in the castle’s front garden, Lulu looked up and narrowed her eyes, as if smelling the night air. The autumn sky was clear, and a crescent moon hung brightly in the heavens. Lulu’s silky golden hair, swaying in the breeze, and her delicate golden wing looked as if they were made of crystallized moonlight.


  “I see you got my letter, Lulu. But I didn’t think you’d come all the way out here.”


  When Anne reached the center of the garden, Lulu turned to look at her.


  “Yes, I received your letter this evening. It said you wanted to see me, so I came to visit you while out on my nighttime walk.”


  “Isn’t this a little far for a stroll?!”


  “Actually, I rode in a carriage to the bottom of the hill. Marguerite is taking very good care of me.”


  Queen Marguerite, the wife of King Edmond II, was Lulu’s close friend. The queen must be worried about Lulu, who was weak and nearing the end of her life span.


  “How have you been recently, Lulu?” Anne asked timidly. She couldn’t help but be concerned.


  Lulu gave a lighthearted laugh. “Whatever will happen will happen. There is no need for you to worry. No other fairy lives as good a life as I do, after all. Every day, I am content. More importantly, you said in your letter that you have something to ask me.”


  “Lulu, did you meet anyone in the castle around the end of spring?”


  “I met with someone just about every day back then.”


  Challe took a step forward. “We’re talking about my brother stones,” he said. “Lafalle Fenn Lafalle and Erril Fenn Erril. Two fairies with those names.”


  “Oh, those fellows, hmm? Yes, I met them.” Lulu nodded readily.


  “You did?!” exclaimed Anne.


  “I did. They seemed surprised to encounter me. They asked about my background, so I answered them. Then they said something about going to a place in Highland where human hands couldn’t reach them. They thought that, since I’ve been alive for six hundred years, I must have some idea of where that could be. And actually, I did. I told them about a place that human hands have not touched for five hundred years.”


  “Lulu, they are extremely dangerous…,” Anne said.


  Lulu casually raised a hand. “I know all about that, and what they’ve done. But they’re fairy kings. I knew it as soon as they said their names. Actually, I might have realized it anyway. Challe, your appearance closely resembles Lord Riselva’s. And Lafalle has similar colors. As for Erril… Honestly, I’m not sure. At a glance, nothing about him resembles Lord Riselva. But it’s obvious that the three of you are the fairy kings he wanted to succeed him.” Lulu then looked directly at Anne and said apologetically, “No matter how much of a threat they are to humans, they are the fairy kings.”


  “Where is the place you told them about?” Challe asked. “You said no human hands have touched it for five hundred years.”


  Lulu sighed. A powerful gust of wind blew through the garden, rustling the trees’ leaves. For a moment, the insects underfoot stopped their chirping, as if startled by the commotion of the grass.


  “I suppose you’re determined to track them down,” she said. “And then what? Will you destroy them, to take revenge for the humans? Challe Fenn Challe, will you kill your brothers, the fairy kings?”


  “There are things I want to ask them. Once that is done, I will leave Erril alone. But Lafalle is a criminal. He has killed many innocent humans and stolen the wings of his fellow fairies in order to control them. He must pay for his crimes. But that has nothing to do with you. I’ll settle the matter, as is my duty. So tell us, Lulu, about the place you revealed to them.”


  Despite his detached tone, Challe was clearly issuing Lulu an order. His voice was the same as always, but Anne felt a dignity permeating it, proof he was a fairy king. His relaxed figure, too, seemed bewitchingly elegant and majestic.


  “You are a fairy king, too, Challe Fenn Challe. I can’t tell them and yet refuse you… It seems I must leave the future of you three up to fate.”


  Lulu looked back and forth between Anne and Challe and seemed to resolve herself. “I pointed them to the place where the first sugar apple tree stands. The leader of the silver sugar fairies ought to be there, protecting the sugar apple tree. Ever since the first sugar apple tree was born into this world, it has stood in that spot, with the head silver sugar fairy guarding it. Humans have never been able to find it.”


  “Where is it?” asked Challe.


  “In the very center of Highland.”


  Challe seemed surprised. He must have recalled the maps spread out across the floor in Reginald’s room.


  “But even I don’t know exactly where it is,” Lulu confessed. “It’s just a legend passed down among the silver sugar fairies. Just in case, you know?”


  Lulu’s final words intrigued Anne. “Just in case? In case of what? And what do you mean by the first sugar apple tree?”


  Lulu’s golden eyelashes fluttered in concern. “One day you’ll understand. Searching for the first sugar apple tree is important for all humans and fairies who deal with sugar candy. That is why I told you, one of my final pupils and the girl the fairy king loves, about the legend.”


  Anne stared at Lulu blankly. She didn’t understand.


  All at once, it dawned on Lulu what she had just said. She turned to Challe. “Oh, sorry! I’m sorry, Obsidian! I carelessly let it slip about your feelings for Anne!”


  “Why, you… Are you sure that wasn’t on purpose?” Challe grumbled.


  Even from the side, Anne could tell that Challe had deflated. Her own ears had begun to burn the moment Lulu had said that Challe loved her.


  “It was thoughtless. I’m sorry,” Lulu apologized.


  “I don’t really care,” Challe replied. “She already knows.”


  “Oh! Does she, now?!” Lulu’s eyes sparkled. Grinning, she sidled up to Anne with undisguised curiosity. “How is he? Is the fairy king a good lover?”


  Anne squirmed as she answered, “Uh… We’re…not exactly…lovers…”


  “What?!” Lulu said in a wild shout. Her eyes darted back and forth between the two of them. When she caught Challe’s sullen expression, she shrugged. “You two are really a pair of fools. I can’t stand you any longer. I’m leaving.” Lulu turned and started to walk away toward the hill, trampling the weeds in the overgrown garden as she went.


  “Leave, then,” Challe grumbled unpleasantly. “Go on.”


  Anne chased after her in a panic, leaving Challe behind. “I’m sorry, Lulu!” she shouted. “And thank you. And, um, take care!”


  When she heard Anne, Lulu came to a stop, turned around, and flashed Anne an enchanting, tender smile.


  “I will,” she replied. “Play nice with the fairy king. Loving someone who loves you in return is a wonderful thing. Don’t waver.”


  Lulu turned back and continued on her way, eventually disappearing below the crest of the hill.


  Anne stared after her for a while, and a painful feeling began closing in on her. The end of Lulu’s life span was quickly approaching, and she didn’t wish to extend it any longer.


  Anne wondered when she would next see the silver sugar fairy.


  This may well be the last time.


  The thought made her feel so heartrendingly miserable that she couldn’t stand it.


  Hugh said that this is simply nature taking its course, but that course is so cruel.


  After a few moments, Challe walked over and gently touched Anne’s shoulder from behind.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked.


  “It’s nothing… But this is good. Now we know where Lafalle and Erril are headed.”


  “We’ll set out tomorrow.”


  For the moment, Anne had to focus on saving Mithril. There was somewhere she needed to be.


  The following morning, Anne loaded up her shabby, box-shaped wagon. The lacquer had started to peel away from the wood in spots, but it could still be used. After stowing away three barrels of silver sugar, all that was left was the preserved food and water. Anne had few personal belongings, so it was easy to prepare for the journey.


  After pulling the wagon around to the front garden of Hollyleaf Castle, Anne got into the driver’s bench. Challe sat down on the other side, with Mithril in between them.


  Keith and Kat had come out to see them off, and Anne bowed in their direction.


  “I’m sorry for leaving in the middle of the job,” she said.


  “Not a problem,” Kat replied. “I’m the one who oughtta apologize. In the end, I wasn’t able to snatch yer royal medal back from that jerk.” He looked as upset as if it were his own medal on the line.


  Anne forced herself to smile. “It’s all right. I gave it back on my own. I knew what I was doing.”


  “So it was a crushing defeat, huh?” Challe quipped.


  Kat groaned. “Why, you…”


  “Uh-oh—someone hit the bull’s-eye.” From atop his master’s shoulder, Benjamin poured salt on the wound with a grin.


  Keith approached the driver’s bench and softly touched Anne’s hand, which rested atop the reins.


  “Be careful, Anne,” he said, gently stroking the back of her hand with his fingers.


  The gesture startled her. It was the same spot Keith had once kissed her as a token of his affection, so that she would remember his feelings for her. He seemed to be telling her without words that he was still waiting for her answer.


  Letting go of Anne’s hand, Keith turned to Challe. “Protect Anne for us, Challe.”


  The fairy nodded in response, and Keith’s gaze shifted toward Mithril. Benjamin and Kat were also staring at the little fairy. Noticing this, Mithril chuckled, stood up, and placed his hands on his hips. Then he thrust out a finger toward Kat, Keith, and Benjamin.


  “You guys seem hopelessly worried about the great Mithril Lid Pod stepping away from his job,” he declared loudly. “It feels great to have people so concerned for me! And just you wait—I’m gonna make a magnificent, flawless recovery and come dancing right back to work!”


  “We’ll be waiting,” said Keith with a gentle smile.


  Kat put on a concerned frown, while Benjamin just waved dreamily.


  Anne looked up at the windows of the west wing. Noah and Allele were there, watching them from a window.


  The diligent apprentice fairies were hard at work but clearly concerned enough to peek. Anne smiled at them. When she did, they also smiled and bowed.


  “All right, off we go.” Anne waved once more to the three who had come to see them off, then whipped the horse and set her wagon rolling.


  The sun was bright, but there was a nice breeze carrying a hint of early autumn.


  The box-shaped wagon trundled down the gentle slope of the hill, and Hollyleaf Castle was soon hidden by the trees, which towered above them to either side. Soon, it had receded fully into the background.


  When they were almost at the bottom of the hill, Anne turned around to take one last look at Hollyleaf. The fairies’ workshop was there, and thinking about it made Anne proud and happy. She was so glad that the fairies’ hard work was paying off.


  Mithril tugged at her dress. “Hey, Anne? I’ve seen that carriage before,” he said, pointing straight ahead.


  Following his finger, Anne saw that a medium-sized, elaborately ornamented carriage had pulled to a stop on the side of the road ahead of them. It was coated with black lacquer and had a white, hexagonal design painted on the door.


  “Isn’t that the Silver Sugar Viscount’s carriage?” Anne asked Challe. He nodded.


  “It must be. That’s Salim over there.”


  Salim was sitting on the driver’s bench, watching for them. When he recognized Anne’s group, he turned back toward the passenger compartment and knocked lightly on the window. When he did, the door opened, and Hugh slowly alighted from the carriage, dressed in the fine regalia of the Silver Sugar Viscount.


  Hugh walked out into the middle of the road and stood there, as if waiting for them.


  Anne pulled the reins and stopped the wagon, confused.


  Why is Hugh here?


  While she sat, unsure of what to do, Hugh beckoned to her.


  “I’ll go see what he wants,” she said, handing the reins to Challe.


  Once she was down from the carriage, Hugh walked over wearing his usual magnanimous smile. “Looks like you’re heading out.”


  At their last meeting, Anne had rudely thrust her royal medal back at Hugh. She had no idea why he was here now, waiting for her with his usual smile. She didn’t know what sort of expression she ought to make when she greeted him. Regardless, she knew she had to tell him precisely how she felt.


  After a moment’s hesitation, she said, “Yes. Um, Hugh… I’m sorry. But I don’t regret it, so—”


  “Once you track down Lafalle, what will you do?” he asked, interrupting. “Do you think you can find him? And if you do, will you be able to pry his secrets out of him? It will be tough.”


  Hugh did not pull any punches. But Anne had already considered all this when she’d resolved to set out on this journey.


  “We have information,” she said. “If we follow the clues we’ve gathered, there’s a chance we will find them. As for convincing them to tell us their secrets, I think we will need something to bargain with. The only things I have are my candy making skills, so I will offer them sugar candy. Even if Lafalle has revived, he was on the verge of death. He must be in want of some sugar candy to restore his strength. That’s why I must go.”


  Anne’s answer was less for Hugh and more to encourage herself.


  “So your only weapon is sugar candy?” Hugh asked. “That doesn’t seem very dependable. Can you win with that alone?”


  “I don’t know. But I want to try, so I’m going.”


  That was it. Anne wanted to win. Not against Lafalle, but against Mithril’s fate. She wanted to defeat the destiny that threatened to take Mithril away from her.


  Two years earlier, fifteen-year-old Anne had known nothing. She’d been friendless and inexperienced in making sugar candy. Then fate had struck Emma down. Helpless, Anne had been forced to stand by and watch in a daze.


  But now things were different. Though she was weak, Anne had a weapon.


  She stared into Hugh’s eyes without blinking. Suddenly, his expression changed completely, and he burst into laughter.


  “Silver Sugar Master Anne Halford,” he said, addressing her by name in a kind yet solemn voice.


  He reached out his right hand and dangled something in front of Anne’s eyes. A creeping rose pattern engraved into pure white stone—a royal medal.


  “The Silver Sugar Viscount orders you: Go investigate the fruit of the sugar apple trees at the center of the kingdom and report back.”


  As Anne’s eyes opened wide in disbelief, Hugh continued.


  “This year, the sugar apple trees around Lewiston are flowering well, and the fruit is good, too. But that doesn’t mean an abundant harvest is guaranteed all across the kingdom. Accordingly, I am making arrangements to dispatch investigators to check the condition of all the trees throughout Highland. It just so happens that I hadn’t yet settled on a person to dispatch to the center of the kingdom, so I’m appointing you. Stop off at every grove of sugar apple trees along the way and examine the condition of the fruit. Now, hold out your hand.”


  “…Um…what?”


  “Hold it out.”


  Anne did as she was told and held out her palm, and Hugh placed the royal medal in her hand.


  “Hugh, I…”


  “I’m transferring you from your job at Hollyleaf Castle to this new task. You’ve been reassigned. So get going.”


  Anne stared into Hugh’s face in a daze.


  Hugh smiled wryly. “What’s with the vacant stare?”


  “B-but why?” Anne stammered. “I abandoned my responsibilities as a Silver Sugar Master, and—”


  “As I said, I am charging you with a new task as a Silver Sugar Master. So, as it happens, you are not abandoning your responsibilities.”


  “But… How do I put this? It seems a little like cheating.”


  “Maybe.” Hugh shrugged. “But you’re so stubborn that even if I forgave you and simply let you go, I doubt you’d agree to take your royal medal back.”


  “Why are you being so…? Oh, don’t tell me—was it Kat?! Hugh, did you demand something from Kat again, as payment?!”


  “Kat tried to stand up to me and lost. That has nothing to do with this. And, regrettably, I didn’t throw in any fun extras this time. In fact, now that you mention it, I really should have made some demand of him.” Hugh’s eyes sparkled mischievously.


  “Don’t, Hugh. Poor Kat will be too miserable… Anyway, won’t you tell me why? And be truthful.”


  As Anne looked down at the royal medal in her hand once more, Hugh plopped his hand down on top of her head.


  “I was surprised that you would leave your work behind for something other than sugar candy. At first, I didn’t understand. If I were in your shoes…I don’t think I could do something like that. So when you handed me your royal medal, I felt it was only natural to take it. But after that, Kat came to see me, right?”


  Anne looked up and her gaze met Hugh’s brown eyes.


  “After having a good time drinking Kat under the table, I understood. Kat and I are completely different people. That fact has always been clear to me, and yet… I guess I decided all on my own that you and I were similar. But you have your own path, different from mine, just as Kat does. Each of us relates to sugar candy in our own way as a Silver Sugar Master. You had the determination to hand over your royal medal, and that kind of resolve is worthy of your title. Even if it’s not what I would have done.”


  Hugh’s words flowed easily, but when she heard them, Anne began to feel guilty. Hugh had hoped to find another candy crafter so enthusiastic about sugar candy that they would sacrifice everything else. He probably wanted that because his own dedication had left him isolated and lonely.


  But Anne wasn’t willing to sacrifice everything like that. She couldn’t live her life the same way Hugh did.


  “Hugh, I love sugar candy,” she said. “But I also love Mithril Lid Pod. If you told me never to make sugar candy again, it would leave me feeling like an empty husk. And if I let Mithril Lid Pod die, I’d regret it for the rest of my life. Compared to that, losing the title of Silver Sugar Master is nothing. I’m simply returning to how I was before… But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t painful. I can’t compare those two things and choose one. They both supported me when I needed it. And so…”


  “I understand. Now go.”


  Hugh patted her head once more, then whirled around and got back into his carriage. From behind, he looked the same as always, unwavering and strong. He was the Silver Sugar Viscount, who never lost his way.


  Salim’s expression was as flat as usual, but the area around his mouth seemed to soften.


  “See you when you return, Anne,” he said. “I hope your journey is safe and successful.”


  Clutching the royal medal tightly to her chest, Anne nodded. “Thank you, Salim.”


  Salim nodded, too, then whipped his horse and steered it back the way they’d come. The horse slowly pulled the wagon around and trotted off. Anne bowed again at the receding carriage.


  Thank you, Hugh.


  With her royal medal once again held tightly in her grasp, Anne walked back toward her own wagon.


  It was time to head for Gillum Province.


  
    

     Chapter 3 CASTLE OF THE PAST 


    The Birseth mountain range ran all the way across the island of Highland, cutting straight through Gillum Province and dividing the kingdom between north and south. Because of it, the main highways connecting the northern and southern regions were all located along the coasts in the east and west.


    While it was possible to cross the mountains, the path was difficult and few chose to brave it without sufficient reason.


    As Anne’s party crossed into Gillum Province and through Northern Blow, the mountains loomed ever larger. Lafalle and Erril had last been sighted at the foot of the Birseth mountains, and that was Anne and the others’ first destination.


    Seven days had passed since they’d left Hollyleaf Castle, and their journey so far had been smooth. They’d taken the Wellnome Highway to Northern Blow, then proceeded farther north along the highway through the wastelands.


    Though it passed through a wilderness, the road was not as dangerous as the Bloody Highway, and from time to time, they spotted settlements built along the road, though the people looked poor and rough. Eventually, Anne and the others pulled off the road and parked their wagon to have lunch.


    They dismounted near a sparse thicket of skinny trees with a stream flowing nearby. Listening to the sound of the water, Anne gnawed at some of the hard bread she had picked up in Northern Blow. All signs of summer had completely disappeared from Gillum Province, and the air was a little cold.


    “Looks like the sugar apples out here are fruiting just fine, too.”


    Anne pulled a slip of paper out of her pocket as she recalled the sugar apple grove they had visited earlier that morning. On the paper, she had recorded the locations of all the sugar apple groves they had visited so far, along with the condition of their fruit, any signs of disease, the state of the leaves, and other observations.


    They had already visited several groves on their travels. Hugh had given Anne a job to do, and she intended to do it. All the sugar apple trees she’d seen so far, regardless of location, hinted at a bumper crop in the coming year.


    You don’t have to worry about the central regions this year, either, Hugh.


    Relieved, Anne put the paper back into her pocket. Once she finished her bread, she picked up the wooden cup containing her herbal tea.


    “But…even if the sugar apples are in good shape, we’ll soon have problems,” she muttered, gazing up at the sky. Thin, scattered clouds dotted the heavens.


    Lulu had told Lafalle and Erril about the place where the first sugar apple tree stood, protected by the head silver sugar fairy. No human had ever found it, of course. But even Lulu didn’t know its precise location.


    The place Lafalle and Erril sought was a mysterious, legendary place. Anne thought it was likely they were still wandering around, unable to locate it. Could Anne and the others track them down while they were on the move like that? And if they did, how would Lafalle and Erril react?


    “What do we do if we find them?” she wondered aloud.


    Mithril, who had been eating the hard bread by running his hand over it, raised his head. “Don’t you worry. That’ll be my cue to show off my magnificent negotiation skills. When we run into them, the first thing I’ll do is jump out in front of them.”


    “And get killed the moment you do?”


    Mithril raised a fist in the air at Challe’s quip. “What was that?!”


    “They’re looking for a place untouched by human hands. We should assume they’ll be hostile toward pursuers. There’s a high chance that as soon as we’re discovered, they’ll attack.”


    Anne frowned. “But in that case, how can we ask them about their secret?”


    “The best thing would be to injure them until they cannot move and capture them. Lafalle needs to pay for his crimes.”


    Challe’s voice was cold and emotionless. But Anne wondered how he really felt about squaring off against his brother stones, and whether Challe could win against the two of them at once.


    I don’t want to send Challe into danger alone. I need to do what I can to help.


    As she sank into thought, Challe gave her a teasing sidelong glance.


    “I can tell from your face that you’re thinking about something stupid again.”


    “Huh?! N-no. Not really. I was just thinking that I need to do what I can to help.”


    “Don’t waste time on silly thoughts and don’t act on them, either. It worries me so much I can barely stand it.”


    “But—”


    “I said, stop,” he insisted. Suddenly, Challe’s lips touched Anne’s ear, and he whispered in a sweet voice, “I’ll kiss you.”


    “Huh?!”


    In her panic, Anne nearly dropped the cup she was holding. Mithril’s eyes bulged, like he had seen something extraordinary.


    “If you insist on thinking stupid thoughts,” Challe continued, “I’ll make it so you can’t think at all.”


    The fairy sounded utterly calm, while Anne’s ears were burning.


    “I-I’m gonna go wash this fruit,” she said, shaken.


    In order to calm the pounding in her chest, Anne grabbed the oranges she’d set aside for dessert and headed for the nearby stream. Its meager flow barely qualified it as a stream, but it would suffice to resupply their water and allow her to wash her face and hands.


    Anne leaned over the stream and scrubbed her face first. After that, she diligently washed the fruits one by one.


    Challe is so wicked!


    The throbbing in her chest wouldn’t settle down, further irritating her.


    But she was also to blame. Challe had made a point of asking her if she would be his lover, and yet she still hadn’t given him an answer.


    Maybe I’m the wicked one… I’m not being fair.


    Suddenly her mood deflated and her hands stopped moving.


    If she became Challe’s lover, he would never be happy. She knew that, so she couldn’t say yes. But she was hopelessly in love with him, so she couldn’t say no, either.


    Suddenly, Mithril came up behind Anne and hopped onto her shoulder.


    “Heh-heh-heh-heh…heh, heh, heh, heh…”


    His eerie laugh startled her.


    “What’s the matter, Mithril Lid Pod?! Is there something wrong with you?!”


    “Don’t insult me!” Mithril’s expression abruptly changed. He jumped down from Anne’s shoulder and landed nimbly beside her. “After what I just saw, I get it! Challe Fenn Challe kissed your ear, didn’t he?”


    Mithril’s words brought the sensation of Challe’s chilly lips and warm breath back to her, and even Anne could tell that her cheeks were turning red.


    “He was just teasing me,” she insisted, “like he always does. He thinks it’s funny.”


    “That didn’t look like teasing. It seemed like he was, I don’t know, seducing you.”


    “Seducing?!” Anne was getting more and more embarrassed. She wished she could just run away. “Seduction, Challe? Ah… But then… No, no. That’s going too far.”


    At that, a bright glint shone in Mithril’s eye. “What’s this? You seem strangely flustered. I knew it—something did happen. I thought Challe Fenn Challe’s behavior around you was a little strange lately. But this makes it clear as can be. He’s totally different. Something must have happened! Answer me, Anne!”


    “Oh, well, it’s not…big enough to be a ‘thing,’ really—”


    “Liar!”


    “It’s true, nothing happened…”


    Suddenly, Mithril let out a pained groan and clutched his chest. He pitched forward and began to shake violently. Anne tossed the fruit aside in a panic and cradled him in both hands. He was pale.


    “Mithril Lid Pod!” she cried.


    At the sound of her voice, Mithril abruptly sat up in her hands, his expression perfectly composed.


    “…Huh?” Anne was perplexed.


    “Do you get it now? The way things are going, I don’t know whether I’ll be here tomorrow. So just be honest with me!”


    “Was that all an act?! How cruel!”


    “I had to, because you wouldn’t tell me the truth.”


    Anne felt drained of all her strength. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that one of the pieces of fruit she’d dropped had been caught in the flow of the stream and was floating far away.


    My fruit… I can’t believe he faked all that.


    But what Mithril said was true. He didn’t know whether he would be alive the next day, and he had always been a reassuring ally, cheering on Anne’s love.


    I guess I ought to tell him.


    Mithril had climbed down from Anne’s hands and was sitting cross-legged with his chest thrown out, looking very self-important. Anne faced him straight on and bashfully answered him.


    “The night that you collapsed,” she said. “Challe, well… Challe asked me if I had any intention of becoming his sweetheart, or something like that.”


    She felt terribly embarrassed saying it out loud.


    They were quite some distance from Challe, and he had his back to them. His translucent wing was draped across the ground, sporting a cool gradation of pale-blue colors reminiscent of the autumn sky.


    The words the beautiful fairy had whispered to Anne still didn’t seem real. Once he’d heard about what had happened, even Mithril stared at her with his eyes wide and mouth agape for a few long moments.


    Eventually, he asked gingerly, “Did that…really happen? You’re sure you’re not mistaken? You didn’t hallucinate it?”


    “I thought the same thing myself. But the next day, Challe asked me again.”


    Mithril clenched his fists and trembled violently. Then in the next moment, he thrust both fists into the air.


    “Hooray! My grand plan is finally bearing fruit! Unable to suppress his illicit feelings, Challe Fenn Challe lost his mind and confessed his love to a scarecrow of a girl like Anne. I can’t believe it! The great Mithril Lid Pod has succeeded!”


    “…Wh-what do you mean, he lost his mind…?”


    “Well, who would find a girl like you attractive if they hadn’t lost their mind?! But that’s great! Hooray for you, Anne. Now the two of you are officially a couple, right?!”


    “Uh, no, we’re not…”


    “I see! Mm-hmm. So you’re not… Huh?! You’re not a couple?!” Mithril’s jaw dropped. “What the heck?! You aren’t?!”


    “That’s right. I haven’t managed to give him my answer yet.”


    “Come on. Come ooooon, you stupid, stupid girl! Stupid Anne! You have to pin him down the second he confesses! You can’t let him return to his senses! Don’t waste time! Now go! Off with you!”


    “Just what kind of love advice is that…?” Anne grimaced. “I would if I could, but…”


    “You can, you can! It’s easy. Go to him right this second, grab him by the shirt collar, and kiss him.”


    “That’s not what I mean…” Anne fell silent, searching for the right words.


    Mithril seemed to sense something in her silence and peered anxiously into her face. “What is it, Anne…? What’s that look for?”


    “Challe told me that a long time ago, he lived a happy life with a human girl. But that girl died, and Challe was alone and miserable for many decades, living on his own. If I became his lover, I would be incredibly happy. It would bring me more joy than anything. But I will age and die much sooner than Challe will. And if that happens, he will be alone again. He will suffer and be unhappy. Instead, I think it would be better for Challe to fall in love with a fairy with a similar life span, and for them to live together.”


    “Don’t think such stupid thoughts!” Mithril suddenly stood up and angrily thrust his index finger at Anne. “How can being together with someone you love make you unhappy?!”


    “But it’s the truth…”


    “Quit your grumbling! Everything is clear to me now. You’re still very much in need of my help! While I yet have the energy, I’m going to get you and Challe to kiss at least once!” With that, Mithril dashed off.


    “Mithril Lid Pod! Don’t go saying something weird to Challe!”


    “Do you think I would do something so idiotic?!” he called back to her. “Just watch—I spotted something good in that field back there! Soon, you and Challe Fenn Challe will be a fine pair of lovers!”


    Mithril restlessly pushed his way through the thick weeds at the bank of the stream and disappeared into the undergrowth.


    What could he possibly be planning…?


    Anne was full of apprehension, but she appreciated Mithril’s concern. His actions showed that, in his own way, he was thinking very seriously about Anne and Challe. So even if it was a nuisance, she was grateful nevertheless.


    With only the remaining fruit in her hands, Anne went back over to Challe. She handed him one of the oranges. “Here. Fruit.”


    “What was all the fuss about?” he asked suspiciously.


    “Nothing important.” Anne awkwardly dodged the question.


    The fruit in Challe’s hand was slowly enveloped in light and dissolved into his palm. No matter how many times she saw it, the way fairies ate was always marvelous to her.


    When Anne finished eating her own orange, she brewed a second cup of herbal tea for Challe and herself.


    “Oh, perfect, you just made tea!” cried Mithril, running over from the direction of the little stream. His arms were full of jagged leaves plucked from various weeds.


    “Welcome back, Mithril Lid Pod. I’ll make some tea for you, too, right away.”


    “No, I don’t need any tea! Never mind that! Anne, Challe Fenn Challe, this is perfect timing. Put these into your tea—they’ll improve the flavor.”


    Anne took the bundle of leaves from Mithril. They had a nice, sweet smell.


    “Herbs? They smell great,” she said. “Thank you.”


    “Wait!”


    Anne was just about to put the leaves into their cups when Challe grabbed her hand and cast a sharp glance at Mithril.


    “What are these leaves? I’ve seen them before.”


    “You can thank me tomorrow.”


    “What are you planning?”


    “I thought I would give you a helping hand, for your own sake! Since you’re the one who confessed, I figured you’d want to couple up as quickly as possible!”


    Challe turned to Anne, aghast.


    “You… You told him? About what I said…?”


    “Oh…sorry. It just slipped out…”


    “You, of all people.” Challe groaned.


    “I’m sorry. Um, I really am. Mithril Lid Pod has always given me all sorts of advice, so…”


    Challe let go of Anne’s hand and pressed his fingers to his forehead. “It’s fine. Whatever. This just means I’ll have to put up with him being irritating. Anyway, don’t put those leaves in our tea.”


    “Are they poisonous?!” she asked.


    “How rude—they’re medicinal!” Mithril cried.


    Challe shot him a cold look. “Tell Miss Scarecrow Brain over there about their effects.”


    “Effects? Well, if you eat them, they put you in the mood for love.”


    “What?!” Anne looked down at the leaves in her hand and broke out in a cold sweat. Then she slowly set them on the ground. “Ha-ha…ha-ha-ha, ha… No, thank you.”


    Anne grimaced. As always, Mithril’s brand of encouragement was a little too direct.


    Despite the little fairy’s complaints, Anne and Challe started preparing to leave without consuming the questionable herbs.


    That night, they slept in the open air, and the following morning, they continued their journey northward.
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    Anne handed Challe the reins, and he drove the wagon onward. It had been eight days since they’d left Hollyleaf Castle. Today the scenery to either side of them was even drearier than the day before. The wilderness was strewn with boulders, and in the distance, the Birseth mountains grew ever larger.


    Anne spread out her map between them on the wagon’s bench and looked restlessly at their surroundings.


    Over the past eight days, they had hurried on impatiently, anxious to make progress for Mithril’s sake. And the thought of facing off against his brother stones made Challe a little melancholy, too. However, it lightened Challe’s mood to see Mithril with his energy back, thanks to the power of sugar candy. It was also a comfort to have Anne beside him, with the bothersome Keith far, far away.


    Anne had yet to show any signs of reciprocating Challe’s feelings. And yet she didn’t act as though she was in love with Keith, either.


    I wonder what kind of thoughts are running around in her scarecrow brain.


    He didn’t understand why Anne wouldn’t give him an answer. In spite of himself, Challe had been staring intently at the side of her face. He was seriously considering planting a kiss there to punish her for drawing things out like this. And now that the irritating Mithril had learned about his feelings, Challe no longer needed to restrain himself.


    As he was thinking, Anne, unaware of Challe’s eyes on her, suddenly began shouting.


    “Look, Challe! Mithril Lid Pod! Isn’t that a castle over there?!”


    Mithril jumped up on top of the wagon. “Whoa! She’s right, it is! It’s a castle!” he proclaimed joyfully.


    Challe followed Anne’s gaze and caught a glimpse of a rustic stone structure situated between the craggy, bare rock of the mountains. It was passing in and out of view as they moved, hidden among the peaks.


    Challe gasped.


    Instantly, the memory of bright-red flames dancing in front of his eyes came back to him. He nearly groaned, but clenched his teeth and endured.


    Staring down at the map, Anne cocked her head. “But that’s so strange,” she said. “There isn’t any castle like that on the map.”


    Anne was right beside him, but her voice seemed far off.


    The memories came back to him vividly. Young Liz, storming furiously away from home with a battered treasure chest, a cat, and a carpet on her back. Liz, drawing herself close to him and saying, “Kiss me.” Liz, crying as she told him, “Your way of loving and mine are completely different.” Finally, Liz, reduced to ashes.


    “Maybe it’s abandoned?” Mithril peered down at the map from atop the wagon.


    But Anne shook her head. “Even an abandoned castle should be marked on the map. How strange. Given how conspicuous it is, it’s hard to believe the mapmakers would have overlooked it…”


    Detailed maps of the kingdom sold in cities were typically based on those created on royal orders. The royal family retained ownership of those maps and made use of them in administering the kingdom. However, copies were allowed to be made as a service to the common people. Map vendors got permission from the royal family and paid them a fee to reproduce each map, then sold them to the masses.


    As Challe gazed at the castle in the distance, the images that had welled up in his mind began to fade. Once the initial shock had left him, he was finally able to hear Anne and Mithril’s conversation.


    “That map was originally made by order of the royal family,” he said. “So anything that didn’t suit their purposes was left out.” He’d managed to speak, but he still couldn’t take his eyes off the castle.


    “Do you know something, Challe?” asked Anne. “About that castle?”


    “It is a ruin, abandoned about five hundred years ago, after the chapel it was built to protect collapsed… That is Saint Hyde Castle.”


    Mithril stared at Challe blankly, but Anne turned toward the castle in surprise.


    “It is the castle where I was born,” Challe concluded, “and where I lived for fifteen years.”


    Mithril’s eyes went wide. “The castle where you were born…? Does that mean this is your birthplace, Challe Fenn Challe?”


    Challe looked at the map in Anne’s hands. There were marks scattered across it, indicating the places where Lafalle and Erril had been sighted. He turned his gaze to the spot where they’d last been seen.


    “Judging from the map, Lafalle and Erril were last sighted very near that castle.”


    It was the place where the sword of the last fairy king, Riselva Cyril Sash, had been secretly entombed, and where Challe and Lafalle had been born. It was also where Challe had lived with Liz for fifteen years.


    Challe had never returned after Liz’s death. The place brought back both pleasant memories and heavy, painful ones.


    They killed her. The humans killed her.


    Without realizing it, he had been clenching his fingers around the reins. Anne touched his hand.


    “Challe. We don’t need to go all the way there. We can camp out around here, and then…”


    He could see Anne’s concern in her eyes. Her kindness seemed to flow into him from where she was touching his hand, diminishing the hatred that threatened to flare up inside his heart.


    He shook his head, then looked up at Saint Hyde Castle with a defiant expression. “If this is where they are, then we must go.”


    “But Challe, you…”


    “I’m all right. I have you.”


    Anne blinked repeatedly, like she didn’t understand him. “It doesn’t seem like I’ll be that much help, though.”


    “All you have to do is stay with me.”


    Anne was the one person who could calm the hatred seething within him.


    Suddenly, he spotted figures near the castle. He squinted to get a better look, but as the wagon advanced, the mountains blocked his view again, and the castle disappeared from sight.


    It would make sense if they went there.


    And if they had, all the better.


    Come find us, Lafalle, Erril. Leave your hiding place and come to us.
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    Anne and her party continued driving the box-shaped wagon up the twisting road toward Saint Hyde Castle.


    The way the structure was built made it appear to be propping up the cliff behind it. Typical of a castle constructed five hundred years ago, the curtain walls and castle keep were made of rough-hewn, irregularly shaped stones. They had been skillfully placed together so that there were no gaps, creating a level surface.


    The large wooden door at the front had started to decay, and there were gaping holes in it. They passed through the gatehouse and into the open courtyard, which was overgrown with parched weeds. One section of the curtain wall had collapsed, and the ground was strewn with rubble.


    It was a wretched sight. Traces of soot remained on the blackened wall of the keep.


    Was there a fire?


    Anne was horrified. She wondered what exactly had happened there. What had Challe experienced, and how had Liz died?


    She didn’t like the idea of bringing Challe to this place. But he had said that it was necessary and had insisted that he was all right. Still, she wondered if she ought to stop him.


    Hesitantly, she followed him inside. The sun was just about to set, and they’d decided to spend the night there. The castle had walls and a roof to block the elements. Anne was grateful for that, at least.


    The three of them would gather kindling and build a fire in the spacious room at the entrance to the keep.


    Mithril, who was normally brimming with curiosity, seemed to be restraining himself after having heard that this was Challe’s birthplace. He hadn’t run off to explore the castle’s other rooms or even ventured upstairs.


    As soon as Challe entered the castle, he looked around, checking every nook and cranny. He was being cautious, in case Lafalle and Erril were hiding somewhere. He moved efficiently, clearly familiar with the building’s construction, and soon finished his examination.


    Having found no sign of his brother stones, Challe prepared a campfire just as he always did. He appeared more depressed than nostalgic, and it seemed he didn’t wish to look around any more than he already had. Instead, he turned his attention to minding the fire.


    He was even less talkative than usual, and Anne didn’t want to disturb him, so she also stayed silent as she prepared their dinner.


    After mincing the vegetables, she threw them into a pot. Then she carried the pot outside and poured water into it from the cask fixed to her wagon.


    I wonder if Challe is thinking of Liz?


    He had said that Liz was beautiful. And there was no doubt that Liz had been in love with Challe. Anne began to feel depressed as she remembered the unhappy ending to the pair’s story. Challe had already experienced the consequence of humans and fairies falling in love.


    I’ve got to stop. It’s not the time to be thinking about such things. Lafalle and Erril are probably close. I’ve got to figure out what we should do once they show up.


    With some effort, Anne picked up the pot full of water and, using all her might, carried it back into the castle and placed it atop the fire.


    By the time the soup was done, the sun had set, and it was completely dark outside.


    As she stirred the soup, thickened by soft, simmered vegetables and fat from the meat, Anne turned to look back at the castle gate.


    “Mithril Lid Pod hasn’t returned yet,” she said. “What should we do? The food’s already done.”


    As soon as she’d begun preparing dinner, Mithril had cheerfully slipped away into the thick weeds choking the courtyard.


    Challe was sitting with one leg up and the other stretched out in front of him, staring into the fire.


    “This is where Lafalle and Erril were last seen,” he said. “You shouldn’t be wandering around alone, and neither should Mithril Lid Pod.”


    “I know. But do you think we’ll really find them?”


    Challe threw a little twig into the fire and furrowed his brow pensively. On his cheeks, the shadows of his long eyelashes swayed.


    “Not that much time has passed since they were last spotted. They are searching for a mysterious location at the center of the kingdom, and this area matches that description. We should assume that they are roaming around nearby. They will probably notice our presence before we find them.”


    They had no idea where the two fairies were at the moment, or what they were thinking. Anne could only guess, but she didn’t imagine they were idly biding their time.


    They had set out to find a place untouched by human hands. They must have wanted to escape humanity’s reach, and that desire was what drove them.


    And in that case, a calm discussion didn’t seem likely.


    If we encounter them, we must try not to provoke them. And most of all, I mustn’t let them goad Challe into a dangerous fight…


    “Oh, dinner’s ready!”


    A small figure appeared in the doorway, its shadow swaying languidly in the dim light. It was Mithril, and his silhouette was wider than usual because both his arms were full. He was carrying a bundle of long, thin blades of grass.


    “Welcome back, Mithril Lid Pod. The soup’s just finished.”


    “It is? Anne, in that case, put these into the soup, please!” Mithril proudly approached the fire and handed over the blades of grass.


    “Not a chance.” Challe slapped the grass out of Mithril’s arms.


    “Hey! What the hell are you doing?! These are different from yesterday’s herbs!”


    “All right—how are they different?”


    “They’re twice as effective!”


    “I’m going to throw you in the pot instead.” Challe grabbed at Mithril’s collar, and the little fairy just barely managed to jump out of the way.


    “If you do something like that, I’ll die on the spot!” Mithril cried. “You haven’t forgotten the purpose of this trip, have you?!”


    Anne, though a bit terrified, could only laugh.


    “Now, now, you two. Let’s eat, okay?”


    In the end, Anne and Challe managed to eat another dinner without ingesting any suspicious herbs.


    Afterward, they lay down beside the fire and wrapped themselves up in their blankets. Since they were not staying out in the wilderness, they didn’t need to take turns minding the fire, for which Anne was grateful. They were inside and protected from the wind, so Anne’s blanket was enough to keep her warm, even without the heat of the flames.


    Once she’d crawled under her blanket and was holding Mithril in her arms, Anne quickly fell asleep. She wasn’t sure how long she was out, but she woke to the sound of boots walking across the stone floor. The fire had died down, and her surroundings were dark. Opposite the entrance was a hallway leading deeper into the castle and a staircase to the upper floors. She could dimly make out Challe’s silhouette slowly ascending the stairs. As she watched, he melted into the darkness and disappeared.


    This is where Challe lived with Liz.


    Anne felt it was dangerous to let him wander around such a place alone. If it were her, and they were visiting a place where she’d once lived with her mother Emma, she would find it unbearably sad and painful. But if she had someone with her, those feelings would flow out of her instead of simply gnawing away at her insides.


    He shouldn’t be alone.


    Careful not to wake Mithril, she gently got up and out of her blanket, then grabbed a piece of firewood that was sticking out from the side of the fire. The tip was burning, and it made for a convenient torch. Holding it aloft, she hurried up the staircase after Challe.


    The staircase wound around and around as it went up, and there was a neat little window above each landing, allowing Anne to see her surroundings in the moonlight.


    The echo of Challe’s footsteps ascended ever higher, and Anne followed the sound. At last, she reached the rampart running atop the castle wall. But as soon as she stepped out onto it, she was buffeted by a strong, dry gust of wind.


    “Wah!”


    Anne cried out in spite of herself. Her dress fluttered up in the wind, and, in a panic, she set her firewood against the wall and held down the hem of her skirt.


    Challe, who was walking along the rampart ahead of her, looked back in surprise. When he spotted Anne, he seemed puzzled.


    “What are you doing?” he asked.


    “Uh, um, I’m…taking a walk?”


    Exasperated, Challe turned on his heel and headed straight for her. “Taking a walk? With such a worried look on your face? Did you think I’d throw a fit or something?”


    “No, I just…felt like you shouldn’t be alone.”


    “You’re always meddling.”


    Challe propped his arm on the door to the stairwell and looked down at Anne. Then he snorted with laughter and turned his gaze up toward the sky. It was autumn, and the crescent moon hung high in the heavens, emitting a crisp, bright light amid the sharply twinkling stars.


    “When I’m in this castle, whether I like it or not…I remember Liz. You’re right, it’s not good for me.”


    “It must be painful to be in a place with so many lingering memories, right?” Anne mumbled, mostly to herself.


    But to her surprise, Challe shook his head. “It reminds me of Liz, yes, but there is nothing left here now. It’s strange. How can that be, when there was once so much joy and sorrow here, layered one over the other, filling the whole castle? Now it’s empty. I sense neither love nor hatred in this place.”


    Challe’s sorrowful eyes remained fixed on the night sky. His words seemed to spill unbidden from his mouth, revealing the contents of his heart. Was he even aware that he was speaking?


    “Liz told me that she loved me. That was why she concealed my existence and set me free, and why she was burned to death as punishment and turned to ash. I could never forgive the men who murdered her. One by one, I tracked them down and killed them. I don’t remember how many years it took. Perhaps it was several decades. But once the last of them was gone, I stopped caring about anything. I walked around in a daze, and before I knew it, fairy dealers had captured me.”


    Several decades?


    Anne imagined Challe wandering the world seeking revenge, and her chest began to ache. She grieved the fact that he had lived through such a brutal time.


    “Did you love Liz?”


    “I loved her.”


    Even though she’d known how he would answer, it hurt Anne to hear it. It was precisely because he’d loved Liz that Challe had burned for revenge and become like an empty husk once he was finished. That was what happened when humans and fairies loved one another.


    “I loved her. I loved her childlike innocence. Even after she grew up, that feeling never changed. But Liz wanted a different kind of love from me. Back then, I didn’t understand what it was, but now I do. The love Liz sought from me is the kind of love I want from you.”


    As soon as he’d spoken, Challe put his arm around Anne’s waist and pulled her close.


    Anne looked up in surprise, and Challe’s beautiful black eyes stared firmly back at her. Their dark depths threatened to swallow her up.


    Quietly, Challe questioned her. “Where do your affections lie? I need to hear it.”


    If she could, she would have answered him right away.


    My affections have always, always been with you, Challe. Probably ever since the moment we met.


    In her own mind, Anne was practically shouting these words. But she knew that if she said them out loud, Challe would choose a path that would only make him unhappy. He would wind up wandering the earth again like an empty husk.


    Challe’s shapely fingers caressed Anne’s chin and forced her to look at him as he pressed her for a response.


    “Answer me, Anne.”


    “…I…”


    She was about to speak up, in spite of herself, when a strong gust of wind blew past them. Then a voice rang out in the night.


    “Living with a different species only leads to sorrow. Did you forget my warning, Challe Fenn Challe?”


    When she heard that voice, Anne flinched. Seemingly on reflex, Challe pushed her up against the wall next to the stairwell and assumed a protective stance. His wing had been a soft, light-green color, but in an instant, a hard, silver brilliance spread through it, and it stretched taut. His gaze was fixed on the entrance to one of the outer towers at the other end of the rampart.


    A fairy was standing there with glossy, silver-red hair that looked like it was on fire. The cuffs and hem of his jacket were embroidered with delicate lace, and his beautiful, beaded clothing sparkled in the moonlight. He wore a sword at his hip, and his single, taut wing was a brilliant silvery red. He had a soft, bewitching smile, but his green eyes were horrifyingly cold.


    A chill ran up Anne’s spine as she stared at the fairy. For a moment, she forgot to breathe.


    “Lafalle Fenn Lafalle,” Challe groaned.


    The smiling fairy was one of Challe’s brother stones. And despite his smile, Anne could tell that he hated her with every fiber of his being.


    “…Where on earth did he…?” Anne mumbled, voice trembling.


    Though his own voice was strained, Challe answered her calmly. “From behind the castle…probably. There’s a path up to this rampart from the collapsed chapel. He must have spotted us from somewhere and sneaked over. Don’t move, all right?”


    Anne nodded.


    She recalled her time as a prisoner in that fort in the wilderness, and her legs began to shake with fear. She knew that Lafalle had woken up, but that was entirely different from seeing him right before her eyes.


    I have to ask him.


    They had been following Lafalle and Erril and had known they might appear. In fact, meeting them was the whole point of this journey. It was good luck that Lafalle had come to them.


    Despite this, Anne was frozen in place, and she couldn’t speak loud enough to address Lafalle. In his green eyes, she saw the bloodlust of a cornered beast. She thought about how frightened of pursuit he and Erril must have been, how cautiously they must have moved. It was all clear in his gaze. There was no way he would agree to a civilized conversation.


    What should I do?


    Keeping one eye on Anne, Challe walked out in front of her, away from the stairwell and out across the rampart.


    Where’s Erril? If Erril shows up, Challe will be at a disadvantage.


    Anne searched their surroundings for any sign of the other fairy. But, confused and afraid as she was, the task was beyond her.


    “It’s been a while, Challe Fenn Challe,” said Lafalle, in the tender, affectionate tone one might use toward a dearly missed friend. “I’m glad I got to see you again. Your eyes are still such a lovely color.” But the look in his eyes was anything but tender. His gaze was that of a hunter stalking its prey.


    “I suppose I’m glad to see you, too. There’s something I want to ask you.” A cold smile rose to Challe’s lips.


    The wind blew, and Lafalle’s glossy hair swirled in the breeze. “That’s too bad. I no longer have anything I want to say to you.” With a smile, he drew the sword at his hip.


    Challe frowned. “Stop it, Lafalle.”


    “I don’t intend to be killed a second time!”


    Lafalle lunged forward, as if propelled by his joy at their meeting.


    Challe turned his right palm upward, causing silvery beads of light to gather there. By the time Challe’s silver sword had formed in his hand, Lafalle was already upon him.


    Lafalle swung at him from the side, and Challe leaped back to avoid his opponent’s blade. Sinking into a low stance, he readied his sword, then charged without a moment’s delay, slashing at his foe.


    Lafalle took two or three big jumps backward, avoiding the strike.


    It was obvious Challe had the upper hand, but something about that struck Anne as odd.


    Challe seemed to feel the same way, and Anne heard him mumble under his breath, “He’s not used to that weapon.”


    Suddenly, Anne realized what was bothering her.


    He’s using a different weapon.


    In the past, Lafalle had fought by manipulating long, thin, sharp threads with great skill. That had been his special ability, and he had caused them a lot of trouble with it.


    Though he had recovered somehow, Lafalle had once been on the verge of death. Maybe it was only natural that he had yet to regain his former powers. But why wasn’t he back to full strength? Several months had already passed. Perhaps it was because he hadn’t been able to consume any sugar candy.


    “I won’t hold back,” said Challe. “I’ll make him tell us what we want to know.”


    With that, he raced forward and leaped in front of Lafalle.


    Lafalle brought down his sword, but Challe bounded sideways and slipped past the blade. It only managed to cut a single strand of his flowing hair. But the vigor of Lafalle’s slash left him vulnerable on one side, and Challe’s silver blade flew through the air toward that opening.


    Challe’s blade was poised to strike Lafalle’s side.


    Their movements were quick, and Anne struggled to follow them. But as she focused with all her might, she caught a glint out of the corner of her eye. Something was flying toward them. Instinctively, she sensed danger.


    “Challe!”


    Reacting to her voice, Challe withdrew his sword and leaped backward.


    A short blade soared through the spot he had just been and lodged itself into a gap between two stones before dissolving into glittering light.


    What was that?!


    Lafalle took several steps away from Challe and adjusted his grip on his sword, but Challe’s eyes were no longer on him. Instead, his gaze was fixed on the opposite end of the rampart. Anne turned to see what was there as well.


    She saw the figure of a slender young fairy, his silver hair swaying in the dry wind. He had a blue shawl wound loosely around his shoulders and was walking toward them with gentle motions. It looked almost like the wind was carrying him. He had long silver eyelashes and pale cheeks. Despite his youthful appearance, he was dripping with elegant charm, just like Challe and Lafalle. This was Erril Fenn Erril.


    In each of his hands, he carried a blade much shorter than Challe’s but which had a similar radiance. He emitted no bloodlust or malice. And yet there was something dangerous about him. He was like a well-honed dagger. Even if the weapon lacked the desire to kill, it was still deadly.


    We have to find some way to talk to them…


    But the two fairies seemed determined to fight, as if they had no other choice.


    Challe held his sword at the ready, keeping Lafalle and Erril at bay.


    “Erril. Put away your weapons and listen to me. I did not come to capture the two of you, or to kill you. One day, Lafalle will answer for his crimes. But right now, we are simply here to ask you something. That is our only purpose.”


    Lafalle steadily fell back and took up a position beside Erril. He turned to the young fairy with a gentle smile and scolded him playfully.


    “What kept you, Erril?”


    The boy looked back at him with a vacant expression. “The breeze just felt so nice…,” he responded sleepily. “Listen, Lafalle. Challe is saying he has something to ask us. He says he didn’t come to capture us.”


    “How many times have I told you? Challe is the humans’ pawn. He tried to kill me for them. Look, even now, he has a human with him.”


    “Oh, I see. You’re right.” There was something elusive about Erril’s silver eyes, which shone with a crisp, cold light.


    Challe can’t possibly take on the two of them at once.


    Even Anne could sense his disadvantage. Challe, too, was fully aware of it, and his whole body was tense.


    Erril was well matched with Challe in terms of ability. Anne was sure of that after seeing the two of them face off in Northern Blow. And Lafalle was conscious now. He might not be using his usual weapon, but he was still a formidable fighter.

  

  

  
    [image: ]
  

  Lafalle and Erril were ready to kill. Anne couldn’t imagine Challe losing, but he would no doubt be badly hurt.


  Panic started to rise in her throat.


  Erril raised his two blades and Lafalle readied his sword. Challe adjusted his grip on his own weapon as he carefully observed the other fairies’ movements.


  They mustn’t fight!


  The space between them grew taut with tension. Anything, even a gust of wind, could set them off.


  “Wait! You can’t!” Anne shouted, rushing out in front of Challe.


  
    

     Chapter 4 INNOCENTS AND SILVER SUGAR 


    Anne knew she’d startled Challe. Still, she stood in front of him protectively and spoke in a loud voice.


    “Lafalle! Erril! Don’t you want some sugar candy?!”


    Erril looked at her blankly, but Lafalle’s expression changed.


    “We have something we want to ask you, Lafalle!” Anne continued. “If you tell us what we want to know, I’ll make candy for you. As much as you want!”


    “Anne?!” Challe called out from behind, clearly astonished.


    But Anne shook her head firmly. “The way things are going, neither of them will listen to anything we have to say. I have no other choice. I don’t think they’d tell us even if we overwhelmed them and made them our prisoners. Besides, you’d probably end up getting hurt, Challe.”


    Erril turned to Lafalle and said curiously, “Sugar candy?”


    It was possible that Erril, who had only recently been born, was unfamiliar with sugar candy.


    But Lafalle is a different story.


    Lafalle had experienced the power of sugar candy and knew what it could do. And while he may have recovered from nearly dying, he didn’t seem to have regained his former strength. That much was obvious from his fight with Challe. In his current state, he probably wanted sugar candy more than anything. Anne could use that as a bargaining chip.


    A cold sweat ran down the back of Anne’s neck. She was nervous and afraid. From behind her, Challe murmured, “Stand back, Anne.”


    But Anne shook her head again. “I won’t. This is my one strength, and the reason I came with you.”


    She had abandoned her duties as a Silver Sugar Master, angered Hugh, and even gone so far as to relinquish her royal medal. And she’d done it all so she could use every scrap of power she had to save Mithril.


    I’ll save Mithril Lid Pod, no matter what.


    She kept her eyes trained on Lafalle as she waited for an answer.


    Mama… I want to do what I can for Mithril, to make up for what I couldn’t do for you. So please, watch over me.


    Her knees threatened to tremble, but Anne kept them in check through sheer willpower, never taking her eyes off her opponent.


    “Let’s negotiate,” she said, starting again. “We have something to ask you. If you tell us what we want to know, I’ll make you all the candy you want. Eventually, we want you to answer for your crimes. But we’ll set that aside for now, so we can focus on what we want to ask.”


    Lafalle had hurt and killed a lot of humans. He had taken the wings from other fairies and ruthlessly controlled them. Those actions were unforgivable, and eventually, he would have to pay the price. However, for the moment, they needed his cooperation.


    Lafalle’s silvery-red hair began to change to a soft, light-green color, beginning from the top of his head and spreading to the tips of his long locks. Now a hazy, ambiguous shade, his hair swayed in the breeze. He was bewitching. Subdued, yet glamorous.


    “What do you want to know, my sweet Silver Sugar Master?” His soft, sympathetic tone was more creepy than comforting.


    “When you fell from that fort’s curtain wall, you had no chance of survival. But now you’re alive. How did you extend your life? Even with sugar candy, you couldn’t possibly have survived your wounds.”


    Erril’s eyes went wide, and Lafalle chuckled.


    “That’s what you want to know?” he asked. “But why? You’re a human. That has nothing to do with you.”


    “One of my fairy friends is approaching his final days,” Anne replied. “I want to prolong his life span.”


    Lafalle glanced over at his companion. “It’s not a bad deal, Erril.”


    “I don’t understand.” Erril looked troubled, as if he’d been tasked with a difficult problem.


    “We need sugar candy. If we eat it, our strength will increase. You might not require it, but I do. Maybe…it would allow me to recover.”


    “It would?”


    “It’s just a possibility, but…”


    “Then let’s do it,” Erril agreed easily.


    Lafalle patted him softly on the shoulder and turned back to Anne. “Well then, shall we negotiate, Anne? At the moment, we are headed toward a certain destination. Until we arrive, you will make as much sugar candy as we desire. You will serve us and not defy us in any way. If you do that, then when we finish our journey, I will tell you my secret.”


    “Really? You promise?” Anne knew she couldn’t take Lafalle’s words at face value. Cautiously, she continued, “Then as proof, put away your swords.”


    “Very well. I’ll put mine away first.”


    Lafalle put his sword into its sheath, then turned to Erril and urged him to do the same. Erril obediently shook both hands, and his blades evaporated.


    “Now, Challe. You too,” said Lafalle, clearly enjoying himself. “It’s a truce. It was the Silver Sugar Master’s idea.”


    “Please, Challe,” Anne implored.


    Challe grimaced. “You’re giving in to him?”


    “We need them to tell us what they know,” she replied. “That’s why we came here.”


    Eventually, Challe resigned himself and allowed the sword in his hand to dissolve into beads of light.


    Lafalle slowly approached them, and Challe moved in front of Anne to protect her. When their opponent was within arm’s reach, Challe’s gaze sharpened even further.


    “Stop there,” he said. “Don’t come any closer.”


    “I won’t lay a hand on the Silver Sugar Master. She’s our precious, precious sugar candy maker, after all. But you… Unfortunately, you are nothing but an enemy to me, Challe. I promise not to harm the girl, but you’re a different story.”


    “No!” Anne shouted. “If you raise a hand against Challe, I won’t make you anything!”


    Lafalle dramatically took a step back and chuckled.


    “You said we had a deal, but how do we know you won’t go back on your promise?” Challe demanded.


    Lafalle put on a thin smile. “I guess you’ll just have to trust us.”


    But Challe was adamant. “Without a guarantee, we can’t give you anything.”


    Erril approached them, his steps as light as though he were treading on air. He looked up at Challe with a charming smile. “I promise I’ll tell you. I don’t mind. If that’s what it takes for you to give us sugar candy, then you have my word. Will that work?”


    His smile startled Anne.


    This boy’s expression… He looks like a child.


    There was something alluring about his expression and long-lashed gaze. But his silver eyes alone were as bright and clear as a toddler’s. He had never told a lie, and he had never been deceived. He was like a little child, believing everything he was told without question.


    Erril had been born less than a year ago. He might have been destined to become a fairy king, and was skilled in combat, too, but his emotions were like those of a young child. That youthful innocence, combined with his bewitching appearance, made him extremely charming.


    “I promise. Is that enough?”


    Anne and Challe were at a disadvantage. The other two fairies had information that they desperately needed, and they had no other way of getting it. But Lafalle and Erril could acquire sugar candy in any number of ways.


    “…Very well.” Challe nodded in acquiescence.


    “After I awoke,” murmured Lafalle, “I thought many times about chopping you up into little pieces, but it seems I can’t raise a hand against you now.”


    Anne clenched her fists.


    We have to remain vigilant around Lafalle.


    It felt like she was putting a poisonous wild snake in her own pocket. But she had no other choice.


    As Anne bit her lip, Erril stared curiously at her, and when their eyes met, he smiled. His sweet, enchanting expression disarmed her. Most girls her age, not knowing any better, would have blushed. But however innocent Erril appeared, he could be hiding a terrifying inner nature, just like Lafalle.


    “We leave the castle at daybreak. Prepare yourselves. We’ll meet again tomorrow morning. Let’s go, Erril.”


    Lafalle slipped past Anne and Challe and started back toward the tower behind them. Erril looked at the two of them, seeming reluctant to leave, then followed his brother.


    The two of them disappeared into the tower, and their footsteps gradually faded into silence.


    As soon as they were gone, Anne’s legs gave out, and she collapsed on the hard stone walkway. She hugged her knees, pressing her forehead against them, and took several deep breaths. Freed from the fear and tension of the moment, she’d lost her nerve.


    Challe bent down in front of her, looking exasperated. “Starting tomorrow, we’ll be traveling with those two. Will you be all right? Can you make it back to the fire?”


    “I’ll try my best. By tomorrow, I’ll be used to the idea. But for right now, I just need…to rest…”


    Suddenly, Challe’s arms reached around Anne’s back and under her knees. She didn’t even have time to be surprised before he’d whisked her up into his arms.


    “Hang on, Challe…!” she protested. “I-it’s all right! I can walk!”


    “It looks to me like you can’t even stand. Or did I imagine it just now when you fell to your knees?”


    Anne was embarrassed that he had seen through her so completely, and couldn’t argue.


    Challe carried Anne away, walking slowly. She felt guilty for being such a burden, so she clung to his shoulders to make it easier on him.


    Challe safely descended the stairs and returned to the first floor where they had built their fire.


    Mithril was still snoring away in Anne’s blanket. When Challe saw this, he went to his own blanket and lowered Anne onto it.


    “Sleep here. If you wake Mithril Lid Pod up while getting into your blanket, he’ll make such a racket that none of us will get any sleep.”


    “But what about you, Challe?”


    “I’ll sleep wherever.”


    “Oh no, in that case, I’ll—”


    “Well then, do you want to share a blanket?”


    “Huh?!”


    That would really make it impossible to sleep. Anne stiffened.


    Challe must have sensed this, because he chuckled and said, “It was just a joke. Go to sleep. You managed to keep them from fleeing, at least for now. Well done. I suspect they’re wary of us, too, so I doubt they’ll come back here tonight. Don’t worry and get some sleep.”


    Challe brushed Anne’s bangs out of her face and planted a kiss on her forehead. Then he gently pressed on her shoulders, urging her to lie down.


    As Anne wrapped herself up in his blanket, Challe went over and took a seat beside the fire.


    Once she was comfortable, her fear finally began to fade, and she closed her eyes.


    Though she was about to sleep, she felt like she’d just woken up from a nightmare. Anxiety had seeped into her core and clung there.


    This way, at least, we’ll be able to learn Lafalle’s secret.


    The fairy had said that if Anne accompanied him and Erril to their destination, and if she cooperated, he would tell her what she wanted to know. She couldn’t take him at his word, but she had no other options. There might even be an opportunity to probe him while they were traveling together. In any case, if she was going to make any progress, she had to stay with them.


    “Hey, you. Won’t you wake up?”


    Someone was speaking to Anne in an eager voice and shaking her by the shoulders. She could sense a soft light through her closed eyelids, so she knew it was morning.


    “I want you to wake up.”


    Startled by the unfamiliar voice, Anne bolted upright.


    A youthful fairy with silver hair and eyes was very close to her and smiling. It was Erril Fenn Erril. Just like the previous night, his bewitching aura made Anne’s heart pound, yet his smile was pure and innocent, like a wildflower on a spring day.


    “What’s going on…?” she asked in spite of herself.


    Anne knew she had to be careful around Erril, but she didn’t sense anything malicious about him, so she wound up speaking to him normally.


    “Lafalle promised that we would meet again in the morning, right? So when I woke up, I came straight over.”


    “Just you?”


    “That’s right. Lafalle’s not up yet. He’ll come later.”


    Suddenly, Erril took hold of Anne’s cheeks with both hands. Startled, Anne stiffened, but Erril, undeterred, swiftly brought his face up to her nose and neck. He seemed to be smelling her.


    “I noticed it last night,” he whispered, his voice both seductive and fawning. “You have a very good smell.”


    Erril’s breath and the touch of his hair tickled Anne’s cheeks and neck, and her body stiffened even more.


    What am I supposed to do about this?!


    As she screamed internally, someone grabbed Erril by the collar and pulled him away. Clearly irritated, Challe hoisted Erril up into the air like a wayward kitten.


    “Move away from her, Erril Fenn Erril,” he scolded. “You’re not to approach her carelessly.”


    “Why is that? Is this human that dangerous?” he asked.


    “It’s the opposite. You are dangerous.”


    Challe put Erril down on his feet, and the younger fairy looked up at him blankly.


    “Huh? But why? I won’t do anything to her. So long as she doesn’t harm me.”


    Anne gasped at the coldness in his final statement. No matter how innocent he might have appeared, Erril was a fairy king and a skilled fighter.


    He’s like a lion cub.


    She had to remember he was no kitten. He had sharp claws and fangs. Though enchanting, he was naive and guileless. His abilities and personality were totally at odds.


    “Th-th-th-th-that’s…!” Mithril poked his head out of the other blanket and shrieked. He was holding his cheeks in his hands, eyes wide. “That’s the guy who ran away with Lafalle, isn’t it?! Why is he here?!”


    “If you want Lafalle, he’ll be coming shortly,” said Erril, as if sharing good news.


    Mithril paled. “Why is a scary guy like that coming here?!”


    After letting Erril go, Challe turned to Mithril. “We came here to search for them, remember?”


    “That may be true, but why did he suddenly appear out of nowhere? Isn’t that scary? I wasn’t ready!”


    “Oh, so you’re here, too, Captain Mithril Lid Pod?”


    As morning sunlight streamed into the castle keep, Lafalle appeared in the doorway. His hair, captivatingly beautiful, sparkled mysteriously in the light, and he wore a faint smile. He made no effort to disguise his cruel nature, however.


    “He’s here…!” Mithril shouted, burrowing under the covers.


    Seeing this, Lafalle slowly stepped inside, still smiling. “My, my. Where did the brave little man who volunteered to fight all the evil spirits go?”


    Erril saw the blanket trembling, and his eyes lit up. “Look, Lafalle. He’s so funny.” He approached the shivering blanket and gently patted it without reservation. “Won’t you show us your face? Come on out.”


    “Why is this happening to me?!” Mithril shrieked. “Anne, Challe Fenn Challe! H-h-h-help me! I’m going to be eaten!”


    Anne leaped to her feet, dashed over to Erril, and put her hand on his. “Stop. Mithril Lid Pod is frightened…”


    The next moment, Challe’s expression changed. “Anne!”


    She turned to look at him, wondering what was going on, and saw that he’d taken one step forward and frozen in place. At that same moment, she felt a chilly sensation against the back of her neck.


    “Don’t touch him, human,” Lafalle whispered from directly behind her.


    That was when she realized it. The thing pressed against her right shoulder and brushing against her neck was the blade of Lafalle’s sword. A chill ran up her spine.


    Without any indication, Lafalle had moved right behind her. Even Challe’s warning hadn’t made it in time.


    Challe growled, “What do you think you’re doing?”


    The color of Lafalle’s hair had changed to a vivid, silvery red. He bent over and brought his lips close to Anne’s ear.


    Anne was frozen in terror, unsure what had happened.


    “I won’t permit humans to touch Erril,” said Lafalle in a sweet, tender voice.


    All at once, Anne understood the reason for his ire and rushed to remove her hand from Erril’s. “I meant no harm,” she insisted.


    “If you had, I would be torturing you to death right now. Regardless of your intentions, no human is to touch Erril. He alone among us three fairy kings will remain unsullied and maintain his perfect form.”


    Anne looked at Erril’s back and saw his beautiful silver wings. It was as though the very light of the stars had gathered there. Challe and Lafalle had each lost a wing to human hands. Only Erril, who had never been enslaved, still had both. That had to be the reason Lafalle saw him as pure and uncorrupted.


    Mithril’s head popped out from under the blanket and he mumbled, eyes wide, “What did he just say? The fairy king?”


    A number of little birds came to rest on the window, which had neither glass nor louvers, and began to chirp. In the quiet atmosphere, dominated by the morning light and the chirping of birds, Erril stood up, looking troubled.


    “I don’t want you to be angry, Lafalle. Whenever you’re angry, I get sad.” Erril touched the back of Lafalle’s hand where he was gripping his sword. “I’m all right. This human didn’t do anything.”


    Erril’s words seemed to pacify Lafalle. He stood up and put his sword back into the sheath at his hip, and his hair returned to its ambiguous, soft color.


    “Provincial soldiers have been spotted from time to time, even in this region,” Lafalle said. “Let’s leave before the sun gets too high. Prepare yourselves and come outside.”


    After issuing these orders, Lafalle left the keep with Erril in tow.


    Challe frowned as he watched the two of them go. “He’s awfully defensive. Like a mother bird protecting her chick. He’s treating Erril like a helpless little girl, despite his fighting prowess.”


    “I can kind of understand why he was angry, though,” Anne replied.


    “I cannot.”


    Challe’s lack of understanding also made sense to Anne. But she knew, when it came to someone precious, some things were simply unforgivable.


    When Anne went with Challe to the fairy market, the fairy dealers had stared at him with nasty looks in their eyes. Even though they hadn’t touched him, it felt like they had, and Anne had gotten angry. Lafalle probably felt the same way. It upset him to see a human, a creature he detested, touch someone important to him.


    “I don’t get it, either!” Mithril exclaimed, throwing off his blanket and jumping to his feet. “Why did I have to suffer through such an awful wake-up call? I thought I was going to die of shock! Why are the two of them here?!”


    “Oh, sorry,” said Anne. “The two of them showed up last night while you were asleep, and we made a deal with them. Until they arrive at their destination, I will make sugar candy for them. Then, once their journey is finished, Lafalle will tell us his secret.”


    “So we’re going to be traveling with those two terrifying fairies?! Impossible. They’re too scary, I’ll die before it’s even my time…” Mithril slumped down on his hands and knees on top of the blanket.


    “It’s all right,” said Challe. “They have no interest at all in the likes of you. None whatsoever.”


    “Wh-what was that?!”


    “You’re not even a factor in their plans, so you can relax. They’ll probably just ignore you.”


    In response to Challe’s merciless consolation, Mithril curled into a ball and hugged his knees.


    “So then…what does that mean? For my…existence…?”


    “But isn’t that great, Mithril?! If they’re not paying any attention to you, then you’ll be safe, no matter what.” Anne stroked Mithril’s head comfortingly with one finger.


    “Are the two of you trying to comfort me?!” Mithril stood up, tears in his eyes. “Or make me even sadder?! Which is it?!”


    “Huh? I was trying to comfort you… Sorry.”


    “And what was that Lafalle said earlier?! Erril’s the fairy king? Is that really true? But then, he said ‘us three,’ didn’t he? That means there’s not just one! And since Lafalle said ‘us,’ that must mean he and one other person are fairy kings, too. Who’s the third? You know, don’t you?! Tell me! This is very important!” Mithril scowled.


    “What would you do if you knew?” asked Challe with a sigh.


    “One has to be prepared, you know?” Mithril hung his head and clenched his fists. “…I can see the writing on the wall. Lafalle said ‘us three’ back there, which means the third fairy king must be here, right?”


    “…That’s right,” Challe answered quietly. “The third one is here.”


    “I see. I thought so,” Mithril mumbled in a trembling, emotional voice. “…So I am a fairy king, huh?”


    A deafening silence fell over the room.


    “………………What?” Challe muttered. For once, he was at loss for words.


    “I’ve always thought there was something different about me,” Mithril continued. “I see now. That explains why you two were treating me with such care, and why you’re putting in so much effort to help extend my life like this!”


    “Uh, well… Um, Mithril Lid Pod. So, listen. About that…”


    Anne fumbled over her words in a panic, trying to figure out how to explain the situation. But Challe stuck his hand out in front of her.


    “That’s right,” he said, “you’ve worked it all out.”


    “What! Challe?!”


    Anne was taken aback. She didn’t understand what he was doing, but Challe shot her a meaningful look.


    “To think I’m such an important person!” exclaimed Mithril. “I knew it. The reason Lafalle and Erril aren’t worried about me is because I’m just like them, a fellow fairy king! That must put them at ease.”


    In Mithril’s mind, sharing the title of fairy king must have been like sharing a hobby. Anne wondered what being a fairy king meant to Mithril. He didn’t seem to have any questions about why there were three of them.


    What a lighthearted outlook for a king…


    At that point, Challe started laying it on thick, getting Mithril even more worked up.


    “A fairy king need not fear the likes of them,” he said. “Your health is of utmost importance. We must travel with them, interrogate Lafalle to learn his secret, and extend your life span. That is our duty.”


    “I can do that! In which case, it’s time to go. Anne, Challe Fenn Challe, make ready for our departure!” Mithril, suddenly full of enthusiasm, started to briskly fold up their blankets.


    Watching the little fairy out of the corner of his eye, Challe said, “How helpful, to have such a diligent fairy king.”


    “Leave it to me! I’ll fold up that blanket over there, too. After all, I’m a fairy king—it’s my destined duty to devote myself to the people. I’ll get these blankets folded up in a jiffy.”


    “All right, thanks…”


    Anne left the blankets to Mithril and quickly cleaned up the cooking pot and utensils. For the time being, Mithril was burning with enthusiasm, which had to be a good thing.


    As she and the others prepared for their departure, Anne suddenly had a thought.


    Wouldn’t it be nice to have a fairy king like Mithril Lid Pod?


    The fairies at Hollyleaf Castle didn’t need an absolute ruler. And then the three fairies charged with the fate of becoming king could shirk their duties and live for their own happiness. And if the fairies needed a king, someone like Mithril would do quite nicely.


    Fairy King Mithril Lid Pod, huh? It has a nice ring to it.


    She looked at the little fairy diligently folding up their blankets and smiled softly.
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    Lafalle and Erril had horses with them, acquired in the course of their escape. Lafalle’s horse was a chestnut color, and Erril’s a dappled gray. Both horses had sleek, muscular builds—they had clearly once been used by the military.


    As to how the fairies had acquired them, Challe didn’t ask. If some provincial soldiers had been attacked along the road while making their rounds and lost their horses, it would look like nothing more than a common robbery and attract little attention.


    Challe gripped the reins of Anne’s box-shaped wagon. Anne sat beside him, with Mithril adopting a pompous pose between them.


    He showed no fear toward Lafalle and Erril, who were riding their horses a short distance ahead.


    The party passed through Saint Hyde Castle’s gate and began descending a gentle slope. As they did, Challe glanced over his shoulder at the receding structure.


    Neither Lafalle nor Erril appeared to have any emotional attachment to Saint Hyde Castle, and neither of them looked back even once.


    I’ve avoided that castle for many years, but now that I’ve come and had a look, there’s really nothing special about it.


    There wasn’t a single trace of the girl whom he’d lived there with one hundred years ago. He couldn’t find her in the crumbling walls and corridors, nor in the castle keep. There wasn’t a shred of happiness or sadness left. He’d found nothing but the stark reminder that time had passed. Now, Liz existed only in Challe’s memories.


    Those memories will never change. Not after a hundred years, or for as long as I live.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Anne.


    When he turned around again, Challe could see she was concerned. He gave her a wry smile and wondered if he really looked that pathetic.


    “Nothing at all,” he said.


    When she looked at him, he felt happy. Right now, Anne was there beside him. Even if a hundred years passed and Anne disappeared, for as long as Challe lived, she would continue to exist inside him, unchanged by time. He wanted to make countless memories with her so she would remain vivid in his mind forever. So many that he would have his pick.


    Even if our time together is limited, I want as many happy moments as we can make.


    Challe knew all too well about the kind of unhappy future Lafalle had spoken of. In his mind, he cursed his brother stone. He would live with Anne, no matter what the future held. That was something he’d learned from other fairies, born without power or a special destiny.


    Fairies and humans had a future waiting for them that Lafalle couldn’t comprehend.


    But that was Lafalle. Erril was the one Challe worried about. After having carefully observed him since the previous night, Challe had realized something. Erril’s future was completely undecided. He hadn’t developed any strong beliefs or convictions yet. He could still choose any path forward.


    Erril ought to have a different future than Lafalle.


    Lafalle was taking Erril to a place untouched by human hands. But what did he intend to do once they made it there? Would he simply remain there, hiding from humans?


    The party proceeded down the gently meandering road, deeper into the Birseth mountains. Clusters of scraggly shrubs lined both sides of the road, but the soil was meager and dry.


    Lafalle and Erril led the way. When the sun rose a little higher, they stopped their horses and spread a map out between them without dismounting.


    Anne watched them from a distance and frowned. “I bet Lafalle and Erril stole that map from someone, don’t you think?”


    “Most likely, yes,” Challe replied.


    “But it isn’t an official reproduction—it’s an illegal copy someone else made. There’s no seal on the back of the paper. Maps like that aren’t very accurate, so they’ll have trouble finding where they’re going.” As she spoke, Anne felt around under the driver’s bench and pulled out her map of the kingdom’s central regions. “Relying on a map like that, they’ll wander around for years, never reaching their destination. I’ll go show them ours.”


    “You should have said something sooner, Anne,” said Mithril, sounding worried. “I can’t afford to spend years out here!”


    The little fairy was well aware that his time was limited. He had recovered for now thanks to the sugar candy from Anne, Keith, and Kat, but Mithril’s strength was clearly waning.


    When the wagon caught up to the two horses, Challe drew in the reins.


    With her map in hand, Anne got down from the driver’s bench and approached Lafalle and Erril’s horses. Challe followed her.


    “You won’t reach your destination with that map,” said Anne.


    Lafalle looked down at her with an unfriendly smile. “Silver Sugar Master. Don’t come near us. If you touch Erril again, I’ll cut off a leg to keep you at bay.”


    Anne took a step back and held out the map in her hand. “The map you two are looking at is an illegal copy without a seal,” she explained. “There’s a chance the geography isn’t accurate. This is an official version with a seal. It’s accurate. I think it’s better for you to look at this one.”


    Anne’s fifteen years spent traveling around the kingdom with her mother had taught her a lot. She was well versed in such things.


    “Use this map to find the correct location and adjust your heading,” Challe said. “That would be the prudent thing to do.”


    Lafalle remained still, clearly suspicious. Erril, however, got down from his horse.


    “I see,” he said. “Thank you, we’ll borrow this. Here, Lafalle.” Erril nimbly snatched the map from Anne’s hands and held it out to Lafalle, who was still sitting on his horse. “You’ll have to figure it out. I can’t read, after all. Go on.”


    Though Lafalle looked displeased at Erril’s pleading, he accepted the map. As soon as Erril had handed it over, he turned back to Anne and cocked his head, sending ripples through his silver hair.


    “You said you can make sugar candy, yes?” he asked. “And sugar candy is a kind of sweet made from silver sugar, and if we eat it, it gives us strength, right? Show me some sugar candy while Lafalle looks at the map. I want to see some. I’ve never seen it before.”


    “Erril!” Lafalle jumped down from his horse almost involuntarily and grabbed Erril by the shoulder.


    But Erril gently caught hold of his hand. “It’s fine. This human can’t even use weapons. If I think I’m in danger, I’ll return to your side right away.”


    Anne looked at Lafalle to gauge his reaction. His expression was blank, but he looked at Anne with obvious loathing in his eyes. If Erril noticed, he paid it no mind and continued standing close to Anne.


    “Show me,” he said. “Is it in there?” Without hesitation, he walked straight toward Anne’s wagon.


    “Ah, wait!”


    Flustered, Anne gave chase, and Erril turned around to wait for her. Once she caught up, he briskly took off toward the wagon again. From the driver’s seat, Mithril cheerfully raised a hand in greeting.


    “Hey, Erril Fenn Erril!” he said casually. “How ya doin’?!”


    As a fairy king, Mithril seemed to have gotten over his fear of Erril.


    “Very well, thanks,” Erril readily replied.


    Challe watched as Anne went around the back of the wagon with Erril, then turned his gaze back to Lafalle.


    “Are you worried that Erril, with all his fighting prowess, cannot hold his own against a single human girl?” he scoffed.


    Lafalle turned his eyes from Anne to Challe. “She is a witch who will derail all three of our destinies.”


    “She is an ordinary human girl. More importantly, don’t you need to check that map for the center of the kingdom?” Challe gestured to the map in Lafalle’s hands with his chin.


    Lafalle shot him an even harsher look. “How do you know where we’re headed?”


    “I heard about it from Lulu Leaf Lean, the fairy you encountered at the royal castle. If you don’t intend to divulge your secret until we arrive, hurry up and figure out where we’re going.”


    “The way you speak is so irritating. And it only makes it worse that you are my brother stone. How did you turn out like that when you ought to be with us, as one of the fairies chosen by Riselva Cyril Sash? When I think about it, it makes me want to kill you. I wish I could slash you to ribbons right this very second…” Lafalle spoke in a cold, detached tone.


    “You say I should be with you because I am your brother stone?” Challe returned with an icy stare. “No one decided that should be so. You simply made it up all on your own, and now you’re obsessed with the idea. That obsession of yours is derailing the course of Erril’s life. I don’t care what you do, but don’t drag him into it.”


    “I’m not dragging him into anything. He ought to be with me. It’s natural for us to live together.”


    “That argument again? I’m just as much of a brother to Erril. Does that mean you won’t mind if I ask him to live with me? It would be only natural, right? I can show him how to relate to humans and live among them.”


    “Never, Challe Fenn Challe,” Lafalle said, quietly threatening him. “I won’t allow it.”


    Challe stared straight back at him and spat, “As if I care what you think.” Then he turned his back on the other fairy and returned to the wagon.


    When he arrived, Mithril called out to him with concern. “Challe Fenn Challe, roughly how long will it take to get to where we’re going?”


    The little fairy would never have put on so uneasy an expression in front of Anne. Seeing how his wing drooped weakly, Challe grew increasingly concerned. But he kept those feelings hidden and answered Mithril as usual.


    “Our destination is close. As soon as we’re able to pinpoint the location, we can go there right away.”


    But even after they arrived, Lafalle seemed unlikely to reveal his secret so easily. Challe placed a hand on the driver’s bench and glanced at the back of the wagon.


    From within, he could hear Anne and Erril speaking. Their voices were calm.


    The only chance we have to learn Lafalle’s secret…is Erril. We’ll have to get the information from him.
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    Once Anne and Erril had walked around the back of the wagon, Anne placed her hand on the door.


    “Erril. This is a workshop, but it is awfully small, so please be careful.”


    “Mm. I’ll be careful, I promise,” he said, agreeing readily. “I want you to show me.”


    Anne smiled.


    He really is like a child. Even though he’s much more beautiful and alluring than a woman like me.


    She opened the door, and the sweet scent of silver sugar wafted out of the wagon.


    One wall of the interior held shelves full of vials of colored powder and a workbench. There were wooden spatulas, cotton swabs, cutting knives, and other tools, all neatly arranged atop the workbench. Three barrels of silver sugar sat along the other wall.


    Both sides had long horizontal windows near the ceiling, through which they could see the blue autumn sky.


    “Can I enter?” asked Erril, sounding a little nervous.


    “Sure, go on in.”


    He walked lightly up the stairs into the wagon. The moment he was inside, he narrowed his eyes in joy. “What a nice smell. What is this? It smells like you.”


    “It’s the scent of silver sugar,” Anne answered, following him into the wagon.


    “Where’s the sugar candy?”


    Anne crossed in front of Erril, who was looking around restlessly, and placed a hand on one of the barrels of silver sugar.


    “I haven’t made any just yet, but I have the materials right here. Using this silver sugar, I’ll make sugar candy in all sorts of lovely shapes.”


    When she opened the barrel’s lid, Erril let out an astonished gasp.


    “It smells so wonderful, this silver sugar.” He peered into the barrel with a wistful sigh. His expression was so childlike and innocent, yet enchanting. His silver eyelashes fluttered as he stared at the silver sugar in fascination.


    Anne picked up a stone bowl that was within reach and used it to scoop up a little bit of silver sugar.


    “If you’ve never eaten it before, why don’t you try some? Will you put your palms together and hold them out for me?”


    Erril did as he was told, and Anne tipped the stone bowl, spilling a rustling stream of silver sugar into his hands.


    The silver sugar, so pure white it was almost blue, piled up in Erril’s palms. It was quickly enveloped in golden light and disappeared.


    “Ah… It’s so sweet…”


    Once all the silver sugar in his hands had vanished, Erril let out a deep sigh, raised his head, and stared off into space. His elegant silhouette seemed to be clad in a faint glow.


    “Was it good?” Anne asked.


    Erril slowly turned to look at her. “It’s delicious. So sweet. It feels like my whole body is melting away…”


    “Challe told me that when I give it shape, it becomes even sweeter and tastier.”


    “Do it!” Erril suddenly threw his arms around Anne.


    “Whoa!”


    He didn’t seem to care that she was clearly taken aback by the gesture. “Come on, I want some,” he said excitedly. “I want some sugar candy.”


    “Hold on, let go of me. What if Lafalle sees?”


    “Make me some.”


    Erril continued to cling to Anne. He stared into her face, pleading. He was about the same height as Anne, so his face was right in front of hers. The look in his silver eyes was openly imploring.


    “I will,” she assured him. “That’s why we’re traveling together. I’ll make it in any shape you want. If you tell me about something that’s important to you, or something that you love, I’ll use that to shape your candy.”


    “Any shape I want?” Erril was stunned. “I don’t know…what I want.”


    “It can be anything. A flower, or a butterfly. Is there anything you like?”


    “The thing I like best is Lafalle.”


    He answered without hesitation. Anne forced herself to smile. She wondered what exactly Lafalle meant to Erril. Maybe he was like a guardian. She found it curious that Erril followed him so unconditionally, when he was so frightening.


    “Lafalle, huh? Hmm, well, okay… I suppose he’s very pretty, isn’t he? I’ll make the candy look like him. So you like Lafalle, do you?”


    “Lafalle teaches me all sorts of things. But I like you, too. What’s your name?”


    Erril’s excitement seemed to have died down, and he released her from his embrace and smiled.


    “I never told you, did I? It’s Anne. Anne Halford.” Without thinking, she stuck her hand out for a handshake, then withdrew it in a panic. “I suppose Lafalle will get angry if I shake your hand.”


    “Shake my hand?”


    “It’s when two people clasp hands with each other, as a sign that they want to become friends.”


    “Then here’s your sign.” Erril grabbed Anne’s right hand and shook it forcefully. The fairy’s chilly hand was delicate and shapely. “I don’t mind you touching me. More importantly, make me some sugar candy, Anne.”


    Erril isn’t like Lafalle at all.


    She found his carefree nature charming. He was like a captivating silver lion cub.


    “You’re different from Lafalle, aren’t you?” she said.


    “I’m not Lafalle.”


    “I’ll make the candy. Until we arrive at the place you two are going, I’ll make as many pieces as you want.”


    Anne replaced the lid on the barrel of silver sugar, then suddenly felt anxious. She placed a hand on the rim of the barrel and went still.


    Lafalle and Erril are trying to reach the place where the very first sugar apple tree stands. Lulu said that finding it was essential for all humans and fairies who have anything to do with sugar candy.


    What was there, exactly?


    “Erril. Why are you and Lafalle going to the place where the first sugar apple tree stands?”


    Erril looked confused. “Did we talk about where we are going?”


    “No. I heard from Lulu. You met her at the castle, right? The beautiful fairy with golden hair.”


    “Ah, that person! We’re going because she told us about it. She mentioned it, and we thought we should go there. She said it’s a place that human hands haven’t touched, so we thought we could live there in peace. But that’s all there is to it. I hate being on the run. But I also hate being chased. So I want to go with Lafalle to a place where I can spend my days in peace. That’s all.” Erril had a slightly lonely look in his eyes. “I just want to live a quiet life,” he muttered.


    It hadn’t even been a year since Erril’s birth, yet the reality that humans hunted fairies, and that there was no place he could live in peace, seemed to be clear to him already. It was only natural that as a fairy, he would wish to go to a place where he wouldn’t be hunted.


    And yet Anne couldn’t believe that Lafalle was simply looking for a place to rest, like Erril was. Would Lafalle even reveal his secret when they got there? Anne had agreed to accompany them and make sugar candy, putting all her trust in his word alone. But there was no guarantee that they would be able to learn his secret.


    There’s got to be something conclusive that we can exchange for his secret. We need a trump card.


    But at the moment, Anne didn’t have anything in her possession that she could use. She needed to figure something out before they arrived at their destination.


    “Erril! We’re leaving,” called Lafalle. “Come back!”


    “I’ve got to go…” Erril stared regretfully at the barrel of silver sugar.


    Anne gave him a gentle push and said in a cheerful voice, “It will take time to make your sugar candy. I can’t complete it right away. But don’t worry, I’ll start making it as soon as I can.”


    When he heard that, Erril smiled. “Thank you. You’re so nice.” Then he twisted his body around to plant a light kiss on Anne’s cheek.


    “Huh?!”


    She jumped back in surprise, but Erril, unfazed, simply exited the wagon. Anne put a hand over her cheek where his lips had touched her and mumbled in a daze.


    “They really are brothers after all… He’s just as wicked as Challe…”
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    Erril had a spring in his step as he jumped back onto his horse. His body felt light. Even as he brought his horse up beside Lafalle’s, his core felt pleasantly buoyant, and he swayed in time with the movements of the animal beneath him.


    This silver sugar stuff is amazing. I never knew I could feel like this.


    He had heard from Lafalle that silver sugar was sweet. But now that he had actually had some, he felt wonderful and strange, like his body was melting.


    “What is it, Erril?” Lafalle asked quietly, noticing the other fairy’s smile.


    “I ate a little bit of silver sugar,” Erril answered. “Now I know what you mean when you say it’s sweet. It’s incredible. Anne promised to make sugar candy for me, too. I’m so happy.”


    Lafalle spoke in a low voice. “That human…is a witch who deceives fairies by feeding them silver sugar.”


    Erril smiled. “She didn’t seem like such a dangerous creature.”


    “You truly are under her spell. You said the Silver Sugar Master’s name.”


    “It’s inconvenient to call for her without knowing her name, so I asked her. That’s all.”


    But Lafalle kept staring at a point straight ahead of them, as if Erril’s reply had not reached his ears. His ambiguously colored hair shimmered in the sunlight, gleaming as it shifted hues, like perfumed oil floating on the surface of water.


    “So you call the witch by name, too…?”


    It was obvious that Lafalle was preoccupied with Anne. Lafalle wanted to regain his strength, and he needed sugar candy to do it. It made sense for him to be obsessed with the girl.


    But will sugar candy be enough to restore the power taken from him back then?


    Erril didn’t know the answer. He only knew that Lafalle wanted to recover his lost power, and that he needed sugar candy. That much Erril could sense.


    I see. I need to give sugar candy to Lafalle rather than eating it myself.


    His mood sank, and he felt as vexed as he’d been excited. It would be a while before he could eat sugar candy. Lafalle was the one who really needed it. After all…


    “I’m the one who did it to him…,” Erril mumbled quietly.

  

  
    

     Chapter 5 CORONATION CEREMONY 


    Apparently, Lafalle had been able to determine the location of the kingdom’s center from Anne’s map.


    At first, they had been traveling due north from Saint Hyde Castle, but Lafalle promptly changed course. Their party left the highway and turned slightly west, through the wilderness.


    Near the foot of the Birseth mountain range, the land rose up in small, craggy hills. Lafalle and the others wove their way through them, slowly climbing higher and higher.


    Whenever the wind blew across the dry, coarse earth, clouds of dust danced up into the air, blocking the early autumn sunlight.


    Here and there they could see thickets of assorted trees, but the vegetation was too stunted to form a proper forest. The desolate scenery reminded Anne of the Bloody Highway. But that was a long, flat road; here, they were constantly climbing.


    When the sun began to set, its vermilion light shone directly into their eyes. They were headed straight toward it. The shadows of the two fairies leading the way stretched out far behind them.


    Before long, they came upon a sparse grove of trees, and Lafalle and Erril steered their horses into it. It seemed their party would be passing the night there.


    Challe skillfully guided Anne’s box-shaped wagon into the grove.


    It was ever so slightly cooler there, and the underbrush gave off the pleasant smell of greenery.


    Anne’s group set about their usual routine, preparing to build a fire and cook dinner. She pulled the cooking pot and dishes out from under the driver’s bench while Challe and Mithril walked around the grove collecting firewood.


    Lafalle and Erril put plenty of distance between themselves and the others, then dismounted. Erril looked tired. He sat down, nestled up to a large tree, and softly closed his eyes.


    Soon, the sun sank behind the bare rock face of the Birseth mountains, and everything grew indistinct, as if a thin wash of ink had been poured over the scenery. There were still a few vermilion clouds left overhead, but the eastern sky was now a deep indigo.


    Lafalle tied his and Erril’s horses to a tree. Then, once he’d finished, he walked slowly over to Anne. “What are you doing over here, Silver Sugar Master?”


    He was smiling. Whenever he wore that expression, with his ambiguously colored hair and his gentle, inviting presence, he looked enchantingly elegant. But Anne, who knew what he was really like, sensed only trouble.


    “What do you mean? I’m preparing dinner.”


    “You will spend tonight making one piece of sugar candy. Something beautiful that will satisfy me.”


    “Understood. I’ll do it. I promised Erril that I would make him something, too. But first, I need to prepare dinner…”


    As Anne was answering, Lafalle grabbed her arm and yanked hard. Anne shrieked in pain, and the dishes she had been holding scattered onto the ground.


    “You are a slave,” he said. “Do you understand that? You’re not allowed to eat. Not until you complete my sugar candy.”


    Then Lafalle brought his face right up to hers and whispered almost seductively. “Look around you. You are the only human here. Though it may be small, this is the fairies’ world. You work for us, human.”


    “That’s not fair…,” Anne responded, her face screwed up in pain.


    But Lafalle’s smile only grew bolder. “You want to know my secret, don’t you? Well, if you don’t meet my demands, I won’t tell you.”


    Anne gasped, and the strength drained from her shoulders. She hung her head and nodded. If she wanted to learn Lafalle’s secret, she had no choice but to submit to his will.


    She bit her lip in frustration. She couldn’t refuse.


    “This is how the humans who use us behave,” said Lafalle. “Do you understand a little better now?”


    Anne’s head remained down, but her eyes snapped open.


    I see. So this is what it’s like for the fairies. Humans still treat them like this.


    It was unfair and extremely frustrating, but she couldn’t oppose him. This was the reality of the system humans had perpetuated. In that moment, she understood clearly the origin of Lafalle’s hatred and rage.


    Lafalle must have noticed her sudden submission, because he smiled and whispered into her ear again, “Good girl. Now go and work your craft, my sweet little Silver Sugar Master.” Abruptly, he placed his finger under her chin and turned her face upward. Lafalle’s lips brushed against her cheek.


    “No!”


    In her surprise, Anne shouted. Lafalle had a firm grip on one of her arms, so she used her other hand to try to push him away. But she couldn’t muster much resistance. Her fingers simply clawed in vain at the beads on his jacket. The lips that had touched her cheek slid down to the nape of her neck. Anne broke out in goose bumps. It felt as though a venomous snake was slithering over her.


    “Lafalle.”


    A deep, cold voice came from behind Lafalle’s back, and a silver blade pressed against the base of his neck. Anne could see Challe’s black eyes burning with rage from over Lafalle’s shoulder.


    “Let go of Anne,” he said. “I don’t care what secrets you might be carrying. If you do anything further, I swear I’ll kill you.”


    Lafalle sneered and loosened his grip. Anne jumped away and clung to a nearby tree trunk for support, her breathing ragged.


    At that moment, Mithril returned carrying some twigs. When he caught a glimpse of the scene before him, he dumped the twigs in his arms and ran over to Anne.


    “Anne! What happened? Are you okay?” He jumped onto Anne’s shoulder and stroked her cheek comfortingly.


    Lafalle raised both hands into the air with a faint smile. “What are you so mad about, Challe? This Silver Sugar Master promised to serve us. She’s our slave. Why does it matter what I do to her? I’m only treating her as the humans have treated us. This girl is a slave, so I’ll use her how I like.”


    “You bastard!”


    Challe’s bloodlust was rising. Lafalle was obviously riling him up.


    Why is he provoking Challe like that?


    Suddenly, Anne froze. Erril emerged from a shadowy cluster of trees, silver hair swaying. She could see pure fury in his eyes—a sharp, unwavering determination to kill.


    “What are you doing?” he said. “Put away your sword, Challe. I won’t allow you to point a weapon at Lafalle.” Though the young fairy’s voice was clear and resonant, like pieces of glass knocking together, his tone was piercingly sharp.


    “He insulted Anne,” Challe said with cold indignation.


    “I don’t care!” Erril shouted furiously, seeming to fly into a tantrum. “Withdraw your sword! If you don’t, I’ll cut you down!”


    “Challe!” Anne ran over to Challe and clung to his shoulder. “Withdraw your sword! It’s okay! Put it away!”


    Challe appeared reluctant for a moment, but finally came to his senses and withdrew his sword. With a wave of his hand, it vanished.


    Erril approached Lafalle, keeping a wary glare on Challe. “Are you hurt, Lafalle?”


    “No, I’m all right,” Lafalle replied with a sly smile that made Anne’s skin crawl. “But I suppose I let my guard down.”


    Erril grabbed Lafalle’s sleeve and tugged on it gently. “Don’t worry. I’ll protect you.”


    The two of them moved away toward the large tree Erril had been leaning against earlier.


    He’s incredibly cunning.


    When Anne saw Lafalle’s smile, she’d realized what he was up to. He was purposely trying to keep Erril and Challe apart.


    Erril was still forming his opinions about the world, and Lafalle was working to keep him away from Challe. He wanted to prevent the young fairy from coming to trust his brother stone, lest he absorb anything about Challe’s way of thinking or living.


    Anne peered into Challe’s sullen face. “Thank you,” she said. “And I’m sorry, Challe.”


    “No need,” Challe answered, keeping his eyes fixed on Lafalle, who had nestled up under the large tree.


    “I’m going to follow Lafalle’s instructions and try not to provoke him,” Anne said. “He ordered me to make sugar candy instead of preparing dinner, so I’m going into the workshop now. I can’t eat until after I finish my work. It seems I won’t be able to make dinner… Mithril Lid Pod, I’m sorry, but could you make it instead?”


    “I don’t mind, but more importantly, why did that guy say such terrible things to you?! He’s supposed to be a fairy king! Kings have a responsibility to everyone, don’t they? And yet here he is abusing everyone—even a girl! And he still calls himself a king? As a fellow fairy king, I, the great Mithril Lid Pod, will not stand for it!”


    Hearing Mithril share his exceptionally decent and straightforward view helped Anne relax.


    “I would definitely rather be a citizen of your kingdom, Mithril Lid Pod, than of Lafalle’s,” she said absently.


    Mithril rubbed his nose boldly and jumped down from her shoulder, quickly gathering the scattered dishes and balancing them on his head. Then he gave her a big thumbs-up.


    “Great! I’ll make you the first citizen of my illustrious kingdom, Anne. And with that settled, as your king, I will now prepare dinner.”


    He walked off at a brisk pace. But as he did, Anne caught a glimpse of his wing and nearly gasped. It looked extremely frail. Normally, his wing had the thickness of a fine piece of silk. Now, it looked as thin as a spider’s web. And it wasn’t just because of the dim light around them.


    He’s putting on a brave face, but Mithril Lid Pod’s strength is fading. I knew it—just that little bit of sugar candy wasn’t enough.


    Anne, Keith, and Kat had each made beautiful candy sculptures. But they hadn’t had much time, and their work had been small. Mithril would need a lot more sugar candy.


    “Challe.” Anne grasped his jacket. “I’m going to make sugar candy right away. First, I’ll make some for Mithril Lid Pod, then for Lafalle. Then I’ll make some for Erril, too.”


    “Will you stay up all night? What about dinner?”


    Challe frowned. He understood the process of crafting sugar candy and knew how much work that would be.


    Anne didn’t answer him. Instead, she shook her head and declared, “This is the whole reason I came. I’m going to make as much as I can. Off I go.”


    She tried to turn on her heel.


    I’ve got to hurry. I want to help Mithril win against fate.


    But Challe abruptly grasped her wrist. Then, before she knew it, he’d gotten his arm around her waist and pulled her in close.


    Challe’s lips touched Anne’s cheek. She felt a familiar cold sensation along with his warm breath. Anne’s eyes went wide with surprise. Challe had caught her completely off guard.


    His lips moved from her cheek down to the nape of her neck, touching all the places Lafalle’s lips had slithered over. She felt cleansed, and her eyes began to fill with tears. Rather than being embarrassed, she felt relieved.


    Still touching the nape of her neck, Challe asked breathily, “Are those the only places he touched you?”


    “…Oh. Uh…yes…”


    As soon as she answered, he released her. Still in shock, she remained there, unmoving, so Challe gave her a gentle push on the back.


    “Go. Do your crafting.”


    Though her steps were a little shaky, Anne managed to enter the workshop built into her wagon. Standing in front of her workbench, she put a hand to the nape of her neck where Challe’s breath had touched her. She was in a daze, but before long, she came back to herself with a start. Then she slapped her cheeks with both hands and summoned her motivation.


    The night was short. Before the following morning, Anne needed to complete two pieces of sugar candy—one for Mithril and one for Lafalle. And, if possible, she wanted to work on one for Erril as well.


    “This is the reason I came along,” she mumbled as she opened the lid on a barrel of silver sugar.


    She had been asked to make candy, so she would. And that candy would help people.


    Hugh’s purpose in becoming a Silver Sugar Master was probably to cherish and protect the silver sugar itself. But Anne’s purpose was to lend strength to the people she cared about by appreciating and working with sugar candy. Every Silver Sugar Master, she was sure, had their own reason for pursuing the title.


    The silver sugar she had brought was sugar Keith and Anne had reground at their workshop. Even the mass-produced silver sugar from that year’s crop went up in quality remarkably if it was ground a second time.


    She scooped some out with a stone vessel and spread it on the workbench, then added water. She used the water they had on hand in the wagon. Though cold water would have been ideal, this was the best she could do in their present environment. She would simply have to knead and form the sugar paste more quickly to make up for the water’s temperature.


    Anne moved her hands swiftly as she kneaded the sugar dough. She kept going until it turned smooth and glossy. She frequently placed her hands into the water to cool them and kept on kneading.


    I wonder what would be good for Mithril Lid Pod? I want something that will make him stronger.


    As she was kneading, she suddenly pictured Mithril wearing a stately cloak like His Majesty the King, with a crown on his head. She was certain that Mithril’s kingdom would be a cheerful and pleasant place.


    As she imagined it, her fingers began to move on their own. Anne wanted to make an opulent, magnificent crown fitting for that little king.


    This silver sugar will surely become a splendid crown for a splendid king.


    Anne was so eager to get started that she could hardly contain herself.


    She pulled off a lump of silver sugar dough and took down a vial of black powder from the shelf. She sprinkled a tiny amount over the silver sugar, and when she kneaded it in, the dough turned a very light gray. Then she took out her spindle and opened the lid of a jar atop her workbench containing oil made from the seeds of sugar apples. Anne dipped her fingers in the oil, pulled out a thin strip of gray silver sugar dough and wound it around the spindle.


    When Anne turned the spindle, sugar thread streamed smoothly through her fingertips, as if the instrument were spinning her thoughts into reality. Next, she spun some pure-white thread.


    As she worked, the inside of the wagon quickly grew dark. The sun had completely set.


    Anne lit two lanterns and placed them at opposite corners of the workshop, but it was still a little dark inside. She quickly left the wagon and walked around to the driver’s bench to pull out an extra lantern.


    “Anne,” Mithril called out to her, “what will you do about dinner?”


    Some distance away, Challe and Mithril were sitting by the fire, watching Anne with concern. Their shadows flickered and swayed, blending with those of the trees.


    “I can eat after I finish the candy. You two go ahead,” she answered, concerned about what lay on the other side of the darkness.


    Lafalle had ordered her not to eat until the candy was done. At the moment, she didn’t feel the need to upset him over something as trivial as dinner.


    And besides, Anne didn’t like to interrupt her crafting anyway. She wanted to hurry up and make the next part of her sculpture. Setting aside the fact that she was working to keep Mithril alive, the act of making candy itself was undeniably interesting and fun.


    Anne went back into the wagon and lit the additional lantern, illuminating her workspace. Then she cooled her hands in the water and resumed her work.


    She trimmed the threads she had created to the proper length, then took out the loom she kept crammed beneath her workbench. It was a miniature model designed to let a single person weave silver sugar threads on their own. It couldn’t make anything large. At most, it could manage something about the size of a cutting board.


    But that will be plenty.


    Anne weaved the gray and white threads together, one color vertically and the other horizontally, to create a small flat surface. The final product had a brilliant finish to it, like silver inlaid with diamonds.


    Anne used a paring knife to cut a long, thin strip from it to serve as the metal of the crown. She wrapped it around to form a band. The diameter of the band was about as big as the bottom of a cup. Then she cut off more thin strips and assembled them into three-dimensional shapes on top of the band. Several strips stretched over the band to form a dome.


    Next, she took all the colored powder vials down off the shelf. Red. Yellow. Blue. Green. She mixed them a little at a time into lumps of silver sugar dough and thoroughly kneaded each one until it shone. After a while, the lumps of dough were vibrantly colored and had a lustrous sheen. Anne rolled them into small balls about the size of pen nibs and cut facets into them with the edge of her knife. One after another, Anne cut the silver sugar balls into tiny jewels, smaller than grains of wheat.


    I want lots of them. Enough to bury the crown in jewels.


    She was soon absorbed in her work, forgetting all about the time.


    Next, she arranged the various gemlike beads she had created onto the crown.


    Though it was a jumble of all different hues, the colors were balanced beautifully, like a kaleidoscope. It was truly gorgeous. The metallic silver base let in the lantern light, which reached the jewels and made them sparkle in all different colors. It was a lovely, cheerful crown for a little king.


    Anne looked down at her work, delighted. She couldn’t help breaking into a big smile. It had been a long time since she had felt such joy.


    Anne had been under a lot of stress for a long time. She had been working frantically to avoid becoming a burden on Kat and Keith, to live up to Hugh’s expectations, and to keep the fairies’ future alive. Then, not long ago, she’d learned about Mithril’s fate and decided to set out on this journey to do whatever she could to help.


    Now that she thought about it, it had been a long time since she had been able to relax and make a piece of sugar candy for someone she cared about.


    Though she’d made sugar candy for Mithril the night he collapsed, she’d been unbearably worried about him. By the time she’d finished, she’d felt only relief as all the strength left her body.


    Now, she was glad from the bottom of her heart that she’d come along on this trip. Before, she’d worried if the candy she’d made while so full of anxiety would do Mithril much good at all. But the candy before her would extend his life, at least a little. Of that, she was sure.


    Suddenly, the doors of the wagon opened, and Challe peeked in. He saw that Anne wasn’t moving her hands and asked, “Did you finish? If so, eat your dinner. It’s already the middle of the night.”


    Surprised, Anne looked out the wagon’s high windows. The slim moon was still shining on the other side of the tree branches.


    “I can’t eat just yet. But Challe, is Mithril Lid Pod awake?”


    “I’m right here!” Unexpectedly, Mithril popped his head out of Challe’s pocket.


    “Come here, Mithril Lid Pod. Let’s do something nice.”


    Anne lowered her voice like a mischievous child and beckoned him in. Mithril looked suspicious, but he crawled out of Challe’s pocket and walked across the floor of the wagon.


    “What is it?” he asked. “You said ‘something nice,’ but it seems like you’re up to no good.”


    “How rude. You’ll like it, I promise.”


    Anne took the little crown from atop her workbench, placed it on her palm, and leaned over.


    “It’s time for your coronation ceremony.”


    When she presented him with the crown, Mithril’s eyes snapped open and sparkled with excitement.


    “Well, if it isn’t a crown! Is it mine?!”


    “Yes. It’s for you, Fairy King Mithril Lid Pod.” Anne changed her tone of voice a little and deliberately put on a solemn expression. “From tonight onward, you shall be king. As proof, I grant you this crown.”


    As she spoke, she placed the crown on Mithril’s head. But as soon as she did, her shoulders drooped.


    “…Sorry. I got the size wrong…”


    The crown fully enveloped Mithril’s head and concealed him down to the bottom of his chest.


    “He looks like a fancy mushroom.” Challe, still peering in through the wagon’s door, started chuckling, unable to contain himself.


    Wobbling the crown back and forth on his head, Mithril cackled. “I like that it’s so big!” he exclaimed. Then, lifting the crown with both hands, he looked up at Anne. “I guess this is proof that you’re as much of a scarecrow brain as ever.”
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  “…I really am sorry.”


  “Don’t worry about it! Thank you, Anne. Can I eat this? Even if my crown doesn’t sit on my head, it’s going inside me, so bigger is better. And the more powerful the king, the bigger the crown, right?!”


  “All right. Next time, I’ll make you a much, much bigger one.”


  “Yeah!”


  Mithril looked up at the crown, and the bits around his palms began to sparkle a faint gold and crumble away. As if in response, Mithril’s wing, which had grown so thin, took on a golden glow and snapped taut.


  “It’s so good… Amazingly sweet.”


  When the crown had completely vanished, he let out a contented sigh.


  “Since Anne gave me a crown, that must mean I’ve been recognized as a legitimate ruler. And no one can ever take my crown, since it’s inside of me now. That means I’m king for life.”


  Just then, Challe seemed to notice something. He glanced over his shoulder and his expression clouded.


  Before Anne could ask him what was wrong, he stepped out of the doorway and turned his back to them, as if facing someone else. Over Challe’s shoulder, Anne could see silver hair glowing softly in the moonlight. Erril was approaching the wagon.


  Anne recalled how agitated he had been earlier that evening and began to grow nervous. However, his expression appeared as open and honest as usual.


  Erril came to a stop several steps in front of Challe and asked somewhat cautiously, “Would you step out of the way, please, Challe?”


  “Why?”


  “I have business with Anne.”


  “What business?”


  “It has nothing to do with you.”


  Anne sensed that Erril was growing increasingly tense. She rushed to the door and flung it open.


  “Challe, it’s fine. Don’t worry. What is it, Erril? What’s your business with me?”


  “Are you making sugar candy? Is mine done yet?”


  She sensed impatience in his voice. He had probably been waiting this whole time, wondering if his piece of candy was done yet. But now it was the middle of the night, and no word had come that his candy was finished, plus Mithril and Challe had gone into her wagon and were doing something or other. Seeing this, he couldn’t bear to wait any longer.


  “I’m working on it, but yours and Lafalle’s aren’t finished yet.”


  “Make Lafalle’s quickly. He won’t say it out loud, but he really wants sugar candy.”


  “I will. But I wonder what I should make…”


  If she picked something at random, it wouldn’t satisfy Lafalle, and he might get angry. She needed to make something to placate him.


  “Oh, I know!” Suddenly Anne got an idea. “Erril, will you come in here and tell me something? About what Lafalle likes and what he wants.”


  Erril stared at her blankly.


  Challe looked over his shoulder and scowled. “You’re going to let him inside?”


  “It’s all right. I’ll be fine. Come on, Erril, tell me. That will help me finish faster.”


  Erril tilted his head, bewildered, then nodded.


  Challe stepped aside, clearing the way for Erril. The young fairy walked through the underbrush toward the wagon. When he stepped up into the workshop, Challe glanced at Anne and said, “I’ll be nearby. If anything happens, call me,” then nimbly strode off and disappeared.


  Erril stared after Challe and grumbled sourly, “I don’t like Challe. He does mean things to Lafalle.”


  Anne looked straight into Erril’s eyes and shook her head in admonishment. “I like Challe a lot,” she said. “And he hasn’t done anything mean. This evening, Lafalle surprised me, and I cried out. Challe thought he was mistreating me and got angry. He would never do anything mean for no reason.”


  “How can you say that?”


  “Because I know that Challe is kind.”


  “Even so, I don’t like him,” Erril asserted, like an unreasonable child. “I wanted him and Lafalle to get along. But then he was mean.”


  “That’s fine for now. But I think you’ll start to understand him before too long.”


  Anne invited Erril in, and Mithril, who had moved onto the workbench, cheerfully raised a hand in greeting.


  “Yo! Erril Fenn Erril!”


  “Ah, the funny one. What are you doing?”


  “Whaddaya mean, funny?! I am the esteemed Mithril Lid Pod. Anne said she was going to work, so I finished preparing dinner. Now I need to help her in here. As you know, it’s my duty to work for the benefit of my people.”


  “You’re making sugar candy?”


  “Well, I can make it, of course. But today, I’m only helping Anne.” Mithril threw out his chest and chuckled.


  Anne was relieved. Mithril was much more energetic now. Erril peered down at him curiously and poked at his wing, and Mithril leaped into the air.


  “Waugh! Don’t touch my wing out of nowhere! It tickles, and it’s scary!”


  “You seem livelier. You were really run-down before.”


  Mithril’s eyes went wide. “You noticed? You could tell?”


  “I could, yes. But you’re still weak. It’s like there’s a big hole in your body, and any energy you take in is going to leak right back out. Like there’s a bag that stores up the life inside your body, and that bag has a tear. Is it typical of water fairies to have a hole like that? Is this why water fairies don’t know how long they’ll live, and why people say they’re unstable?”


  Mithril turned sulky and averted his eyes. “How should I know about that?” He snorted. “All I know is that I’m weak. I can tell because it’s my body. But I’m not going to die. I’ll get those secrets out of you.”


  “So the person Anne wants to help is you… And in order to save you, she needs to close up the hole in your bag, I suppose.” Erril put his fingers to his lips thoughtfully.


  Anne scooped up some silver sugar with a stone bowl and spread it out on her workbench. She added some water and began kneading the mixture. As she did so, she turned to Erril. “So what does Lafalle like?”


  As if awakened from a reverie, Erril blinked several times. “What he likes…?”


  Muttering to himself, Erril came over beside Anne and watched the movements of her hands. He began to stare intently.


  After a little time passed, the silver sugar dough came together, grew smoother, and developed a luster. As he gazed at it, Erril finally spoke.


  “It’s beautiful. Anne, you’re amazing.”


  Anne smiled wryly. “All of us candy crafters can do this, you know. And fairies are much, much more skilled at it than humans. Sugar candy was originally something that fairies created, after all. I envy them. I was working with fairies before we left on this trip, and there were some who learned skills in two months that took me ten years to learn.”


  “Were you a slave, Anne? Were you working with the fairies because the humans enslaved you?”


  “Not at all. We gave the fairies their wings back, and we were working with them on equal terms, as fellow candy crafters. So far, we’ve only managed to create one place like that.”


  “Humans did that? But why?”


  “Because, for the sake of making candy, it’s better to get along with the fairies.”


  Erril frowned. “Wouldn’t it be better to get along all the time, though? But humans don’t do that, do they?”


  “It’s just as you say, Erril. That’s how it is in our kingdom at present. But I and a few others think the same way as you, so we decided to do what we could and created that place. Oh—I know. Would you like to try kneading the silver sugar, too?”


  Erril looked extremely serious as he peered at Anne’s hands. He reminded Anne of the fairies back at Hollyleaf Castle. When she asked him if he’d like to try, Erril blinked in surprise.


  “Knead it?” he asked. “Like you’re doing now, Anne?”


  “Yes.”


  Anne stopped working. Then she scooped up another bowlful of silver sugar and spread it out on the workbench. She gestured for Erril to move beside her.


  “Stand there, and you can touch the silver sugar. Add some water, a little at a time, and knead it so that it comes together into a smooth dough.”


  Erril looked bewildered. His eyes began to swim, so Mithril jumped up on the workbench and beckoned him over.


  “When it comes to silver sugar, I’ve got lots of experience! I’ll help you out.”


  At Mithril’s urging, Erril stood before the workbench. He timidly touched the silver sugar, slowly drawing his finger through it.


  “Add water,” Mithril told him, then picked up a wooden cup, scooped some water from the barrel, and handed it to Erril.


  Erril added the water to the silver sugar and started kneading it so that it came together. At the beginning, his expression was strange, but before long, joy spread across his face.


  This boy is so cute.


  Though he had the appearance of a captivating young man, Erril set to work with the enthusiasm of a little child. The frank transformation in his expression was so charming it made Anne want to hug him in spite of herself.


  “It feels nice,” he said. “It’s smooth.”


  He continued kneading, turning the dough over in his hands again and again, his silver hair swaying.


  “If you keep kneading it like that, it will take on a wonderful shine, and it will get even prettier,” Anne said. “Listen, won’t you tell me about something Lafalle likes? I have to make something for him.”


  Erril stopped moving his hands and let his gaze drift as he searched his memories. Then he seemed to recall something, and he turned to Anne with a grin.


  “Ladybugs,” he said.


  “Huh?!” Anne’s eyes went wide.


  “Once, when a ladybug landed on his horse’s ear, Lafalle lowered it down onto a blade of grass. When I asked if he liked them, he said that he did. He said they were innocent creatures.”


  Lafalle did that?


  She could hardly imagine the cunning, coldhearted fairy, as dangerous as a venomous snake, gently picking up a small insect with his finger and releasing it. She couldn’t believe that to Lafalle, the small red bug was an innocent and noble creature.


  “Is Lafalle…kind?” she asked, fumbling through her words.


  Mithril looked horrified, but Erril only nodded and smiled.


  “Yes, he is.”


  Lafalle hated humans, and he hated other fairies, too. But he was not simply a ferocious fairy incapable of loving anybody but himself.


  Humans made him into a monster.


  Challe, too, had become the person he was now because of his life with Liz.


  Through their experiences, fairies could change in completely different ways and take on vastly divergent fates. They were just like humans. And in that case, there was no reason for Erril to be burdened with an unhappy destiny. His future had yet to be decided.


  “I love Lafalle,” Erril mumbled. “It was his gaze that gave me life. He wished for me to be born, and even now, he always stays with me.”


  Like a baby bird that adored its mother, having a parental figure like Lafalle nearby must have given Erril a sense of security. That was why he feared losing the other fairy and why he was so protective of him.


  But that young chick was capable of extraordinary violence, and that presented a problem.


  I could try to convince the little bird that the big bird is evil, but I don’t think that would be enough to make him leave. If I tell him Lafalle is bad, he won’t believe me… And I doubt he’d abandon him even if he understood.


  Even if Anne’s mother had been a criminal, killing people and stealing in secret, it probably would never have occurred to Anne to go off on her own at fifteen years old. She’d loved Emma and depended on her, and she would never have considered leaving her.


  But all living things had to make it on their own one day, independent of their parents. They needed to think with their own minds and walk on their own two feet.


  But not even a year has passed since Erril was born.


  It would be far too harsh to ask him to find his own way in the world.


  “Got it. I’ll make something Lafalle likes.”


  Anne concentrated on her work and continued kneading. From the shelf, she selected vials of colored powder in red, black, and green and set them on the workbench. She wanted to make a variegated four-leaf clover, with a single adorable ladybug resting on it.


  She mixed her colored powders into the silver sugar and kneaded it some more to bring out its gorgeous luster. Erril seemed to be enjoying himself kneading his own silver sugar, but from time to time his hands stopped and he stared intently at what Anne was doing beside him.


  Mithril rearranged the vials of colored powders into the order in which Anne would want to use them. He also moved her tools, such as her paring knife and spinning wheel, from beside the workbench and set them right in front of her.


  The interior of the wagon fell completely silent. They could hear leaves rustling in the wind outside and insects chirping beneath the wagon’s wheels.


  Erril’s serious gaze and Mithril’s precise movements helped Anne focus. She kneaded, added color, and spun, her fingers moving automatically.


  The fine green stems took shape, and she formed a bundle of five speckled clovers that appeared to be swaying in the breeze. She would place a cute, bright-red ladybug on one of them.


  I’ve got to get the shapes right.


  Just as Anne was thinking to herself that she would soon be finished, the frame of the wagon was jolted by a sudden impact.


  Anne was so focused that she was caught off guard and lost her balance. She staggered and fell in the direction of the sugar barrels, taking Erril down with her.


  “What happened?!” she cried.


  She looked up and was startled by what she saw. There was a thick steel arrowhead sticking through the wall of the wagon, about as large across as her fist. It must have created the impact when it struck.


  “You three, stay inside!” Challe shouted through the wall. “There are provincial soldiers!”


  Erril’s expression changed. Ever since he and Lafalle had escaped, provincial soldiers from every corner of the kingdom had been desperately chasing them down on the king’s orders. These soldiers, who answered to the provincial governments, had been the fairies’ most persistent pursuers, and a constant threat.


  Anne and the others heard her horse whinny and felt the wagon shake and sway. Anne could tell someone had hitched the horse to the wagon in a hurry, and she sprang to her feet. She pounced on the unfinished sugar candy sculpture and cradled it in her arms. Then she pressed her back into a corner of the workshop and sank low. With one leg against the wall and the other firmly on the floor, she braced herself.


  “Mithril Lid Pod! You too, Erril! Sit down!”


  She didn’t know what was happening, but she had to at least protect the sugar candy. She tried to anchor her body as much as she could while holding on to it.


  Erril and Mithril imitated Anne, each sitting down in a corner. No sooner had they done so than another impact rocked the wagon. They’d taken off at a sprint.


  Erril suddenly gasped. “What about Lafalle?!”


  He tried to stand up, but Mithril clung to the end of his shawl.


  “Wait, wait, wait!” cried the little fairy. “Are you trying to get out of the wagon when it’s racing at this crazy speed?!”


  “I’m going,” Erril announced. “I don’t want Lafalle to get captured again!”


  He flicked Mithril off with a finger and opened the wagon door.


  Because the whole vehicle was bouncing up and down, the door swung violently back and forth. Erril wrenched it open and leaped out.
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  I let down my guard.


  Challe hadn’t forgiven Lafalle for insulting and touching Anne that evening, and his anger had continued to smolder all night. Because of that, he’d been focused almost entirely on Lafalle, and that had been a mistake.


  Before he’d known what was happening, provincial soldiers had surrounded them.


  Challe was surprised that Lafalle hadn’t noticed them, but he supposed that was only further evidence that he had yet to fully recover. He’d stayed nestled under a big tree, fast asleep. However, once an arrow had flown his way, awakening him, his movements had been swift. He’d gotten up on his horse and had quickly located Erril. Then, without pause, he’d signaled to Challe to get Anne’s wagon moving.


  The provincial soldiers were almost certainly a hunting party, out searching for Lafalle and Erril. It seemed they had carefully armed themselves and gathered their forces before attacking. The heavy-draw bow that had loosed the initial volley of broad-headed arrows was a serious weapon only brought on special missions.


  Properly speaking, there was no reason for the provincial soldiers to be concerned with Challe or Anne. But at the moment, they were traveling with Lafalle and Erril, despite knowing full well that they were on the run. In that sense, they shared the fairies’ guilt. Nevertheless, Challe was unwilling to mount a counterattack against the soldiers. If he did, he and Anne would become criminals in their own right.


  He drove the wagon onward, gritting his teeth. Once he’d steered it out of the grove, he recklessly cut across a parched meadow.


  The darkness behind him was filled with the hoofbeats of the soldiers’ horses as they spurred the animals on. The moon was too bright for Challe and the others to slip away, and arrows kept flying past them, making it clear they were still visible.


  Lafalle kept glancing back restlessly. He had to be aware that Challe wouldn’t fight the soldiers, and he hadn’t recovered enough to take them on himself.


  What will you do?


  Just then, Challe heard the wagon’s door open. When he turned around, he saw Erril jump out and land lightly on his knees in the moonlight.


  “Erril!”


  Lafalle called his name in a panic and pulled on his horse’s reins, making it whinny and rear. After fighting with the horse, he turned it around and urged it back to Erril’s side.


  The young fairy stood up and spread out both arms. Beads of light gathered in his palms and formed a pair of blades. He meant to fight. His two wings, sparkling like stardust, grew even brighter, glowing with the same brilliance as his weapons.


  The soldiers had launched a surprise attack in the darkness, and Challe and the others didn’t even know how many there were. Erril must have great confidence to face them head-on.


  However, Challe couldn’t simply stand by and watch quietly as Erril annihilated the provincial soldiers. Clicking his tongue, he pulled on the reins and brought the wagon to a stop, then jumped down from the driver’s bench.


  As he ran past the workshop in the back, he spoke to the people inside. “Don’t make a sound. Wait there quietly.”


  He focused his attention on one hand, and light gathered there from the surrounding air. Once his fingers had closed around the familiar grip of his silver sword, Challe ran toward Erril.


  Lafalle, too, prepared for battle, drawing the sword at his hip while keeping control of his horse. His ambiguously colored hair shifted to a lustrous silvery red, like a flame in the night.


  Two soldiers on horseback, who appeared to be leading the attack, charged toward them.


  Lafalle leveled his weapon as one of the horsemen approached him head-on. When they met, both swung their swords. The blades collided and sparks flew. The soldier’s horse staggered forward a step or two, then stopped as its rider tried to force Lafalle’s weapon down.


  Challe rushed into the narrow gap between the two horses and pushed the clashing blades up from below, then reversed his grip and prepared to strike with the back side of his sword. He slammed the blunt side as hard as he could into the pit of the soldier’s stomach. The man reeled from the heavy blow and fell from his horse holding his belly.


  The startled horse ran off as the soldier lay on the ground in a ball, moaning. His ribs were probably broken. However, Challe didn’t spare him so much as a glance. He took off in another direction, calling out over his shoulder as he ran.


  “Lafalle, don’t kill the soldiers!”


  They needed to stop their pursuers, but they couldn’t kill them. They must leave them alive.


  What a pain!


  Challe ran toward Erril as he slashed at a horseman who had charged him and cut the horse’s leg. The horse toppled, throwing the soldier to the ground, and Erril leaped over to its rider, ready to stab him from above with his dual blades.


  From the side, Challe flicked Erril’s weapons away with his sword.


  “Don’t kill him, Erril!” he commanded.


  Jumping back, Erril groaned, “Why not? They shot at us and chased us. I don’t like being chased.”


  “The humans will make you pay for every one of them you kill! Even more will chase you! So don’t kill them! Go protect the Silver Sugar Master! I’ll deal with these soldiers.”


  Challe ran off into the darkness. He needed to stop their pursuers before Erril and Lafalle took action.


  He kept his body low as he ran and counted the number of men on horseback. There were ten in total. If he dealt with them one by one, the others might head toward Lafalle and Erril. Challe needed to draw them all to him.


  As soon as he’d made that decision, he attacked the horse in the lead. With its lower leg cut, the horse somersaulted to the ground, throwing its rider. Challe stood astride the groaning soldier and thrust his sword at the man’s throat.


  “Stop! All of you!”


  The other nine riders surrounded Challe. Nocking their arrows, they took aim at the fairy. Once Challe had confirmed that all the soldiers were present, he quickly lowered his stance. Like a breeze blowing across the ground, he charged toward one section of the men circling him.


  Numerous arrows flew at him, several grazing his upper body. Then a heavy impact jolted his right shoulder. An arrow had pierced him. He could tell from the fletching that it was thicker than a normal arrow. It was the same kind that had put a hole in the wall of the wagon. The huge arrowhead had wedged itself into his shoulder joint, and he could no longer raise his arm.


  Challe gritted his teeth and immediately lopped off the legs of the two horses in front of him. The animals simultaneously brayed and collapsed, taking down the horses to their right and left as well. With one swing, four horses had been felled, and their soldiers thrown to the ground.


  Five more.


  With his left hand, Challe pulled the arrow out of his shoulder. He felt the pain of the thick projectile gouging into him and groaned. Silver light spilled from his shoulder, sparkling as it scattered into the darkness.


  With the arrow removed, he raced toward the remaining five men. He struck one of them in the leg as hard as he could with the back of his sword, sending him falling from his horse. Then he severed the leg of a different horse, felling it and causing it to take out the horse beside it as well.


  Two.


  Clearly frightened, one of the remaining men paused to soothe his horse while the other leveled his sword at Challe. Challe ran at the one holding his weapon. The soldier urged his mount into a gallop, heading directly for Challe. Holding his sword aloft, he slashed at the fairy’s shoulder, but Challe flicked away the descending blade, then quickly struck back. Aiming carefully, he made a superficial cut on his opponent’s dominant arm near the elbow, and the man dropped his weapon.


  One.


  Challe was nearly out of breath. However, when he readied his sword to confront the final soldier, the man suddenly pulled on his horse’s reins and galloped off in the other direction.


  Given the terrible spectacle he had just witnessed, it was likely that the man understood he had no chance against Challe and had run off to call for reinforcements.


  Challe glanced over the horses writhing on the ground and the soldiers, all either unconscious or on their knees and groaning. Then he hurried back to the box-shaped wagon.


  From his horse, Lafalle laughed cynically. “Oh, well done! You showed mercy to enemies that you could have easily slaughtered and got yourself shot.”


  Challe didn’t have time to entertain his snide remarks. “More of them will come soon. Let’s get away from here before that happens.” After biting back the pain long enough to say those few words, he headed for the driver’s bench of the wagon.


  Erril, who had been standing around in front of the wagon’s door, seemed overcome with surprise. “Why did you act like that?” he mumbled.


  The young fairy was simply following his feelings, as he always did, but Challe, still excited from the battle, lost his temper. Against his better judgment, he slapped Erril on the cheek as hard as he could.


  The impact made Challe’s wounds ache, and his face twisted as he shouted, “Because you’re an idiot! In the humans’ eyes, Lafalle is a criminal, but you’re not! Are you trying to become a fugitive?! Don’t be so quick to fight!”


  Erril was probably more surprised than hurt. He held one hand to his cheek and stared at Challe blankly.


  “Challe,” Lafalle said in a low, threatening voice, “did you just raise a hand to Erril?”


  “If you’re going to play at being a mama bird,” Challe spat, “then act like one and protect your chick.”


  Then he walked off without a moment’s hesitation and got onto the driver’s bench of the wagon. His shoulder hurt. When he looked behind him, he saw Lafalle pulling Erril up onto his own horse.


  Anne stuck her head out of the workshop and made eye contact with Challe. “Challe? What happened—are you okay?”


  She seemed to notice something, and her expression clouded. But there was no time for talking. They needed to leave this place as quickly as possible.


  “It’s nothing. Go back inside,” he ordered. “We’re heading out.”


  Then Challe turned back around and, clenching his teeth, urged their horse onward.
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  As they rode through the night, with Erril and Lafalle sharing a horse, Erril’s cheek still stung with pain.


  When he looked ahead over Lafalle’s shoulder, he saw the box-shaped wagon dashing along at great speed.


  Challe was driving it. He had taken a heavy arrow to the shoulder and must have sustained a deep wound.


  Why had he fought in such a frustrating way? Erril had been unbearably curious about it and had only asked a simple question, yet Challe had slapped him for it.


  He hit me. He’s not very nice.


  Erril was feeling very peevish. Lafalle would never have done such a thing. He would have massacred their enemies alongside Erril and thanked him for his help when they were done.


  But though Erril was annoyed, strangely, he felt no hatred toward Challe. Perhaps that was because he truly couldn’t understand the other fairy’s behavior and kept trying to imagine what had motivated him.


  Challe’s commanding voice still rang in his ears. “Don’t be so quick to fight,” he had said. But why?


  And why had Challe opposed Lafalle in the first place?


  There must be some reason.


  For the first time ever, Erril began to wonder about such things.


  
    

     Chapter 6 ANNE’S KING 


    Challe had obviously fought the provincial soldiers. However, Anne had heard him shout “don’t kill them” several times. Though he had beaten them, she figured he probably hadn’t killed them. Anne sighed in relief.


    But she was still anxious to know where Challe was going as he drove the wagon onward. From the way he’d ordered her to “go back inside,” she felt sure he would refuse to answer any questions.


    They needed to flee as far as they could from their pursuers. But it was terribly dangerous to drive the wagon through the darkness without knowing where they were going. The situation must have been desperate to make Challe take that risk.


    Anne was sitting in a corner of the workshop with Mithril Lid Pod, still holding tightly onto her sugar candy sculpture. Her backside hurt from the wagon’s movements, and her eyelids were heavy with sleepiness. She almost dozed off many times, but just before her eyelids closed, she would jolt awake and adjust her hold on the sugar candy.


    The wagon kept racing along, until finally the small bit of sky visible through the workshop’s high windows started to grow lighter. The wagon gradually slowed to a walking pace, and then, abruptly, the creaking of the wheels ceased.


    “…We’ve stopped?” Anne wondered aloud.


    “Seems like it,” Mithril replied.


    The two exchanged looks, then Anne returned her candy sculpture to the workbench and exited the cargo hold with Mithril riding on her shoulder. A dim, light-purple glow was driving away the darkness from the eastern sky.


    The wagon had stopped in a grassy field overlooked by a steep cliffside to the right. There was no doubt they were deep inside the Birseth mountain range, and there was no road to speak of.


    Anne could hear another horse breathing. When she turned toward the sound, she saw Lafalle and Erril sitting together astride one horse, pacing around the field. They seemed to have lost their sense of direction, unsure which way to head next.


    “Challe, where are we…?”


    Gazing up at the tall cliff, Anne walked over to the driver’s bench. When she got there, she was startled to see Challe still gripping the reins as he leaned limply back against the rear of the wagon.


    “Challe!”


    She jumped up next to him and put her hands on his shoulders. Sparkling beads of light leaked out from where her left hand touched his body and wound around her fingers.


    “He’s hurt!” Mithril hopped over to Challe’s right shoulder and gently stroked the area covered in sparkles. “The wound has closed up, but it must’ve been pretty deep.”


    The pain in Mithril’s voice made Anne want to cry. “We have to do something!”


    “Anne, the sugar candy!” Mithril cried.


    Anne quickly got down from the driver’s platform, ran into the workshop, and picked up the sugar candy sculpture. It was far from finished, but it had started to take shape, at least. Even in that state, it ought to give Challe some of his strength back.


    But the moment she stepped out of the wagon, she found Lafalle standing before her. She nearly shrieked in surprise and only narrowly managed to swallow it.


    Then she glared at Lafalle, who was blocking her way. “Move aside,” she said.


    “That candy sculpture in your hand—isn’t that my candy?”


    “It was supposed to be, but I can’t give it to you. Challe is injured…”


    Before she could finish, Lafalle yanked her arm and snatched the sugar candy from her grasp. Before she knew what was happening, he had thrust her aside, and she’d landed on the ground on her backside.


    “Good work, Silver Sugar Master.”


    The piece of sugar candy in Lafalle’s hand was enveloped in golden light and crumbled away into nothing.


    “Wait, stop!”


    It’s disappearing.


    Anne’s vision grew blurry. She’d had a precious piece of sugar candy with which to help Challe recover, but it had vanished. She was ashamed of herself for being unable to hold on to it. Feeling miserable and frustrated, she grasped at the weeds to either side of her.


    I hate this. Anne hung her head, feeling helpless. I came here to help someone. Why can’t I do anything for Challe, who protected us? I hate this, I hate this.


    She was ashamed of her own cowardice. It was so frustrating to be under someone else’s merciless control.


    “Hey, you! What are you doing?!”


    Anne heard Mithril shouting, and she lifted her head, startled. The little fairy was standing right in front of her as if to protect her, glaring up at Lafalle. Lafalle, however, didn’t even look at Mithril—he kept staring at what little was left of the sugar candy in his palm.


    “I asked you what you are doing, Lafalle Fenn Lafalle!”


    “Eating.”


    Speaking quietly, Lafalle looked down at Mithril with a thin, enchanting smile. His eyes, however, were full of anger at the interruption.


    Mithril must have sensed Lafalle’s rage. His wing and his knees started trembling.


    “I—I can’t believe you would take all the sugar candy when someone is injured! I can’t put up with this any longer. Not when you’re threatening Anne and hogging the sugar candy.” Though his voice was trembling, Mithril scowled at Lafalle.


    “Be quiet, Mithril Lid Pod. This has nothing to do with you.”


    “It has…plenty to do with me. Anne is my very first subject. Which means that Challe is automatically my second. And a k-k-king has to fight for his people.”


    “A king?” When he had fully absorbed the candy in his palm, Lafalle clenched his fist. Staring at his empty hand, he began to laugh like something was unbearably funny. “You, a king? What a funny little joke.”


    “It’s not a joke at all. I am a king.” Mithril was serious. He squared his shoulders and glared at his opponent, his whole body full of rage.


    As Lafalle laughed, he oozed a murderous aura. Anne didn’t know what he might do in the grip of his irritation.


    “Mithril Lid Pod. Stop!” Anne crawled over to the little fairy on her knees and clutched him to her chest.


    Mithril’s body was trembling, but he resisted and tried to wriggle free of her arms. “Let me go, Anne.”


    “No way! There’s no telling what Lafalle might do! You’ll get yourself killed. So just settle down.”


    “How can I do that?! I am a king!”


    “I’m telling you, stop it! We have enough to worry about just keeping up your strength!”


    “No matter how weak I am, even if I’m on the verge of death, even if no one recognizes me, I am a king! You gave me a crown, Anne, so I am a king!”


    “A crown?” Lafalle chuckled. “Where is this crown? If you have such a thing, present it to Erril, the true fairy king, at once.”


    “The crown is inside of me!” Mithril shouted with all his might. “Because I ate it! Serves you right! No one can ever steal my crown! So I am a king! And as king, I will do everything I can for Anne and Challe. I’m not scared of the likes of you!”


    On instinct, Anne hugged Mithril tight.


    You are my king!


    The words Mithril had shouted with all his might echoed in Anne’s heart.


    When she had first met Mithril, he had been abused by his master, a fairy hunter. And yet he had put up a determined resistance and had even cursed Anne for interfering. No matter what hardships he faced, Mithril was always confident and ready to fight. She had never seen him hang his head in shame.


    My king is so strong.


    She hugged Mithril again, harder this time.


    “I know, Mithril Lid Pod. You’re a splendid king.”


    Mithril stopped moving and looked curiously up at Anne.


    It was no misunderstanding. In Anne’s eyes, Mithril really was a splendid king. He was extremely proud, and he never gave up hope. He got angry when the situation called for it and always had a positive attitude.


    The morning sun rose at the edge of the grassy field and illuminated Anne from behind.


    Mithril Lid Pod said I was one of his subjects. That means I have to do what I can, too.


    Anne nodded at Mithril, then raised her head. “Mithril Lid Pod. You don’t need to get angry on my behalf. There’s still something I can do.”


    Her eyes met Lafalle’s as he looked down at her, and she held his gaze.


    Keeping her cool, she slowly stood up and, still holding Mithril in one hand, she used the other to brush off the grass that had stuck to her skirt.


    “Lafalle. You ate one sculpture, so I’m going to make another. That’s all I need to do. I can still make more, so everything will be okay, Mithril Lid Pod.”


    “You don’t have the time to spare, Silver Sugar Master,” Lafalle replied coldly. “Not even we know where we are. We need to determine our location and head for our goal immediately. We won’t stand a chance if we’re attacked by those soldiers again. You can make as much sugar candy as you want once we get where we’re going.”


    “What did you say?!” Mithril shouted. “Are you telling her to wait until then?!”


    Anne glared directly at Lafalle. “You just want to get where you’re going as soon as possible, right?” She held out her hand. “Give back the map back. The sun just came up. I know the position of the sunrise in early autumn, so I can find our bearings. I’ll compare that and surrounding terrain with the map to confirm where we are.”


    Anne had spent fifteen years traveling with her mother. During that time, she had learned everything she needed to know about navigation. She knew how to choose accurate maps, and how to read them. She also knew how to find the cardinal directions, and how to determine her location by comparing those directions and the surrounding terrain to the information on a map.


    In fact, Anne had only gotten better at these skills as she’d gained more experience. She was convinced that she was much more accustomed to traveling than Lafalle was. After all, if Lafalle knew what he was doing, he would have acquired a legitimate map right from the start, by whatever means necessary.


    “Very well.”


    Lafalle turned on his heel and went back to his horse, which was grazing nearby with Erril holding its reins. Erril looked at Anne with apprehension. Lafalle exchanged a few words with him, then pulled the map out of the horse’s saddlebag. He then returned to Anne and thrust it at her.


    “Find our location and figure out how to reach our destination. I want to set out soon.”


    Anne nodded and took the map.


    Mithril crawled up Anne’s arm and onto her shoulder, then peered into her face with obvious concern. “Anne. Are you all right?”


    Anne attempted to reassure him. “The place we’re looking for has got to be close. It shouldn’t take much time to get there. I want to arrive as quickly as possible and give Challe some sugar candy.”


    Anne spread the map out in the doorway of workshop and glanced back and forth, comparing it to the position of the sun. She turned the paper around and around until she had lined up the directions on the map with her position.


    I have to do something.


    Frantically racking her brain, she transposed the surrounding landmarks onto the map.


    Straight ahead of her, to the right of the sun, was a series of high cliffs. Scanning the grassy field, she saw that the terrain on their left sloped gradually downward into a sparse forest. In the distance, she could see a flowing river.


    “The grove we were in last night was here, next to this skinny road. Even if we drove the wagon straight ahead all night long, we couldn’t have gotten any further than this circle.”


    She drew a big circle on the map with her finger, then double checked their heading and the surrounding landmarks. Once she had a good idea of where they were, she placed her index finger on the map. At that point, she noticed the x drawn nearby.


    “We’re close,” Anne muttered.


    Mithril’s face lit up. “Really?!”


    Anne turned to face the little fairy. “If I’m right about our current location, then we’re not far from the center of the kingdom. It won’t take even half a day to reach it by wagon.”


    Map in hand, Anne rushed over to Erril and Lafalle, who had been watching her from a distance.


    “I know where we are,” she said. “We’re very close. Only half a day away by wagon.”


    “Show me,” ordered Lafalle.


    Anne nodded. “Fine. Come with me.”


    She turned and walked toward where Challe was sitting on the driver’s bench. His eyes were still tightly closed. Light from the morning sun clung to his eyelashes like drops of water. His expression was calm. He’d lost consciousness because of his injury, then fallen asleep from exhaustion. The fierce presence that always surrounded him had disappeared, and there was something cute about his defenseless appearance.


    It’s all right. Challe is just weak—he’s not going to die.


    Anne reassured herself, then climbed up onto the driver’s bench and gently took the reins out of Challe’s hands. Once she’d slipped into the seat beside him, Mithril settled into Anne’s lap.


    Challe’s eyelashes fluttered, and he opened his eyes. “…What are you doing?” he grumbled absently, still half asleep. “Soldiers…chasing us…”


    “Stay put, okay? We haven’t seen any soldiers following us, so we’re still all right. But it’s dangerous to stay here, so we’re heading out now, toward our goal. It’s fine, I know where we are.”


    “…I see.”


    That was all Challe said before closing his eyes again.


    Anne spurred the horse onward and set the wagon rolling. Still sharing a horse with Erril, Lafalle stayed beside them, keeping close to the wagon as it slowly started to move.


    As the wheels creaked and the horse got into a rhythm, they picked up the pace. Suddenly, Challe’s head plunked down onto Anne’s shoulder. He seemed to be fast asleep and showed no signs of waking.


    Anne kept driving, slightly pleased to feel Challe’s weight pressing against her.


    The road leading to their destination was not particularly well maintained, and they had to make their way forward while detouring around clumps of trees and stones. The wagon’s wheels got stuck in meadow grass and caught on rocks, and there were times when progress was unbearably slow. But they were never forced to abandon the wagon, and somehow, they always found a way around whatever stood in their way.


    Why is that, I wonder?


    Every time an obstacle appeared before them, they were able to search their surroundings and find some detour. Sometimes these alternative routes were concealed by underbrush, or the width of the road had been narrowed by a landslide. And yet it felt like a way had been prepared to take them to their goal.


    Did someone purposely make a path to this place? It’s not even that old. At most, it’s been here a year or so. Has someone else been there?


    If no one traveled down a road for more than a year, it would be swallowed up by nature in no time at all.


    As Anne and the others progressed, the elevation gradually increased, and before long, they were nearly halfway up one of the Birseth mountains.


    The wagon moved through narrow ravines, like great cracks in the earth, as cliffs pressed in on them from both sides. In the valleys, the sparse woods grew more verdant, indicating that there was likely a source of water welling up from somewhere below. The area was noticeably less arid than where they had come from.


    As they rode through the forest, dappled light filtered through the trees and danced over Mithril’s wing, Challe’s cheeks, and the backs of Anne’s hands as she gripped the reins. Challe stayed asleep through all of it.


    The chestnut-colored horse carrying Lafalle and Erril trotted lightly ahead, the sunlight reflecting brightly off its coat.


    The creaking of the wagon’s wheels and the horses’ hoofbeats were the only sounds in the forest as the sun shone overhead.


    “It should be right around here…”


    Anne looked dubiously at the map. Their destination—the very center of the kingdom—should be near the middle of this large valley.


    By estimating the speed the wagon had been traveling since they entered the valley, Anne was able to calculate roughly how far they had come. Based on her estimates, they had arrived.


    Anne steadily slowed the wagon, and Lafalle, riding alongside her, kept pace.


    Mithril’s nostrils suddenly flared. “I smell something sweet!”


    As the little fairy sniffed and snorted, Challe’s eyelashes fluttered, and he slowly opened his eyes. When he realized that he had been leaning on Anne’s shoulder, he gave a strained smile and sat up.


    “Challe, are you all right?” Anne asked.


    “Yes.” He was still leaning back wearily against the wagon, but his voice was surprisingly steady.


    “Don’t overdo it, Challe Fenn Challe,” warned Mithril.


    “Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. More importantly, I smell something sweet. It’s coming from over there.” Challe narrowed his eyes and pointed straight ahead.


    The forest, with its pools of sunlight, continued for some distance ahead. Challe was pointing past the trees, to something white that Anne couldn’t quite make out.


    As the wheels of the wagon slowly turned, the white blur that Challe was pointing at came into focus, and everyone gasped.


    “Sugar apples!” Anne shouted in spite of herself.


    They had come upon an enormous cluster of sugar apple trees, right in the middle of the forest. Their silvery-gray trunks and branches reflected the sunlight, surrounding the grove in a glistening white aurora.


    In the center of the kingdom stands the very first sugar apple tree.


    This was the place Lulu had told them about—the place that no human hands had touched for five hundred years. There could be no doubt about it. The presence of the sugar apple grove was proof enough.


    “We found it!” Lafalle seemed overcome with emotion.


    He gave his horse a kick and rushed toward the sugar apple grove. Anne also whipped her horse and picked up speed.


    The squat, dainty trees had silvery-gray trunks and branches and vibrant leaves that looked like new growth with clusters of little green buds.


    As soon as Anne entered the grove, she pulled her wagon to a halt. She didn’t want to risk damaging any of the trees’ branches. Lafalle and Erril, however, rode their horse straight ahead, deeper into the forest.


    Anne got down from the driver’s bench, and Challe followed slowly after her. Though he seemed a little unsteady on his feet as he alighted, he quickly stood up straight. The two of them walked slowly toward the trees.


    Mithril, however, seemed restless. “I’ll go ahead and scope it out!” he said, dashing off.


    Soon, they started to smell water. Glancing around, they saw a clear pond among the sugar apple trees. Its surface glistened in the sunlight and reflected the surrounding trees like a mirror.


    Lafalle’s horse was eating grass by the water’s edge as Lafalle and Erril made their way through the sugar apple trees that stood around the pond.


    “Anne, Challe Fenn Challe! There’s water! And it’s cold!” Mithril splashed water on his face, washing himself in the pond, then turned to look at them.


    “Is this the place?” Challe asked, glancing around.


    Anne, too, scanned their surroundings. “We’re in the right location, but…” Then she gasped. “That’s…!”


    Anne ran over to a sugar apple tree near the edge of the pond and collapsed to her knees on the spot, speechless.


    Challe and Mithril followed her and peered over Anne’s shoulders at her hands.


    “What’s the matter, Anne?” Mithril asked curiously.


    Anne shook her head. “It doesn’t make any sense. Look.”


    She pointed to a faded red ribbon tied around the tree’s trunk. On it, spelled out in embroidered thread, were the words Mercury Workshop. Challe frowned, too. He must have noticed the inconsistencies between this place and Lulu’s description as well.


    “According to the map, this is definitely the center of the kingdom,” Anne said. “The place Lulu told us about, where the very first sugar apple tree stands. There can be no doubt about it. After all, there’s a sugar apple grove here.”


    Mithril crossed his arms and nodded. “There sure is. No question about that.”


    “But I kept wondering about the route here,” Anne continued. “I got the feeling somebody must be traveling it once or twice a year, and that they purposely made it in order to come here. And now there’s this ribbon. This is a sign that last year, the Mercury Workshop harvested these sugar apples. That means the Mercury Workshop visits this sugar apple grove every year to harvest its fruit.”


    Anne turned back to look at Mithril. “So this can’t be a place untouched by human hands for five hundred years,” she concluded.


    Lafalle and Erril appeared beside them, their feet crunching over the underbrush. They must have heard what Anne was saying.


    “What do you mean, Silver Sugar Master?” Lafalle asked angrily. “Is this not the center of the kingdom?”


    “It is, without a doubt. The location is correct.”


    “But human hands have touched it! For ages, repeatedly!”


    As Lafalle shouted, he tore off a branch from the nearest tree. It made a snapping sound like a shriek, then fell silent. A breeze blew through the grove, making the trees rub against each other and filling the air with a pleasant, refreshing sound.


    After a few moments, Erril spoke up indifferently. “Maybe that Lulu person only thought that humans hadn’t discovered this place. But if they have, there’s nothing we can do. Let’s find another place, Lafalle. As long as it’s safe, anywhere is fine. We can go somewhere else.”


    “We came all the way here because there is no other such place…”


    Lafalle groaned, grasping the branch he’d snapped tightly in both hands. The ambiguous colors of his hair flickered in the light, becoming a gleaming mixture of light green and gold. The warring confusion and determination he felt were obvious from the changes in his hair and wing.


    Challe raised his head slightly, as if taking in the sugar apples’ aroma. He appeared to be thinking about something. After a few moments, perhaps because he was tired, he took a seat under a nearby tree and stared up at the branches.


    “Lulu said the place we were after hadn’t been touched by humans for five hundred years. This is Lulu we’re talking about. I don’t believe she would have said that if she wasn’t sure.”


    At Challe’s words, everyone’s eyes focused on him.


    “There has to be something here,” he continued. “Which one of these is the first sugar apple tree anyway? We don’t even know. Perhaps it can’t be easily found, so no human hands have touched it… Maybe that’s it. Perhaps there is a place here that we cannot see.”


    Once again, Anne surveyed their surroundings. Perhaps there was something here that was still hidden from them.


    “We shall search the grove,” Lafalle muttered, determined. He turned to Anne and added arrogantly, “Make some sugar candy for me, Silver Sugar Master. Start now.” Then he turned and walked off. “Come, Erril.”


    Erril wheeled around to follow Lafalle. But after a moment, he stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Why don’t you eat something, Anne?” he said before catching up with Lafalle.


    Anne realized that she hadn’t had even a sip of water, much less any food, since the previous evening. She wasn’t hungry at all, but she suddenly felt thirsty.


    “At any rate…until we find the first sugar apple tree, Lafalle isn’t going to tell us anything,” Anne said, standing up.


    Most importantly, she needed to do something about Challe, who was so weak he could hardly stand. Lafalle had told her to make sugar candy for him, but before that, she would make some for Challe. She would deceive Lafalle, play dumb, and make candy for Challe before anyone else.
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    Challe was sitting a short distance from the pond, leaning against the trunk of a sugar apple tree with his legs stretched out.


    The sun was starting to set, leaving the sugar apple grove covered in darkness like a thin layer of ink.


    I need to make a fire, thought Challe.


    They were high up in the mountains, so it was sure to get even colder during the night. He and Mithril didn’t need the warmth, but Anne would freeze.


    Yet Challe’s body felt heavy, and the truth was, he couldn’t move it the way he wanted to. The wound from the previous night had closed up, but he had lost quite a lot of vitality.


    Anne had entered her wagon workshop and was now making sugar candy. Challe got the impression she didn’t intend to follow Lafalle’s directions and make candy for him. Judging from the determined expression she’d worn when she entered the workshop, he figured she intended to ignore her orders and make sugar candy for Challe instead.


    If Lafalle discovered a finished piece of candy, he would demand that Anne hand it over, but there was no way she would obediently give it to him. Yet, even if it caused trouble, Challe would be grateful to eat even one piece of sugar candy. As things stood, he could hardly move.


    “You slapped me,” said Erril from behind him.


    Challe had heard the young fairy’s footsteps treading through the underbrush and sensed his presence, so he hadn’t bothered turning around. Unhappy with being ignored, Erril walked around and crouched down right in front of Challe so he would have no choice but to pay attention to him.


    “Earlier tonight, you slapped me,” Erril said again.


    How tedious.


    “What of it?”


    “Why did you slap me? Tell me the reason.”


    “I thought I told you. Because you’re an idiot.”


    “Why didn’t you kill me?”


    “If I killed every idiot, there would be no end to it.”


    Erril fell into sulky silence and hung his head. “You’re not nice, like Lafalle is.”


    The young fairy still had time to make up his mind about things, and Challe didn’t want him to turn out like Lafalle. But right now, Challe was far too tired to bother trying to persuade him. Besides, Challe had already fallen into Lafalle’s trap and offended Erril, and on top of that, he had even slapped him the previous night. It was probably impossible for him to turn things around at this point.


    Erril adores Lafalle, just like a baby bird.


    Perhaps it was a kind of imprinting, like when a chick hatches from its egg and follows around whatever it first lays its eyes on.


    “Do you want me to be nice to you? Even though you’re strong enough on your own?”


    “I still…don’t really understand the ways of the world. I don’t know anything. Because I haven’t been alive that long.”


    “When were you born? I know Lafalle had the diamond you came from in his possession when he fell from the fort’s curtain wall. Was it after that?”


    “Probably, yes. When I realized that I was alive, there was snow all around me, and Lafalle was lying on the ground. He said he had fallen from a battlement. He’d managed to get away somehow but couldn’t move any further. He was on the verge of death as he stared at the diamond. And because Lafalle stared at it, I was born.”


    After falling from the battlement, Lafalle had barely been able to hold his body together. He’d mustered all his strength and fled as far as he could, but he had run out of energy in the middle of a snowy field. He had probably been prepared to die there, staring at the diamond hidden in his jacket as his life faded away. And then, Erril was born.


    “I’m sure he must have been delighted,” said Challe.


    Lafalle had felt kinship even with Challe, who had defied him from the start. And then he had witnessed the birth of another of his brother gemstone fairies—one he’d wished for even more dearly than Challe. He must have been extremely attached to Erril.


    “He was sad,” Erril replied. “He said that I had to run, that he couldn’t be saved and couldn’t come with me. He told me to go someplace where human hands couldn’t reach me and rise up as the fairy king.”


    “Lafalle was prepared to die. How did he save his own life? We are in the center of the kingdom. We accompanied you here. So tell me.”


    “We still haven’t found the place no human hands have touched for five hundred years. Once we find it, I’ll tell you.”


    “Lafalle has you trained well, doesn’t he?”


    “He doesn’t keep me like a pet. I simply like him. I want to be with him.” Erril’s silver eyes wavered and he mumbled, almost in a whisper, “I want to be with him, no matter what he does, no matter what he’s thinking. That’s why I protect him.”


    Everything about Erril, from his downturned eyelashes to his beguiling eyes and mouth, was enchantingly beautiful. And he was a powerful fighter as well. But he was still young, and the only thing he wanted was to be with Lafalle, the one person who made him feel secure. That was why he was so desperate to protect him.


    “Do as you please,” said Challe. “Other than your affection for Lafalle, I understand how you feel.”


    Erril wanted to defend and love someone, to be with them no matter what they did. Challe understood such emotions. Whether that person was a cruel, coldhearted fairy, or a foolish young human woman, the feeling was probably the same.


    Erril stood up and started to walk away, then turned back, as if he’d just remembered something. “Why are you and Mithril both traveling with the human Anne? Is it because you need sugar candy?”


    “Even if she lost both her hands and could never make sugar candy again, I would stay with her.”


    “Why?”


    “The same reason you stay with Lafalle.”


    While Erril took no offense at Challe’s evasive answer, his expression was conflicted.


    “You love her?” he asked. “Even though she’s human?”


    “Do you hate her for being human?” Challe returned the question, and Erril frowned.


    The young fairy pressed lightly at his temples, as if his head hurt. “I don’t know. But I want the sugar candy that she makes. I don’t think I hate her, but she’s a human, so…she’s different from us.”


    “Is it bad to be different?” Challe asked.


    Erril looked startled. He seemed about to say something else, but Challe was feeling annoyed and waved him off with his hand.


    “Go away—you’re irritating. You ask too many questions. You may be an idiot, but you can still think for yourself. The idiot I protect manages it.”


    “I knew it. You’re not nice.” Erril touched his cheek, where Challe had struck him, and hung his head.


    As the young fairy walked away, Challe stared at the wings on his back. The two brilliant, beautiful wings, which looked like they were made of stardust, were all the more stunning because they were a pair. It was only natural for a fairy to envy one who still had both.


    Challe watched Erril go, then got to his feet and set about preparing the fire. Once he got it going, he was finally able to relax. He leaned against the sugar apple tree again and slept.


    “Challe. Challe.”


    He woke to someone whispering his name and shaking his shoulders.


    When he opened his eyes, he saw Anne kneeling before him and peering down at his face, the slender moon and the branches of the sugar apple tree hanging behind her.


    He could tell by the position of the moon that it was the middle of the night.


    He tried to sit up and push away from tree trunk, but he was just as sluggish as before he’d fallen asleep, and he couldn’t move right away.


    Anne seemed to notice, and she shook her head and gently pressed down on Challe’s shoulder, as if telling him not to rise. She looked around nervously and whispered, “Stay right where you are. Lafalle and Erril are sleeping on the other side of the pond. Mithril is keeping watch. Eat this now, while you can.”


    With both hands, she scooped something up from the grass and offered it to Challe.


    Cradled in her palms was a small, glossy, red sugar apple fruit. A butterfly with elegant black wings rested quietly upon it. Moonlight passed through the translucent wings, and though they were black, they glittered as though she had sprinkled them with silver powder.


    “I’m sorry it’s so small. I didn’t have much time. I had to finish it before Lafalle caught on.”


    Anne’s sculpture must have been inspired by the sugar apple grove where she had made the candy, while the black butterfly was a reflection of Challe.


    But in Challe’s eyes, the candy’s shape seemed like the inside of his heart given form. The butterfly nestled close to the cute red fruit reminded him of his love for Anne and his desire to stay close to her.


    The candy had a sweet, enticing aroma as Anne offered it to him.


    Challe reached out with both hands and covered the piece of candy. As his palms surrounded Anne’s, he could sense the sweetness of the silver sugar. A golden light filled the space between their hands, and the candy crumbled apart.


    Staring at that golden light as it flowed out between her fingers, Anne mumbled, “…It’s so beautiful.”


    Challe felt the sweetness permeate his body. The pleasant feeling reminded him of the time Anne had gently caressed his wing, and he sighed.

  

  
    

     Chapter 7 THE SECRET WEAPON TO DEFEAT DESTINY 


    “Are you feeling a little better?”


    The weight of the sugar candy sculpture evaporated from Anne’s palms along with the golden light. Challe narrowed his eyes in joy and stared slightly upward in a daze.


    When Anne asked her question, Challe looked at her. Then he suddenly grabbed her wrists with both hands and brought them to his lips, lightly kissing her palms. As his cold lips touched her skin, his black hair slipped down like silk, brushing against her wrists and fingers. A pleasant shiver ran through her.


    “Your fingers have a sweet scent,” he said, lifting his head and releasing her hands.


    The moon drenched Challe’s hair, eyelashes, and lips in its glow, and his deep black eyes seemed to see right through her.


    “I’m glad. I’m going back to work now. I have to make something for Lafalle.”


    Anne was barely able to answer him. Challe nodded as she feigned calm and stood up. When she turned away, her heart was still pounding.


    Before returning to work, she walked toward the pond to retrieve Mithril Lid Pod, whom she had asked to keep watch. The little fairy was standing by the water, hands on his hips, closely surveying his surroundings. Next to him, a small green frog looked on curiously.


    “Mithril Lid Pod,” said Anne, startling the frog and sending it jumping into the pond.


    Once Mithril noticed her, he dashed over and hopped up onto her shoulder. Then, cautious of his surroundings, he whispered into her ear, “Did Challe Fenn Challe eat?”


    “Yeah. He’s okay. Now I’ve got to hurry and make Lafalle’s—”


    She broke off mid-sentence with a jolt. The feeling of Mithril’s wing as it touched her cheek was incredibly cold. Fairies had naturally cold skin, but their breath and wings were usually warm, reflecting the strength of their life force.


    Anne cocked her head and observed the color and thickness of Mithril’s wing. It looked as thin as it had the previous night, before he had eaten the candy crown sculpture, and had lost its color. And now it was losing its warmth as well.


    Sugar candy only extended a fairy’s life temporarily, and now Anne was being forced to confront that fact. In the course of just one day, Mithril had weakened so much.


    Anne stopped walking, and the words quivered as they came out of her mouth.


    “Say, Mithril Lid Pod. I think I’ll make you some sugar candy right now…”


    “Make Lafalle’s first. It’s reckless of you to skip over him,” Mithril said, cutting Anne off. He grinned, then his expression grew serious. “I can tell what’s happening. I know I’m close to my limit…”


    He clenched both fists. The sugar candy Anne could afford to make in her spare moments was no longer enough. It was as if she was piling up earth, desperately trying to hold back a river that had burst its banks. The water would keep on flowing, easily sweeping away whatever stood in its path. They needed a way to restore the breached banks.


    We have to hurry and find the first sugar apple tree. But how?!


    Anne was certain this was the place Lulu had told them about, where they could find the first silver sugar tree and the chief silver sugar fairy. And she was confident that Lulu wouldn’t have spoken so earnestly unless she was sure.


    Anne gently touched Mithril’s hand with her fingertip. “I’m certain that the first sugar apple tree is here somewhere. We’re going to find it. And once we do, we’ll get Lafalle to tell us his secret.”


    Even as she spoke, Anne doubted her own words.


    That’s wrong. We might not be able to get him to tell us.


    Lafalle had promised to share his secret once they reached their destination, so long as Anne made him sugar candy. But she couldn’t trust him.


    Erril had made them a promise at the same time, and while Anne believed him, if Lafalle interfered, there was a possibility that Erril wouldn’t tell them the secret, either.


    But Mithril Lid Pod had been eating sugar candy to extend his life span. He’d had some from three different candy crafters—the Silver Sugar Master Kat; the son of the former Silver Sugar Viscount, Keith; and Anne—and it would surely bring him at least a bit of good fortune. That sugar candy had given him luck and a chance to make it through.


    We haven’t found the first silver sugar tree. But that’s precisely what’s going to save us. It’s the trump card that will help us win. The good fortune of sugar candy is going to save Mithril.


    Anne was certain that in order to pry Lafalle’s secret from him and Erril, they would need one final bit of leverage. Though she was anxious that they had yet to find the first sugar apple tree, they now had a chance to succeed.


    If Anne could locate the tree before Lafalle did, she could trade that information for his secret. It was simply a question of which of them would find it first. Whoever did would be the winner.


    Let’s try to find it, this trump card, before they do. That will be our secret weapon to defeat destiny.


    Anne couldn’t allow herself to waste Mithril’s good fortune. She couldn’t afford to lose.
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    Erril was lying down at the base of a sugar apple tree, staring up at the night sky. He gazed at the tree’s silvery-gray branches, green leaves, and little, unripe fruits. Beyond the tree he could see the moon. He stared at it for a while, then got tired of looking at it and closed his eyes. He could sense the moonlight through his eyelids. Its white glow reminded Erril of the snowy field where he’d been born.


    When Erril had first opened his eyes, he’d seen Lafalle, half buried in the snow. Snow had even piled up on his ambiguously colored hair, which had been a mixture of light green and light blue.


    Lafalle was crying.


    Tears had been running down his cheeks, though Erril hadn’t been able to tell if they were tears of joy or of regret.


    Startled, Erril had asked Lafalle what happened and for his name. Lafalle had explained that humans had pursued him and that he’d fallen from a battlement. He’d said he was Erril’s brother stone, and that he couldn’t be saved. Then he’d told Erril to flee. He’d pleaded with him to rise up as the fairy king and take the fairy world back from the humans.


    But Erril had only just been born. He didn’t understand anything, and it all made him terribly anxious. He didn’t know where he should go. And he couldn’t leave his brother stone in tears, looking like he might vanish at any moment.


    Lafalle had seemed overwhelmingly sad and lonely. But to Erril, he had been the one and only person Erril could rely on to help him survive in the world.


    Just then, Erril was brought out of his reverie by a wet splash from the pond. He sat up and saw Anne standing by the water. She was talking about something with Mithril, who was sitting on her shoulder.


    For some reason, the scene of the small fairy and the human girl whispering under the moonlight struck Erril as pleasant. He stood up and started toward them, fascinated.


    “Erril. Where are you going?” Lafalle asked quietly. He was lying down on the other side of the sugar apple tree, his eyes still closed.


    “Anne is over there. I’m going to her.”


    “Why do you need to go?”


    The question puzzled even Erril himself. He thought about his interactions with Anne thus far, considered why he might want to go, and came up with one reason that seemed plausible.


    “Because she said she would make me a piece of sugar candy, but I haven’t gotten it yet. So I’m going to ask her again.”


    “There is no need for you to go. I will order it.”


    “It’s better if I ask myself. I get the sense she’ll make something nicer if I do.”


    Lafalle frowned as Erril walked off.


    Anne sensed the young fairy approaching her and immediately went on guard. But once she saw that it was Erril, she smiled in relief.


    “Erril. What’s the matter?” she asked.


    “I should ask you that, Anne. Are you making sugar candy?”


    “I am, but I haven’t finished Lafalle’s yet.”


    “Ah, right… I forgot again. You can’t make any for me.”


    Anne had to make a sugar candy sculpture for Lafalle first. When he remembered that, Erril’s mood sank. The feeling made it clear to him how badly he wanted sugar candy for himself.


    I can’t eat the sugar candy she makes. Lafalle needs it more.


    Anne must have noticed the change in Erril’s expression, because she smiled and said, “I’m going to make Lafalle’s candy now, and the next one will be for you.”


    “Uh-uh. Make the next one for Lafalle, too.” Erril shook his head stubbornly.


    “You want Lafalle to have sugar candy that badly? Why?”


    “Because I…I stole something of his.”


    Anne blinked several times. “What do you mean?”


    “You don’t need to know,” he answered sulkily.


    Erril really did want her to make sugar candy for Lafalle instead, but it was nevertheless extremely disappointing that he wouldn’t be able to savor its sweetness. Some of that frustration came out in his reply.


    “You don’t need to know anything,” he said. “Just make candy for Lafalle. Don’t make it for anyone else. Not for Challe, and not for Mithril. Challe isn’t nice, and Mithril is going to die soon anyway.”


    Anne’s expression changed. Atop her shoulder, Mithril hung his head. But Erril paid them no mind and continued.


    “Don’t make candy for people who aren’t nice. And don’t waste your time on someone who’s dying. Instead—”


    Before Erril could continue, he felt a sudden impact on his left cheek. He was so surprised that for a moment, he didn’t understand what had happened.


    “Anne?!” Mithril cried out in surprise.


    Stunned, Erril covered his cheek with his hand. Anne was glaring at him. Finally, he understood that she had slapped him.


    “…You slapped me?” he asked in a daze.


    “I did,” Anne replied, still glaring. “Because you said awful things.”


    For some reason, though Erril was the one who had been slapped, it was Anne who looked ready to cry. In a trembling voice, she continued, “I am the one who decides who I make sugar candy for. Because I’m the one making it. That’s only natural, right? Even when I make candy for Lafalle, I’m doing it because I choose to. I’m not doing it because he threatened or coerced me. We made a deal, and I want to know his secret. That is something I choose to do. So what makes you think you have the right to criticize my work or make decisions about what I should or shouldn’t do?”


    When she put it that way, Erril saw that it was indeed so. He had simply been irritated without really knowing why and had said inconsiderate things without thinking about it.


    “You’re like a spoiled little brat,” Anne continued. “You don’t think things through, and you don’t understand anything. Challe is kind, and Mithril Lid Pod isn’t going to die. If you don’t like being slapped, you can hit me back or threaten me with your blades. But just now, you were in the wrong.”


    Erril was even more taken aback by Anne’s direct challenge. They stared at each other for a few moments. Gradually, his astonishment dissipated, and he hung his head.
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  I can’t believe I got slapped, not just by Challe…but by Anne, too.


  Erril’s mood withered. He wondered why people kept slapping him.


  Lafalle would never have slapped him. When Challe had done it, Erril hadn’t dwelled too much on it, since Challe was simply unkind by nature. But Anne was a nice person who made such sweet and graceful sugar candy sculptures, and she had been friendly to Erril from the start.


  It shocked him that a girl like her had gotten so angry with him that she had slapped him. It seemed clear that there was some reason why both Challe and Anne had slapped him, and that the reason lay with him.


  “…I’m sorry,” he said. The words came naturally.


  This time, it was Anne’s turn to be shocked. Her anger seemed to vanish like magic. But Erril hadn’t used any magic; he had simply apologized.


  “I don’t really understand what I did wrong. But it made you angry, so I know I must have done something bad.”


  Anne smiled wryly. “It’s okay,” she said with a sigh. “I’m sorry I slapped you…”


  Erril felt like something in him and Anne had collided, burst, and melted together. That was the sense he got, and, though he couldn’t explain what it meant, he was seized by that mysterious sensation.


  Lafalle always treated Erril kindly. He stroked his hair and whispered nice things to him. But Erril had never had an experience like this with Lafalle. He’d never felt as though they’d overlapped and converged.


  Erril was sure there were many things still unfamiliar to him. The world was full of mysteries, and he pictured them sparkling marvelously in his imagination.


  Anne spoke cheerfully, already back to normal. “Once you two find the place you’re looking for, Lafalle will calm down, right? I’ll feel calmer, too, once he tells me his secret. After that, I’ll make you your sugar candy.”


  “Really?” Erril’s voice brightened.


  Anne nodded. “Yeah. I want to make something for you, so I will. I promise. Just wait.”


  “Promise?”


  Atop Anne’s shoulder, Mithril threw out his chest proudly. “If she makes you a promise, you can count on it,” he said. “My number one subject does not tell lies.”


  “Okay, I’ll wait until then.”


  A promise. The word made Erril happy.


  “You may have slapped me, Anne, but you’re still nice,” he said. “Challe isn’t, though. He slapped my cheek, too, but he never made me a promise like you did.”


  Anne’s eyes went wide. “Challe slapped you, too?! Why?”


  “I asked him the reason, and he said it was because I was an idiot.”


  At his answer, Anne burst out laughing.


  Erril felt a little offended. “What’s so funny?”


  “It’s just that Challe calls me an idiot all the time, too. I laughed because we’re the same. Did he say anything else?”


  “He yelled at me not to be so quick to fight.”


  “Erril. Challe is nice—that’s why he slapped you, and why he called you an idiot. If you’re quick to fight, one battle will lead to another, and you’ll always have somebody chasing you. He said those things because he doesn’t want that to happen to you, because he wants to protect you. Though I bet Challe didn’t explain all that.”


  Mithril nodded along atop Anne’s shoulder. “That guy’s not much of a talker, you see. He’s hard to deal with.”


  “So he’s nice? I don’t get it.”


  “Think about it for yourself. You can take your time.”


  Anne reached out toward Erril’s cheek. Her sweet-smelling fingers gently caressed the spot where she and Challe had struck him.


  “Think it over.”


  Anne is saying the same thing as Challe.


  Erril was startled. Challe had slapped him and then pushed him away. Anne had followed up with a promise, spoken to him calmly, and caressed his cheek.


  And yet they’d said the same thing to him.


  Think for myself?


  After being told the same thing twice by two different people, something finally dawned on Erril.


  What do I spend my time thinking about? he wondered.


  The thought always occupying Erril’s mind was how much he wanted to be with Lafalle. That was why he had followed the other fairy, fought alongside him, traveled with him, and gotten angry on his behalf. He had never felt like thinking about anything else.


  “We’ll be going now,” said Anne as she started to walk off. “I have work to do.”


  Erril hurriedly called out to stop her. “Wait, Anne.”


  Anne paused and turned around.


  “If I think, will something good happen?” Erril asked.


  “Hmm…” Anne looked up at the night sky uncomfortably before mumbling, “Probably not…”


  “No?” Erril sounded disappointed.


  Anne smiled and added, “But it might change your future. Whether for better or worse, I don’t know.”


  With that, she waved and started off again. Mithril waved from atop her shoulder and grinned.


  “For your information, I’m definitely not going to die,” he yelled. “And it’s all thanks to Anne!”


  Erril stared after them, finally realizing what he’d done wrong. He had made merciless remarks about Mithril, who was trying so hard to live. That was why Anne had gotten angry on the little fairy’s behalf.


  Erril felt the fog lift from his eyes, and the world open up a little bit. He hadn’t even been aware a fog was there. But now he could tell that a thick cloud had been hanging over him—a cloud of confusion. There were so many things that Erril didn’t understand, like the way the world worked and how other people felt. But he was starting to believe that he could clear away that fog all on his own.


  And once it was lifted, he would get a glimpse of things he’d never imagined. But what would lie before him when that happened?


  My future?


  He had never thought about such things. Until now, the only thought in his head had been to always stay with Lafalle. The very idea of a future was new to him. He wondered what it was. Was it simply a life spent with Lafalle and nothing more?


  No.


  He had a feeling there was something even greater waiting for him on the hazy horizon.


  As he mulled this over, Erril returned to Lafalle. He lay down on the other side of the sugar apple tree and closed his eyes.


  “Lafalle. Are you awake?”


  “I am. What is it, Erril?”


  “Is there really a place here that humans can’t reach?”


  That was the first thing he wanted to know. Anne had made him a promise, but if their goal wasn’t here, it might never be fulfilled.


  Erril wanted to try eating the fragile, beautiful, sweet treat known as sugar candy.


  “I believe there is,” Lafalle replied. “All we have to do is find it, and then we can gather other fairies there, build our strength, and mount a real opposition to the humans this time. You’ll be able to take back the fairy kingdom, as fairy king.”


  Erril was sure that Lafalle was wearing a tender, charming smile and looking up at the moon as he spoke.


  On countless occasions, Lafalle had told Erril that he was a fairy king and that he must take back the fairy kingdom.


  “You must fight, Erril.”


  Lafalle and Challe said opposite things.


  Why are their words so different?


  Erril realized he had been asking “why” a lot lately. He had a lot of doubts, so many that he was amazed the question had never occurred to him before.


  At the moment, there was only one thing Erril understood clearly.


  “Right now, all I want is a place where I can live without being chased or captured. As long as I can go there with you, I don’t care about anything else. I just want us to be together,” he said, speaking from the heart.


  Erril heard Lafalle sit up and sensed the other fairy peering over at him. But Erril didn’t open his eyes.


  “How many times do I have to tell you, Erril?” said Lafalle. “You are a fairy king. You are different from other fairies. Your destiny is to reclaim the fairy kingdom. And to do that, you must do battle against the humans.”


  “What does it mean to be a king?”


  “A king is someone who leads his people and protects them and his kingdom.”


  “Well, then Mithril Lid Pod is a king.”


  Lafalle burst into laughter. “That’s nonsense,” he scoffed.


  But Mithril, who had called Anne his subject, and who had stood up for her, behaved exactly as Lafalle had described. If Erril was indeed a king, he wanted to be like Mithril.


  “You’re wrong,” Erril replied flatly. “He is a king. At least, to Anne he is.”


  At that, Lafalle fell into suspicious silence. After a few moments, he asked probingly, “What’s going on, Erril? Did something happen?” His voice was as gentle and sweet as ever.


  Unconsciously, Erril touched his cheek—where Challe had struck him and Anne had touched him tenderly.


  “It’s nothing, Lafalle. I was just…thinking a little. That’s all.”


  Erril had many things to think about. More questions seemed to tumble into his hands with each passing moment. He wondered if the future Anne had spoken of would somehow materialize before him if he did what she’d suggested and took his time thinking everything over.


  Starting the following morning, Erril and Lafalle walked all around the sugar apple grove. However, they didn’t find anything.


  After three more days, Lafalle began to grow visibly irritated. Erril had half given up and was preoccupied with leaving for somewhere even farther off.


  It seemed unlikely that the place they were seeking was here in the grove. But if they didn’t locate their goal, Anne wouldn’t keep her promise, and Erril wouldn’t get to eat any sugar candy. That was an extremely disappointing thought.


  Anne, however, did not seem so disappointed. She spent most of her time working with silver sugar, continuously making sugar candy to satisfy Lafalle. But whenever she found some free time, she would explore the sugar apple grove. She seemed convinced that there was something to find.


  Challe seemed likewise certain, and he showed no signs of giving up, either.


  Mithril was weakening before their eyes, but he never stopped helping Anne make her sugar candy, insisting he was fine whenever she asked.


  Erril didn’t understand any of it—Lafalle’s fixation and frustration, Anne’s determination, Challe’s patience, or Mithril’s show of courage.


  He wondered why the group of fairies and humans—himself included—had gathered there. What were they all thinking? What were they searching for? At the same time he was examining his own thoughts and feelings, Erril was doing his best to keep a close eye on the others and to consider their words and actions.


  He thought that if he did, he might start to understand his future.
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  When Anne and the others had arrived at the sugar apple grove, the fruits had been green and hard like stones.


  However, after eight days, the apples had grown larger and fuller, and their tops had started to take on a faint red tinge. The breeze shaking the trees’ silvery-gray branches was turning chilly, giving the sense that autumn was finally in full swing.


  Anne had been spending most of each day inside her wagon’s workshop, producing sugar candy sculptures to satisfy Lafalle. Normally, she would have been fine keeping up such a pace, but Anne spent her only breaks—those for meals—searching for the first sugar apple tree after rushing through her food. At night, she passed out and slept only a little.


  But it seemed like scolding her for this harsh routine would only upset her further.


  Mithril was growing weaker by the day. Anne could tell he was losing ground even with a supply of sugar candy. Challe, too, could feel that things were growing dire. But there was nothing he could do except to keep on searching.


  I wonder how much longer Mithril Lid Pod has?


  At best, three days. If things went poorly, he might vanish that very night. But Challe didn’t want to give up until all hope was lost.


  Challe had never spent so much time with a fellow fairy before. For the first fifteen years of his life, he’d been with Liz, and after that he had wandered the earth alone, so he had never had the chance.


  At first, he had found it bothersome and tedious. Mithril was boisterous and annoying and had caused him many headaches. But though Challe was sure Mithril would irritate him forever, he didn’t want the little fairy to vanish.


  Challe touched every sugar apple tree, one by one. He stroked their leaves, smelled their fruits’ aroma, and patted their trunks to see if one might feel different from the others.


  Little by little, his impatience grew. But he found nothing.


  “Where is it?” Lafalle groaned.


  When Challe heard the other fairy’s voice, he stopped walking. He could see Lafalle from behind, standing still in the middle of a cluster of sugar apple trees. Erril got up from where he had been sitting at the root of a nearby tree and gazed at Lafalle sadly.


  “Come on, Lafalle,” Erril said, touching the other fairy’s shoulder soothingly, “let’s leave here already.”


  When Lafalle raised his head, his expression was grim. “Leave here and go where?” he asked.


  “We can find someplace else, can’t we? Some place we can make safe and secure with our own hands.”


  “You don’t get it.” Lafalle looked up at the sky and gritted his teeth. “Anywhere we go in this country, humans will be there. And they will hunt us. There is no safe place… Isn’t that right, Challe Fenn Challe?”


  He looked over his shoulder as he asked the question. Apparently, he had noticed Challe’s presence.


  “That’s right,” Challe answered. “There is no place where fairies can be safe. But right now, in Lewiston, they are working to train new silver sugar fairies. The fairies are learning how to make sugar candy, working as equals with the humans, and creating a place where they can belong. That project will serve as a stepping stone for fairies to one day live on equal terms with humans.”


  Lafalle scoffed and turned around. The wing on his back shimmered a faint gold, showing his irritation. “One day? And how many years do you think that will take?”


  “At the very least, I expect it will take more than five hundred years.”


  At his answer, Lafalle laughed out loud. “That’s pure fantasy, Challe! Surely it would be much easier to find a place that’s been hidden from humans for five hundred years.”


  Erril shook his head. “But does such a place really exist? Here? It doesn’t seem like it.”


  Challe glanced at the sugar apple trees surrounding them and declared, “It does. I know it.”


  “How can you be sure?”


  “Lulu Leaf Lean, the last silver sugar fairy, wouldn’t say such a thing without a reason.”


  That was when it happened. The three fairies were startled by the sound of horses clearly not their own.


  Two provincial soldiers were sitting astride a pair of horses near the border between the sugar apple grove and the rest of the forest. They seemed surprised to have discovered the fairies.


  Pursuers!


  The soldiers they’d defeated eight days prior must have returned to their base, then sent out search parties in all directions, hunting for them.


  The soldiers turned around and tried to dash off into the forest.


  Challe knew that if he let them escape, they would return with their whole detachment. He couldn’t let them go.


  Lafalle whirled around and ran to the spot where his chestnut-colored horse was tied up. Challe followed him and snatched the reins as soon as Lafalle had untied the horse.


  “I’ll go,” he said, ignoring Lafalle’s scowl as he jumped onto the horse’s back.


  He took a moment to get control of the animal, then gently spurred it into motion and guided it over to Anne’s wagon. He knocked on the door of the workshop from atop the horse, and Anne immediately stuck her head out. Challe noticed that her arms and legs, which had always been slim, had grown thinner over the past few days.


  “What’s going on?” she asked.


  “Pursuers. A search party of soldiers found us.”


  Anne paled, but Challe reassured her.


  “I’m going to stop them,” he said.


  He could see into the workshop over Anne’s shoulder. Mithril was sitting quietly on the workbench, absentmindedly holding vials of colored powder. He hadn’t even noticed Challe.


  Seeing him like that struck Challe right in the heart.


  “I’ll be back before the sun sets,” he announced.


  Then he kicked the horse again, harder this time, and urged it into a gallop. As the horse picked up speed, Challe leaned forward in order to move even faster.


  Compared to humans, fairies’ bodies were about 30 percent lighter. Horses could run faster if they were carrying less weight, so it was entirely possible that Challe would catch up to the soldiers.


  The forest streamed past him on both sides. He galloped along in the gentle autumn light, surrounded by green leaves that were just starting to turn yellow.


  Challe was a little anxious about leaving Anne and Mithril behind. But if Lafalle chased down the soldiers, he would certainly kill them. Challe didn’t want to let him murder any more humans than he already had. Even if it was Lafalle who killed them, if Erril was with him, he would be seen as dangerous, too.


  I’ll catch up to the soldiers and capture them, then set their horses free.


  Without horses, it would probably take the soldiers a whole day to reach the nearest village. From there, it would be another three days before they could contact their base, prepare their troops, and make it back to the grove. In total, Challe could buy them four days’ time.


  And four days would be plenty.


  Mithril probably didn’t have more than three days left. And if Mithril vanished, then he and Anne could simply hand Lafalle over when the provincial soldiers caught up to them.


  He wanted to let Erril go free, but if the young fairy tried to fight alongside Lafalle, Challe would have to do battle against both of them again.


  He gave the horse another kick. He had to hurry. He needed to get back to the sugar apple grove as quickly as possible and continue searching for the first sugar apple tree. He couldn’t afford to waste any time. After all, Mithril didn’t have much left.
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  Anne felt helpless as she watched Challe rush off in pursuit of the provincial soldiers.


  Lafalle needed sugar candy, so he wasn’t likely to harm Anne, at least until he found the place he was looking for. And Erril was unlikely to raise a hand to her without reason. Yet Anne couldn’t help feeling afraid. She was worried about Challe, too.


  She looked back into the workshop and saw Mithril sitting on the workbench, absentmindedly clutching vials of colored powder. He wasn’t moving, and he didn’t seem to have noticed Anne and Challe’s conversation. The tip of his wing twinkled faintly. It looked like it was melting into the air.


  Anne bit her lip. The only thing she could do for Mithril was make more sugar candy. From time to time, she’d been able to feed him small pieces of sugar candy without Lafalle finding out, but it hadn’t been enough to help him recover.


  I’ll go look for the first sugar apple tree, too.


  Anne made up her mind, opened the door of the wagon, and put her foot down on the step.


  As soon as she did, Lafalle appeared out of the vehicle’s shadow. He stood right in front of her, blocking her way. Wearing a smile as ambiguous as the color of his hair, he looked up at Anne.


  “What’s the matter, Silver Sugar Master?”


  “I would also like to search for the first sugar apple tree.”


  “You are supposed to make sugar candy. We will do the searching.”


  “But—”


  “Did you not hear me? Make candy, I said!”


  Lafalle cocked his head to the side and grinned impatiently. Anne could feel the hatred and murderous intent behind his expression, and a chill ran up her spine.


  “Fine…” Anne slunk back into the workshop and clenched her fists in frustration.


  All she could do was keep making sugar candy for Mithril, even though she knew it was futile. She’d keep doing that, and, before the sun set, Challe would return. Then he would search in her place. She could trust him to handle things.


  As Anne continued her work inside the wagon, the sunlight streaming in through the high windows began to turn orange. Anne looked up and saw the pink glow of sunset in the sky.


  She sighed in relief. Challe had promised he would be back before sunset. He would be there soon.


  She turned back to the silver sugar in her hands and kept working.


  The first sugar apple tree has to be here. The secret weapon we need to defeat destiny is hidden in this grove.


  She stretched out some silver sugar dough and cut it into thin petals. Then she layered them together to form a flower.


  Mithril was still sitting there with a vacant look on his face. He had been like that since the previous day. Until three days ago, Mithril had trotted back and forth across the workbench, helping Anne with her work. But his movements had gradually slowed, and he had started sitting down more and more frequently.


  Although Anne had encouraged him to rest, he’d refused.


  “I am a Silver Sugar Master’s assistant and a king,” he’d said, puffing out his chest and standing up again. “So I will help my subject with her labors.”


  Every time she told him to rest, Mithril would force himself to stand, so she stopped saying anything. Then, only one day earlier, he’d slipped into his current condition.


  Where can it be? We’ve already searched almost the whole grove.


  Anne imagined that Lafalle was similarly frustrated. Despite all their searching, they still hadn’t found the first sugar apple tree. But Lafalle’s irritation had another source.


  He had yet to recover his full strength. Every time he ate a piece of sugar candy, he would go deep into the sugar apple grove by himself and stare at the palms of his hands. Anne had watched him and had figured out what he was doing. He was trying to produce those silvery-red threads—his original weapon. But when the beads of sparkling light failed to gather in his palms, he would lower his hands, defeated.


  The candy sculptures Anne made were small, but Lafalle had eaten so many of them. It was strange that he showed no signs of recovery.


  Maybe it’s related to his secret.


  Anne’s hands stopped working as she lost herself in thought. Suddenly, all the vials of colored powder lined up on her workbench fell over at once.


  When she looked over in surprise, she saw that Mithril had collapsed and was buried under the vials.


  “Mithril Lid Pod?!”


  She rushed to scoop him up in her hand and found that his body was limp. His wing had grown terribly thin and was as cold as ice.


  Mithril slowly opened his eyes. “Anne? Looks like I’m a little worn out.”


  “Y-yes, it does.” Suppressing the tremble in her voice, Anne tried to smile.


  I have to smile.


  Two years earlier, Anne had watched her mother Emma grow steadily weaker. At first, Anne had sobbed and cried at every turn. But on one occasion, a troubled-looking Emma had said something to her.


  “Don’t cry, Anne. Smile instead. It’s too painful for Mama to see you cry. Mama’s in a lot of pain right now, so please don’t make it any harder.”


  It was the first time Anne had ever heard her mother complain like that. Emma’s confidence and energy had always been her strengths. It made Anne feel ashamed of herself.


  After that, Anne had tried her best to make sure she never cried. She’d reminded herself that her Mama was the one having a hard time, not her, and tried to smile. Because when Anne smiled, Emma would smile a little, too.


  “Why don’t we take a little rest together, Mithril Lid Pod?” she suggested.


  She cradled the little fairy carefully in both hands and stepped out of the workshop. There was a bed of grass for Mithril up on the driver’s bench, so that was where Anne laid him down. Mithril had prepared the bed himself. He had gathered grasses from the underbrush, as well as twigs and leaves from the sugar apple trees, and formed them into a round bed like a bird’s nest, which he had decorated every day with small autumn flowers. Mithril had lacked the energy to gather fresh flowers for the past two days, and the old ones had withered, so Anne had replaced them herself. Now it was covered with sweet autumnal blossoms in whites and oranges.


  Once he was lying down, Mithril let out a long sigh. “Say, Anne? Did you ever give Challe Fenn Challe an answer?”


  Since their arrival at the sugar apple grove, the matter had completely escaped Anne’s thoughts. She realized that Challe hadn’t been teasing her at all, either. The two of them were desperate to find the secret weapon that would save Mithril.


  “No, not yet.”


  “Well, hurry up and answer him. Tell Challe Fenn Challe that you’re hopelessly in love with him.”


  “I can’t…”


  When she heard Mithril’s feeble voice, Anne’s own became choked with tears despite her best efforts. It was so like the little fairy to still be worrying about Anne and Challe’s relationship, even when he was so weak.


  “I’m a human, and Challe’s a fairy. I’ll grow old and die, and I’ll leave him all alone. Then he’ll be unhappy, just like he was before. He’ll probably end up wandering the kingdom by himself again.”


  “In that case, Anne, are you saying that if you’d known things would turn out like this, you wouldn’t have wanted to spend time with me? That if you had known I would die before you, you would have rather ended our friendship and said good-bye?”


  “Of course not!” Anne put her hand on the edge of the driver’s bench and leaned forward. “Which of us lives longer has nothing to do with it!” she insisted. “I want us to be together forever! It will be lonely and sad when you leave me behind, that’s why I don’t want to part with you, Mithril Lid Pod! I want us to stay together for as long as we possibly can!”


  “Well, there you go,” he said with a grin, shooting her a thumbs-up. “Right now, I’m you, Anne. And you’re Challe Fenn Challe.”


  “Ah…”


  Mithril’s words cut straight through Anne’s disordered thoughts. It was a shockingly simple, vividly clear idea, and it pierced her deeply. How could she have missed something so obvious?


  “It’s not hard at all, is it, Anne? You really are a scarecrow brain.”


  He’s right. I am a scarecrow brain.


  If she really loved someone, she would want to be with them for as long as possible, even if they eventually had to separate, and she was left all alone again.


  I’ll never regret the time I spent with Mithril. I’ll never be sad about it.


  Now it was perfectly clear. No matter what might happen, no matter the end result, meeting him and spending time with him could never be a source of sorrow. Far from it, the days they’d spent together were unbelievably precious. Anne had obtained a priceless treasure. There was no way it could bring her anything but joy.


  “I don’t have much time left. I wonder if Challe Fenn Challe will be back soon.” Mithril closed his eyes. “Anne… When Challe Fenn Challe gets back, kiss him right away…”


  The tips of the little fairy’s hair and wing wavered unsteadily, glowing faintly silver.


  “Wait, Mithril Lid Pod! I’m going to find it, right now! The first sugar apple tree!”


  Holding Mithril’s body in both hands and clutching him to her breast, Anne started running.


  Challe, Challe! How can you be gone, at a time like this?!


  Suppressing the urge to cry, she dashed off in search of the first sugar apple tree. As she ran, she scanned her surroundings. The sugar apple trees swayed in the autumn breeze, their dainty silver branches flexing this way and that. Pale-pink clouds spread across the sky beyond.


  Anne understood in the back of her mind that she wasn’t going to find the tree by haphazardly running around the grove. But she couldn’t stop herself. She had to keep searching. She couldn’t bear to do anything else.


  The first sugar apple tree. Where is it? Where? Where can it be?!


  She grew increasingly confused, and an impatience bordering on anger took hold of her. She ran around without looking where she was going. When she dashed between two trees, Anne found herself at the edge of the pond.


  She was out of breath. Everything hurt.


  It wasn’t a lie. Lulu said it was here and she wasn’t lying. Where is it?! Lulu, where?!


  “Lulu!” Anne screamed the fairy’s name, impulsively calling for her help. “Tell me! Lulu!”


  At that moment, Lulu’s voice seemed to echo in her ears.


  “You can see it, but it’s invisible.”


  That was what Lulu had told her, and only her.


  An idea flashed into Anne’s mind, and she gasped.


  The beautiful surface of the pond, wavering at her feet like a watery mirror, clearly reflected Anne’s image. Behind her, a large sugar apple tree, taller even than Challe, appeared in the water. The large tree was flanked by two shorter ones.


  Anne turned around and looked behind her. There, she saw the two short trees she had just run between, and nothing else.


  She looked again at the pond. Behind Anne’s reflection, visible on the water’s surface, were the two short trees, accompanied by the larger one.


  I can see it in the water, but not on the ground!


  I can see it, but it’s invisible.


  “This is the first sugar apple tree,” she mumbled in amazement. “It’s here…our secret weapon.”


  Like a bright beam of light, hope streamed into Anne’s heart.


  I’ve got it! Our trump card!


  Anne held Mithril to her chest and felt the coldness of his wing, as if confirming he was still there. Then she took off running.


  “Just wait a little longer, Mithril Lid Pod!”


  She ran through the sugar apple grove, heading for the opposite side of the pond.


  When she reached the opposite bank, she looked at the water again and made sure that the first sugar apple tree was still reflected on its surface.


  She closed her eyes, breathed in deep, and exhaled. Then she opened her eyes again, raised her chin, and shouted.


  “Lafalle, Erril! I found the first sugar apple tree! I’ll tell you where it is! Come here, quickly!”


  Erril and Lafalle appeared from different directions, emerging from the sugar apple grove. Erril cocked his head curiously, while Lafalle smiled at her, doubt in his eyes.


  “You found it, Silver Sugar Master?” the older fairy asked. “This isn’t a joke?”


  “Before I say anything, Lafalle, tell me your secret.”


  “Tell me where the tree is first, so I know whether or not you really found it.”


  “No. You first.”


  “Are you in any position to order me around?”


  “I am.”


  Anne frantically checked to make sure she could feel Mithril’s weight against her chest. He was still there.


  My king is strong. I know he’s going to triumph over his fate. And I’m the one who has the secret weapon.


  Anne told herself that she, too, was strong and resilient. She kept her gaze trained on Lafalle.


  “You’re still desperately searching for the right spot. So this time, I have the upper hand. Besides, it ought to be more important to both of you to learn the location of the tree then to continue keeping Lafalle’s secret.”


  “Then how can you prove to us that you really found the first sugar apple tree?”


  “The fact that I was a pupil of Lulu Leaf Lean, the last silver sugar fairy, ought to be proof enough. She told her final pupils about a place that is important for candy crafters as well as fairies—where the first sugar apple tree stands. It sounded like a riddle, and I didn’t really understand it. But it’s all clear now.”


  Anne pressed ahead.


  “Because I am a candy crafter, the silver sugar fairy confided in me. The fact that I am a candy crafter should serve as proof that she gave me the clues I would need. Or is that not sufficient? Will you continue to doubt me and keep searching on your own?”


  Anne was challenging them directly, and Erril looked at her, both worried and confused.


  “Why are you so desperate, Anne?” he asked.


  His question seemed terribly obtuse. Anne felt her eyes fill with tears from impatience and agitation. But she couldn’t allow her stress to hold her back. She tried her best to swallow her tears and shouted:


  “Because someone I love is vanishing in my hands as we speak! Obviously!”


  Erril’s eyes opened wide. “You love him?”


  “Of course I do! That’s why I’m so determined to save him! To use everything at my disposal to help him! He’s always been by my side, helping me whenever I feel down, and this time it’s my turn! So tell me your secret! Then I’ll tell you everything I know!”


  A chill evening breeze rushed past them. The leaves on the sugar apple trees rustled, and the surface of the pond wavered and twinkled as it reflected the pink sky.


  Lafalle peered down at Anne with a blank expression, but after a few moments, he smiled.


  “…Very well,” he said. “I’ll tell you. But if you don’t give me the location of the first sugar apple tree after I reveal my secret, I will kill you.”


  “I will give it to you. You have my word,” Anne replied.


  At that, Erril stepped forward, to Anne’s surprise. He approached her and touched her softly to show that he didn’t mean her any harm. Anne stood there stiffly as Erril gently touched her hands and whispered.


  “I’ll show you the secret, so set his body down.”


  “You know Lafalle’s secret, too?” she asked.


  Anne was suspicious, thinking it must be some kind of trick, but Erril shook his head.


  “The secret that you’re seeking, Anne, is not Lafalle’s,” he replied. “It’s mine.”


  “…What? What do you mean?”


  “You want to save him, right? Then trust me. Lay him down right there.”


  Erril’s silver eyes were honest, and though they were a different color than Challe’s, the nobility in them was the same.


  I’ll trust him.


  Anne knelt down and laid Mithril out on the underbrush. His body was light and small, and his wing and the tips of his hair glowed faintly, twinkling as they began to dissolve into the air. His eyes were closed, and he was unconscious.


  Erril knelt down in front of Anne, with Mithril between them. Then he held both hands out over Mithril’s body.


  From Erril’s palms came a faint silver light, which slowly drifted downward like a fog made from breaking apart tiny gemstones.


  Anne was at a loss for words as she stared intently at the light.


  She had seen Challe, Lafalle, and Erril all gather light out of the air and form it into weapons. But now Erril was producing light from his own two hands. That light formed a sort of aura or glow that seemed to reach out with a will of its own, touching Mithril’s cheeks, shoulders, and wing. It coiled around him as if soothing him.


  “Fairies all have one special ability,” said Erril, as if speaking to himself. “I am a gemstone fairy, so my ability is making sharp things.”


  Challe had told Anne the same thing—that fairies each had their own special power, and that gemstone fairies had the natural ability to create sharp objects. But normally, each fairy had only one such gift.


  “Yet it’s the strangest thing,” Erril continued. “I turned out to have another ability. The power to save a life about to be lost, to repair a broken body.”


  Astonished, Anne glanced at Lafalle. His ambiguously colored hair was a complex mix of hues as it reflected the beautiful pink sky. He smiled.


  “Erril’s power saved my life. However, I paid a price.” He looked down at his own palms. “It stole my own ability.”


  That was the reason Lafalle could no longer create the sharp, silvery-red threads. He must have been hoping to regain that power by eating Anne’s sugar candy sculptures. But his ability would probably never come back.


  That was why he had been so irritated. Because he had realized the truth—that his power would not be restored no matter how many pieces of sugar candy he ate. That he had lost his ability for good.


  “I think that will probably do it.”


  At Erril’s words, Anne looked down. He pulled his hands away, revealing Mithril’s body beneath them. The little fairy’s eyes were closed, and he wasn’t moving.


  “Mithril Lid Pod…?”


  Anne called his name and gently touched his cheek and wing. His wing had a faint warmth to it.


  “…Did you save him?” she asked Erril.


  “Probably. It feels like I closed up all the open seams in his body. But just like Lafalle, he’s going to lose his special ability. And I expect he’ll be sleeping for a long time.”


  “Thank goodness.”


  Anne felt all the strength drain from her body, and she sank to the ground. Down on all fours, she pressed her cheek against Mithril’s body.


  We won.


  Joy gently spread through Anne’s heart.


  “Thank goodness…thank goodness…”


  Her voice trembled, and her vision blurred.


  Mithril Lid Pod. We won. We defeated your destiny!


  The good fortune of the sugar candy and Mithril’s own strength had triumphed over his fate.


  Anne sensed Erril rising to his feet and heard Lafalle’s voice from above.


  “Now, Silver Sugar Master, tell me. Where is the first sugar apple tree?”


  Anne looked up at him. Suddenly free from all her anxiety, she had lost herself in thought. However, she had promised to tell them, and she knew she had to do so right away.


  Anne turned toward the pond and pointed directly behind her.


  “Over there… It’s over there. You see those two sugar apple trees right next to each other? Stand between them and look down into the water. You’ll see a large tree that is only visible on the water’s surface. That is most likely the first sugar apple tree. I know because Lulu told me that ‘you can see it, but it’s invisible.’ I can’t be wrong.”


  Erril frowned as he looked toward the pond. “You can only see it in the water? Are you sure it really exists?”


  “Yes, it must. I see now.” Lafalle chuckled. “I’ve read such inscriptions before, like riddles. They also included the method for reaching it. We can go, Erril. That place is for you, for the fairy king. You go over to the other side of the pond first. I’ll follow later.”


  “What are you going to do?” Erril asked uneasily.


  Lafalle smiled tenderly and caressed Erril’s hair. “I need to get something from this Silver Sugar Master,” he said. “Once I have it, I’ll be right there.”


  Erril seemed reluctant to go, but Lafalle urged him on with a look, and he started walking. Once Erril’s figure had vanished toward the other side of the sugar apple grove, Lafalle smiled.


  The color of his hair and his expression were charming and mysterious. With the beautiful glow of the sunset behind him, he smoothly unsheathed the sword at his hip.


  Anne didn’t have time to be surprised.


  Lafalle took a step toward her, and when he was right in front of her face, she felt a sudden impact, like he had hit her with all his might.


  It’s hot!


  A moment later, she felt a heat in her belly, like someone had thrust a red-hot poker into it, and she was hit with terrible pain.


  Unable to even cry out, Anne slouched forward. She saw Lafalle’s sword sticking out of her stomach, and her whole body shivered and went cold. Then the pain increased drastically.


  It hurts, it hurts.


  Lafalle whispered sweetly and tenderly into her ear, “I’m taking your life, my sweet Silver Sugar Master. Once you die, there will be no one who knows the location of the first sugar apple tree. No one will be able to come after us. I’ll miss the sugar candy that you make, but candy crafters are easy to come by. Not only that, but… Luckily, in Challe’s eyes, you are one of a kind.”


  Lafalle’s cold lips touched her ear.


  “I won’t give you an easy death. But don’t get your hopes up. You won’t die quickly, but I made sure to hit your vitals. You will leave this world racked with pain and despair. By the time the sun has set, you’ll be at peace. Until then, suffer.”


  He pulled the sword back out, and Anne screamed from pain and fell over. She curled up, clutching her stomach, and moaned. Blood poured from the wound as she pressed against it with both hands. The red liquid that flowed between her fingers was terribly hot.


  She could see Lafalle’s boots treading on the underbrush as he walked away.


  Every time I breathe, it hurts, it hurts.


  As she took short, rapid breaths, she felt her hands getting wet with blood as her body grew cold. Fear consumed her.


  She could see Mithril through the blades of grass. She was relieved to find him unharmed, but her vision was starting to grow blurry. She began to cry, a reaction to the pain.


  Anne was intensely aware that she was dying.


  Challe.


  She called his name desperately.


  Hurry back, Challe.


  She wanted to see him right away. She was so desperate she could barely stand it. Once she died, she would never see him again. Before that happened, she longed to be with him again, even if it was only for a moment. Then she could tell him. She could say that she had always loved him, and no one else. Thanks to Mithril, she no longer had any hesitation in her heart.


  I really am a fool. I can’t believe I didn’t realize it until someone told me.


  If only she had agreed immediately when Challe had whispered his affections to her. They could have been a happy couple, even if it was just for a short while.


  Anne was sure it was too late for her, but she hated the idea of dying without telling him, without seeing him again.


  That was why she hoped he’d come back soon.


  Anne couldn’t tell whether the grove around her was growing dim because the sun had set, or because her vision was failing. She had no way to know.


  It was getting hard to keep her eyes open, so she let them close. Her whole body felt cold. She could tell that she was shivering.


  “Anne!”


  She heard a voice.


  She had been waiting for him, and now, at the sound of Challe’s voice, Anne unclenched her teeth and her mouth formed a smile. She felt Challe’s strong arms propping her up, but she didn’t feel any pain. She was too cold and numb.


  “Who did this?! Was it Lafalle?! Anne!”


  When she opened her eyes, Anne could see Challe’s beautiful black eyes. She was glad that it wasn’t yet too dark. She could still make out his face. She got the sense that Challe was asking her something, but her thoughts were scattered and she couldn’t make sense of what he was saying. She was just happy to see him. A smile rose to her lips.


  “Challe… Mithril Lid Pod… I saved him.”


  “Don’t speak!”


  It was becoming difficult to breathe, and Anne’s thoughts wouldn’t come together, so she didn’t know what to say.
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  She felt like there was something she had wanted to tell him. But before the thoughts could properly form in her mind, she opened her mouth.


  “Challe… I love you.”


  The words came out on their own, and once they were out, Anne knew that was what she had wanted to say most of all.


  “I’m in love with you. I wanted to tell you that. So…”


  “I told you not to speak! I’ll get you to a doctor immediately!”


  Challe embraced her tightly, and Anne could smell his grassy aroma. Enveloped in that fragrance, she breathed a sigh of relief. She had no more strength, so she leaned her head against his chest.


  Anne understood. She knew they would never make it in time. Challe must have known, too. The fact that he still wasn’t moving was proof.


  “So…I want you to…take me as your lover…”


  “At a time like this? You fool!”


  “…Please.”


  Challe hugged Anne even tighter. She could tell that was his answer. He was conveying his feelings to her, and she was unbelievably happy.


  Challe had replied without words. He’d take her as his lover, even if she was a scarecrow brain.


  Becoming Challe’s lover felt like a dream. Anne wanted to gaze into his beautiful eyes, even as her world grew dim.


  Their gazes met.


  Challe gently put his hand against her cheek and kissed her. She felt Challe’s cold lips on hers. His seemed to be trembling slightly.


  Challe, I love you.


  Anne was brimming with love. Joy filled her whole body.


  I love you.


  She couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer. Even after she closed them, she could feel Challe’s warm breath against her lips.


  In the darkness, she heard the leaves on the sugar apple trees rustling in the wind. That was the last thing Anne was aware of before she lost consciousness.
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    AFTERWORD


    Hello, everyone. This is Miri Mikawa.


    This book marks the beginning of the Sugar Apple saga. The highlight of this installment was the “first ____” scene.


    If you’ve read the whole book, I’m sure you’ll know what word goes in that blank. Though I suppose the characters have bigger things to worry about at the moment…


    Anyway, I hope that you enjoyed yourself this time.


    With this book, Sugar Apple Fairy Tale has reached its tenth volume. I’d like to offer my heartfelt thanks to everyone who helped me get this far.


    To my manager, who worked with me to create this story.


    To Aki, who brought Sugar Apple Fairy Tale to life with gorgeous illustrations.


    To everyone else who worked so hard to make these books happen.


    And most importantly, to all of you readers who so kindly picked up a copy. Truly, thank you so much, and please allow me to express my gratitude for your continued support.


     


    Miri Mikawa
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