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			Epigraph

			Beneath the dragon’s sleepless vigil

			In endless sleep shall the maiden stay.

			Awaiting there her true love’s kiss

			To sweep at last her curse away.
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Contents

Dedication


Acknowledgments


Epigraph


Prologue


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Epilogue


An Excerpt from Happily Never After


Prologue


Chapter 1


About the Author


Copyright


About the Publisher





		
			 

			Prologue

			The Great Lady and the Strawman

			THE DRAGON FLEW just below the clouds. This was her first night free after a long winter’s slumber, and her hunt had been disappointing—nothing but a few stray cows and one fat deer. In the old days, the valley had been rich with prey, both human and livestock. The villagers had grown more clever, though, hiding both themselves and their animals in underground cellars when she came, and shooting at her from their holes with steel-tipped arrows. She had half a mind to return home, but it had been a long winter and the spring had woken in her an unyielding hunger. So she drifted south on the winds and circled hungrily over an outlying farm. What she saw was not promising. The farm looked derelict and deserted.

			A sudden chill ran along her spine. She looked across the horizon and saw that to the east the sky was beginning to lighten. During her hunt, she had allowed herself to forget her curse. Now she felt its pull. The fairy’s enchantment was drawing her back to that damnable tower and her sleeping prisoner. An uncontrollable rage welled up, and she rent the darkness with a jet of superheated ichor. The caustic liquid unique to her breed crackled with a white-hot light as it boiled the night air.

			Even before the fireball faded, the cold night bit deeper into her bones. It would be weeks before she would be able to stoke her fires again, feel truly warm, and her skin crawled at the thought of spending it locked away with the half-sleeping princess. Resentment hissed through double rows of ivory teeth as she turned back to the south, to the mountains that lay beyond the night-darkened fields. She would be home in an hour, well before dawn and the magically imposed curfew. With her front claw, she unconsciously fingered the key. It was always with her—the fairy’s little joke—hung around her neck by a golden chain, a constant reminder of her imprisonment.

			The fairy. Her mind cast back to the night the fairy had come to her, wooed and flattered her, tricked her into this dull servitude. She felt the anger building again, then realized her talon was clutching the key violently, squeezing it, trying to crush it. She sighed and let go. The key settled against her scaled breast. As a burden it was nothing; but as a brand, it galled and irritated her to distraction.

			How pathetic I have grown, to dwell and rage at something as fleeting as a fairy curse.

			The forest at the far edge of the farm was passing beneath her when some ancient sense made her look back. Movement.

			Two figures, the heat of their bodies radiating incandescently, moved like shooting stars through the dark ocean of the night-cooled corn. One raced ahead of the other, but then the lead figure stopped suddenly in the middle of the field allowing its pursuer to catch up. She watched as they crouched low to the ground so the cornstalks engulfed them. Hidden as they would have been to normal eyes, their bodies shone in the darkness—a pair of flickering candles exposed by her supernatural senses. Perhaps there was time for one last kill. She smiled a predator’s grin and flicked out her forked tongue, tasting the wind. Folding her wings, she pirouetted on the misty ether and dove. The ground rose rapidly to meet her, and, at the last possible moment, she spread her great wings and immediately felt the pull, almost painful as her wings beat against the heavy air. Her body traced a soft arc through the sky and she leveled off, passing a few feet above the top of a timber fence marking the far edge of the field. Silent as the wind, only the whisper of the corn marked her passage as their tasseled tops brushed against her underbelly and bent in rippling waves before her.

			Normally, she would have tried to flush her quarry into flight to enjoy the chase, but the sky to the east was brightening even more now, and with it the invisible strands of magic that kept her tied to the black tower were starting to tighten. The kill would have to be quick. She fixed her gaze wholly on the body-shaped embers that grew larger with each beat of her wings. She was already anticipating the crunch of the bones in her talons and the taste of hot blood in her throat.

			Without warning, a man wearing a battered cloth hat loomed out of a crop row ahead of her, arms stretched wide. She had a brief impression of the thing’s crude, almost grotesque, leering face before her body, reacting instinctively to the threat, rose to avoid the creature.

			Have you become a crow in your old age that you would flee at the sight of a straw man?

			With a malice born of anger, she forced her body back into the attack and down onto the top of the scarecrow, crushing it. She never saw the warning glint of steel from the pitchfork carelessly propped against its straw body. The metal fork and two feet of the handle plunged deep into her body. In an instant, she lost strength in her right side and her wing dropped, useless. She bellowed in surprise at the sudden pain and tried to slow her descent, but the tip of the crippled wing caught one of the deep furrows of the field and she cartwheeled headfirst into the ground. The wing snapped as the weight of her body crushed it beneath her, the painful sensation incidental to the burning agony in her breast.

			Unable to stand, she rolled onto her back and, clutching the shaft of the pitchfork with her talons, ripped the hateful thing free. With a glance of disgust, she threw it into the field. She sighed with relief. With nothing to seal the wound, hot blood welled out of the ragged cut and began running in great torrents down her side and onto the flattened stalks below. She heard the hiss and pop of the corn and smelled the smoke of the fire before she felt it as the drought-dry husks, fueled by her own superheated blood, burst into flame. Recognizing the danger, she made an effort to stand but hadn’t the strength. She collapsed back onto the ground, breathing heavily in the rising smoke. Never before had she felt such weakness.

			Is this how I am to end my days? To die in some field, like a common worm?

			She gave voice to her bitterness, screeching her hatred of the world, its echo rebounding in the narrow valley. As silence returned, her rage was replaced by a sudden and unexpected calm. She smiled. The enchantment was lifting. Reaching up, she tore the golden key from around her neck and let it drop. At long last the bond to the sad little princess was severed. With a bittersweet sigh, she stopped struggling.

			Settling her head into a fold of the furrowed earth as the fire licked around her body, the dragon gazed across the field at the edge of the rising sun. At least this moment—this last sunrise—would be hers alone, and she would be warm. She smiled. Flames rose up, consuming her, and spread outward through the field like a receding tide. The stars faded in her eyes, and Magdela the Great passed from the world.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1

			Fairytale’s End

			ONCE UPON A time in the kingdom of Royaume, a land of modest prosperity, on a hill of green, stood a shining castle of white where lived the aged widower King Rupert. Though he had been blessed with a son much admired by his subjects, he took little joy in the young man and was, in his waning years, lonely and morose. Not that he had always been so.

			In his youth, he had fallen deeply, even poetically, for Princess Rosslyn of the house Mostfair. She was a lady of rare beauty and rarer virtue. They might have made a timeless queen and king, but on the very day that they were to be betrothed, Rosslyn fell gravely ill and died. Rupert was lost, but he was also the son of a king, and being the sole heir to the throne he had his duty. After what was thought a suitable time of mourning by their parents, Rosslyn’s sister, Gwendolyn was put forward as a replacement.

			Gwendolyn was, by many accounts, even more beautiful than her older sister and, after a brief courtship, she and the King were engaged, the date of the wedding set. But Rupert was, for a second time, accursed. This time by a dragon. Driven by a petulant fairy’s curse, the Great Wyrm appeared in the sky on the eve of the wedding and carried Princess Gwendolyn off to its tower stronghold.

			The origin of the dragon is, to this day, a bit of a mystery. Though not profoundly so for Rupert’s kingdom, unlike many of its more sensible neighbors, had not yet consigned magic, or magical creatures, to the pages of fairy tale. Trolls, giants and hags were constantly lurking about in their dark forests, bashing people on the head and trying to devour naughty children. Most of these beasts were more nuisance than real danger, unless of course you were a greedy child or a disobedient child or a petulant child or an overly curious child or a child whose woodcutter father had fallen on hard times—the point being that for most adults in Rupert’s kingdom, the creatures were not much of a worry. The one exception to this rule was the dragon, which, while having retired from kidnapping nobility, took to descending at the end of every winter to burn villages with an unseemly glee, gobble up cattle and peasants with equal relish, and generally make a menace of itself.

			Rupert, having a great deal more political acumen than strength of arm, never quite worked up the nerve to face the creature, and, after a long period of mourning, he married another. She bore him a son. But while this queen was fair and of high birth, she was also of poor health, and died while the Prince was in his infancy.

			The mood of the kingdom was undeniably bleak. Another lady fair had passed, the dragon remained, and given Rupert’s unwillingness to slay the beast, most of his subjects had lost hope that they would ever be freed of its scourge. Worse still, at least in the minds of the more romantically inclined, and those that lived in places far distant from the path of the dragon’s periodical destructive rage, was that the dragon still held the beloved Princess Gwendolyn captive, trapped in an enchanted, endless slumber. Then, a month after his wife’s passing, the King addressed a throng of handpicked well-wishers in the flowered courtyard of Castle White, babe in arms, and made the startling announcement that their savior had come.

			The news ran like wildfire through the kingdom. Prophecy had ordained that the King’s son, Prince Edward Michael Charming, would slay the Wyrm of the South and free the kingdom from its curse. There was rejoicing throughout the land, if a bit premature, as the boy was naught but six-months old and the dragon had on the previous evening eaten the entire town of Two Trees.

			Still, no one could be blamed for a bit of early celebration. And so it became a matter of faith that when the time was right, Prince Charming would ride forth, slay the dragon, wake the fair maiden of the tower keep with love’s first kiss, and return to claim his father’s throne.

			That at least had always been the story, told and retold countless times to wide-eyed children around the embers of bedtime fires. But in a narrow valley of farms a week’s ride to the south of the glimmering castle, the faith of two of those formerly wide-eyed children in the “happily ever after” part of the Prince’s story was being sorely put to the test.

			The “children” in question were Elizabeth and William Pickett—brother and sister. And the resemblance was unmistakable. Both were tall, though Will stood a head higher than his sister. Both had thick reddish-brown hair, Liz’s running more to red and Will’s more to brown. And both had the handsome if not exactly pretty features that always marked a Pickett in these parts—high, soft cheekbones, a thin straight nose, and large bright eyes.

			Not that Liz and Will were still children. He was fully twenty summers, and she five years more—old enough that he was considered a most eligible bachelor, while she was branded by the ladies of the village an old maid. To be fair, Liz had never had much time for romance. Their parents passed away when she was only fourteen. Barely out of pigtails, Liz became the young matriarch of what was left of the Pickett estate: a few dozen acres of clay-packed dirt and the family home.

			Not that the Picketts had always been so poor. At one time, the family had enjoyed such prosperity that her grandfather’s father founded, and named, a nearby township: Prosper. A name the town had failed to live up to almost immediately.

			The demise in the family’s fortunes, though, had really begun when their grandfather became obsessed with growing oversized beanstalks. Ultimately, he lost most of his land and riches, earning the family a reputation for madness. A reputation confirmed by their father’s insistence that their fortunes would be restored as soon as his flock of geese started laying golden eggs. The townspeople took great relish in preying on his gullible nature, swindling him of what was left of their money. Destitute, the family was shunned from society, and Liz and Will, by the very fact of being Picketts, were marked as “odd.”

			And now, all that remained of the Pickett family fortune was burning before their eyes.

			Standing on the crumbling stone wall of their well, Will and Liz watched in disbelief as the flames danced and raged through the last stalks of their spring corn. Around them the field was covered in ash and a heavy choking blanket of smoke. Matching hazel eyes watered as a breeze whipped the noxious fumes around them. But what held their collective gaze was not the burning corn, or the desolation of their home—it was instead the bulky silhouette, still rather vague in the gray light of dawn, of the Great Wyrm of the South, the dread dragon of fairy tale.

			Liz was the first to stir. She pried her slender hand from her brother’s calloused grasp, wiped sooty palms down the front of her equally sooty apron, to dubious effect, and lowered herself carefully from the wall. The smoke was heavier here. With a muffled cough, she wrapped a handkerchief about her mouth, tying it in a neat knot behind her neck. Then, gathering the length of her hair in both hands, she twisted it into a bun and stabbed it violently into submission with a long wooden hairpin.

			She stared up at her brother with a frown. He was still atop the wall, a bucket in his hand and an all-too familiar blank expression on his face. Gently now, she reminded herself. He—we—have both nearly been killed by a dragon.

			“Are you coming, Will?” she asked as evenly as she could.

			Liz paused a moment to let him gather himself, but to no effect. She pursed her lips in irritation. “I don’t think the bucket will be much use, Will,” she said too brightly, the affected sweetness sounding fake even to her. “There’s nothing left to burn, so there’s nothing much to save.”

			Still, Will did not seem to hear, transfixed as he was by the contents of his leaky bucket. Liz groaned, reached up, pulled the bucket from his hands, and dropped it down the well. Will looked at her with an expression of stunned surprise. Then she put her hands on her hips in an unconscious mimic of their mother and said flatly, “Don’t stand there gaping like the village idiot. Let’s go see what became of the bloody great beast.”

			Will mumbled something that sounded like bucket and talking frog, but Liz’s patience was at an end. She glared at him coldly until at last Will stuttered, “I—I swear . . . I . . . I’m not making this up.”

			They both stared at each other and sighed. For twenty years, Liz had been Will’s sibling, eleven of which she had been, for better or worse, like his mother, and had still never figured out how to live with each other in peace. As usual, Liz broke the silence. “You do realize that there’s a dead dragon in our field, don’t you? I would have thought that might pique your interest.”

			“Normally, yes,” he said, and made a helpless gesture with his hands back down the well. “But that frog was really something.”

			Liz threw her hands in the air in silent despair and stalked off through the smoldering crops toward the dragon’s body, cursing her brother, fate, and dragons with equal vehemence.

			To approach the dragon’s body, Liz had to climb down into the massive trench the beast had cut in the field as it fell. She followed the ragged scar and shuddered as she saw that it was aimed like an arrow right at the spot in the middle of the field where she had caught Will after his mad attempt to draw the dragon away from the house . To distract herself from the memory of those terrifying moments, Liz began a careful inspection of the dragon’s body, tracing the outline of one of its massive wings as she walked toward its head. This close to the beast’s body, the air smelled of burnt dragon flesh, and she pressed the handkerchief tighter against her mouth to cover the choking stench.

			With her eyes watering, she at last reached the dragon’s massive snout, and stared into the creature’s face. To be sure, it was a horror. Hundreds of ivory white teeth like butcher’s knives jutted from the thing’s mouth, and thousands of plates that met in raised razor-sharp rows covered its body, running along the dragon’s length, growing as they went till they formed high armored ridges along its back. But, despite the vicious talons and the spiked tail, there was something very human about the creature’s expression. Its eyes were closed, and bathed in the light of dawn, its face seemed almost peaceful. She ran a hand over the rough scales around the nose. The dragon was still warm; it could have been sleeping.

			“Lucky . . .” Liz muttered.

			She paused, her hand still outstretched, and considered the word. It was wrong, but she knew that was exactly how she felt. The dragon’s troubles were over. Hers, on the other hand, had only begun. She turned about and surveyed the smoking landscape. Their home was a shambles, their crop, their only source of livelihood and sustenance, was gone. The village, with as little comfort as it might have offered them, was also likely destroyed. The excitement of the early-morning terror was gone, and Liz found herself staring at the dragon and feeling nothing but a profound emptiness.

			“Why us? Why now?” she asked the dead beast. This was not how the story went. There had been no noble steed in white, no prince, no flashing sword or gleaming armor. There would be no castle on a hill, no happily ever after. This was not how it was supposed to end. All they had was a ruined farm and this ruined corpse. Anger filled the emptiness in her heart. She screamed: “It isn’t fair!” and, with each spoken word, she hammered with her fists at the dragon’s corpse, though its sharp scales cut into the soft flesh of her knuckles.

			Before she had landed a half-dozen blows on its stone-hard head, Will was at her side. He threw his arms around her and drew her away from the body. Her anger turned to great wracking sobs. She collapsed into his arms, and out came a rush of words.

			“It’s gone . . . what little we had is gone. Everything we’ve worked for . . . and for what? Now all we will have is . . . is . . . hunger and misery. It would have been better if we’d stayed in that field and burned.”

			She knew she was being emotional and selfish and maudlin, and all the other things she hated in other women, but she could not help it—it was all true. She pulled away and looked up at him, her tears painting white lines in her ash-covered cheeks.

			“What will we do? We have nothing left—nothing.”

			The last she spat out like a curse and then rocked back on her heels. It was hopeless. She let her body go limp, her eyes stared out unseeing at the gray stillness of the smoky morning.

			There was a long moment of silence during which Liz, for perhaps the first time in her life, thought nothing. Then Will spoke. “We could go rescue the princess.”

			Liz was no longer crying. Instead, she was angry. She pushed his hands away and stood stiffly. So, his answer to this disaster is to tell me a fairy tale? He is his father, and his grandfather, and his great-grandfather all over again.

			While she played this monologue out in her head, all she could manage was “What?”—which, even to her own ears, sounded ominously low.

			Perhaps grave muttering shook Will, because when he replied, it was with significantly less confidence. “We could go after the princess . . . it’s . . . I mean . . . now that the dragon is gone it shouldn’t be too hard.”

			Maybe he was trying to be amusing, but Liz was in no mood, and she had too much experience with the men of her family to assume that he was anything but serious.

			“What princess, Will?”

			She was happy to see beads of sweat form across his brow as he answered. “You know the one in the ‘Dragon’s Tale.’ The—the one Mom used to read to us.”

			“There is no princess, Will!” she shouted, her anger spilling out unchecked. “The story was just that—a story! If this is the ‘Dragon’s Tale,’ then where is Prince Charming? Where is his shining blade and noble steed? Where is our happily—”

			Liz stopped herself too late. Will’s eyes narrowed with understanding, and she felt a mixture of embarrassment and anger paint flashing red across her cheeks. Now he knew she’d also been thinking of the fairy tale. Will got to his feet, bit the nail of his index finger and, with eyes locked firmly on the ground, said, “Just because the cock don’t crow doesn’t mean the sun didn’t rise.”

			Liz pursed her lips and glared at her brother. He loved those country expressions, and she hated them. Their mother had been Lady Pickett, their great-grandfather had been an advisor to kings. Much as it was their only source of sustenance, they were not farmers, and she would be damned if she let her brother lower himself. She started to say just that, but Will held up his hands in a gesture of peace and said quickly, “All I meant to say is that just because our field is gone doesn’t mean there isn’t a princess.”

			Liz was momentarily speechless. He actually thought he was going to be allowed to go looking for a princess. He could not be that foolish. She would not let him be that foolish. She would not let him ride off on some mad quest and repeat their father’s and grandfather’s mistakes.

			She stepped forward and, despite the difference in height, endeavored to loom over him as she had done when they were younger. “Do you think this is a joke?”

			She gestured widely around at the devastation, her voice rising to a shout. “This is not a bloody fairy tale, Will. That mad beast just destroyed our home. And what about the village? How many of our neighbors, our friends—your girl, Gretel—are in that thing’s belly? Prosper may be gone. Our home is gone. There is no happy ending here. And for God’s sake, stop biting your nails!”

			Will dropped his hand from his mouth, but then the line of his jaw set stubbornly. “You and I both know that everyone in that village will be fine. They have their stone cellars and their watch fires and their bowmen and . . .”

			He threw up his hands and without another word brushed past her, striding across the blackened field toward what was left of the house. She stared after him. Was that it? Then fear rushed through her. What if he rode away and left her here alone?

			She called out, “Will, I’m—I’m sorry I yelled.”

			He stopped several paces away and bent low to the ground. She rushed after him and, reaching his side, gently stroked his back. “I—” Her voice broke again, “I shouldn’t have said that about staying in the field. The only thing that matters is that we are alive and together. The rest we can figure out. I know this is hard for you to accept, but the ‘Dragon’s Tale’ is just a pretty fable made up to help children sleep. There is no princess, there is no curse, there is nothing but a stupid, mindless, bloodthirsty beast that managed to get itself killed! And . . .”

			She stopped as he rose and slowly turned toward her. He was holding something out to her. There dangling from the end of a broken chain was a golden key. It was a four-toothed affair, a little longer than his hand, with writing etched on its surface in spidery script. Liz raised her index finger cautiously, as if afraid it might vanish at her touch, and traced its length. The words written there came straight from the book she had read and reread since she was a little girl.

			This key shall be my curse’s mark.

			The maid shall sleep,

			The wyrm shall watch,

			Bound link-by-link by magics dark.

			The story was true? The blood pulsed in her ears until the world was a soundless roar. How long she stood there looking at the key, but seeing instead images of a gallant knight and a sleeping maiden and a high dark tower, she did not know. There was a sense of time passing, but if it was a minute or an hour she could not have later said. Finally, though, she heard Will’s voice, and the meaning of what he was saying shook her from her reverie.

			“See, I was trying to tell you the whole time. I saw the key glimmering there in the dirt when I ran over to pull you off the dragon. I’ll take Grey and the cart up the mountain pass. I figure it should take one week—four days up and three days down—and if I don’t come back with the Princess, you go to town, show them the dragon, and tell them to go to the castle to send someone after me.”

			Panic pushed away all thoughts of the key and the fairy tale. Her brother was seriously suggesting that he go rescue the Princess from the dragon’s tower. Unbidden, their mother’s voice came back to her. He has too much of his father and grandfather in him. His head is full of adventure and glory, and if you do not keep his feet solidly on the ground, it will be his undoing, just as it was theirs. Liz dropped her hand away from the key and squared her shoulders. She watched his eyes grow guarded and tense. Good, she thought. I must make him see reason. I must be practical—hard.

			“So, let me get this straight,” she said with as much scorn as she could muster. “Your plan, the one you spent the last half-minute thinking up, is to take our only horse up into a notoriously dangerous mountain pass to find a dragon’s lair, and rescue a princess that may or may not exist?” He opened his mouth to respond, but she gave him no chance, and instead quickened the tone and meter of her lecture. “Will, did you look at that key? It’s solid gold. Even if it isn’t, it must be worth a fortune, more than this family has had since Grandfather went mad trying to buy those ridiculous magic beans. If we melt that key down, no one could trace it back to the dragon, and we would have enough money to—”

			“Now wait a minute,” he interrupted. “Grandfather just had a little bad luck with the phase of the moon. If he had been any kind of a farmer, he’d have planted in the waxing moon so the seed would sprout under the full moon. You see the important thing about beans is—”

			Liz put her hand on her brother’s chest to silence him. “Will, try and focus on the issue at hand. Please.”

			His eyes grew cold, and she knew she had said the wrong thing. He straightened his back so that he stood at his full height. She was suddenly very aware of how tall he was. “I am focusing on the issue,” he spit. “I’m thinking about a girl trapped up in a dark tower, Liz. I’m trying to ignore your suggestion that we become . . . I don’t know what—thieves? Tell me, Liz, what are we supposed to do, leave her there to rot?”

			Liz turned her back to him. Her voice quavered as she answered his question. “No, of course not. But—”

			“But what?” he asked impatiently.

			But what? she asked herself. In her mind’s eye, she saw the flowing pennants, glittering armor, and Prince Charming on his horse. She felt a pang of something in her breast, and tears began to spill down her face. This time when she spoke her voice had lost all of its authority. “But what about the Prince? The Prince is supposed to rescue the Princess. I also remember the story, Will,” and she closed her eyes and recited the lines she had read so many times: “ ‘And the Prince regarded the maiden fair—a pale flower in enchanted slumber preserved. And on bended knee did he lower himself to her, and lip to lip, breath to breath, with love’s first kiss did he awaken her heart from its timeless cage.’ ”

			She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand and then snapped her finger under his nose. “What about all that? There’s nothing in the story about a peasant waking the Princess! Prince Charming is the hero. Prince Charming wakes the Princess. You might not even be able to.”

			Liz knew that seeing any woman cry made Will intensely uncomfortable, so when he mumbled something incoherent about artistic license being responsible for some of the inconsistencies, she let it pass. She knew that a debate over literary device would not resolve anything. Eventually, his speech ground to an awkward halt. They stood in another of their too common silences.

			Surprisingly, this time it was Will that broke the spell. He placed the key in her hands and said, “But, we are here now, and if we can save her, then that is what we should do. How can we condemn her to another day of sleep in those cold mountains?”

			The thought of the Princess lying like a corpse in some forgotten tower sent a chill through Liz’s bones, and she shook her head to be rid of the vision. He smiled down at her, and Liz knew from the expression that he had seen her thoughts in her expression.

			“Look, I’m not saying I believe in the whole story,” he said in a reassuringly measured tone. “Like you said, the Prince wasn’t real, but if that kiss part is real, and the Princess doesn’t wake with the key, then I’ll just put her in the cart and deliver her to the castle so the Prince can do the rest. But think about it, if we bring the Princess back, then, well, then no one can deny what we’ve done. We’ll have written ourselves into their story, and if that’s not worth a king’s ransom in gold then nothing is.”

			Liz cocked her head to one side and studied him curiously, holding his gaze with her own. There had been something in his voice when he’d mentioned the kiss that made her pause. He blushed under her examination and dropped his eyes, and in an instant she knew the truth. This was not about duty or honor, it was about the Princess.

			He gathered himself and asked, “If we let the Prince do it, then what?”

			Will kept talking, though Liz hardly noticed his words. She may not have gotten her prince, but Will still saw a chance to get his princess, and how could she blame him for wanting to make the attempt? Jealousy and fear tugged at her in equal measure, and she knew she must let him go.

			“Maybe they will give us some coin out of their grace,” he was saying. “But maybe they won’t? This is our one chance . . .”

			She did not trust her own motives. If she forced him to stay, which Liz knew she had it in her power to do, how could she ever know that she hadn’t done so, in at least some measure, out of pettiness? Somewhere in the distance a church bell pealed its silvery tone, which meant the town had survived. Her eyes raised at the bell’s call and drifted to a low grassy hill at the far end of the field. Though it was obscured by smoke, in her mind’s eye she could see quite clearly the little circle of graves lying there. She had dug their mother’s grave herself. If she let him go would she be digging Will’s also; if she let him stay, what then for him and for her?

			“For whatever reason,” he said in a voice bursting with earnestness, “after all these years of beating us down, fate has literally thrown us the key to our own destinies.”

			“Fine.”

			“So, there’s no point in— Wait, what?” His eyes widened in shock.

			“I said, fine.”

			He stared at her for a moment, mouth open, “You mean . . .”

			“I mean—” Her voice broke again, and she forced herself to look up at him without crying. “I mean you can go and fetch the Princess, if that is what you want. But”—and she waved a finger at his chest—“but no playing the hero, William.”

			“I don’t—”

			“Yes, you do,” she said seriously. “I was sure I’d lost you when you ran out into that field, and I never want to feel that scared and empty again.”

			“The plan was to draw the dragon away from you and the house,” he mumbled.

			“My point exactly,” she said dryly. “No more heroics.”

			He mumbled something that might have been a yes.

			“Promise,” she pressed.

			“Yes,” he said with an exasperated sigh and a shrug.

			She studied his face, which had that irritatingly stubborn set to it again, and sighed in reply. She doubted his promise meant anything, but she also knew there was nothing more she could do. She forced her doubts and fears aside. The course was set. He would be Will, whether she wanted him to or not. Besides, now that the decision had been made, her mind could turn itself to more practical considerations. She glanced over at the dragon’s body. Knowing the townspeople as she did, if they found it before Will got back, they would take it to Castle White themselves, and take the credit for the creature’s death and whatever reward came with it. Will would have to deal with that.

			“Good. Now figure out some way to keep the dragon’s body hidden, and by then I should have lunch ready.”

			“How am I supposed to hide a dragon?” he asked in a voice bordering on a whine.

			She shrugged. “Your plan. Your problem.”

			With that she plucked the key from his hand, dropped it into the pocket of her apron, and turned back to the manor house. A pall of black smoke was still rising from its collapsed roof. She turned about and looked at the ruins of the other out buildings. Her eyes settled on the sole surviving structure. “It looks like the barn managed to make it through. We’ll eat there.”

			Fear was creeping back into her heart. Knowing that another emotional outburst was coming if she lingered, Liz turned and walked away. From behind her she heard Will call out, “I guess I could bury it . . . or something?”

			Liz shook her head at the impracticality of such a plan as she passed the dragon’s immense body, but at least the work would keep him occupied and out from underfoot.

			By the time Will had finished covering the dragon’s body with a mound of dirt and burnt cornstalks, it was midday and the sun, now sitting like a squat toad above the treetops, was baking the blackened field. In that time, Liz had somehow managed to turn the barn into a home, cook lunch, and pack for him; and as the sun set, they loaded the last of his provisions into the old wooden cart behind, Grey, their mildly annoyed swayback nag. She placed the key in Will’s pouch and his badly burnt and mottled pitchfork at his side. In the back of the wagon, she had loaded two weeks’ worth of jarred food and about three dozen somewhat moth-eaten wool blankets she’d found in an old chest in the hayloft.

			He looked so young sitting behind the reins, and she felt the tears she had been fighting all day trying to rise again. He smiled warmly and, in his most reassuring voice, said, “You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve been up in those mountains plenty of times hunting. I know where the old road to Dragon Pass starts; and if you go one ridgeline over and the day is clear, you can almost see where the beast lives—lived. I’ll return with the Princess—if she exists. Then we can hand her over to the Prince, collect our reward, and forget the whole thing.”

			Liz frowned and shook her head. “I don’t think it’s going to be that easy,” she said. And then thought to herself, If this really is a fairy tale, then it’s never that easy.

			Will laughed and gave her a wink. “Come on. What could possibly happen, Liz?” She looked at him sternly. If he noticed, he ignored her. “Don’t work too hard while I’m gone,” he said in a voice ringing with humor. “You’ve got to have a nice complexion for when we visit the King. Maybe we can get you married off to a nobleman so you won’t be so much of a burden to me.”

			Aloud, she clucked with disapproval, but inside she smiled. Liz had never seen her brother so happy. The truth was whether he was fighting cornstalk trolls with his toy sword as a boy or jousting the straw man on Grey when he was older, he had always wanted to have one chance to be the hero, and this was it. She put on a stern face that was only ruined by the upturned corners of her mouth.

			“Now, don’t go being cheeky with the Princess. You be polite and show her that our family has a bit of breeding—that we weren’t always a bunch of ignorant dirt farmers. And comb your hair before you wake her up. You look like the scarecrow. I’ll run and get you a brush.”

			Will stayed her hand as she turned to go, bent down and kissed the top of her head. “Quiet now,” he said. ”She’s not going to care what I look like. Now let me go, long goodbyes make for long journeys.”

			With this last—annoyingly homey—admonition, he click his tongue and gave a little rattle on the reins. Grey snorted once and then plodded forward, jerking the big iron-rimmed wheels of the cart into a slow roll toward the forest road and the distant mountains beyond. Liz stood in the barnyard amid the restless chickens watching him go, a little knowing smile on her face. As he disappeared into the woods, she whispered a blessing on the heavy night air: “Good luck, dear brother. May your fairy tale come true.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			Love’s First Kiss

			DEEP IN THE cursed Southern Forest, an ancient road twists its way up through cold gray mountains to a narrow jagged pass. At the top of that pass, buffeted by cruel winds, stands a tower of jet-black stone. There lives the dread dragon. Few foolish or unlucky enough to journey on that dark trail have lived to tell the tale, for dangers most foul haunt the way. Dire creatures only mentioned in the darkest of fairy tales prey on hapless and lost travelers, and the very land itself is accursed and twisted with evil.

			At least that’s the way the story was always told, but Will found the journey did not quite match the drama of the book. The road to the abandoned tower was easy to find, and in surprisingly good condition. The weather also held in his favor, with a cool breeze and no rain to make the path the least bit treacherous.

			Because of the fair roads, favorable weather, and a distinct lack of danger, Will had plenty of time to consider his quest. It certainly seems to be going well, he reflected as he watched the leather reins slap across Grey’s back in rhythm to her plodding gait. I’m making good time, and have plenty to eat. Although, the thought of another night of pickled carrots and beets made him shudder.

			“Still, all in all, I can’t complain,” he said quietly to the horse’s backside.

			The thing was he wanted to complain. He didn’t know what he had been expecting, but this wasn’t it. He wanted some . . . adventure. Nothing truly dangerous mind you, maybe a troll on a bridge he could bamboozle, or a two-bit rogue he could best. Something, anything, he could brag about when he was older. The biggest danger so far was that he might fall asleep at the reins.

			He rounded yet another of the seemingly endless rocky points along the path and a sudden gusting wind buffeted him. He had passed out of the tree line early that morning and, this high up, the air was bitingly cold. Will started to pull on his cloak and was still tangled in the folds and bends of the garment when the horse stopped. Will stuck his head out of the thick wool and frowned in annoyance. He shook the reins a bit and clucked his tongue. She stood, refusing to move, her mane streaming out to the side under the stiff wind.

			He raised his head to look around. They were at the top of the mountain pass. On a ridge a few hundred feet above his head he could see the outline of a tower—the tower. A trail wound down and back and forth across the cliff face and ended at a set of well-worn stairs that emerged on the path from a crack in the cliff a few yards from where Grey had stopped.

			“There’s a girl,” he said brightly. “Liz always did say you had more sense than me—not that you should tell her I said so.” Grinning, he lifted his pitchfork from the back of the wagon and fed the old horse a handful of oats. “Well, Grey, I’ll be back in a bit, let’s pray, with a princess, let’s hope.”

			And with that, Will began up the narrow stone path. It rose with many a back and forth up the cliff face to a wide ledge above. When he finally made it to the top and the tower was in full view, Will couldn’t help recite a line from the “Dragon’s Tale” aloud:

			“Desolate is the high pass and dark is the tower to which the dragon flew;

			Therein to lie evermore was the princess, Gwendolyn, cursed—

			A white flower entombed in a prison of cold black stone.”

			He compared the real thing to this literary vision. “Talk about artistic license,” he said with a shake of his head.

			Perhaps in another life the structure had been more imposing, but now it was little more than a jumble of considerably weathered gray stones rising about fifty spans into the air. The roof was a skeleton of half-rotted timbers that met in a lopsided spire. The only break he could see in the walls of the structure was a large open balcony near the top. A hedge of wild rosebushes had devoured the base of the tower in a riot of small but brilliant red and white blossoms, partially obscuring a rusted ironbound gate. He fingered the golden key in his pouch. Let’s hope this pretty bauble fits the lock, otherwise I’ve come a long way for nothing.

			Will made his way to the base of the tower, and was relieved to see that, though massive, the gate had partially rusted away. Using his pitchfork as a scythe, he pushed his way through the roses and into the chamber beyond. He found himself surrounded by stagnant darkness. He froze, grasped his pitchfork firmly, and waited for some sound that might signal an attack, but beyond the dying echoes of his own passage, there was nothing. As his eyes adjusted to the weak light, the vague contours of the chamber began to take shape; and from the looks of it. no one, not even a dragon, had set foot in the place for years. The floor was covered in a thick layer of dust and a blanket of decaying leaves, rose blossoms . . . and bones.

			He moved into the room, the leaves and bones snapping and crunching under his feet. The light from the open gate behind him began to fail, and he was drawn toward another faint glow filtering down a vast sweeping stair that hugged the tower’s curved outer wall and disappeared through an opening in the cobwebbed ceiling. He put a first foot on the stair; his heart hammered in his chest so hard it was painful. Will suddenly realized that he was not afraid, he was excited. He was actually in the dragon’s tower. He was in a fairy tale, rescuing a princess, no less. He grinned and paused, to catch his breath and calm his nerves before continuing. The staircase was wide and the stairs even; and as the light above his head grew brighter, Will gave up any attempt at stealth and began taking the broad stairs two at a time. So it was at a near run that he broke through the thin layer of dusty webs at the top and emerged from the gloom into the blinding light of the chamber above.

			He blinked against the midday sun streaming through a large opening in the wall directly across from him. Unlike the abandoned level below, this upper chamber was light, airy, and obviously well used. A random assortment of tapestries and sheer curtains lined the walls. They were rippling in a breeze blowing unhindered across the room, through the balcony’s open door. Will wiped the cobwebs from his face and, inhaling deeply, caught the subtle hint of rose rising with the air from the bushes far below.

			He moved into the middle of the room, onto a patchwork quilt of overlapping rugs. A few suspiciously impressive tears in the wall hangings and a dragon-sized area of worn carpet in front of the balcony’s threshold hinted at the identity of the room’s owner. He frowned and looked about. Where was the Princess? There was no obvious sign of another room or indeed any exit apart from the stair he had come up, and for a moment Will worried that he was the fool his sister thought him to be. That there was no Princess. But something didn’t feel right. Scratching his head he considered the size of the room. It was true that the tower tapered as it rose, but this chamber seemed too small. He watched the tapestries lining the walls of the room moving with the breeze and smiled.

			There must be a door hidden behind one of these.

			He began walking in a clockwise circuit from the balcony, tracing his hand along the tapestries and feeling the hard wall behind. He considered the presence of the hangings as he went, and what it meant about the dragon. In every telling he’d heard, a fairy had conjured the dread wyrm from a piece of the night sky and sent it mindlessly out to do her bidding. In the tale, it was always the fairy and some unknown slight that motivated the curse. Sometimes it was that in choosing to marry Gwendolyn, the King had, in the mind of the fairy, betrayed the memory of his true love. In other tellings, the fateful act was the King’s mother’s failure to invite the fairy to the wedding. But here was a beast that collected tapestries? Will was wondering at this, and about what the dragon had really been like, when the solid feel of stone suddenly vanished beneath his hand. He stopped. Here was an opening in the wall.

			He examined the hanging that concealed the opening. It depicted a scene of a young maid surrounded by dark trees, a serpent entwined in the trunks encircled her, mouth open. Was the creature talking with her, or was it about to devour her? The artist left it an open question. With a shaking hand, he pulled the hanging back. A small alcove was revealed, no more than two strides wide and four long. A stone bier about waist high filled the antechamber and cradled a resting figure in white. Thin windows—really no more than slits set high in the wall—illuminated the space, bathing the white form in a soft glow as dust motes captured in the rays of light danced like tiny glittering fairies around . . . the Princess! Will caught his breath. The sudden realization that the she was not only real, but lying perfectly preserved a hand-span away struck him with the force of a hammer blow.

			He wet his suddenly dry mouth and stepped slowly forward, letting the tapestry fall back into place behind him. The Princess was clad in a flowing translucent, shimmering shift of pearly white. Will’s eyes traced the contours of her body beneath the thin cloth, then quickly lifted his gaze to her face.

			She was beautiful, to be sure. But more than that, she was the fairy-tale princess come to life. Her hair was fair; in the glowing light, it sparkled and, like a curtain of spun gold, flowed down around her body, perfectly framing her face. A subdued blush of pink subtly colored the apples of her otherwise pale cheeks. It was her lips, though, that drew his attention. They were a deep-deep red, the hue of the rose blossoms flowering outside the tower—and he recalled with a sudden rush of warmth that, in the tale, it was only love’s first kiss that awakened her. Enthralled, he bent down toward her—and slapped his hand hard against his thigh, coming to his senses.

			Don’t be a fool, William Pickett! If Liz could see you . . . well, be thankful she can’t. And Gretel, what would she say? Will actually thought about the question for a moment, but came to no answer. Women had always been a bit of a mystery to him. And now you think you’re ready to kiss the Princess. The Princess! What are you doing?

			He stepped back and leaned his pitchfork against the wall. “All right,” he groused aloud, “now what?”

			Looking closely at her, he noticed a thin gold chain looped around the Princess’s neck. He examined it, bending till he was inches from her. As he got close, he caught the scent of a beautiful if faded rose. He wondered, How is it that girls manage to do that? Leave me unwashed two days and I smell like a goat. He shook his head to chase away the thought and stood up again. Whatever was at the end of the necklace was hidden in the girl’s clasped hands. From what he could see of the chain, though, it looked like the twin in miniature of the one that had held the dragon’s key. With delicacy, Will grasped the chain and slowly freed it from her grasp. Raising the object into the light, he saw there was a tiny lock with words engraved on its golden surface in that now familiar spidery hand:

			Locked in sleep shall the maiden lie.

			Locked in dream her mind,

			Locked in grief her heart,

			Till love’s first kiss does the key apply.

			Will gazed dubiously at the tiny lock, comparing it in his mind with the oversized dragon’s key. “So, a kiss it is.”

			Gently he laid the lock back on the sleeping girl’s breathless body. Though his course was clear, still he hesitated, chewing on the side of his forefinger and thinking.

			It’s just a kiss, Pickett. You’ve kissed Gretel plenty of times, why should this be any different? Besides, it probably won’t even work; after all, you’re no Prince Charming.

			Will remained unmoving, gazing at that perfect face. Now that he was here, he felt totally inadequate to the job. “You have not come all this way not to try,” he said in a stern scolding voice, and then added silently, urgently, Kiss her.

			Giving himself no more time to think or doubt, Will tenderly rested his lips on hers. Even before he could rise, the lady’s lips parted against his and with a gasp he felt her draw in his exhaled breath. He and watched as the color deepened in her cheeks, her pallor giving way to a healthy soft pink. He hovered there above her, mere inches away, and watched mesmerized. Her eyes fluttered—but did not open—and he started to step back, but she murmured in a soft whisper that sounded half plea and half prayer: “Rosslyn, Rosslyn, I was such a fool.”

			Then she was quiet. The steady rise and fall of her breathing still there, but little sign that the kiss had done much of anything. The Princess lay sleeping on her stone bed as she had for all these years. Will sunk low, to the stone floor, and sat back on his heels and scratched his head, then asked the sleeping girl, “Who is Rosslyn?”

			He stood there for some time watching her breast rise and fall, hoping for further word or sign. There was no other movement, though her color was a little better and her features had improved subtly. Will wanted to give her time, to see if his kiss would work, but he knew that outside the day was passing to evening. The light in the little room was beginning to fail, and he needed to make it down the cliff with her before dark.

			“I guess Liz was right. I’m no prince,” he murmured. “I’ll have to carry you out.”

			This created a new complication. He had not noticed before how sheer the Princess’s gown was. He stared, blushing and debating where to put his hands.

			“Yet another practicality the fairy tales never spoke of,” he muttered. “I’m sure I’d remember if the Prince in the story had remarked, ‘Oh, my beloved, though I appreciate your charms so fair, take you now my cape so that you do not catch your death in the cold mountain air.’ ”

			Then the solution came to him. In a flash!

			“A cape! Yes, I need a cape. Every prince has a cape.”

			He turned to the wall hanging covering the opening to the chamber and ripped it down. Dust flew from the ancient cloth. He spread the tapestry on the ground, turned to the Princess, closed his eyes, took a deep steadying breath, and in a quick motion lifted her into his arms. He crossed the few steps, lowered her onto the middle of the drapery, and wrapped her body in the heavy cloth.

			“Well, it may not be dignified, but I think we’ll both be able to manage the journey now.” Then he picked up his bundle, which was surprisingly light, and started down the stairs, forgetting his old pitchfork. The only thing in the kingdom that could rightfully claim credit for slaying the dragon had been left behind.

			After picking his way back through the darkness of the lower level to the tower door, Will paused, considering the long thorny tendrils of the rosebushes. “This’ll no doubt hurt, but you wanted to be the hero.”

			He turned his body so she was shielded by his own and pushed into the narrow space he had made in the bushes earlier that morning. Struggling, he forced himself through the tangled branches. The thorns cut deeply into his flesh and the twisting tendrils ripped and pulled at his hair. Only when he was well free of the last of the vine and into the clear ground beyond did he allow himself to lay the girl gently to the ground.

			He felt the blood dripping from his face and regarded the tears in his shirt and the bloody stripes on his arms and body. He wanted to stop and tend them, but the sun was now sitting just atop the mountains. He still had to make it down the cliff. Will checked to be sure the Princess had made it through unharmed, then, wincing, he picked the girl up again and began the painfully slow trip down the treacherous path.

			In the failing light of evening, he at last reached the road. Under the horse’s baleful gaze, he hastily swept aside an assortment of half-filled pickle jars, layered the back of the cart with all but one of his sister’s blankets, and delicately set the Princess atop them, and used the last to cover her. Exhausted, he eyed the thickly padded bed, dismissed the idea as improper, and crawled beneath the wagon.

			The next morning found him studying the sleeping princess over the edge of the cart’s side wall. She still slept, but at some point in the night she had shifted, if ever so slightly. Encouraged by this new sign of life, he gave Grey a pat on the nose. “Let’s get back home, otherwise we’ll have Liz up here after us.”

			The trip back to the farm was as uneventful as the journey up. During the day, he told stories and sang songs to his sleeping passenger as they meandered down the sun-dappled road to the valley below. The Princess slept the whole way, but otherwise everything went according to plan; and on the afternoon of the seventh day of his journey, William Pickett rode into the valley that held his family’s farm. But as he came into sight of his burnt field, Will knew that something had gone terribly wrong. The mound, so painstakingly built in the middle of the field, had been partially excavated and a flock of ravens fluttered here and there feasting on the exposed flesh of the dead dragon. He flicked the reins and made for the barn at a trot. Liz emerged at the sound of his approach, stared hard at the wagon for a heartbeat, then raced across the dusty yard toward them, kicking up the hem of her skirts as she ran. Will pulled Grey to a stop as she leapt onto the sideboard of the cart and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Will! You made it, you are back!”

			He returned her embrace for a moment, then pulled away. “Liz what’s the matter? What’s happened?”

			She reached her hand up to touch one of the scratches that ran across his cheek. “Will, what happened to you? Are you all right? Are you hurt badly? Was it a bear . . . or a troll?”

			He pulled her hand away from his face. “I’m fine. Liz, what happened to the dragon?”

			Her face paled. “It was that trollop, Gretel,” she said, adding unnecessarily, “your cow of a girlfriend. She came down with her folks the day after you left and started asking me about you. I sent them off, but her father was looking at the mound and I could see he was suspicious, and . . . and then . . . well . . .” She glanced over her shoulder at where the dragon’s body lay and sighed. “They came back two nights ago—about a dozen of them—everyone of importance in the village, I think. I tried to stop them, but they dug it up . . . they . . .”

			He’d never seen her at a loss for words like this. He turned to look at the dragon’s grave again. Something was wrong. No, something was missing. “What did they do, Liz?”

			Her voice shook with anger, “Oh, it’s awful! They took its head, Will. They’ve put it up on the town green. They sent for the King’s man to discuss reparations, a reward for having slain the beast.”

			The youngest Pickett had always been slow to anger, but now his rage boiled over. Those bastards think they can steal this from us! He pulled his sister onto the seat beside him and, with a flick of the reins, turned Grey onto the road that led to town. The old horse champed at the bit and shook her head in protest, but he drove her on—hard. When they reached the center of town, it was at a full gallop. He reined Grey viciously to a stop, white foam blowing from the old horse’s mouth and sweat slicked across her back.

			There on the green, in front of the church, a tall pole, really the lower twenty feet of a denuded tree, had been firmly planted into the ground. Mounted atop was the severed blackened head of the dragon—empty eyes staring lifelessly out over the village square like a grotesque maypole. Around the base of this macabre monument, a group of children played and chanted an old nursery rhyme. Without a word, Will grabbed his ax from the back of the cart and stormed toward the dragon’s head. The children scattered like leaves blown by a high wind, their screams echoing across the village. Will ignored them and began chopping at the base of the pole.

			The shouting children and sharp sound of the axe in the still afternoon drew the townspeople from the buildings that surrounded the green. For a few of the ax strokes they stood there, stupidly watching as the boy hacked at their monument. Then, as one. they surged forward, shouting for him to stop. But as they got closer, the mob slowed and then, again as a single body, shuffled to a halt. William Pickett no longer looked the part of the placid farm boy they had always known.

			After a dozen blows, the pole came crashing down, the monstrous head of the dragon jarred loose from the sharpened end and tumbled to the ground, its eyes staring back into the gathered crowd. Will leapt atop the battered trophy, ax in hand. He looked out over the faces of his neighbors. He hadn’t cared that these people had swindled his grandfather. He had ignored that they had ridiculed his father and shunned his mother out of decent society. This was the last straw.

			When he spoke, the anger in his voice burst like a thundercloud. “There was a time when I might have stood on this green and celebrated the death of this monster with all of you, but that time is past. For too long the people of this village have taken advantage of my family. I am William Pickett; it was in our field that the dragon died, and my sister and I alone paid the price for its death—and we alone will claim its bounty.”

			At his words, a fat man in a florid costume of brocade and velvet stepped forward. Holding a lace cloth to his mouth and nose against the stench of the gory head, he opened his mouth to speak but no words came out. Instead, his eyes bulged for a moment and he swayed on his feet. In fact, Will noticed that every face in the crowd had turned slightly and was staring at something behind him and to his right. He spun around, ax still clutched in one hand. The Princess stood in the back of the old cart. The evening sun sparkled in her golden hair and silhouetted her body through the sheer gown. Despite her state of undress, she dominated the little gathering. Her sky blue eyes—he’d just known they would be blue—surveyed the square with a detached coldness. He frowned a little, though. Animated now by the force of her personality, the Princess’s face showed a regal rigidness, making her more beautiful than pretty.

			Then she spoke: “Noble sir, slayer of the Great Wyrm of the South, I am the Princess Gwendolyn Mostfair. For thy deeds, I give myself to thee, for as thou art my savior so am I thy bounty.” Her voice rang like a bell, but the words were delivered in a monotone, almost like she was reading from a script. With the speech finished, she lowered herself to her knees, and bowed her head.

			Will Pickett stood, eyes wide, the dragon’s head forgotten, and stared at the woman in front of him. His mind was blank. He could not move. He could not speak. Behind him a woman fainted, from the sound of the moan he thought it might be Gretel. In the confusion, the fancy man slipped quietly away. The frozen moment stretched on uncomfortably. It was finally broken by the Princess. She raised cold blue eyes and with a cross expression said, “Well, how long are you going to keep me kneeling here? I do hope you’re not a mute.”

			Will opened his mouth, but his mind could think of nothing to say and so he closed it again. The Princess stood and, putting hands to hips, shouted, “Don’t stand there like a pack of imbeciles, someone say something. And for God’s sake someone bring me something to wear, can’t you see I’m half naked?”

			Into the awkward silence that followed came the thunder of hoofbeats. King Rupert’s representative to the Southern Valley galloped out of Prosper and north toward the castle. Whether Will wished it or not, word was already spreading across the land.

			The dragon was slain, the Princess rescued. The kingdom had a savior. Prince Charming, it was not. His name was William Pickett of Prosper.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			Towers, Trysts, and Trials

			AS EVENTS UNFOLDED to the south, the Prince of the Realm, a man so aptly called Charming, who had been raised from birth to believe himself to be nothing less than legend, had chosen not to spend this day, or the week before or even the last few years, questing for the dragon. Instead, he had escaped the castle to dally with a lovely lady of noble birth renowned for her extensive golden tresses.

			Such a distraction was surely his due. Quests and dragons could wait awhile for Prince Charming, particularly as his first duty on killing the dragon would likely be to marry Princess Gwendolyn, which truth be told, Charming found rather distasteful. She was his princess, he supposed, but she had also been his father’s princess. Though he would have little choice, as he could not risk disappointing his father, the King, it was an unpleasant thing to think about. So he didn’t. He would spend his time on other conquests of the heart until duty called.

			And on this day, what a conquest! The lady truly had spectacular hair, and once she had undone her intricate braids, he had to swim in a sea of soft gold to reach her. They had chosen one of her family’s older and little-used towers for their tryst. It was of the classical style, with a single heavy wooden door at the base and single great window carved into the uppermost chamber. At the moment, the sun was streaming through this window, framing him perfectly as he embraced the lady on a low settee.

			“As I touch your fragrant golden tresses,

			I am moved by your inner beauty.”

			He silently congratulated himself for using couplet. As a true student of the art of romance, he knew that there was nothing that could win the heart of a maiden better than a powerful couplet. The women who surrounded him in the court always cooed and sighed when he chose to grace them with his poetic flourishes. He gave a quick glance to the mirror in her bedroom to make certain he looked as dashing as ever.

			She cleared her throat and spoke in a tone that suggested she was repeating herself. “What about my inner beauty?”

			He closed his eyes and paused, as if enraptured. It was now time to add rhyme.

			“Such a vision of loveliness as you,

			Leaves my tongue lost while my heart speaks love true.”

			He waited for the inevitable sigh and, of course, for her to throw herself at him. She placed her hands on his silk doublet and pressed close against him, literally enfolding him in her tresses. “Did you just say you love me?”

			He opened his eyes and smiled weakly. “Um . . .” he started, then realizing he wasn’t in couplet, he quickly turned his head and gave a cough. Gently, he removed her hands and, careful not to become too entangled in the somewhat alarming volume of hair that spilled across the room, strode to the window. The Prince visibly paused, as if overcome by the moment, something that she could only take as a true sign of the depth of his spirit. Of course she wanted to hear love in his words; he could hardly blame her, but he had to bring her to understand. Prince Charming had responsibilities, and not just to Princess Gwendolyn. Given his natural charms, it would be selfish of him not to let as many women as possible enjoy them. He gazed out across the folded land so that his profile would be lit most advantageously by the sun’s brilliance.

			“Alas, duty has its calling and its price,

			So may the memory of today be nice.”

			Certainly not his best, but this simple creature would be mesmerized.

			“Duty? What duty? Do you love me?”

			Things had escalated, surprisingly so. Was the lady mad? He was Prince Charming, and while this was a lovely tower, and her family was not without means, the stonework was chipped and the forest green curtains and bedding were out of date, having been woven in his not inexpert estimation at least two years or more ago, when heavy brocade fringes were still in fashion. It was archaic. He wet his lips and inhaled deeply, filling his chest. He outstretched his right arm.

			“I hunger for thee till I have had love’s fill,

			But as to the morrow, thou shouldst not speak shrill.”

			It was a bad day. His meter was varying terribly.

			“Shrill?”

			He sighed. He never should have bothered speaking with her. Better to be silent, look sensitive, and kiss women whenever they opened their mouths. It was clear that this one had little understanding of his and her relative positions in the world, and the meaning of the word tryst.

			“My Prince,” came a hiss from somewhere below. He was annoyed. He had asked not to be disturbed, but he reflected that this interruption might prove to be perfectly timed. Though he often resented his father, the King, for appointing such an obnoxious old man as his squire and bodyguard, in this case, his servant might just prove helpful. The voice returned, this time as a low gravelly rumble. “My Prince, you are needed urgently.”

			Now was the time to win her. He looked back over to the window, leaned out, and peered down at the top of the red balding head of the squire. Making sure to school his face to a stern countenance, the Prince filled his voice with a tone of deep condemnation. “Squire, you forget yourself. The lady and I have courtly matters that we are discussing. And for a man of chivalry, there is nothing more important in this entire world than paying his due respects to a lady.”

			The grizzled old squire stared up at him with that hint of disrespect that reminded the Prince once again that he needed to have the man sacked. “Though I’m sure your . . . discussion with the lady is of utmost importance,” he said with barely disguised disdain, “I think you’ll want to come down and hear the news I bring from the castle.”

			“And so I shall,” he said, this time real anger coloring his tone, “when we are done and perhaps the sun has set on a long day, but for now, you shall remember your place and wait. Now! Go! And never interrupt me and this lady again.” He turned his back to the window and found her smiling. The straps of her dress had made a strategic retreat and her shoulders were now bare. Definite progress, but the thought was cut short by the throaty roar of his damnable servant.

			“THE DRAGON IS DEAD!”

			A sudden rush of blood went to his head and he swayed on his feet as those words echoed in his mind. Something had gone terribly wrong. Whoever this long-haired woman was in front of him—the stress of the moment having driven her name fully from his typically impeccable memory— didn’t matter. That was his dragon to kill and his legend to be sung by minstrels until the end of days. He steadied himself and then dashed back to the window. “What?” was all he could muster, and even that took effort.

			“It’s amazing, there’s a body, the Princess is rescued, and he even brought the head of the beast back to the King. Word is spreading across the land, the whole kingdom is singing his praises.”

			“That’s not possible, the kingdom is supposed to sing about me. Who is he?”

			“He’s a peasant. I think his name is Tim . . . no . . . Will . . . William?”

			Charming had lost his voice. He raised his hand for the squire to wait. He needed to get out of the suddenly claustrophobic chamber. “I must away,” he told the lady.

			“What about nothing being as important as speaking with a lady?”

			She was obviously irrational with disappointment, and normally he might try to soothe her and, yet, the dragon was dead. He had no time to waste. This was a plot. Yes, that was it; it was an illusion, a deception, a chimera, a glamour meant to delude the people. Vile sorceries had to be involved. He brushed past the lady, stumbled through the grasping strands of her hair, and tried the door. It remained unmoved. He cursed as he remembered that he had locked the blasted thing against unwanted intrusions from the crone that looked after the place. He turned back to the lady . . .

			Lady? . . . Lady?

			Damn, he could not think of her name, the stress of the moment having driven it from his typically impeccable memory. If he could not woo her with words he would simply have to act. He took a step toward her and nearly fell over as her hair wrapped itself around his ankles like a snare. He grunted as he pulled tangles from his feet. “I must away! Where is the key?”

			“I don’t know. Somewhere in all this.” She gestured helplessly at her tresses, spread like waves across the floor and over the furniture.

			Her hair was everywhere. The enormity of it all engulfed him, yards and yards of golden locks. He needed the key, but given that her hair seemed to be covering every surface in the room, he thought he would have better luck searching a haystack for a single straw.

			“Fine,” he said perhaps a bit too curtly. “My apologies, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to open this door the hard way.” He reared back on his heel and gave the door a resounding kick. The thick oak registered not even a quiver, and he barely managed to suppress an unprincely yelp as a sharp pain shot through his foot and up his leg. He limped about the room biting his lip against the curses that threatened to erupt.

			“Are you okay?” she asked.

			Of course he wasn’t okay! His dragon was dead! He supposed his princess was in another’s arms!

			Still he had to be as courtly as possible despite that, or perhaps because, this lady was clearly unable to grasp the significance of the tragedy unfolding before them. “I must away. I have to depart for the palace with all due haste. That was my dragon. Do you understand? I have to get out of here!”

			“We’re trapped,” she said much too happily.

			“Are you coming, My Prince?” shouted the squire from below.

			Charming was feeling strange, flushed and hot, and not from lovemaking. He ran a hand across his forehead, inadvertently mussing his perfect hair. He took a deep breath and steadied himself again. I am Prince Charming; nothing is beyond my talents, he reminded himself. He calmed himself and turned back to the lady.

			“Do not give me false hope,

			But tell me that you have a rope.”

			He smiled. He had regained couplet.

			“Surely, you’re joking. A rope? I would not have thought you were into that sort of thing,” she said with what might have been mockery had it not been directed at him.

			He stared at the woman and her cursed hair, and quite suddenly an idea formed in his head. Discarding couplet altogether, he shouted (though she was right next to him), “My lady, I need your hair! The kingdom needs your hair! Just twist it and it will be long enough for me to descend to the ground below.”

			“Oh, I’m sure it’s long enough,” she said in an acerbic voice, “but there is no way—”

			He cut her off.

			“Dear Lady, do not be slow,

			Throw your tresses out yon window.”

			He had regained couplet. She would do anything for him now.

			“Are you mad!” she said in disbelief.

			He could delay no longer; explanations had never been his strong suit anyway. He grabbed as much of her hair as he could carry in his arms and hefted it out the window. The lady jumped up and held out her hands.

			“Your Highness, stop! It won’t support your . . .”

			He interrupted with a bit of hastily conjured doggerel:

			“Alas I must swiftly away,

			Cherish the memory of today.”

			With that, he grabbed two thick handfuls of hair and leapt out the window. There was a shriek from above, and then he hit the ground and his already injured foot collapsed beneath him from the force of the impact. He tried to cover his scream of pain with a whoop of victory as he fell to the ground clutching his ankle.

			“My Prince, are you all right?” the squire called, rushing over.

			With a grimace, Charming rolled to his feet, or rather to his one good foot. He forced a weak smile as he hopped toward his horse. “Just a bit of dashing bravado and derring-do on my part. We must away.”

			“I’ve never seen hair like that,” said the squire. A large mass of blond strands had fallen to the ground beside them and lay in a tangled clump.

			“Doubt you will again,” muttered the Prince as he mounted. “Let’s go. She was remarkably unmoved by my couplets.”

			“Hard to imagine,” offered the squire with an unnoticed roll of his eyes.

			“My hair!” shrieked the lady from the window of the tower. “My beautiful hair! You madman! You fiend!”

			Charming winced under the increasingly colorful curses that rained down from above. He looked to the squire and whispered, “You don’t by any chance remember her name, do you?”

			“Rapunzel, My Prince,” the squire said in a stunned whisper.

			“Rapunzel, of course.” Charming cleared his throat.

			“Rapunzel O fair maid, please hold,

			I will send you hair spun of gold.”

			He doubted she heard him amid her hysterics, but duty demanded the attempt be made. He looked to his squire and shrugged. “Let’s away.” In a moment they were galloping long the road to Castle White. “So, what has happened?” he asked.

			“Sorry, Your Highness, but all I know is that the Princess was rescued by a peasant, the dragon was killed by a pitchfork, and your father is praising this young man as the great hero of the age. And . . . and—” The squire suddenly stuttered to a stop and began intently studying the road ahead.

			“There is more. Out with it,” Charming commanded.

			“Understand, Your Highness, that this is only rumor, but . . . well . . . I’ve even heard it said that perhaps elves exchanged you with the true Prince of the Realm as a babe—and you are of peasant . . .” The squire’s voice trailed off again as the Prince’s face turned an unpleasant shade of magenta.

			“Treason, blasphemy, heresy,” he shouted aloud. “What is wrong with people? How can they possibly doubt me? I’m Prince Charming!”

			How the squire would have answered the Prince will never be known, as in his outrage, Charming had dropped the reins of his steed and stood in his stirrups, arms upraised in a dramatic gesture. Upon doing so, he promptly struck a low branch with his forehead and fell backward out of his saddle. It was an experience completely foreign to him, as he had never fallen at the lists in tests of chivalry. Then, the back of his head struck the crushed gravel of the road, and he stopped thinking altogether.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 4

			At First Sight

			CHARMING BECAME AWARE of the interplay of light and shadow and the sounds of muffled voices. He thought that he saw the castle with its gleaming white towers, billowing banners, and deep red pennants, but it was all topsy-turvy, as if the world was upside down. Then he had a hazy recollection that the dragon was dead and thought that perhaps the world really was upside down. Time passed in fits and starts. Then he heard the voice of a lady of high rank, which he identified because it held that particular tone of command that would brook no disrespect.

			“Move aside, don’t any of you know how to care for a wound?”

			Charming became aware that his head felt like it was aflame, and there was a hot wetness trickling down the side of his face.

			“We are waiting for the Royal Chirurgeon, milady,” came a woman’s voice.

			“Why would you wait for a chirurgeon? And the name is Liz. Elizabeth, if you need it. I may not be a chirurgeon, but I know how to attend a wound to stop it from swelling.”

			Suddenly Charming felt a blessed coolness on his burning forehead, and he smelled the comforting scent of lavender.

			“Milady, that’s the Prince,” came yet another voice.

			The Prince opened his eyes and gazed on a most lovely woman. She did not have the alabaster skin of the ladies of the court, but instead was faintly kissed by the sun like a beautiful flower. A perfect set of auburn tresses fell across her shoulders, and her hazel eyes were gentle and kind, and, for just a moment, the Prince’s heart stuttered and he felt something deeper than mere attraction. He had time to wonder what this feeling was, then her eyebrows raised and she pulled back.

			“You’re Prince Charming?” she asked with a mixture of uncertainty, surprise, and something else.

			She blurred, and the Prince blinked away the double image of her, and croaked:

			“The Prince I am, Tis plain to see.

			And who art thou, fair lady?”

			He was proud of himself for having attained couplet in his condition, and he followed the verse with a smile, which, though dashing, was marred when he winced in pain. He raised himself upright, resolved not to show weakness in front of the lady, and then stood and steadied himself against the wall. He was somewhere within the castle proper, but in poor quarters.

			With a shock he realized that this was the room of some servant, a terrible insult. It was that damned squire of his. It was just the sort of thing the man would do. Well, he’d gone too far this time! He’d have the warped little brute thrown in the dungeon for this. Yet, despite his anger, he could not help but feel the fire in his blood ebb as he gazed on the face of the Lady Elizabeth. He took a moment to pose and try to recall her from the lists of nobility.

			He prided himself on knowing all of the names of the nobles in the land. In fact, his memory for names was legendary. Obviously with the occasional failure such as with Lady Rep . . . Rap . . . Well, whatever her name had been. Oddly, this Lady Elizabeth was also unknown to him.

			He was in the midst of composing another line of verse in her honor when she snapped sternly. “What do you think you are doing?”

			The serving women gasped. Taken aback, the Prince nearly dropped the hand supporting him, and he had to recover quickly to prevent falling. The look of disapproval she was giving him should have infuriated him, but it had such authority that he suddenly felt rather small. No one had ever— Then in a great rush, he felt his righteous ire coming to the fore. He was Prince Charming and she, this Lady Elizabeth, was not a lady of the court. He had never seen her before, nor heard her name in the lists. Despite her grace and dress, she must certainly be of lesser birth. And he had blessed her with couplet! Yet she dared to speak to him in such a manner. He clenched his left hand on his hip and found the strength to remove his other from the wall and raise himself up to nearly his full height, though the room tilted ever so slightly.

			The woman Elizabeth looked around at the other women and dropped her gaze slightly. “Sorry, Your Highness, but please get back in bed.”

			Despite her efforts, she didn’t look the least bit properly intimidated. Then her discipline broke and she laughed, and it should have made him even more angry, but it was really a most pleasant sound, and he found himself fighting the desire to make her laugh again. He was at a loss for words, which was really an unknown condition for him.

			The woman, Elizabeth, reacted for him, finally mastering herself by biting her lower lip and smoothing her skirt with her palms. “Please lie down before you hurt yourself, Your Highness. You can barely stand.”

			She might have meant well, but he would not be ordered about by a—a woman. “Stand aside,” he commanded, and he thought his exit redeemed a bit of his former dignity as he pushed past to the doorway. The other ladies scattered before him like doves on a parade ground, and he wobbled unevenly into the hall beyond.

			As he emerged from the room, Charming saw his unctuous servant leaning against the far wall of the passage. The squire’s eyes bulged and he rushed to the Prince’s side. “You damned foo— I mean, Your Highness, you can’t be up yet. You nearly took your head off on that tree. You need to be on your back not strutting around the halls.” He turned to the woman Elizabeth, “Why can’t you women do your bloody job? Didn’t I tell you hens to sit on him if you had to till the chirur—”

			Liz cut him off before he could finish. “You sit on him! He won’t listen to reason. If you ask me, he’s acting like a complete—”

			“SILENCE!” Charming shouted. “I have had ENOUGH!” His head was pounding. He swiveled to face his squire and nearly collapsed from the effort. He took a couple of deep breaths to gather himself. Finally, his head cleared enough for him to focus. “I will deal with you later. That you would dare . . . put me down here . . . with the servants . . . instead of bringing me to my own quarters . . . borders on treason! I should have . . . have you put in the stocks for a week!”

			The Prince reflected that his admonishment would have had more effect had he not needed to pause every couple of words to catch his breath. Still, if he had not brought the squire to his knees, at least it had quieted him. Charming used the time to orient himself toward the Great Hall. He was in a servant’s passage in one of the outer hallways in the eastern wing of the castle. The Prince took a deep breath and steeled himself for the inevitable confrontation he would have with his father, the King, and the charlatan who was deceiving his kingdom. Charming marched off, as steadily as he was able, past the suits of armor, shields, and crossed weapons that lined the walls.

			The movement seemed to break the squire’s silence, because he shuffled along at his side pleading, “But, Your Highness, I brought you here so no one would see you. I mean, look at the state you’re in. You are always so bloody particular about your appearance, and—”

			Charming was deeply engaged in composing a stunning speech denouncing the dragon-slaying fraud, and so paid no attention to the man. Besides, at this point the gnarled hobgoblin would say anything to save his skin. Then he passed one of the open windows and was stunned at the sight. The pennants and the personal crests of knights from across the realm lined the open courtyard. A great feasting table was being set with silver platters laden with meats and fruits of every description. Every surface in sight was being festooned with flower garlands, and there in the center of it all a sculptor on a ladder was chiseling the features of an oafish-looking fellow out of a block of marble.

			Charming stopped and nearly collapsed as the world tilted violently in response to the movement. He reached out an unsteady hand and caught himself against the window casement. He turned to the squire, “Wait! Squire, what were you saying? What is going on?”

			“That’s what I was trying to tell you, you. Your Highness. The King has proclaimed a week of celebration. There is to be one of those damnable balls. The whole court is either already here or will be as soon as they receive word. There’s more silk and feather walking around the palace than in all the houses of ill-repute in all the kingdom combined.”

			The Prince felt his head swim. He doubled over, gasping again for breath. “This is a plot! A plot to usurp me! Mark my words!”

			The soft but firm voice of the woman Elizabeth interrupted his tantrum. “Your Highness, please calm down. There is no plot.”

			He took a deep breath. He decided to dispense with civility for once, not to mention couplet. “I am Prince Charming. This is my kingdom. There is a villain here who is perpetuating a terrible lie for foul ends, and I am going to put an end to his charade. You, Lady Elizabeth, whom I have never before seen in the courts, are unknown to me. While I appreciate your concern, I have a kingdom to save from a lout and liar.” He made this speech in his most commanding voice, giving the merest hint of the anger he felt. The woman would probably be reduced to tears, but sometimes even chivalry had to give way to necessity.

			He was quite unprepared for her reaction. Her cheeks flushed bright crimson and her lips thinned almost to nonexistence. As her hands clenched at her sides, she stepped up to him, much too close for his comfort, and looked him right in the eye.

			“I’ll tell you who I am. I’m the sister of William Pickett, whose pitchfork pierced the Wyrm of the South through the heart. I did not see you around when the dragon was burning up our village, and I don’t remember you saving me with your noble steed and flashing blade and bright pennants.” She paused and smoothed her skirt, then continued. “Or the Princess either. What I do remember is listening to fairy tales about you when I was little, and I’d rather not have you crack your skull open staggering through the hallways in a misguided attempt to discredit my brother. So, will you please lie down”—she paused for another breath and then added—“Your Highness?”

			No one had ever talked to him like this. Had the world gone completely mad? He tried to think of an appropriately devastating response, but all he found in his head was a dull throbbing roar, layered over with the lovely smell of lavender that seemed to follow this woman, and the happy sound of the children outside singing, “The dragon’s dead, the dragon’s dead.” So, he said the only thing he could think of.

			“No.”

			He turned and shambled as quickly as he could toward the Great Hall. Behind him his squire pleaded with him to stop. This was a dream, or perhaps a nightmare. Yes, a nightmare. She was the sorcerer’s sister so, of course, she would want to stop him, and of course she would be immune to his charms—charms that would cause any ordinary woman to swoon. Most likely his initial misguided attraction to her was some devilish enchantment meant to ensnare and distract him from his noble purpose. She’d likely also put a spell on his weak-minded squire. Given the man’s lack of breeding, it would have been child’s play.

			He saw the towering doors of the Great Hall ahead of him. He picked up his pace so that he rushed through the crowds and burst into the chamber at a half run. Everyone in the Great Hall stopped, mouths agape, nobles, courtiers, guards, and servants alike. Momentarily, the swirling pageantry of the court, the mingled perfumes of the ladies, the clashing velvets of the costumes, the echoes of whispered entreaties, overwhelmed his reeling senses and he skidded unsteadily to a halt on the polished floor. But standing there on the inlaid white marble, beneath the vaulted ceiling of the Great Hall with its alcoves of statues and suits of armor and the family crests dating back centuries, he felt a surge of strength. This was his home. He was dimly aware that people were shuffling into the hall behind him. They must have realized that their prince, their savior, was here, and that things would be set to right.

			The King rose from the throne, resplendent in his blue and gold robes, his white beard catching the light from the high windows above and the great crown glittering here and there with the reds and greens of inset rubies and emeralds. Worry was etched across his face. Yet it was not his father, the King, who drew his attention, but the man standing beside his father, the King, a lanky, slouching buffoon with brown-red hair that sat in a great unkempt mass atop his head. It had to be the usurper. How anyone could believe that this lout was a hero, a dragon slayer, was beyond the Prince.

			“You!” he shouted, marching forward and pointing accusingly as the crowds dispersed nervously to the edges of the Great Hall.

			The peasant looked confused. “Me?” he said, turning his head from side to side, then pointing at his own chest. The man swallowed and, looking uncomfortable, lifted a hand to his mouth as if he were about to bite his nails.

			“Yes, you!” shouted the Prince again, continuing to advance on the dais. The fraud was clearly unmanned knowing that his deception was revealed.

			King Rupert leaned forward and whispered something into the man’s ear. “Oh,” the pretender said as his face widened into a big goofy grin, “Um . . . yes, Your Highness, I suppose I was the one that rescued the Princess.” He made a clumsy bow and rising said, “Well met.”

			In the shock that followed, Prince Charming stumbled, nearly lost his balance, and had to windmill his extended arm out until it found a column. His father, the King, walked over to the peasant and clasped the man’s hand. Then he looked at Charming with a warning glance.

			“Edward,” he said sharply, “this is Lord William Pickett, newly appointed Protector of the Realm and the Dragon Slayer. And I see you have met his sister, Lady Elizabeth Pickett. Now, my son, what has happened to your face?”

			This Lord William smiled even more broadly and offered the Prince an arm to brace against, which Charming of course refused. “Yes, um, Your . . . Royal Maj— I mean . . .”

			“Your Highness,” Lady Elizabeth whispered from behind Charming.

			Will blushed and said, “Your Highness, forgive me, but it looks like you tried to shave with a badger.”

			What were they talking about? He was Prince Charming. The Prince looked around and caught his reflection in the shining chest plate of one of the suits of armor. It was a horror. His face was a mass of black-and-blue bruises, a large unprincely knot had erupted just above his forehead, and dried blood sketched brown-red trails from the disheveled mess of his hair to his jaw.

			His handsome face was gone. This was all a plot, Rapunzel, the tree, Elizabeth, William, all meant to ruin and disgrace him before his subjects. Never had he felt such rage. He reached for his sword, but it was not at his side. He looked up to the dais and then to the suit of armor standing at his side. The mailed glove on the suit clasped a sword. He charged the armor, leapt onto the raised pedestal that held it, and grabbing the hilt of the weapon, wrenched it free.

			A clamor of voices filled the Great Hall, a woman screamed, and he looked back at Lord William. He stepped down from the pedestal and pointed the sword at the man’s chest. “Now, William, I shall give you the salute you deserve.”

			“No! Don’t—” came the voice of Lady Elizabeth, who was rushing between them, arms outraised. He saw her look of terror, and a cold chill shot through his body. Then, for reasons unknown, he hesitated.

			In all his years, Prince Charming had learned many things, studied with the finest tutors in literature, learned multiple languages, mastered the skill of song and verse, accomplished himself as a fine swordsman and rider, developed an understanding of the intricacies of siege warfare, and memorized the diplomatic etiquette necessary for hundreds of courtly encounters. Yet he had never spent time studying how the many suits of empty armor throughout the castle stayed upright, or even how they were supported in the slightest. What any of the castle’s many servants, who had the onerous task of cleaning and polishing them, would have told him is that without the sword to balance the weight of the plate armor, the suit would collapse. And, true to this inescapable physics, the suit of armor behind the Prince swayed—and as the echo of the word deserve was fading from the heights of the vaulted arch of the ceiling, the armor gave way, crashing down weightily from the pedestal where it had stood onto the Prince’s already battered body.

			There was a shock of pain as the armor struck, followed by the loud clang of metal on stone. These initial insults to his person were followed by a sense of stopping, very suddenly, as his head bounced off the marble floor. In that final instant before everything went dark, Prince Charming knew that somehow nothing would ever be quite the same again.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 5

			A Timely Stitch

			WORD SPREAD FROM peasant to prince, manor house to tavern, village to hamlet, in the gossip of the women and the songs of the minstrels, from one end of the kingdom to the other—the dragon was dead. And with these happy tidings the people were, for the first time in nearly a generation, at peace. Indeed, many of the most inveterate curmudgeons noted that good cheer had spread like a plague across the land. Peasants whistled like dwarves as they worked, merchants and tradesmen greeted their customers with smiles that bordered on the sincere, and the nobles took to dispensing alms even when not under the prejudicial eye of the clergy. Festivals and feasts, large and small, were held on the greens and commons of every township. Even in Prosper, the townsfolk forgot their lost chance at collective glory and embraced a more lucrative trade: tourism. The eyes of all, though, were now on Castle White, for the King had announced a Royal Ball, the first in many, many years, to celebrate the kingdom’s new hero, Protector of the Realm and Dragon Slayer, Lord William Pickett.

			And on that night, the castle shone with a splendor unmatched in its long history. Every suit of armor, now anchored in place by order of the Prince, was polished to a gleaming brilliance. Every pennant atop the pinnacles of the tall towers snapped with the crispness of new linen. Every flagstone of every hall, the great and the small, had been scrubbed to a mirror finish. And every chandelier, candelabra, and lantern that could be found was lit until there was not a dark corner anywhere in the vastness of the hold and the night seemed utterly vanquished. In his Royal Chamber, Prince Charming stood in front of a full-length mirror, critically examining his costume, a sublime green doublet and matching demi-cape. He trusted the Royal Tailor implicitly, and considered him the only man in the kingdom worthy to discuss important matters of fashion. In some ways, the Royal Tailor was as close to a friend as the Prince had, but the traitor had abandoned him tonight to attend to William Pickett. Charming felt his absence keenly. Everything had changed since the Picketts had arrived, and for the worse.

			Just this morning, as the Prince was regaling the Duchess of North Northingham with a story about his hunting exploits, and casually admiring her substantial bosom, he had noticed Lady Elizabeth standing behind him. The surprise at seeing her so close at hand made him fumble badly with his introductions; and by the time he recovered, the ladies were tittering at him in a most undignified manner. To make matters worse, the duchess and Lady Elizabeth fell into a highly unorthodox conversation about the barbarity of fox hunting (of all things!) and he found himself being dismissed like a pageboy. He flushed again at the memory, and stood looking at himself in the glass, bemused at the magical way Lady Elizabeth had of bewitching and embarrassing at the same time.

			A light knock at his door interrupted his attempted reimagining of that conversation in which he was equal parts suave and witty. The Prince realized it was probably one of the many women of the court wishing to gain early entry into his graces. It was inevitable really. Why deny a lady such a pleasure? He prepared himself for couplet, raised his arm, and, with special emphasis on being charming, gave his best “Come.”

			To his surprise, his father opened the door. His Royal Majesty had adorned himself in his finest blues and golds, touches of purple accents, and a cape of finest sable. The older man raised his hand for quiet as though hushing a crowd, which was odd, as they were alone, then gently shut the door behind him. In a manner more befitting a gossipy serving maid than the Lord of the Land, he smiled broadly and laughed as he clapped his son on both shoulders. The Prince noticed that his father, the King, appeared years younger and seemed happier than he had ever been. In fact, his manner was so out of character that it left Charming momentarily speechless. Since Charming’s youth, his father, the King, (whom he could never think of without His Royal title) had always been so stern and exacting with him. The sudden realization that it was likely the dragon’s death that had made his father, the King, so happy cut Charming in a way that he did not fully understand or wish to explore. He was trying to come to grips with this new version of his father, the King, when awareness struck again that he had missed quite a bit of the speech and that his father, the King, had reverted to his more familiar, if not more comforting, regal self.

			“ . . . I’m sorry, but you do understand, don’t you, my son? I had no choice in the matter. I have always had to hold you to the highest standards, to present you as the model of honor. While I understand that the incident with Lord William at the court wasn’t entirely your fault, it was certainly a grave breach of protocol. Couple that with the fact that your behavior of late has been, well, let us say, frivolous, and the fact is I was facing open revolt from the court if I had not conceded the point.”

			He was not sure how to respond, so Charming merely said, “I know full well that the dragon is dead.” His diplomacy tutor would have been pleased with his response.

			“Exactly, and as Lord William was the slayer of the dragon, certain considerations must be made. I just wanted you to be forewarned so you could prepare yourself.”

			The King, his father, leaned in close and lowered his voice. “I’ll make the announcement at the ball tonight. You must be ready. The whole court will be measuring you against Lord William. If he is seen as the better man—”

			“Impossible,” Charming blurted. He was not sure what the King, his father, was talking about, but the mere idea that the Pickett could ever be considered his equal was absurd.

			The King frowned briefly at this, but then smoothed his expression. “That’s my lad, always up to a challenge. Now, I want your word that you will treat Lord William as befits a true hero of the realm. You know, I think the two of you could become good friends. The Pickett family history, after all, is quite remarkable . . .”

			The Prince stopped listening again. An idea had formed in his head, an idea worthy of his political acumen. If he were Will’s best friend, then he would be close to the man, better able to manipulate, control, and ultimately reveal him as the failure and the fraud that he was. In the middle of this scheming, he realized that his father, the King, was quietly staring at him, awaiting a response. “Yes, Father, I quite agree. I was rash and not in my right mind when I first met”—he paused, then forced the name from his lips—“Lord William. I had suffered a rather nasty fall that day and certainly owe him an explanation and my royal apology.”

			His father, the King, nodded and patted his shoulders again, “I am pleased that you have taken this so well. I know that it cannot be easy, and I am proud of you, son.”

			“Thank you, Father. With your leave, I shall see about Lord William and make certain that he is well prepared for the ball.”

			The King waved with a flourish and flowed through the door and down the hall with a jaunty step, which Charming found unseemly.

			LORD WILLIAM PICKETT, Dragon Slayer and newly minted Protector of the Kingdom, had never felt this out of place and uncomfortable. He had been standing for three hours while an army of men pricked him with pins, measured every inch of his body, and rubbed him with oils of such sweetness that he felt nauseous. Of course his sister had told him stories about being in the court, which had been told to her by their mother and father, but the reality was more horrifying than could be imagined. He had never dreamed that nobles could be so peculiar.

			“Why are you so tall?” asked the Royal Tailor for the fifth time that night, “And please stop slouching. You’re making this much more difficult than it should be.”

			Turning slightly, Will mumbled a halfhearted apology and, in doing so, was rewarded by a half-dozen miniature stab wounds from the pinned-together suit—and then, without a knock, the door flung open, the tailors gasped and stood back, and Prince Charming entered with a flourish. The man tried to strike a pose, but the door rebounded and hit his side with a loud thunk. Will couldn’t fully suppress a chuckle. The Prince flushed red and, teeth clenched in a frighteningly insincere smile, advanced toward him. The man was wearing a complicated green outfit that was alarmingly tight in the crotch. He waved his arms at the tailors as though shooing flies.

			“You are all dismissed, I have need to confer with the—the Lord Protector for a moment.”

			Despite the orders, the tailors, transfixed by the developing tableau, did not stir. The Prince gave them not a second’s more consideration as he turned his full attention on Will, who, with a start, realized that the Prince was examining him much like he himself might examine a buck before loosing an arrow. When the Prince spoke, the tone was strange—not quite condescending but something similar.

			“I’m afraid I must have made a terrible impression on you when we first met. I want to”— the Prince’s voice trailed off as he adjusted the collar of his tunic—“apologize.” The Prince offered his hand.

			Will extended his in return, but the Prince was already now busily removing an invisible speck from the cuff of his sleeve. Once again words failed Will and all he managed was a lame, “That’s all right. I’m sure it happens to all of us now and then.”

			The Prince smiled, but it was a thin smile, the kind of smile that on his sister’s face would have made Will’s mouth go dry. “Yes, well, we really should be friends. What other man in all the realm is more worthy of sharing my company than a dragon slayer?”

			“Well . . . um . . . Prin— I mean, Your Highness, that would be fine. I’m sure it would be nice to have someone that could show me the ropes, so to speak. I really do find all this”—he gestured helplessly at his half-finished outfit—“a bit much.”

			“My good Lord Protector, may I call you Will? It would be better if I could call you Will, if we are to be friends.

			“Well, that would be fine . . . um, Edw . . . I mean, Your Roy . . . well . . .”

			The Prince laughed. “Call me Charming. All my friends do.”

			Will was puzzled because this was what everyone called the Prince, friend or no, but since the Prince seemed perfectly at ease with this resolution, Will just nodded mutely.

			This seemed to satisfy the Prince, because his smile dropped and he turned to the tailors, still gathered in rapt attention at the spectacle of the two men talking. With a flush of irritation, he snapped, “Well, finish dressing this . . . hero. We have a ball to attend! Will,” he said, turning back again, “I will await you in the hallway.”

			As soon as the door closed behind the Prince, the tailors sprang at Will like a swarm of demented bees, hurrying to finish his clothing with little regard for their subject’s safety until, with all the pricks he suffered, Will wondered if the beaded red dragon woven onto the front of his tunic was actually decorated with drops of his own blood.

			When they finished, the weight of the outfit, and its tight fit, made him feel terribly uncomfortable. Not for the first time since he’d arrived in the castle, Will found himself longing for the fields he had cursed for so many years. As promised, the Prince was waiting for him outside and gave him a thorough look-over, almost like he was buying a horse. Will could not help but feel self-conscious and bit his lip.

			“No need for that,” suggested the Prince, “they put enough color on you. You were trying to redden your lips there, weren’t you?”

			Will shrugged, confused. He didn’t want to say anything that might sound dumb, but he was alarmed. Had someone painted his lips without his noticing? He kept surreptitiously wiping his face on the back of his sleeve to see if it was true.

			The Prince shrugged. “You’ll do. Follow me, friend. We will make our entrance together— and how the women will swoon!”

			Will raised a finger, ready to ask if that was the reaction they were looking for, but the Prince was already off, striding forward without a backward glance to see if Will was following. Will tried to figure out where they were going, but every passage looked the same to him and he soon felt lost. Finally, they rounded a corner into another of the endless and rather overly ornate halls and came onto a balcony overlooking a vast space. Below him, the Grand Ballroom was a swirling kaleidoscope of color, sound, and smell that overwhelmed the senses. Silks and rich velvets draped the chamber from its peak down to the furthermost corner. Chandeliers rose toward the heights of the ceiling, giving the impression of stars blazing above. Flowers of every description and color were arrayed about the room—on the tables, woven about the columns, scattered across the entryway. The nobles and honored guests themselves added to the spectacle, each one decked out in the finest of their finery. As they moved, the gleaming marble floor mirrored the dancers and guests until it seemed like there were two balls, one above the floor and one beneath.

			The scene struck Will dumb. And he realized that he was standing there, eyes wide and mouth agape, like some know-nothing hayseed. Common sense told him to watch what Charming was doing; but when he did, he was surprised to see the Prince also staring in amazement—not at the entire room but at a point somewhere near where the thrones were set. He followed the man’s eyes and saw Liz dressed in a formal ball gown.

			For a heartbeat, he thought that Charming was looking at his sister, but then noticed that, just past her, was Princess Gwendolyn talking to the King. It must have been the Princess who amazed Charming. She had been locked in her rooms since arriving at the castle, and Will thought she must have spent the whole time getting ready for this evening. None of the fine ladies, in all their dazzling gowns, could match the peerless beauty of the Princess. Her dress was a complicated arrangement of silver and gold layers that served as a perfect complement to her fair skin and those crystalline blue eyes. There were also obviously some supports in the dress because her, well . . . they were displayed in a stunning, not immodest, manner. He sighed in admiration.

			“She is a vision . . .” uttered Charming, letting his words trail away.

			“Yes, the Princess is prett—beautiful,” said Will.

			Charming blinked and shook his head slightly. “Who? Yes . . . yes, the Princess. The Princess is beautiful. Indeed, she is. Yes, of course, that is inarguable.”

			“Um, Charming, will we have to dance?” Will asked.

			The Prince looked at Will. “What? Oh, of course we dance, Will. The ladies await our presence. You’ll learn these things.”

			The Prince straightened his coat and ran a practiced hand through his hair. How he did that without mussing it up was a mystery to Will, who himself would have wound up with little more than a tangle had he made the same attempt. Will looked at the Prince and then out at all the gathered nobility, and felt a flutter of guilt in his stomach. It had been building all day, but he could not ignore it any longer.

			This is wrong, Will thought. Everyone is here to honor you for slaying the dragon, but it was an accident! The scarecrow is more a hero than you are. You don’t deserve this.

			These thoughts and doubts were not new. They were yet another version of what Will had been wrestling with since the King’s man had returned to Prosper and summoned him to the court. Initially, he had consoled himself that his little omissions were not real lies, were not really hurting anybody, but now he realized that he had hurt someone—Charming. The Prince might be a conceited, vain, insufferable fellow, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have feelings. In fact, sometimes it seemed to Will that Charming had enough feelings for three men. Regardless, seeing the way the Prince looked at Gwendolyn, Will knew the only right thing to do was to tell him the truth. Charming had to know that he might still be her true love, whatever it cost Will personally—even if it lost him the Princess.

			Will squared his shoulders and cleared his throat. “Charming, I’d like to talk to you about how the dragon died. You see, it was impaled by my pitchfork bu—”

			Charming raised his hand, stopping Will in midsentence. The Prince looked suddenly ill, like he might vomit. He was shaking slightly and kept pursing his lips. “Will, a true hero does not speak of his victories or his glories. He has others do that. I know that you wish to share the story of your triumph, but you must master the desire. Never, no, never talk about yourself or your deeds, instead let the bards tell the tale for you.”

			“But, Charming, they don’t have the story right.”

			“Now, now, Will . . .” Charming paused and took a deep breath, then exhaled and continued. “That is something called artistic license. The legend may differ in parts from what really happened, but you should let them recount the tale as they choose. I do appreciate your desire to share your adventures with a man equal to your . . . heroic bearing. Trust me, I know how hard it is to find an equal, but I would hate for you to appear vain. We will not speak of it again. Understood”—the Prince coughed slightly—“my friend?”

			Will didn’t really understand, and he didn’t really think the Prince understood, but he could tell the man was not feeling his best, so he said, “Yes.” Nobles are very peculiar.

			The Prince took a moment, and seemed to physically gather himself. “Now is the time for our entrance,” announced the Prince and, without further preamble, strode grandly to the top of the ballroom stair, gesturing impatiently with his trailing hand for Will to join him.

			The Prince struck his most regal pose as he looked down the sweep of the stair to the ballroom floor. With Will standing beside him, the contrast between their qualities could not have been more striking. While the Royal Tailor had, admittedly, worked a wonder on Will with a dramatic white-and-red costume, the lout was clearly out of his depth. He stood shuffling his feet, and, well, he was biting his thumb. It was shameful.

			Charming reflected that this should be a moment of triumph, but he could not enjoy the moment. He felt such a flutter in his chest, and the lump in his throat, that he feared the entire assembly could see his distress. He was distracted. No, it was more than that. He was bewitched by Lady Elizabeth.

			Will tried to say something again, but Charming would not shut up about the damned dragon and chose to ignore him, which was easy—because, for the Prince, all the spectacle in the grand ballroom had shrunk to a single point atop the throne platform where the Princess and Lady Elizabeth stood flanking his father, the King.

			Lady Elizabeth was a vision. She wore an almost ethereal blue gown of such magnificence that he wondered if it had not been spun by fairy magic. She outclassed every other woman in the room, including Princess Gwendolyn; and from the glares the women of the court were giving her, and the frantic pace of their fluttering fans, it was clear that they knew it also.

			He tried to convince himself that it was an enchantment spun by magics dark and nefarious, but his mind would no longer allow the self-deception. The truth was that ever since these peasant siblings had arrived, events had twisted around them in a way that defied the natural order. He steadied himself. Tonight he would—he must—reestablish his position. Once Lady Elizabeth, and of course the Princess, had seen his mastery of all the courtly arts, they would be helplessly drawn to him. He smiled. Then, with a start, Charming realized that a hush had fallen over the multitude. Will had already begun descending the stairs. A crowd of luminaries rushed to greet him below. Charming had been left behind. The evening was beginning badly.

			One of the heralds, a man of much size and volume, proclaimed in a booming voice easily heard over the music, “Lords and ladies, we are now in the presence of the Lord Protector, the Slayer of the Dragon, Champion of the Realm, William Pickett and”—the cheering and applause nearly drowned out the mighty herald, and the Prince barely heard—“Prince Charming.”

			The Prince strode regally, if a bit stiffly, down the stair. A throng of ladies was swarming Will, and Charming was left outside their fluttering circle. He could feel the color rising in his cheeks. These outrages were unthinkable—nay, unimaginable. As the dread specter of another social defeat loomed, Charming’s breath came quicker, his head began to spin, and he realized that he was on the verge of fainting. He had just begun to sway when a rough hand grabbed his arm and pulled him to a quiet spot beneath the stairs. It was his squire. Why the squire had been allowed anywhere near the party was beyond Charming. His outfit was tragic. The man wore a gaudy red doublet that could barely contain his gut. Charming was about to upbraid him for pulling him away from the revelry when the grizzled fellow interjected, “Sorry to disturb you, Your Highness, but you look like you could use a glass of wine.”

			Charming took the goblet but did not drink. He could hear the ladies tittering and flirtatiously competing to dance with Will. He, Prince Charming, had always been the center of attention, yet now he was an afterthought. A deep emptiness filled him. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Why would they want to suffer injury and embarrassment with that village idiot when they could dazzle the court with me?”

			For once, his squire didn’t have a sharp retort. “Perhaps you should sit out the first dance, Your Highness. You did suffer a terrible fall a few days ago.”

			The man tugged at Charming’s sleeve and gestured to an antechamber. Charming looked at him and saw . . . pity? That one of his servants might pity him made Charming resent the squire even more, and he pulled his arm away. “Nonsense! I will not run from Pickett. If the court wishes to measure us, then let us be measured. I will show them the difference in our quality!”

			He handed the untouched glass back, stretched his arms, and tested his jaw, opening and closing it to make certain that he was ready to achieve couplet. Now he was prepared to save the ladies of the king’s court from a night spent in the company of William Pickett.

			He had barely recomposed himself when the herald’s voice once again rang out from the balcony above. “Lords and ladies, we have an announcement from His Royal Majesty, the King!”

			The Prince blinked in shock. During his few moments of respite, the scene, which before had only been aggravating, had been transformed into something from a nightmare. Everyone had turned to look at the far end of the ballroom, where stood the high throne and, as if by some accursed conjuration, Will. He had been transported atop the throne dais and was standing to the right of the King, his father. To the left of his father, the King, stood Princess Gwendolyn with a strange, almost mournful, expression on her face.

			The King cleared his royal throat and the room fell silent. “My lords and ladies, rejoice! The dragon is dead! Princess Gwendolyn is saved!” Exuberant cries of huzzah filled the ballroom. Charming ground his teeth in frustration. The King continued. “And here we have the man, the hero, responsible for delivering us from our oppressor, the Lord Protector of the Realm and Dragon Slayer, William Pickett!”

			An even louder cheer echoed off the walls and ceiling of the Great Hall. Charming noted that Will looked pale as a ghost, and seemed nervous to the point of being ill. At least he was suffering for his ill-deserved fame. The King raised his hands for silence, and the gathering was once again quieted.

			“As reward for his valor, I hereby grant Lord William Pickett the land of his home, the Southern Valley, and all that lies therein as his and his progeny’s in perpetuity.”

			There was a hushed murmur among the landed gentry; many of them would be dispossessed by this act. But if the King heard any of this disturbance, he showed no sign and pressed on.

			“What is more, I have decided that the time has come to name an heir to my throne. So, in my wisdom, I decree that my throne shall go to either my son, Prince Charming, or to the Lord Protector, who has become like a son to me and is a hero to us all, whichever of these two fine men shall marry first!”

			Cheers filled the air and squeals of delight came from the ladies who surged forward to be close to the now clearly terrified Lord William. Charming stood cold with shock. Is this what his father, the King, had been trying to warn him about? He looked toward the throne where the King, his father, stood. “But I am your son,” the Prince whispered to himself. “How could you?”

			The world he knew was gone. Pickett had stolen his quest, his glory, and now his father. Charming’s breath came quickly. He grasped at the cool marble of the wall behind him for support. He found the wall but no stability.

			The world had gone mad.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 6

			Tripping the Glass Fantastic

			LIZ STOOD IN the royal ballroom listening to the blood pound in her ears, the words of the King still reverberating through the hall. She needed time to think and air to breathe. Damn this corset. The King was considering giving his throne to Will? No, she corrected herself. He wasn’t considering, he had offered the throne to Will. All her brother had to do was convince one of these foolish, simpering women to marry him. This had gone too far. Will hadn’t killed the dragon; the stupid beast had landed on his pitchfork. If someone found out the truth . . .

			She could imagine being thrown into the deepest dungeon in the castle. She would spend the rest of her days imprisoned with her brother, making friends with rats and being thankful for extra crumbs of stale bread. Although, instead, they could be executed—for conspiring to steal the crown! As she weighed her chances of receiving the headsman’s ax, being drawn and quartered, or burned at the stake, she swayed on her feet.

			A firm hand gripped her elbow. It was the King. His kindly voice, soft in her ear, made her heart sink. “Dear Lady Elizabeth, you look unwell.”

			He guided her to a low settee positioned strategically in a quiet alcove to the right of the dais. A snap of his royal fingers summoned one of the servants with miraculous alacrity. “The lady needs attending. Bring her refreshment and repast at once.” With the orders complete, he turned back to her. “Please forgive me for making you stand on that beastly stage for so long. I have a habit of being overly windy when I have an audience. Sadly, a trait my son has inherited.”

			His eyes laughed and his smile was contagious, but the deep lines of his face spoke of a man that had been burdened by a long sadness. She should tell him now, but her thoughts turned again to the dungeons. All she could muster was a weak, “Thank you, Your Royal Majesty, you are too kind. I—I am not used to balls. I’m afraid I am not quite up to the class of the ladies of your court.”

			The King’s smile changed to something both more kindly and more serious. “My dear lady—because that is what you are, Lady Elizabeth—Princess Gwendolyn and the Lord Protector may well be the center of attention, but take it from someone who was once a young man at a ball much like this one, you are most certainly a lady and you are most certainly in the right place.”

			The servant returned with a chilled decanter of wine and matching crystal glass, and what looked to be a sampling of every delicacy the kingdom had to offer. He set them down next to her. The King had started to wave him away with the back of his hand when a cunning expression passed over his face. He stopped and gestured for the man to lean closer. Whispered words were exchanged, and the servant’s eyebrows rose so high in surprise that they nearly disappeared beneath his powdered wig. The servant bowed before sprinting from the room. The King seemed to measure her with his eyes. “What you need, my dear, is a good-luck charm, and I have just the thing.”

			Liz protested. “Please, Your Majesty, you have been too kind already. What you have done for me and my brother is too generous. You see we didn’t mean—”

			“Nonsense! Your brother, the Lord Protector, saved me from a lifetime of humiliation and this kingdom from the dragon’s terror. He has returned the woman who was my love to this court, where she can once again beguile a generation of men. There is nothing, nothing, that I can deny him.” There may have been a quaver in his voice when he mentioned the Princess, but it never touched that gentle smile. Placing her hands in his, he carried on. “I have never spoken truer words than when I said that Lord William has become like a son to me. In turn, you have become like a daughter, if you would forgive the familiarity.”

			There was a movement behind them. The footman had returned. He carried before him a small silver chest, which he held with reverence.

			“Excellent! Now, Lady Elizabeth, while the Royal Tailor has done us proud with the construction of your gown, the ensemble, if I may be so bold, is incomplete. You see, what makes a lady confident is not the dress, not even the jewelry, but the right pair of shoes.”

			He made a quick gesture, and the servant raised the lid of the chest to reveal a pair of dancing slippers so exquisite that they made Liz’s breath catch in her throat. In fact, they were so beautiful that it took her a moment to realize what they were made of. “Your Majesty, are those made of—of—?”

			“Yes, my dear, they are glass slippers!” He lifted each of the remarkable shoes from their velvet cradle and, bending, placed them on her feet. She expected the slippers not to fit, or to be hard and uncomfortable, but their cool smoothness fitted perfectly. “I knew they would fit you. I just knew it!”

			The King’s eyes were glassy—the man was on the verge of tears! Liz looked away to give him time to compose himself, and when she turned back, he had risen and was staring at her feet. “I hope you can forgive an old man the vice of sentimentality. You see these shoes were to be a wedding gift to my first love.”

			Terror gripped Elizabeth when she grasped the import of his words. These shoes, the shoes on her feet, had been originally made for his bride to be! “Your Highness, I cannot accept these! They belong to Princess Gwendolyn, not me!”

			“I will hear nothing of the sort. I have always wanted to see these slippers worn at a grand ball by a beautiful young woman. We are at the grandest of balls, and you are young and undeniably beautiful. Just as you were meant to be here, the slippers are exactly where they were meant to be. Besides, I am quite certain that Princess Gwendolyn would not wish to wear them as she was not my first love.”

			There was that sadness in his voice again, and Liz recalled that it was Rosslyn, Gwendolyn’s older sister, who had been the first lady pledged to the King’s heart. But she had little time to think on this history as the King continued his speech. “If you will indulge me for just a moment, let me look at you in them.”

			She stood and carefully turned in place. The slippers drew and reflected the light from the hundreds of candles in the ballroom so that they appeared to glow with the light of a thousand fireflies. That remarkable, laughing smile returned to the King’s face. “Beautiful, simply beautiful. I think that you are now ready for the ball. Please try not to break too many hearts this evening. Now, if you will excuse me.” He gave her a shallow bow, and she watched as the old man ascended the stairs of the dais to sit once again on his throne.

			Elizabeth Pickett had never felt smaller. This charade had gone too far. They hadn’t been planning to deceive the entire kingdom; they had just hoped for enough gold to rebuild the farm. And they—she—certainly never intended to betray the trust of such a kindly old man. Now she was wearing the shoes he had meant for his first true love, because he considered her his daughter. She had to do something, but it had to make sense and not get her and Will killed. She felt the need to move, to take action, to find someone in this noble madhouse that could help. She tried to take a step and nearly lost her balance. The glass slippers may have been the most extraordinary shoes she’d ever seen, but walking in them on the polished marble floors of the ballroom was like trying to ice skate. She was also quietly terrified that she would break them.

			As Liz struggled to relearn the art of walking, the music changed. She looked up to see the Princess gliding with an otherworldly grace down to the center of the ballroom, arm in arm with Will. Though he was paler than he’d been in years, Liz was amazed to see that he moved with little hesitation, and without slouching or chewing on his thumb. She bit her bottom lip and twisted her hands in the folds of her billowing dress. He was enjoying himself. He looked truly happy. He was living his fairy tale. He was gazing deeply into the eyes of the Princess. Her heart sank again. If he fell in love with the Princess . . .

			She didn’t dare complete the thought.

			MOVING WITH A long-unused elegance, Princess Gwendolyn surveyed the nobility swirling about her as she twirled in time to the music. The men gazed appraisingly, and the courtly women cast critical gazes over their fans and whispered catty comments beneath them.

			She sighed sadly.

			She had hoped the courtly intrigue would fill her with the same thrill it had in days past, but it seemed so meaningless. Nothing was right. Nothing was as she thought it would be. She had spent the weeks since her rescue not dressing in fine cloths and eating fine food, seeing and being seen by fine people, but locked in her room, terrified that the castle and the servants and the silks might dissolve around her, that this was just another dream planted by the fairy to torment her with what had been. Even now she was half convinced that she was still asleep in that tower—the dragon whispering confidences into her mute ear. And she had reason. It was not as though there had been a moment when she felt her curse finally and irrevocably lift. It was more as if she had been in deep water, drowning, and had now drifted closer to the surface, but the waters still swirled around, dragging and pulling her downward. The world itself seemed unreal; sometimes it blurred and stuttered. And then there were the visions. She felt them, right at the edge of her sight: leering faces half remembered from her long, dark dreams, which seemed to be peering from between the swirling dresses of the ladies at the edge of the floor; voices, in the air around her; distant tolling bells no one else could hear; and a rushing wind that did not touch the glowing candles.

			She shuddered and clutched more tightly to the hand of her partner. Lord William was real. He felt solid, something she could trust, and he was nervous. He had been that way since she awoke in the back of his cart in Prosper. It made her smile to make a man nervous again. He was looking down at her now with that slightly stunned expression he always seemed to have when he touched her.

			Is this my true love?

			She rolled the question about in her mind as she led him through a complicated series of steps. It had taken quite a lot of persuading to get him to dance. He had been worried about making a fool of himself and, to his credit, her. He needn’t have. Gwendolyn had been performing in the court since she was a little girl and could make anyone, even a pig farmer or whatever it was Lord William had been, look graceful. To his further credit, the boy made it easy. He was quite willing to follow her lead. She liked that about him also. In fact, despite everything, Gwendolyn found herself enjoying the dance. While she was moving, it was easier to imagine that things were just as they had been before. That they were all young again, she and Rupert and Rosslyn, and that events had turned out as they should have.

			She frowned. Thinking about all those years of captivity brought a deep, slow anger back to her breast. She still could not bear to look at Rupert. Since her return, he had tried daily to seek an audience with her, but Gwendolyn had made a point not to speak to him. The truth was that she could not. Not yet. For one, she did not know if she could bear hearing his excuse for why she had been made to languish in that tower, imprisoned by the dragon, as the seasons changed and the decades passed. He had been her hero. The one she had believed would be her true love. She had been so sure that he would come to rescue her, but he never came.

			Never.

			Instead, he’d married another and ceded her to his son. The bitterness of it all galled her. And another thing—he was old, and seeing him made her feel her true age, and she did not like it. But more than all this, she feared the answer to one question.

			Why?

			She looked around as if she could find an answer somewhere in her surroundings. The dance spun them about and she saw the young prince standing at the edge of the floor, staring at Lord William with venom in his eyes. How long had the dragon whispered to her about him, about his beauty and strength, and how he must come for her one day soon? The dragon may have meant it as a cruelty, but it had been an unwitting kindness, because in her dreams he had been transformed into the man she had always wanted Rupert to be. For how many lifetimes had she imagined being with him: being rescued, having children, living happily ever after.

			Now looking at this Prince Charming, a grown man of twenty summers, she felt none of that hope. He was flighty and insubstantial. From what she’d heard since her return, he’d spent his days dallying over clothes and verse and lancing the ladies. It was what she would expect of a spoiled courtly young man of twenty. It was the way the courtly young men had behaved in her day. But she was not a courtly young lady of twenty any longer, and she had no appetite for him. She sighed deeply. Everything was shadowy and gray. She knew she must try to forgive and move on, but a part of her, an undeniable and ugly part, wanted retribution more than forgiveness.

			They had left her to rot, Rupert, Prince Charming, and the rest of the kingdom. They all deserved to suffer for their lies.

			Gwen felt a sudden chill around her neck, like two cold hands at her throat, and once more she became aware of the thin gold chain and miniature lock resting like an icicle against her breast. It was a strange thing, that locket. Ever since the evening in Prosper when she finally clawed her way to consciousness, mostly out of irritation at the jar of pickled peas she’d been lying atop in the back of that peasant wagon, Gwendolyn had been on the verge of tearing the accursed thing off, but she could not. Not until everything had been made right. For a moment, she felt a rush of deadly ambition and purpose, saw herself on the throne, a queen at last. Then the pale face of her sister, Rosslyn, floated into her mind and all the energy left her. She felt so tired and so very old.

			Lord William seemed to sense her mood. He leaned down a bit and whispered in her ear. “You seem tired, Princess Gwendolyn. Shall I take you back to the dais?”

			“No, no. I am having a wonderful time, and . . . you are a wonderful dancer,” she lied.

			“No, I’m not a wonderful dancer, but you are, Your Highness.”

			He was young and naïve, but he was also solid—real. Someone trustworthy and true she could hold on to. Gwendolyn smiled at him, but the ghosts of the past were swirling close now and their cold touch would not let her feel the pleasure of the moment. The music reached a crescendo and the dance ended in stillness.

			LIZ WATCHED THE end of the dance with rising fear. She knew her brother well enough to know that he was entranced. She needed to stop Will before he got too far out of hand. She needed to set things right while there was still a chance that they could keep their heads attached to their necks. She had to talk to her brother, but with the crowd surrounding him, it would not be easy. Carefully, Liz made her way onto the main floor of the ballroom and was pleasantly surprised that she didn’t trip. Maybe she would make it through the night without landing on her bottom. As she moved through the masses gathered around the dance, she considered the problem. How could she stop Will from throwing himself into marriage with so many women willing to concede anything for a chance to be queen?

			All Gretel had to do to nab him was show a little ankle, she thought. Some of these women are offering a lot more than that. I should have thought of this before the ball. I had a week to do something. I’m supposed to be the responsible one.

			She looked around the room. There were so many ladies, showing so much bosom and sighing so sincerely. Any one of them might be too much for the foolish boy to resist, yet his eyes remained focused on Princess Gwendolyn. She considered that, perhaps, while that held true, there was still hope. Even if the Princess intended to marry Will as a reward for rescuing her, her station would demand that they spend some time courting. She had time. But how to stop what seemed inevitable?

			Liz’s eye fell on a fat balding man in a painfully bright tunic standing near the back of the room and looking very uncomfortable and out of place. Why did he seem familiar? The Prince . . . he was the Prince’s squire. The solution came to her like a thunderbolt. There was one person in all the land who could stop Will from attaining the throne.

			I need Prince Charming!

			The Princess was always meant—no, destined—to marry Charming. If Charming married Princess Gwendolyn, she and Will could drift away from the castle and return safely to Prosper. Given enough quiet seclusion, they might even be forgotten completely, which would probably be for the best.

			But where was Prince Charming? She had caught a glimpse of him at the edge of the ballroom earlier, but reflected that he had been noticeably absent for most of the night, which seemed odd given his reputation. She turned about, trying to spot him through the riot of swirling colors and movement of the dancers, but the sudden movement made the slick glass shoes slip from beneath her. A strong hand grasped her arm from behind and righted her.

			Twice in one night. She hoped falling down was not going to become a new habit of hers. She smoothed her skirts and turned, more slowly this time, to thank her rescuer, and found herself inches from Charming. He rocked back on his heels and their eyes met, and she couldn’t help staring. He had beautiful deep brown eyes. She read in those eyes a strange mixture of desire and confusion, and she found herself wishing that he would give voice to those feelings and confide in her. A long moment of oddly comfortable silence passed between them, then the Prince blinked as if waking from a dream. Hesitantly, perhaps reluctantly, he reached his hand out to her.

			“Fair Elizabeth, if you would wish the chance,

			Then I bid you, take my hand so that we may dance.”

			Surprising herself, she curtsied and placed her hand in his. A pleasant tingle ran through her body at the touch, but she managed a dignified, “I’d be honored, Your Highness.”

			He led her out to the dance floor. The Prince pulled Liz close to him. His grip was light, but strong, and he moved with a grace that should have made her feel clumsy, but instead made her body feel light as air. And then there were his eyes. She couldn’t believe how handsome he was up close.

			I could get lost in those eyes, she thought again. Yes, you could, so remember why you are dancing with him. You need his help.

			The music swept them around the floor. The light from the slippers danced about them, surrounding them with a flickering nimbus that drew eyes from around the great ballroom. For Liz, the room and the crowd had faded away; there was only the music and the Prince. She knew she should broach the topic of Will and the Princess, and somewhere the rational part of Elizabeth was shouting to get on with it, but she couldn’t. Here she was, dancing in a royal ball with Prince Charming. This would probably be her last ball, and might well be her last night of freedom, so Liz ignored her own warnings and allowed herself to enjoy the music, the dance, and, yes, the skill and beauty of her partner. She sighed contentedly.

			Her momentary joy was all too brief. As the dance swept them past the throne, she saw Will and the Princess seated side by side, engaged in some private conversation. Their bodies close. Her brother’s expression of wonder and adoration was downright alarming. Enough was enough! She had to say something. When she looked back at Charming, his eyes, those wonderful eyes, were also on the dais with that same confused look of pain and desire. She admonished herself. Of course he would rather be dancing with the Princess, you silly girl.

			She cleared her throat and his eyes flashed back to her. “I . . .” she began and stopped as her voice cracked. Liz knew what she had to say, but suddenly the idea of ceding the Prince to another was not so easy. It must be so, she urged silently to herself. You are not a princess or a lady, and this is not a fairy tale. She gathered her courage about her. “I’m sorry that our first meeting was—”

			“A disaster?” he supplied, the hint of a smile passing over his face.

			“Yes,” she smiled back. “A disaster.”

			He closed his eyes briefly and then a deeper, satisfied smile creased his face, and he recited melodically:

			“Do not concern yourself, lady dear,

			It is in the past and we are here.”

			Liz began to laugh at his joke, but then stopped herself. The Prince seemed perfectly serious. He had an expectant, even triumphant, look on his face. She puzzled for a brief moment on the verse and how she should respond, and then said with care, “Yes, I agree. We should let bygones be bygones. In fact, I’m glad we had this chance to be alone, because I wanted to talk about Will . . . er . . . the Lord Protector.”

			Charming’s whole body tensed and his beautiful smile vanished in a twinkling. He closed his eyes and there was another momentary delay before he responded, this time a little more stiffly than before.

			“Dear Lady, let us not speak of such things,

			But to enjoy the dance as the music rings.”

			The smile returned, but this time it was a little less certain. Unconsciously, she thinned her lips. Why was he speaking in nursery rhymes? Liz considered that she had never been with a prince and had no idea what was expected behavior. She tried once more to get to the heart of the matter. “Yes, that would be nice. It’s just that I know you wish you could be dancing with someone else, with . . . with the Princess, in fact. I thought if I helped you woo her—”

			He removed one of his hands from hers and silenced her with a gesture. There was another pause and then he responded with another verse, and this time he tilted his head in a peculiar manner and made sure to catch her eyes with his when he spoke.

			“Lady Elizabeth, don’t let yourself be alarmed,

			In the Prince’s presence all the ladies are charmed.”

			God, what an ass, she thought, and this time gave him the full weight of her glare before saying coldly, “Well, at the moment I would say the Princess is being charmed pretty thoroughly by my brother. And if he marries her, you won’t be a prince anymore, so can we—”

			Without warning, he stumbled slightly. He recovered and spun her expertly, if with a bit too much vigor, to reestablish the rhythm of their dance. Once they were back in step, he closed his eyes. Liz suspected more verse was coming, and she interrupted whatever it was he was trying to compose by asking the most obvious question.

			“Why are you closing your eyes?”

			He reopened them and was unable to hide his annoyance. “If you really must know, I was attempting to regain couplet. It’s not as easy as I make it look. Now, ready yourself.”

			“Fair damsel—” he started.

			“Please, no more poetry. We have things we need to discuss, and I don’t think verse is going to help matters.”

			His smile reappeared, crooked and superior. “My dear Lady Elizabeth,” he said in an annoyingly smug voice, “it’s called couplet. As a true gentleman, I assure you that it is the finest, nay, the only way, to speak to a lady.”

			She looked at him in disbelief and spoke her thoughts without moderation. “Well, it seems ridiculous to me.”

			His smile faltered, and he spun her about in an obvious attempt to recover himself. “I forget your disadvantages. The customs of the cultured class are new to you. In time I’m sure you will learn the social mores of your new position.”

			Though it shouldn’t have, the implied insult cut her deeply, and she felt her cheeks color. How dare the man treat her with such casual disrespect? She dropped her hand from his shoulder and pulled away. Their feet stuttered to stop and the other dancers swirled around them, casting curious glances at the suddenly motionless pair.

			“You must think a great deal of yourself, Prince Charming,” she seethed. “Just because I don’t simper and coo at your every gesture does not mean that I am not a lady. And if being a proper lady of the court means that I must make the pretense of being as vapid and silly as you seem to want me to be, then I think I would prefer to decline the privilege.”

			The Prince flinched as though struck, and then his body stiffened and his expression hardened. “I am sorry that you find my company so displeasing, Lady Elizabeth,” he said between lips that barely moved. “I’m sure a lady of your manifest courtesy and grace will find many other more suitable companions.” He bowed sharply and turned on his heel.

			Even before he turned away, Liz regretted her outburst and silently cursed her temper and tongue. He might have been thoughtlessly insulting, but she had been purposefully cruel. Besides, she needed Prince Charming’s help. She took a step after him and called out plaintively, “I’m sorry, Your Highness. I did not mean—”

			“Yes, you did,” said a woman. “And because I fear the point of your statement might have been missed by your audience, I will be more blunt. Prince Charming is a joke and an ass.”

			Elizabeth looked past Charming and saw, advancing toward him, a woman wearing a scarlet dress and a bad wig. A murderous look gleamed in the woman’s eyes. The trio formed a triangle in the middle of the dance.

			Charming glared at the woman and said sharply, “This is none of your concern, Lady, um . . .”

			“You can’t even remember my name!” the strange woman shouted.

			The dancers were stopping now to watch the unfolding drama. Liz moved forward and, gesturing toward one of the shadowed alcoves, said softly, “Perhaps we could conduct this conversation in private. I don’t think any of us wants a scene here in the middle of the King’s ball.”

			“Yes, milady—” began Charming, but he was interrupted.

			“You’re quite wrong, Lady Elizabeth,” cried the woman, her voice ringing through the ballroom. “I want everyone to know what His Highness did to me.” She gestured to the assembled nobles and shouted, “Look at me, Charming! LOOK AT ME! I am ruined, and it’s YOUR fault!” She tore off the wig on her head, and Liz saw beneath it what might have once been incredibly long and beautiful hair, but for the patches here and there where it looked like chunks had been shorn or perhaps even torn out. She pointed an accusing finger straight at his chest. “And how dare you presume to lecture anyone, much less Lady Elizabeth, on social mores, when you, the supposed savior of the kingdom, were in my bedchamber when the dragon was killed!”

			A shocked gasp erupted from the gathered nobles. Liz wanted to escape, but she was rooted in place, completely petrified by the scene unfolding before her.

			Charming smiled his most condescending smile. “You are clearly deranged, Lady . . . Lady—”

			Whatever Prince Charming might have said was interrupted as the woman punched him squarely on the nose. Screams of horror came from the impromptu audience. The Prince staggered back a few paces and fell on his backside, blood pouring down from his face onto his cream-colored silk shirt and green doublet.

			The lady stood over him and screamed, “IT’S RAPUNZEL, YOU GREAT ASS!”

			The Prince put a silk handkerchief to his nose with one hand and pointed up at Rapunzel from his seated position with the other. “How dare you touch the Royal Person. I’ll have you put in the dungeon for this, you wretched, ill-bred wench. If it was not against my nature to hurt ladies I would—”

			Before he could finish, Rapunzel lunged at him with a shriek. Her long tapered nails reached toward Charming’s face like talons. No one moved, except for Will. He was suddenly standing in the middle of the melee, lifting Lady Rapunzel off the floor. Struggling with the twisting woman, Will managed to grunt out, “Perhaps . . . if we . . . adjourned . . . to a private chamber . . . all the parties . . . could just—please, that was me—calm themselves . . .”

			Prince Charming rose to his feet, the rapidly reddening handkerchief still at his nose, and advanced on Will and Rapunzel. His face white with anger, the Prince roared at the woman, “I AM PRINCE CHARMING! That you could ever have imagined that I would consider you as anything more than a trifle, given your family, is delusional.”

			This sent the lady into a frenzy of lashing fists and feet as she sought to break Will’s grip on her. With an enormous effort, Will wrapped Rapunzel up with one arm and put his other hand against Charming’s chest to keep him away. “This is not helping, Prince,” he grunted. “Please, both of you, try and control yourselves. We are at the King’s ball, let us have some—ouch—decorum. Perhaps, if you could leave while we calm the lady, Prince Charming, that would—please, Lady Rapunzel—be the best.”

			The Prince seemed to swell with anger at this suggestion. “You are dismissing me?” Then he knocked Will’s arm aside and said in a dangerously low voice, “You dare to speak to me of decorum? You are barely off the farm and now would command me beneath my own roof? What right do you have to be here, and to lay claim to the crown? What is your lineage? You may have slain the dragon and returned the Princess, but you and your family are common, and low, and no matter the title, you will never be anything else!”

			The room was alive with shocked murmurs. Lady Rapunzel gasped and stopped struggling. Will handed her to the Prince’s squire, who had popped out of the crowd like a magician’s trick. Will straightened himself to his true height, which was a half-head taller than the Prince. The only time Liz had seen her brother look this angry was when he’d faced down the townsfolk of Prosper. “Prince Charming,” Will said in a voice that made Liz cringe, “I have shown restraint till now out of respect for the King, but you will not speak about me and my family in that manner. It is time that you leave. NOW!”

			The two men stood less than an arm’s length apart, each seething with anger. A ring of nobility had formed around them, but at the edge it began to part and, as Liz could see, the guards were clearing a path through the throng. Then the King’s herald boomed, “MAKE WAY! MAKE WAY FOR THE KING!” Perhaps he could stop this madness.

			At the announcement, Will turned and took a step back, accidentally knocking into the Prince with the side of his shoulder.

			Everything seemed to slow.

			The Prince grabbed Will roughly and spun him back. Both men snarled in rage. Will lunged forward and the Prince reared back his fist to strike. With a loud scream of “NO!” Liz grabbed the Prince’s arm, hoping to stop the fight before it could begin.

			The Prince, who was focused entirely on evading Will, flung his arm back to shake Liz off. Her feet slipped out from under her. One of the glass slippers shot out along the polished stone floor and into the crowd. There was a terrific tearing noise, and she fell back onto the ground. The fall did not hurt, but weighted down by the awkward bulk of the dress, Elizabeth found it impossible to rise again. Worse still, the wide hoops that made up the foundation of the garment suspended her skirts in the air, exposing the layers upon layers of lacy undergarments beneath. A stunned silence fell like a shroud on the gathered nobles. Only a moment, a heartbeat, passed before she felt hands, gentle and practiced, help her back to her feet.

			Liz tried to compose herself, but even as her breathing calmed, she felt a draft across her midsection, and looking down saw that there was a wide tear along the side of the dress from her shoulder nearly to her waist revealing the sheer shift and laced corset beneath. Everyone was staring. She was flush with embarrassment, and felt tears burning her cheeks. Everything was ruined. Among the nobles at the edge of the circle, she saw the King, ashen faced. She could not let him see her like this. She pulled off the other glass slipper and ran.

			She ran out of the ballroom. She heard the King, Will, and even Prince Charming all shout her name as one, but she didn’t care. Every eye in the ball was on her as she raced up the broad marble steps to the entry hall. Clutching the little shoe tightly against her breast, she ran through the castle halls. She ran and ran until she found her room. Locking the door behind her, Liz threw herself on the bed, and did the only thing she could do. Cry.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 7

			Weaving a Tangled Web

			THE MORNING AFTER the ball dawned gloriously. The sun rose above the distant mountains, sending waves of golden light spilling along the soft green folded hills that cascaded down from the eastern end of the castle. Birds nesting in the flowering vines that clung to the tower walls burst into song at first light.

			On this beautiful morning, Will Pickett found himself sitting in bed, half awake and terribly hungover, his sister pacing back and forth across his room, doing what she did best, lecturing him about his behavior. That she had been crying all night was evident from her puffy eyes and the hoarseness of her voice; and given everything that had happened, Will couldn’t blame her, which was also why he hadn’t thrown her out . . . yet. Will wrapped his pillow around his aching head, hoping it would defend him against the constant hammering of his sister’s voice, but she ripped the pillow out of his hands and shouted—really shouted.

			“WILLIAM PICKETT! You may not mind being thrown into the dungeon, or having your head removed from your body, but I didn’t spend the last ten years of my life keeping you alive to see you die because you were too much of a fool to listen.”

			A wave of pain and nausea rippled through his body. “Come off of it, Liz. No one’s going to die. And, please, quit shouting! I’ll listen. If you quit shouting, I’ll listen. I promise.”

			She tapped her foot hard on the ground, and he turned his head to stare at it until she stopped. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, all right, I won’t shout, though I daresay you deserve it.”

			He opened his mouth to point out that it was the King, not he, that had insisted that the Lord Protector attend three separate after-ball fêtes; nor was it he that had initiated the dozens of toasts he had been forced to answer. But all that came out was a dry croak, so he cleared his throat and whispered.

			“Okay, explain to me again why it is that we have to run away when the whole kingdom is celebrating us, and toasting us, and dancing with us.” Despite his throbbing skull, Will smiled at the memory of his night with the Princess, that golden hair, those crystal blue eyes, her soft body.

			Liz rolled her eyes. “You’re thinking about the Princess again, aren’t you? What would your girlfriend, Gretel, say? Didn’t you promise her your undying affection not more than a month ago?”

			He swallowed some life back into his voice. “Gretel? Gretel is really just a friend. Besides, she would understand that a fellow in my position—”

			“Your position? Your position? You’re as bad as the Prince.”

			Will didn’t want a sermon on fidelity. “Is that what this is all about, Liz? The Prince? Is that why you want us to run?” Her lips thinned dangerously, but his head hurt too much to care anymore. “Look, I know what he said about me, about us. Last night was bad. You were embarrassed, and if I knew how to duel, I would.”

			Her voice, cold as a winter frost, cut him off, “No, you would not, William Jack Pickett.” He winced at the use of his full name. That was never a good sign. “But let me answer your question. We have to leave because people have been celebrating YOU, and toasting YOU, and dancing with YOU, and offering YOU the CROWN, because they think YOU killed the dragon. What the Prince said to you at the ball was vile and hateful, but it was also true. We are nobodies, from a poor family, and we have done nothing to deserve our place in this castle.”

			Will could feel the heat rise in his face. He sat up a little straighter, which seemed to put more strength into his voice. “You’re the one that is always reminding me that we are the descendants of lords and ladies. And what about the Princess? I did rescue the Princess. Does that count for nothing?”

			Liz sat down on the edge of the bed, the pillow clutched tightly in her hands, and spoke softly. “Yes, we are, and, yes, you did, and you deserve something for that—but you didn’t fight a dragon, you didn’t kill the dragon. Will, don’t you see, they think you’re a great warrior, a hero.”

			“I never said I was. All I said was—”

			“Don’t play that game with me, William,” she said sharply. “Don’t think for a moment I haven’t thought the same excuses a hundred times. ‘We never said he killed the dragon, people only assumed it.’ ‘All I said was that his pitchfork killed the dragon, that’s different.’ ‘We haven’t lied, only not told the whole truth.’ ”

			He felt a little sick as she counted off on her fingers each of the justifications he’d been clinging to for the last few weeks. He had to admit, spoken aloud they sounded pathetic.

			Tears welled in Liz’s eyes, though she held them back as she spoke. “The fact is that we’ve been lying. Your scarecrow killed the dragon, and he only managed that because you were too lazy to put your pitchfork away. We’re the swindlers, Will. We’ve been the ones bending and twisting the truth to convince the King that we can spin gold from straw. He sees you as his son, Will, but even if he didn’t, what we are doing isn’t right.”

			Liz sighed and set the pillow back on the bed next to him. Standing, she walked slowly across the room to where he had hung the tapestry from the dragon’s tower. Leaning close, she studied the stitched serpent and then turned back to him.

			“Even if you care nothing for the King, think of the people of this kingdom. In their eyes, you are the Lord Protector—their protector. What does either of us know about protecting anybody? Apart from the little wooden toys Father used to make you as a boy, you’ve never held a sword. What happens if the people really need you to defend them from some new terror? Will you abandon your post, or will you keep this precious lie even if it means dying?”

			She moved to the door and put her hand on the latch. “Back in our field in Prosper, you told me that you could not and would not leave the Princess to rot away in her prison. You were right, Will. You were right to go after her, and I was wrong. I admire you for making me do the right thing. Let me return the favor. I’m not going to tell you what to do. You are a grown man, and you need to make your own decisions. But we are farmers, Will, and like it or not, that’s all we know how to do. If you care at all for the people of this kingdom, if you care at all for the King, then you’ll go to him and tell him what really happened in that field—that the dragon died and that we did the best we could. But more importantly, that you did everything you could to make sure the Princess was safe and returned to him. I think the King will understand.”

			He didn’t move, didn’t speak, as the door opened and then closed behind her. The sun rose higher in the sky, the sounds of horses and people joined and eventually drowned out the singing of the birds, and Will found himself still sitting in his bed, staring at the tapestry and thinking about the dragon and the lady stitched there.

			Where was the Princess’s knight in shining armor? Did he exist, had he ever existed? Did she even care at this point?

			PRINCESS GWENDOLYN WATCHED unseen from a deep alcove as Lady Elizabeth walked slowly down the hall away from her brother’s chamber. She replayed the siblings’ overheard conversation in her head again and again, the breakfast tray, originally meant for the Lord Protector, forgotten beside her. How long she stood in that dark corner she did not know, but the toast and tea were cold, and the eggs a congealed, inedible mass when finally she whispered, “It was all a lie, like everything else.”

			She felt the hope she had been trying to build around him crumble into dust. He wasn’t true or trustworthy. No one in this accursed kingdom had even tried to save her. Absent a scarecrow, she would still be abandoned and forgotten, a discarded doll.

			She sank to the stone floor and noticed in a detached way that her body was shaking and tears were rolling down her cheeks in little lines. She put out her tongue to taste the bitter saltiness. Is this sorrow also a lie? No, it is real. Even if her body still lay in the narrow stone bed atop the tower, and all the rest was illusion, the sorrow was with her as it always had been.

			In times past, I ruled the courts. I bestowed favor with a glance and stripped status with a toss of my head. Now that I am a legend, the Princess rescued, I could use my beauty and my gifts to set things right. But I can’t set everything to right.

			“I wish things could be different,” she whispered.

			An answering whisper rode an icy current of air down the passage to her. “Rosslyn.”

			“NO!” She gripped the chain around her neck and twisted until the metal bit into the flesh of her neck. “Never again . . . no more wishes.”

			“Betrayed.” She muttered the word to herself like a prayer. “Every time, I am betrayed.”

			The shadows lurking in the corners of the alcove, like children sensing a story, came away from the wall to crowd around her. Gwendolyn looked about at their half-formed faces and grimaced.

			“My first wish was for true love,” she whispered weakly. She felt the gold chain bite more deeply into her neck and vaguely wondered how long it would take her to faint. “Then I wished to be a real fairy-tale princess, one that everyone would remember.” She could see that the shadows were enjoying her story, because laughing smiles in flickering patterns of light and dark kept appearing and disappearing on their faces. “And then I wished to be rescued, and to return to the world of the living. But ever am I betrayed. Rupert never loved me. My legend was purchased at the cost of my life. Even William Pickett was a lie, and he has brought me here but has left me alone and only half awake”—she paused and looked at her audience—“and surrounded by shadows.”

			A dull burning ache spread across her neck. With a start, she remembered the necklace and released the pressure. A sensation like cold fingers raced across her scalp and she shivered at the feeling.

			“Still, I suppose it is good to be awake,” she said. The shadows looked at her doubtfully.

			“Perhaps,” she said looking past them and out into the sunlit hallway, “perhaps the problem is wishing. Wishes, like hope, are for the weak.” She tilted her head to one side and ran a hand through her long hair, wondering where that phrase had come from. Two of the shadows slipped behind her and began weaving the strands into a filigree of braids. She shivered at their cold touch, but did not protest. When she next spoke, it was to them. “The dragon whispered that to me in my sleep.”

			While the shadows braided her hair and played at her feet, Gwendolyn reflected that, though cruel, at least the dragon had always been honest. “Oh yes, very honest. The dragon was always sure to tell me of important happenings. Rupert’s marriage, the birth of the Prince, the death of my parents, the anniversary of my capture.” She looked down at the necklace in her hands and a sudden inspiration struck her. “The dragon told me other things too, about history, magic, power . . . and fairy gold.”

			She could hear the beast’s deep voice like the rumble of distant thunder in her memory. “The key is your lock, little princess. Fairies are not of this world, and their magics, though powerful, need a focus. They bind themselves to this world with their weaving. It is an ancient magic, but remember this, little princess, remember my words and you shall have the power to work your will on the world and make them pay for our imprisonment.”

			Gwendolyn sat there for a moment, staring at the chain in her hand while a plan spun itself in her mind like a web. Then her vision flickered. She shook her head and looked about at the empty alcove and the unused breakfast tray beside her. The shadows shrank away, leaving a half-dozen dark splotches on the floor.

			Why am I sitting here alone in the dark? I don’t need King Rupert, or Prince Charming or Lord William. I have my own power!

			She was distantly aware of a deep sorrow lurking somewhere nearby, but that was the past. All she felt was a pleasant detached certainty, a certainty of action that made her stand and stride without a backward glance at the shadow-children returning now, watching her from the darkened alcove until she was out of sight.

			As she made her way back toward her quarters, she considered the sudden change the morning had wrought. Last night she had made the decision to tie her fate to Lord William’s, to offer herself to him as wife and lover, and trust, hope, and . . . wish, she spit like a curse—yes, wish—she repeated with a silent snarl—wish and hope that he could fulfill the happily-ever-after she and her sister had been deprived of: to be Queen of Castle White.

			This time would be different. This time, Gwendolyn Mostfair would not wait patiently and contentedly accept what was given. This time she would not put her faith in another and feel the sting of betrayal. No, this time she would seize her happily-ever-after. It would take preparation, but the dragon had taught her all she needed to know. The only problem was time.

			Weaving the magic would take time, and to be a queen she needed a king. With Prince Charming disgraced, that left Lord William, which meant he had to be the Lord Protector until she became queen. But if Lady Elizabeth got her way, the two would likely be dead, imprisoned, or on the run by the end of the day. The long and short of it was that Lord William could not be allowed to confess to the King. She could not stop him seeking an audience, so the King would have to be removed. She stopped at the entrance to her chamber and said slowly, “But how?”

			With this question echoing in her mind, she entered her quarters. A waiting servant rushed forward to attend her. Waving the girl away and out, the Princess bolted the door. Alone, she wandered the chamber, seeking inspiration. Across the room stood a mirror. A strange woman looked back. It was her body twirling the necklace back and forth between her fingers, but her face was drawn, her eyes were red and swollen from weeping, and gray fingers of mist seemed to draw inward from the margins of the mirror to obscure and twist her features.

			It was perfect.

			The King was near mad with the desire to see her. She suspected that he wished to seek her forgiveness, forgiveness for a lifetime of neglect! She would give him that audience but would not forgive. She would tell him that seeing him at the ball, and remembering them together, had driven her to distraction—which was mostly true anyway. To relieve himself of even a measure of his guilt, he would go wherever she commanded for howsoever long she desired. After all, fleeing and hiding is what the King did best.

			In the end, I was nothing to him but a poor substitute for Rosslyn.

			Memories of Rosslyn came rushing unbidden out of the past. The visions played out on the surface of the mirror: a dark clearing in the forest, the fairy, her wish, and then finding her sister’s lifeless body. The pain of her grief bent her double and threatened to sweep her into a deeper darkness. With an effort, Gwendolyn shook herself free from the memories. The gray mist and shadows departed, and her own reflection returned.

			“I must hold myself together, to be this sad little princess for a time,” she said to the reflection. “Let the King see my misery, and he will be gone from the castle within the hour.”

			She rose and strode from the room toward the King’s chamber. As she walked, she turned the situation over again in her mind. After the King, I must turn my attention to his son. Though the Prince had certainly made an enemy of the Picketts with his performance last night, if sufficiently nagged by Elizabeth, William might choose to confess to the Prince instead. I need time. Time to bind William to me.

			When she first met them, Gwendolyn had thought the Picketts were out of place in the castle, but on reflection, they were the perfect addition to the court: a pair of liars to bookend an old coward and a young fool.

			AN INSISTENT POUNDING on the door of his bedchamber brought Charming awake with a groan. He blinked against the bright midday light streaming through the open balcony doors. The Prince had been having a dream that left him at once contented and melancholy. He grasped desperately at the fading visions, but the more he tried to remember, the more they slipped away.

			He cradled a glass slipper against his chest, and it sparkled in the sunlight like a gem. It was her slipper, Lady Elizabeth’s. She had been in his dream. How could he not dream of her? Last night they had danced, and it had been almost perfect. Then that damnable Lady Rapunzel interrupted. Well, Rapunzel could be sure of one thing—he’d never forget her name again. After his fight with Will, after his humiliation of Lady Elizabeth, he had been banished to his chambers by his father, the King, where he had drunk . . . how much? He looked around the room at the half-dozen discarded wine bottles and groaned.

			The knocking returned and reminded him that he ached from head to toe, but mostly head. Though he intended to deliver a royal command, the words that escaped were a weak, “Go away. In the name of the King, go away!”

			Princess Gwendolyn’s voice came sweetly, but very firmly, through the door. “Prince Charming, are you there? If I may, I would like to have words with you.”

			Bloody hell! The Princess.

			He sat up, and the sudden rise made his head spin and his vision grow dark. He looked at the mirror hung on the wall opposite his bed and barely suppressed a yelp of shock. Reflected in the glass was a horror. His eyes were shot with red and surrounded by heavy bags. His nose was mottled blue and purple, and looked two sizes larger than normal, and a brown-red trail of crusted blood twisted down the right side of his face. He blanched as he saw that even his perfectly coifed locks were matted and stiff. There was no one, apart from Lady Elizabeth, that he wished to see less right now than Princess Gwendolyn.

			He attempted to answer her, but now his stomach had started to betray him. “Hmmm . . . hmm . . . Princess Gwendolyn, I am afraid I am indisposed at the moment. Perhaps I could call on you . . . hmmmm . . . later.”

			He closed his eyes. If she did not see him, and he regained couplet, he could save this from becoming another incident. Yet he found couplet was impossible when one was trying not to retch.

			“I’m afraid that is impossible, Your Highness. This is a matter of urgency.”

			The handle to the door turned and, aghast, Charming realized that in last night’s stupor, he had failed to bolt his door. He looked about the room for a place to hide, but it was impossible. He could barely move. If he tried to dash to his changing room, she would likely find him collapsed on the floor in a pool of his own sick. Still, he was Prince Charming, and if any man could find a way to salvage this, he would.

			Thinking quickly, he pulled the cords holding back the curtains on his canopy bed. The door opened as the heavy velvet fabric fell into place on either side of him. The side drapes threw dark shadows onto the head of the bed, partially obscuring him, and he settled himself as far back as he could into the darkness.

			There was movement in the room. “Prince Charming? Are you still abed?”

			Her voice sounded strange, like she was on the verge of laughing. He heard her graceful steps, and the curtain to his left rippled as though blown by a breeze. He gathered himself and then looked down at his hands. He was still holding the damned glass slipper, Lady Elizabeth’s slipper. He shoved the incriminating footwear beneath his pillow just as Princess Gwendolyn appeared in the open square of light at the foot of his bed.

			“Are you there, dear Prince?”

			Couplet still escaped him. The mere thought of attempting verse made his head hammer with pain. He cleared his throat again, then said, “I am here, Princess Gwendolyn. I fear I find myself unwell this morning. I know that a man of my renowned constitution is rarely in such a condition, yet I fear that even I have had far better days. I was about to call the Royal Chirurgeon when you arrived, so perhaps it would be better if you called again later.”

			He could see her now, peering into the gloom. With a sharp intake of breath, she asked, “My dear Prince Charming, what has that deranged woman done to you?”

			No sooner had the question slipped from her red lips, than she disappeared from view and the curtain to the right of him began undulating in and out as though she were searching for an opening. Charming grabbed the edge of the cloth, holding tight to prevent her from pulling it aside. A tug-of-war ensued that was as desperate as it was childish and pointless.

			“My dear . . . Princess . . . Gwendolyn, please do not bother . . . yourself. I will be fine. I”—with a strength that was alarming, the Princess yanked the curtain from his hands. Bright sunlight flooded the bed, and he shielded his eyes from the stabbing pain that followed. Charming was winded from his struggle and could only gasp out a weak—“just need some rest.”

			Gwendolyn looked appalled when she gazed down on him. “My poor Prince Charming, let me tend your injuries.” She looked first at his nose, and then pulled back his bangs uncovering the black-and-purple bruise there. “That awful woman. How many times did she strike you? To think that she would dare lay hands on you, and in front of the entire court.”

			From nowhere, she produced a cloth and a basin of cool water. With a surprisingly gentle hand, she began scrubbing off the dried blood.

			“Please, Princess Gwendolyn, do not concern yourself with me. I assure you I have had worse,” he lied. “Please, tell me what words we may exchange.”

			“Oh no, my prince,” she protested, “I would not burden you, not now that I know your condition.”

			He overrode her. “Princess, I assure you, nothing would make me feel better than to put your mind at rest so that you may return to your leisure. After all, helping a lady in need is my highest aim.”

			“Oh, Prince Charming, you are so noble. I feel I cannot, not now.”

			Charming knew he was only barely holding himself together. This interview could not last much longer or he would either pass out or sick-up all over the lady. Barely stifling a belch, he began, “P-Please, Princess Gwendolyn, I will not rest easy until I know what has put you in such a state.”

			She did not look at him but rather turned her back and addressed the open window. “Prince, it is your father, the King, he—”

			She turned, and her face was a mask of anguish. A sudden fear shot through Prince Charming. “My father, the King, is he unwell? Speak, tell me what is wrong?”

			She paused a few agonizing heartbeats before answering, in which time all manner of terrible thoughts raced crossed the Prince’s mind. Finally, when he thought he might have to shake her to get her to speak again, she said hurriedly, “No, he is well, it is just he —he—oh, how can I say this to you? The King has fled the castle, and no one is sure where he is.”

			He had imagined many things, but not this. His father, the King, had left? At this time? A sudden suspicion grew within him. “Did he say why he was leaving? And why do I receive the news from your lips, Princess?”

			Gwendolyn moved to turn away again and he caught her arm. He continued, “Pray, tell me what you know of my father, and be quick!”

			“Oh, Prince, my Prince, you must forgive him. He is not himself. He—”

			The sickness in his stomach was returning. He felt weak and tired and ill-mannered, so he cut her off midsentence. “Speak plainly, Princess. Pray speak plainly.”

			To her credit she did just as he asked, without emotion. “I have been told by advisors trusted to the King that he has abandoned the court out of shame. He fled early this morning and left word that he would not return until you have restored his good name, or the Lord Protector is crowned. Riders have been sent to all of the royal residences, but thus far there is no report of him.” As an afterthought, she added a monotone, “I am sorry.”

			Charming was silent as the full weight of this revelation struck him. He knew the Princess was standing there, watching and measuring him, and for once he did not care. My father, the King, would rather banish himself from the court he loves than stay another moment in my presence. Is this just a retreat or, even now, is my father, the King, being forced from the throne for my repeated failures? He could feel the sting of tears in his eyes, and still he could not rise to fight them back.

			Gwendolyn’s voice cut through his thoughts. “My dear Prince, it gives me pain to see you like this. I just did not want you to hear the news from someone that did not care for you as I do.”

			Something in those last words made Charming look back at her. “Care for me? I thought Lord William, the Lord Protector—you danced with him the whole night.” He stopped, realizing that the raw need in his voice was not for the Princess, but for another.

			She was beside him in a flash, stroking the palm of his hand with her fingertips. “Prince, don’t you see that I was only doing my duty? I could barely keep the clod from breaking my toes, so often did he step on them during our dance. All night I looked for you, but you were engaged with Lady Rapunzel.” She lifted his hand to her breast, clutching it tightly. “We were meant for each other, you and I, Prince. As for Lord William, I could no more be content with that dirt-farmer peasant than you could be with his sister.” She laughed openly at the suggestion that he might feel something for Lady Elizabeth.

			At Lady Elizabeth’s name, his stomach became uneasy again. “Princess Gwendolyn, I don’t think—”

			“Shhh,” she hushed him. “I know that it seems impossible now, but we can still be together.”

			“But what about my father, the King—?”

			“Of course, you must do your best to seek his return,” she interrupted again. He was already tired of her penchant for interrupting. A fortnight ago, no one would have dreamed of interrupting him. She continued. “But don’t you see the solution to bringing us together and satisfying your father, the King, is one in the same?”

			She dropped his hand and began speaking quickly. “You need a chance to rebuild your reputation in the court, but you’ll never be able to do so while people are comparing your deeds with those of the Lord Protector. He killed a dragon, the dragon, and you have spent your days in more . . . romantic pursuits. No one can blame you for that, but you need to leave this castle, go out among the people, and prove your mettle. You have to show them the hero that you truly are and restore your name and honor.”

			He had to admit, it made sense. If his father, the King, was in trouble, it might give Charming a way to restore his name and position. He would venture forth and be the Lord Protector in deed, even if Will remained it in title. Just thinking about questing and fighting was making him feel like his old self again. He knew he was a better man than William Pickett, how could he not be? As far as he could tell, Will could not sing or recite poetry; and the way he slouched all the time, he would look a mess atop even the most noble of steeds. The Prince had spent his whole life being pampered and praised and told that he was destined to be the kingdom’s hero and king. Now it was time to prove it.

			At some point, the Princess had risen and was now standing at the foot of the bed, gazing into the mirror hung on the wall there. She turned and was highlighted perfectly by the sun. Gwendolyn was without a doubt beautiful, and honor demanded that a lady’s beauty be recognized and remarked upon. He had to attempt couplet. He concentrated and felt a quiet confidence infuse his body. Prince Charming half rose in his bed, then turned so that only his less battered left side could be seen.

			“Gwendolyn, most fair, hear these words true,

			I shall venture forth and prove myself to you.”

			At long last, he had regained couplet.

			The Princess sighed. “Oh, Prince Charming, you remind me of the King, when he was a younger man.” She blew him a kiss and said, “Do not tarry a moment longer in your noble pursuit. Every day you delay is another day that our love is denied.”

			The Prince thought one more line of verse was in order, but by the time he had captured the proper turn of a phrase, the door was closing behind her. She was gone. He smiled. She was clearly overwhelmed by my poetry and had to make her escape before she was overcome.

			He leaned back on his pillow, hands folded behind his head, and addressed the canopy above. “I know that duty demands that she be my queen, and I will do my duty in time, but I cannot say the thought fills me with joy. For now, it is best that she is gone.”

			Charming shook his head sadly. There was an inevitability to fulfilling the demands of honor that he had always avoided thinking about. He could not imagine being with the former love of his father, the King. The thought disgusted him. It would be like sleeping with his, well, mother in a way. In time he would learn to accept it, he supposed. He sighed softly to himself and then dismissed the issue as a problem for another day.

			He considered the idea of a quest. There were certainly enough monstrosities roaming the lands. A manticore, a giant, possibly an ogre, or a troll or two would certainly remind the people, and maybe even Lady Elizabeth, who he was and, in turn, cover his father, the King, in reflected glory. The matter at hand now was how to make himself presentable enough to go out on a quest. Once he started receiving the cheers of the people, he would need to look the part of the hero. Perhaps with some subtle makeup and the right hat. Yes, there were certainly possibilities.

			He swept the covers aside and jumped out of bed. He felt at once renewed as he imagined the songs of redemption and triumph that would be sung about him. He would be compared to the phoenix rising from the ashes.

			Standing by the open window, he struck his most heroic pose and, taking a deep breath, declared, “I swear I will make my father, the King, proud—or die trying.”

			Then a wave of nausea struck and he fell to his knees retching.

			WILL WAS WANDERING the castle halls, lost, both literally and metaphorically.

			After giving himself what he thought was an appropriate amount of time to work up his courage and mourn what would certainly be his last day as Lord Protector and Dragon Slayer, he had packed a small satchel with his things, dressed in his farm clothes, and marched off to face the King. His plan was quite simple: confess to his lie and beg his sister’s ignorance, not that she had to know that in advance. He hoped he would just be sent away in disgrace, but was prepared, as much as anyone could be, for the worst.

			As usual, things didn’t go to plan.

			When he arrived at the throne room, he was informed that the King had left the castle and no one would tell him where His Royal Majesty had gone or when he would return. As confessing to the King was supposed to have removed future decision making from his hands, and maybe even his head from his body, he wasn’t sure now what to do. On top of that, Will had a habit of wandering aimlessly when he needed to think. True to form, his feet had begun to roam, first down this hall and then through that great chamber and then up that stair, until he was adrift in the sea of stone that was the castle.

			Thoroughly lost, he stopped at an intersection of five passages. Each corridor looked just like the other. They were each lined with armor, lit by candles, and decorated with the King’s gaudy coat of arms. Will had just resigned himself to being lost when the Prince, dressed in what could only be described as fashionable adventuring garb, and wearing the largest, floppiest, featheriest hat Will had ever seen, rounded a corner and strode dramatically toward him.

			The hat seemed to obscure most of the top half of the his face, down to his heavily powdered nose, and must have made it nearly impossible for the Prince to see anything that was not directly in front of him, which might explain why Charming didn’t acknowledge or even react to Will’s presence until he was a few paces from him. When their eyes did finally meet, there was a sharp intake of breath from the Prince and he stopped midstride.

			The two men faced off across the five-sided space formed by the juncture of the passages. Will had no idea what to say, and feared a conversation with the Prince would lead to another fight. So he bit his lip and hoped the other man would pass, but the Prince just stood staring back through a curtain of brim and feathers. The silence stretched on uncomfortably.

			“Prince Charming,” he said gruffly with a short nod.

			“Lord Protector,” Charming said from behind the cover of his hat.

			Another silence descended between them and Will began to feel guilty. In a way, the Prince had been right last night. Will suddenly realized he could solve at least one of his problems by confessing to the Prince. But how to begin?

			“Um, nice hat,” he said, remembering the Prince’s fondness for fashion.

			Prince Charming tilted his hat down as though examining the inside of its brim for something to say. “Thank you, Will. I do think it sets off my outfit rather well. I see you have chosen to wear something . . . comfortable. Perhaps the Royal Tailor has not had time to make you another suit, but never fear, the man is nothing if not industrious. Can you imagine that he put this remarkable chapeau together in just the last few hours?”

			Will examined the mass of brims and feathers and peaks. The thing looked like what you’d get if you stitched four or five different hats together at random. Still, the Prince seemed proud of it, so he said the only thing he could think of. “That is hard to believe.”

			“I know! I know! Well, the man is a genius.” Suddenly the Prince’s eyes narrowed. At least, Will thought they narrowed. “Where are you off to, up here near the quarters of the Royal Family?”

			So that’s where I am. Now was the time; he had to confess. “To be honest, Prince Charming, I’m lost. You see I went to talk to the King about him making me the Lord Protector, but he was gone, and I don’t know what to do. You see, there has been a terrible mistake. I’m just a farmer, and, well . . . I . . . I know you don’t want me to talk about the dragon and all, but—”

			In an instant, the Prince had closed the gap between them and wrapped his arm around Will’s shoulder. For a moment, Will thought the Prince might put a hand over his mouth to stop him from talking. “Will, may I still call you Will?”

			The Prince did not give him time to answer but continued, without pause. “I know what I did, what I said last night, was wrong, and I am sorry. And I am most dreadfully sorry for what happened to Lady Elizabeth, but, and I know one thing does not seem connected to the other—but they are. I must stress that you not talk about the dragon! It’s . . . it’s . . . unbecoming. So can we say bygones . . . ?”

			This time the Prince did pause, but only for a second, and not really long enough for Will to do anything but say “Well”—before Charming rushed on—“Great. You know, a lesser man would not have been able to let that go. Now, back to your problem with the dragon. I think I know what you’re going through.”

			The Prince gestured grandly at nothing and began to walk them down one of the corridors, “You see, William, all great heroes have a moment of crisis when they feel they do not really deserve the plaudits that have been bestowed upon them. These moments of doubt are only natural. I know you will be surprised to hear that I myself have recently had reason to question even myself.”

			The Prince took a hard left and led them onto a large open balcony that looked north across a dark wood to a marching line of snow-capped peaks beyond. It was amazing how he did that. Until a few seconds ago, Will was certain they were somewhere on the ground floor. The Prince pointed toward the mountain range. “What you need to do is get out there, where you can be a hero again.”

			The Prince stopped his oration and studied Will from beneath a particularly large peacock feather. Will regarded the Prince in return. Charming was being uncommonly decent, and it made the young Pickett suspicious. Up close and in the full light of day, Will could see that the Prince’s nose had suffered mightily from Lady Rapunzel’s anger, which probably explained the makeup and the hat, but there was something else, something in his eyes, something sly and cunning.

			When the Prince spoke again he did so slowly, almost like he was picking his words with a very deliberate care. “Tell me, Will, have you thought about your duty to the kingdom? As Lord Protector, you know the people look to you to keep them safe. There are so many dangers out there beyond . . . the dragon.”

			“That is what I was trying to tell you earlier, Prince Charming. I haven’t really done anything.”

			The Prince jumped on this comment, and now the calculation had been replaced by a manic enthusiasm. “Exactly, Will, exactly. You really haven’t. Trolls are still terrorizing innocent travelers, the woods are overrun with rabid boars, old hags cook children daily, and giants are dismembering knights at an alarming rate.”

			Will swallowed nervously. What the bloody hell was he supposed to do about giants! The Prince continued enthusiastically.

			“I was about to venture forth to rid the kingdom of these threats once and for all.” He gestured at his clothes and sword, which he seemed to think was final proof of his determination. “Come with me. Together we will be able to accomplish nearly twice as much. What is more, it will hearten the people to see us together, to be able to measure us . . . and celebrate our great deeds, of course.”

			Will was no fool. He could see that the Prince was thinking more about his own salvation than about confirming Will’s position as Lord Protector, but it would give Will a chance to prove to his sister and the King and the people that he deserved his title. Maybe he could be more than a farmer after all, and what better person to show him how to be heroic than the man that had been training to be a hero since birth?

			He was still thinking it all through when he heard himself say, “I would be honored to journey with you, Prince Charming.”

			“Excellent! Let us away to the stables.” Charming turned to go and stopped. His eyes swept back over Will’s clothes, “Well, perhaps first to the tailor. You need a proper questing outfit. We must be presentable.”

			Will wanted to ask who he needed to be “presentable” for if they were just going into the wilderness to fight trolls, but thought better of it. By now he knew there was no better way of annoying the Prince than questioning the value of fashion.

			So it was, in the light of the setting sun, that Prince Charming and the Lord Protector, Dragon Slayer and Knight of the Realm, William Pickett, set forth on a pair of loyal and particularly noble-looking steeds. The Prince had determined that they should not advertise their leaving too broadly, so there was a sparse crowd of a few hundred of Charming’s closest friends lining the road and waving banners from the battlements of the castle as they rode across the drawbridge and turned north into the dark woods, where rumor said there were many wicked creatures that needed slaying.

			In a high balcony, far above the tumult of the well-wishers, Princess Gwendolyn scowled down at the two as they rode away. “The fool, the damned fool. The plan was so simple. Only a complete moron could mess it up, and yet he managed. All you had to do was leave, and LEAVE WILLIAM PICKETT TO ME!”

			These last words were shouted, not that they could be heard over the roar of the mob below. She was not so worried about Will confessing to the Prince during their journey, not now that he was going off to prove himself. Surely, had he meant to admit his lie he would have done so, and even now be rotting in a cell beneath her feet. But how could she woo him while he was off on this idiotic quest. She was about to shout something else when she sensed movement behind her.

			Lady Elizabeth rushed to the edge of the balcony and leaned over to peer at the shadowy figures in the distance. “William,” she shouted pointlessly, “William Pickett! You come back here!”

			Gwendolyn watched the woman out of the corner of her eye. A note was clutched in her hand. So her brother hadn’t the nerve to tell her that he was going in person. He probably knew that would have been the end of his adventure. Why are all the men in my life so useless? The Princess sighed, then turned, fixing a look of alarm on her face.

			“Dear Lady Elizabeth, please don’t worry yourself. I’m sure the Lord Protector will keep the Prince safe.”

			The timing was perfect. She had caught the woman with her mouth open midshout. But the reaction was not what she had anticipated. Lady Elizabeth turned with flashing, stormy eyes, and an expression that almost made Gwendolyn flinch.

			“Thank you, Princess Gwendolyn, I appreciate your reassurances. Unfortunately, I am not reassured. Those two boys can hardly be trusted to dress themselves, and now I’m supposed to believe they can go off and fight trolls or whatnot without getting their heads bashed open? Now, if you will excuse me, I must go see if I can find a rider to go after them, or a horse of my own if none are willing to try.”

			Before the Princess could respond, Lady Elizabeth left the rail and withdrew into the castle. The Princess watched her as she left. A formidable woman. Perhaps, she thought, it would be best that the castle was empty of anyone of importance save she and Lady Elizabeth. It was clear that she would have to remove the Lady to have any chance of ensnaring her brother.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 8

			Tolling the Troll

			IN THE DAYS after the death of the dragon, a great many vile and noxious monsters came out of hiding, in part no longer afraid of becoming a treat for the dragon, and in part out of a desire to replace her in legend. For Gnarsh the Troll, it was the latter reason that brought him down out of a mountain cave where he had been lurking in semi-retirement for the better part of a decade.

			Though he was a fearsome sight—fit to haunt nightmares—in the time of the dragon no one cared a whit about trolls generally, or about Gnarsh more particularly. Nothing seemed to impress the perpetually terrified and increasingly jaded peasants of the kingdom, not his long daggerlike talons, nor his great glowing googly eyes, nor his maw of bone-yellow pointed teeth dripping with fetid dark spittle that oozed and stank, nor his mottled green and black scaled flesh, nor even his imposing massive boulder-like size. There was just no way to compete with the dragon’s flames, razor-sharp claws, and swordlike teeth.

			It hadn’t been right, not at all.

			Now things would be different. The dragon was dead. The news had spread across the land and even reached his mountain refuge. It was his time, the time of Gnarsh. Of course, he well knew that he couldn’t simply terrorize the nearest village and hope to replace the dragon as the most fearsome monster in the land. These things took time—it was all about location and marketing and of course who you ate.

			Still, his comeback had started out pretty well, all things considered. He had found a bridge, a sturdy wide wooden bridge along an old road, over a deep rushing river, just at the edge of a dark forest. Though not a busy thoroughfare, it was the perfect place to build a reputation without putting himself at risk of being skewered. The fact is after so much time off, he wasn’t in the best of shape. This quiet, secluded bridge would be exactly the sort of place where he could slowly grow his standing among the ranks of menacing beasties. Once his stature was assured, and paunch reduced, he could move to a more high-profile bridge and demand tolls of food or gold or virgins, depending on his mood, and spend the rest of his days lounging in the shadows, dangling his feet in the swift waters, and feeding his pet fish.

			He liked fish. They were so elegantly slimy.

			His great dream, of course, was to attack Castle White, to hear the screams of the men and women echoing through those stone corridors, to be the horror to the people that the dragon had been. A repulsive smile stretched across his face as he imagined the scene. The knights would flee in terror before him, then he would help himself to a light luncheon of any maidens that remained, and then Gnarsh the Troll, pleasantly satisfied, would retire to the moat to feed the goldfish there. In time, the castle would fall into a fashionably ruinous state of disrepair with lots of thick hanging vines, black-bodied spiders, and moss.

			He also liked moss. It was such a miserable plant.

			He looked down at the fish nibbling at the unidentifiable crud between his toes and worried that perhaps this bridge was too far off the beaten path. It had been two weeks since the dragon had died and no one had crossed, not even a single misplaced, lost, or abandoned child. It was getting so bad that he was tempted to eat the family of goats incessantly bleating in the nearby field. Thus far he had resisted. It would be terrible for his reputation if it got out that he had been reduced to eating common livestock. No, Gnarsh only ate people, lovely, juicy, crunchy people—he was a true humanitarian.

			So, he waited—and reminded himself that he needed to be patient.	Patience.

			It wasn’t right, not at all.

			Today, though, something felt different. He could smell it in the damp air under his bridge. Beyond the intoxicating miasma of wood rot, body odor, and old bones that made this place home, there was something else, something wonderfully foul—to Gnarsh, it smelled like luck. Today would be his day.

			“SO, WILL, ACCORDING to the venerable wise man we encountered at the wishing well, this should be the bridge where the evil troll lives,” said the Prince, keeping the feathered hat down in front of his face. Will still had no idea how he managed to ride when he could barely see.

			“Um, do you mean that old farmer back there?” asked Will. “I really wish you had let me or your squire, Tomas, stop and help him. He was having a hard time pulling up that bucket.”

			“William,” said Charming in a tone that reminded Will ever so slightly of his sister, “We do not refer to our squires by name. They are perfectly happy being called squires, and then when the book is written things don’t get mucked up with a lot of extra names.” Will opened his mouth to say something about the fact that Tomas, the squire, could actually hear the words the Prince was saying, but Charming charged ahead. “I think I should take the lead in this battle. After all, we don’t want a repeat of the incident with the witch, not to mention that debacle with the giant. As I’ve been trying to tell you these past days, when you are on an adventure, as we are, you must always consider the legend to be written. You must be constantly wary of being banal, or else you risk losing the true purpose of your quest—glory. Do you understand?”

			“Yes,” said Will out of habit, though like many things the Prince said, he really didn’t find much wisdom in the words. Will thought their encounters with the witch and the giant had turned out well given that they hadn’t been turned into frogs or eaten. The fact was, for all the man’s reading and education, Charming didn’t seem to have a lick of sense. For instance, the Prince had spent the better part of the previous morning trying to convince him that there existed in a nearby kingdom a pair of weavers that could spin cloth that only the most cultured and sophisticated of people could see. When Will had asked why in the world you would ever want clothes that were only visible to some people, the Prince had explained, without any apparent irony, that wearing such clothes would make it a simple matter to separate out those that were truly worthy of your company. All Will could think was that you would still be naked to everyone else. For not the first time since they had their talk, he shook away thoughts of the Princess in a gown of such fabric, and blushed.

			“There is no need to be embarrassed Will, you’ll learn these things,” said Charming.

			They were nearing the bridge when, without warning, Charming pulled hard on his reins with a, “Ho, Champion!”

			The Prince’s white charger reared back and pawed the air, and Charming leapt from the back of the horse in a cloud of dust. Behind them Will heard Tomas muttering darkly about young fools and the laming of horses. The Prince did not seem to notice, and stepping away from his horse, he spread his legs slightly, extended his arms out to each side, and shouted, “SQUIRE, PREPARE ME FOR BATTLE!” His words echoed across the bridge to the other side of the river, where a lush band of green grass grew, and then into the shadows of the dark wood beyond. A small herd of goats in the nearby field wandered down from the grassy hill where they’d been grazing to stand at the edge of the fence and bleat at them.

			The Prince looked over in annoyance. “Will, you are”—he cleared his throat—“You were a farmer, could you deal with those wretched creatures? Their damnable braying is ruining this heroic moment.”

			Will was about to tell the Prince that goats don’t bray, donkeys bray, but knew it was pointless, so he grabbed a loaf of hard bread from his pack and wandered over to the fence. He stuck his hand through the rails and began feeding pieces to the animals, which quieted as they chewed. Meanwhile, Tomas was busily tying and strapping and buckling armor onto Charming.

			Will glanced down at the goats. There were three of them, and they were obviously a family. One was small, maybe a kid, one was of an average size, but the third was an enormous beast, rivaling a small pony in stature. The goats looked back at him.

			He whispered, “I’ve got to tell you, this is not how I saw myself spending my first battle with a troll—no offense.”

			One of the goats bleated what almost sounded like a “Naaan Taaaken.”

			Will did a double-take, but the goats just stared at him, their mouths still moving, chewing the hard bread. He turned his attention back to the Charming’s preparations. Tomas had removed the large feathered hat from the Prince’s head. Will cringed as he saw the bruises running across Charming’s face and the swelling on his forehead.

			Just as Will was wondering if it was a good idea for the Prince to even be standing, much less fighting, Tomas thrust a gleaming silver helmet down over Charming’s head and onto his shoulders. The old man adjusted a few clasps and bolts, and then clapped the Prince on the back with a metallic bang. “You are ready for battle, Your Highness.”

			Gone was the fop with the enormous hat, and in his place was a powerful knight in full shining armor. Will caught his breath as he realized that the Prince did indeed look the part of a hero.

			The Prince drew his sword and Tomas gave him a shield. He saluted Will. “I would advise preparing yourself, if not for combat, since I intend to slay the monster myself, then for observing, so that you may properly recount my victory.” With this, he strode purposefully toward the wide wooden bridge. He raised the visor on his helmet with the edge of his sword hilt and shouted, “TROLL, SHOW YOURSELF. Your doom is at hand, but know this, your fall this day shall be recounted through the ages as one of the many triumphs for Prince Charming!”

			“Niiice maaahnologue. You must aaadmit, he’s gaaaht styyyle,” said a voice from behind Will.

			“Huh, I’m not iiimpressed. Diiid you see hiiis faaace?” asked a much deeper voice.

			Will put his hand on his sword and turned, but all he saw were the goats. The trio looked at him with identically bored expressions. Then the littlest butted his head against Will’s leg in an obvious request for more bread. Will absentmindedly fed the kid as he watched the unfolding drama on the bridge and quietly wondered if he was losing his mind.

			“Troll, show yourself,” commanded Charming as he beat on his shield with his sword and stepped onto the bridge.

			GRABBING THE SIDE of the rail with one of his enormous taloned hands, Gnarsh vaulted from the riverbank beneath the bridge to land opposite the armored Charming. The wooden timbers of the structure creaked ominously beneath his massive bulk. The troll grinned, baring all of his bone-yellow pointed teeth dripping with fetid dark spittle that oozed and stank, and gave a terrifying roar, simultaneously extending his arms wide to demonstrate his massive size and give the Prince a full view of his long dagger-like talons and mottled green and black scales. Gnarsh smiled an evil smile as he saw the horses whinny and rear in panic and the squire and young man standing behind the knight flinch with obvious fear, but his smile turned to a frown as the knight . . . laughed? The troll blinked his great googly eyes in surprise.

			Prince Charming chuckled merrily beneath his visor. “Aha! At last, you have chosen to show yourself, fearsome monster! I applaud your dramatic entrance. If you fight with as much flair, I promise you I shall place you foremost in my epic poem. Now let the battle BEGIN!” The Prince shouted enthusiastically as he charged to the attack, swinging his blade.

			This isn’t right, thought Gnarsh. Not at all.

			WILL’S EYES GREW large as he watched Charming battle the massive creature. “That’s one giant troll.” He couldn’t leave the Prince to face that monstrosity on his own. He had no idea what he could do, but he had to try. Will drew his sword, half raising it and taking a few halting paces forward.

			The Prince must have sensed his movement, because even though locked in pitched battle with a creature three times his size, he paused, held the beast off with his shield, and pointed back at Will with his sword. “Hold, William! Your services will be best used in keeping those damnable goats quiet and witnessing my magnificence. I must face this creature alone! It is only as much as I—it— deserves.”

			Shamefaced, Will sheathed his sword and returned to the fence. “Smaaart move,” one of the goats bleated, but Will did not hear. He felt suddenly very small. Liz was right. This is what the kingdom needed. How could he possibly protect the people? He was a farce, a lie. He began chewing on the side of his thumb.

			On the bridge, the Prince was a blur of flashing metal as he whirled his sword about with expert skill and waded between the troll’s talons with utter fearlessness, blocking the monster’s strikes with his shield and slashing him here and there with his darting blade. Charming laughed again, as if he were truly enjoying the fight. Will shook his head in disbelief; the Prince seemed to have a death wish, why antagonize a creature that could pulverize you into jelly?

			Charming’s laughter did seem to be having an affect on the creature. If possible, the troll seemed to have swollen in size with his growing rage until he towered like a small mountain above the steel-clad Prince. “Laugh now, but you will learn fear, little man!” belched Gnarsh as he tried to catch the fast-moving Charming. “I’m Gnarsh the Nasty, foulest troll in the realm!”

			The Prince stepped back and saluted the creature with his sword, “An excellent attempt to menace me, Gush. Will, pay close attention, a record must be kept of our dramatic exchange.”

			“My name is Gnarsh!” the troll bellowed sulfurously, smashing both of his fists on the spot the Prince had just vacated.

			Will hoped the record would not include them all being eaten.

			CHARMING WAS HAVING a spectacular time. Finally, he was doing what he was born to do—fighting monsters. That the creature had a name would make it all the better for the stories, if only he could trust Will and his brutish squire to bear accurate witness to his greatness. He was certain now that the Lord Protector, that Will, couldn’t match him. The man was slack-jawed with shame, and this would be only the first of many humiliations for the buffoon on their adventure. This was how a hero’s life should be, besting his rival and an evil creature at the same time.

			Gnarsh reached out with his left arm and grabbed the Prince’s shield, hoping to rip it away, but in doing so provided Charming with the opening he had been waiting for. Instead of backing away, as any other knight would have done, the Prince stepped forward so that he was inches from the beast. He inhaled the creature’s foul rotting breath and smiled behind his steel visor—he had him. Charming planted his feet and slashed up violently at the beast as it grappled with his shield. The powerful stroke cut completely through the monster’s shoulder, severing the troll’s arm.

			Gouts of black ichor spewed from the severed limb, coating the bridge like oil. The troll screamed in agony and collapsed, shaking the wooden timbers of the bridge in a single mighty shock.

			Charming stepped away from the quivering body of the troll so that no more than an artistic spray of the foul blood stained his gleaming armor. His visor scarcely concealed his smile. He turned his back on the beast and walked back toward Will and the squire, tossing his shield aside and doffing his helmet.

			“Did you see that, Will? That is how you defeat a monster!” The thought of his bruised face crossed the Prince’s mind briefly, but Charming was too happy to care. He sheathed his sword emphatically and raised his arms above his head. I’m back! My father, the King, will surely be impressed when I present him with the head of this horror.

			“Squire, retrieve the bottle of Chateau de Chateau, and the wine goblets,” ordered the Prince as he sauntered back toward them across the bridge.

			“My Prince! Behind you!” said the squire.

			He looked up at the man. Something was wrong. Rather than the rapt admiration Charming had expected, both the squire and Will were staring past him in horror.

			“Um, Prince Charming, I’m afraid he’s not dead yet,” said Will.

			The goats next to Will bleated suddenly, and for all the world it sounded like they were laughing. Charming gave them a murderous look and they quieted. Surely, he thought, these men are overreacting. The blow had been a mortal wound, and the life would soon leave the troll even if the monster had not yet expired. He would just have to remove the head to make certain. He drew his sword and turned around.

			The troll’s green scales had turned a deep purple. Seething with fury, he shoved his severed arm back into his shoulder. With several audible cracks and pops, the sinews knitted back together. Gnarsh flexed his taloned hand. The little cocky Prince had laughed at him—AGAIN.

			Gnarsh spun his googly eyes and gnashed his yellow teeth. “I’ll crack your bones and suck the marrow!” he roared and loped across the bridge toward the knight.

			Though he had tossed his shield aside and was unhelmed, Charming returned the creature’s roar and ran to meet the beast’s charge.

			WILL HAD NEVER realized how truly insane Prince Charming was. Only half armored, Charming was certain to be crushed by the monster. Will chewed even harder on his finger as he realized that if the troll killed the Prince, he would be next.

			“Whaaat an aaass!” the middle-sized goat seemed to say between bites of a prickly thistle plant that had grown up through the slats of the fence.

			“You said it,” a distracted Will murmured, and then shouted out, “PRINCE CHARMING, COME BACK! YOU ARE NOT FULLY ARMORED.”

			The Prince gave a jaunty wave in response, and then timing the troll’s speed to perfection, he sidestepped the creature as it pounced and thrust his blade into the ribs of the beast as it landed. The sharp sword dug deep into the monster, sending black ichor spraying across the bridge. For once, Charming did not pause to admire his masterstroke. Instead, he spun behind the troll with the grace of a striking snake. The creature looked about for the Prince, it seemed to have no idea that he was standing directly behind him. Charming winked at Will and, smiling broadly, swung his blade in a wide arc and cut the monster off at the knees. Once again, the troll howled and collapsed to the ground.

			The Prince, breathing a little heavier now, spun back to Will, who was wide-eyed in astonishment. After everything he had seen of Prince Charming at the castle, who knew that the man could actually fight, much less that he would be a true sword master. It made Will paled at the memory of their first meeting. Absent the hand of fate, and a bloody great chunk of metal, he would have killed me without breaking a sweat.

			“Will, watch as I deliver the coup de grace. I will make it tasteful, as befits such a worthy opponent.” Charming almost turned, then stopped and looked at him more closely. “Are you feeling okay? You look a little green.”

			As the Prince was talking, the troll was literally regathering himself. He lunged forward, grabbed his severed legs and, with a sickening wet sound and a painful grunt, shoved them back onto his kneecaps.

			Finally, the Prince turned to address the creature, “Gash, prepare yourself . . .”

			Charming blinked as the monster rose again and howled with rage, “My name is Gnarsh!” And the battle was rejoined.

			The Prince’s skill with arms was mesmerizing, but even Will’s unsophisticated eyes could perceive that there was less flair with each assault. The Prince was beginning to tire.

			“The fiiirst clump of thiiick green graaass iiin the paaasture says the troll wiiins,” said the medium-sized goat. “Aaany takers?”

			“Heh, thaaat troll ain’t aaall thaaat,” said the big goat.

			“Weeell, put your beeelly where your aaabsurd, groteeesquely laaarge mouth iiis.”

			Will was so engrossed in watching the desperate fight that, at first, he took no notice of the conversation between the two animals. But, as the bleating continued, little by little the words filtered through to the conscious part of his mind. Slowly he turned his head and, wide-eyed, looked down at the goats at his feet.

			“ . . . wait, aaare we betting thaaat the troll driiives hiiim off or eeeats hiiim?” the large goat was saying.

			“Eeeats him,” said the medium-sized goat, to Will’s horror.

			“III’ll taaake it,” said the big one.

			Will knew that there were a great many things that he didn’t know, but one thing he did know was goats, and these were not normal goats. Normal goats didn’t talk, or at least no goat had ever spoken to him. There was the time a rather foppishly dressed house cat had given him advice on how to court Gretel, but admittedly that was in the alley behind the Toad & Donkey, and he had been pretty far into his cups. Still, he could say with confidence that no animal had ever spoken to him while he was stone-cold sober.

			His silent, mouth-open stare finally caught the attention of the kid. “Guys, you haaave aaan aaaudience,” it said in a high voice.

			The arguing goats both turned and stared up at him defiantly. The large one said, “Biiit of aaadvice friend, don’t staaare. IIIt’s rude.”

			“Aaand close your mouth, you look liiike a slaaack-jawed haaalf-wiiit,” added the middle-sized beast.

			Will closed his mouth with a snap and shook his head, trying to clear it. He had never spoken to a goat before, so he said the only thing that came to mind. “You talk?”

			The small one giggled, the medium one snorted, and the large one said in a deep but quiet voice, “Weeell, we don’t alwaaays saaay baaah, iiif thaaat’s what you mean.”

			“Maaaybe he iiis a haaalf-wiiit,” the middle one interjected.

			“Cooome on, guys, giiive hiiim a breaaak,” said the smallest one.

			“A breaaak,” bleated the big goat. “Heee’s staaanding over here taaalking to us while hiiis friend gets offed by thaaat tosser of a troll.”

			“So, you aaadmit the troll wiiill wiiin,” interrupted the middle-sized goat.

			“III diiidn’t saaay thaaat . . .”

			The two goats started arguing with each other again and the smallest one rolled its eyes at them. “Don’t worry aaabout theeem, theeey’re just brothers.”

			Will held up his hands, “Please, please, normally I would be thrilled to talk to you. Trust me, I live for this kind of thing, but could you be quiet? I need to think. If that troll eats the Prince, I have to fight it. I don’t know how to fight trolls. What am I going to do?”

			He looked into the eyes of the three goats. They stared back silently. “And now I’m talking to goats. I’m going mad, that’s it, isn’t it? I’m going mad from the pressure.”

			Will ran a sweaty palm through his tousled hair and looked past the squire to where Charming was performing his deadly dance with the monster. Despite Charming’s remarkable ability to avoid being hit, the troll didn’t seem to be suffering much from all the abuse the Prince had delivered. All it would take would be one slip. If one of those talons struck him, it would be over.

			Behind him the largest goat was talking again, “He’s got skiiill, you haave to giiive hiiim thaaat. The problem is thaaat heee’s using a sword—beginner’s mistaaake. Now, whaaat III would do . . .” The words washed over Will, unacknowledged if not unheard. There was no solution; the Prince just had to beat the beast.

			CHARMING WAS GROWING tired. Despite all the blows he had landed, all the seemingly fatal wounds he had inflicted, this troll (Grush was it?) would not die. The Prince almost felt sorry for the creature. It had waged its struggle valiantly, but the duel could only have one outcome. Still, he needed to end it soon. If only he could get the beast to bend down . . .

			“Squire, I have need of my shield. Quickly!” He signaled with his hand, and the old man slid the shield over the wooden planks toward him. The troll did exactly what he had expected.

			Gnarsh saw the movement and heard the sound of the shield sliding on the planks of the bridge. He lunged down and grabbed its edge with his dagger-like claws and, in a massive show of strength, bent the thing in half. The troll chortled menacingly. “Your precious shield won’t save you this time, little man.”

			“Fortunate that I won’t need it, then, don’t you think?” asked Charming, and he launched his attack. The troll, distracted by the shield, had allowed the Prince too close. If Prince Charming had anything to do with it, that would be the beast’s last mistake. Gripping the hilt of his sword with both hands, he swung the heavy blade upward and through the monster’s neck. A fountain of ichor exploded skyward, raining Charming with black goo.

			The Prince, breathing heavily and blinking away the sweat from his stinging eyes, moved back from the troll. They all watched as the headless body fell heavily onto the bridge. The severed head rolled over to the rail, where it came to a rest, its great googly eyes still staring angrily, if unmovingly, out at an unfriendly world. It had truly been a worthy battle.

			Prince Charming raised his sword once in a wearied salute, and walked back toward Will and the squire. “Let it be known throughout the kingdom that, on this day, Prince Charming vanquished the mightiest of trolls, Gharsh, in single combat. Now, Squire, clean my armor. And Will, why don’t you stop playing goatherd and retrieve the head?”

			“IIIS HEEE ALWAAAYS this insufferaaable?” asked a deep voice.

			“Always,” Will answered quietly. He watched Charming strike a pose, and then in rising disbelief he saw the troll’s arms twitch and reach out as though searching for something. At last the talons clutched the head and pulled it back onto the severed neck.

			“Charming!” said Will, “Charming!” He waved his arms wildly, hoping to break the Prince’s reverie.

			“What is it? Can’t you see I’m enjoying my moment of victory?” the Prince said in annoyance.

			Pointing behind Charming, Will and Tomas both shouted, “He’s not dead yet!”

			“AND MY NAME is GNARSH!” roared the troll as he stood once more. Though its head was a little lopsided, the creature looked about the way it had when the battle began.

			Charming’s face became a scowl. He turned wearily back to the troll and walked slowly onto the bridge. “How dare you? I’m Prince Charming. I defeat monsters. You are a monster. You die. When I kill you, you should at least have the decency to stay dead.”

			The Prince raised his sword with a trembling arm, “Before I slay you—again—I want you to know that I was planning to put you in my epic poem. Now that you are being so childish about meeting your proper end, I doubt I will be inclined to mention you at all, you disgusting, filthy, ugly beast.”

			Gnarsh smiled his rotten smile. At least he was making the right impression. That was nice to hear. In high spirits, he bellowed, “I’m going to eat you! After today, no one will remember the Lord Protector and his dragon; they’ll just remember that I, Gnarsh, ate Prince Charming! Then I will find this dragon slayer and eat him. How sweet would his meat taste? What a feeling, to devour the greatest hero in all the land.”

			Charming had been in the middle of a charge, but on hearing the troll’s declaration that Will was the greatest hero in the land, he visibly paused as if the creature had finally landed a blow. His stride broken, the Prince stumbled in one of the many slick pools of black ichor that coated the bridge and fell to one knee. Seizing the opening, the troll brought one of its ham-sized fists down on Charming’s unprotected head. He crumpled to the ground like a child’s doll.

			The Prince lay unconscious at the feet of the troll. Gnarsh laughed wickedly, a deep resonating laugh.

			“LORD PROTECTOR, DO something!” Tomas shouted, pleading.

			Will drew his sword clumsily and looked at the troll with wide eyes. All he could do with the useless piece of metal in his hand was die. It was hopeless. Then something the goats had been saying floated into his head. He spun on the animals, which all took a step back when they saw his wild eyes.

			“You,” he said pointing at the largest of the three, “you said you knew how to beat the troll?”

			“Maaaybe, what’s in iiit for us?” the goat replied.

			“Anything on heaven or earth, just tell me you can do it,” Will pleaded.

			“Then prooomise to seeet us freee.”

			“Done!” Will said a little too quickly.

			The goats all eyed him suspiciously and in a simultaneous three-part harmony, bleated, “Prooomise.”

			“I swear on my honor,” he said with as much seriousness as he could muster, given that he was talking to a trio of farm animals.

			The goats put their heads together in consultation.

			Behind him, Tomas shouted, “Lord Protector, quickly, the troll is going to eat him!”

			Turning to face him again, the biggest goat said, “Agreeed, just geeet meee ooout.”

			Will reared back on one foot and brought his hard-soled boot crashing against the rails of the fence. They split in the middle and clattered to the ground.

			The big goat grinned a goaty grin and said, “Thiiis wiiill beee sweet revenge for aaall the tiiimes III haaad to listen to that foul freaaak belch hiiis love for those bloody fiiish. Heee’s a very disturbed troooll.” With that, it pawed the ground with one of its massive hooves and charged straight for the bridge.

			“Waaait,” said the medium-sized goat, “III stiiill won the beeet, iiit doesn’t count iiif you beeeat the troll.”

			The big goat’s hooves tore massive clods of dirt out of the ground as he lowered his head. Gnarsh had just begun peeling back the Prince’s armor to get at the soft flesh within. He looked up right into the horns of the charging ram. His eyes grew wide.

			“It’s not right. Not at all,” the troll said, releasing Charming’s armor.

			The colossal goat slammed into the monster with a blow that resounded like thunder. The troll slid across the ichor-coated bridge, hit the rail, and went flying over the edge. With a massive splash, he plunged into the deep, fast rushing river and in an instant was swept away.

			The big goat stood at the rail and stared for a moment, then looked back at the other goats who had made it through the broken fence and come to join him. The three nodded to each other and then at Will, and proceeded across to the sweet grass on the far bank.

			Tomas rushed over to Will and knelt before him.

			“Lord Protector William Pickett, you have saved the life of Prince Charming and rid the kingdom of the foul troll, Gnarsh. Thank you, you truly are a hero.”

			Will looked down at the Prince in his mangled, ichor-stained armor. He could see Charming was still breathing, but a second knot was growing on the other side of his head. He paled with shame and pointed at the unconscious man. “Tomas, that is your hero. I am just an ignorant farmer that got lucky again.”

			If Tomas heard, he made no signal as he had already turned his attention to Prince Charming and was busy stripping off the battered armor and tending to his beaten head.

			Will left the squire to his ministrations and returned to the broken fence and the now-empty field. He threw his sword to the ground in disgust. Liz had been right. As soon as Charming awoke, he would bring this charade to an end and take whatever punishment the Prince and the King meted out. William Pickett’s days as Lord Protector were over.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 9

			Lightning in a Bottle

			LIZ SAT ON the deep ledge of her window and stared unseeing out at the wet gray-cloaked countryside below. The rain had started a few hours before dawn, and the rhythmic clamor as it beat down was only broken by the now-and-then plink-plunk of a drop as it found its way through the holes in the roof and fell into one of the many cups, pots, and tins she had set about her room. She pulled her knees in against her chest, looked over her new accommodations, and laughed bitterly.

			Ever since the King had abandoned the castle to go who knows where, and the Prince and her brother had left on their idiotic quest to compare manhoods, the Princess, as the highest ranking noble, had held sway over the court, and it had not taken that woman long to teach Liz that she was out of her depth when it came to intrigue. Liz still couldn’t believe how quickly her downfall had come. Sitting in her dripping room, she once again recalled the scene.

			Princess Gwendolyn Mostfair had taken to hosting a wonderfully decadent tea every afternoon in one of the castle’s numberless drawing rooms. There she would sit amid her coterie of sycophants-in-waiting, like a fat, awful—oh, bloody hell—a thin, radiant, terribly beautiful spider holding court. Liz did not particularly like the teas, but the cakes were almost irresistible, and so found herself, on one day, sitting in a corner near the back of the room munching an indescribably delicious apricot tart when the conversation turned to the ball. The Princess had said something particularly biting about Lady Rapunzel, and Liz had carelessly and rather acidly replied that the only shame was that more of the ladies of the court weren’t as honest as Rapunzel. Then Gwendolyn had looked across the room at her and smiled a terrible, icy smile. Liz closed her eyes and replayed the words for the hundredth time since their confrontation.

			“What a fascinating observation, Lady Elizabeth, I have been meaning to explore the subject of honesty with you for some time.”

			Gwendolyn had paused then to give her next words added effect.

			“Your brother’s defeat of the Great Wyrm of the South is a topic of much speculation in the court. As you know, I myself spent quite a bit of time with the dragon. She was an enormous creature, her blood boiled with the infernal fires, her teeth were like swords, her claws like scythes, yet your brother, the Lord Protector and Dragon Slayer, was able to defeat her with a single thrust of a pitchfork? He must have gotten very close to the beast to make such a fatal strike, and yet he emerged unscathed, not a burn or serious wound to tell of the struggle. Impressive. Many have tried to get the Lord Protector and Dragon Slayer to tell his tale, but for some reason he is reticent to do so, almost as though he is ashamed. I ask, what could he possibly be ashamed of? I know we would all love to hear the REAL story.”

			Then she laughed, a terrible, malicious sound completely devoid of any humor or warmth.

			Princess Gwendolyn knew. Somehow she knew that they were lying, knew that Will had not slain the dragon, and now she held their lives in her hand. Liz still did not know how she’d managed to laugh off the question, but she had. She had sat there in silence through the rest of the tea, with her heart in her throat and her hands clutched together to prevent them shaking.

			When she tried to return to her room, the Royal Steward met her at the door, and, with many nasally apologies, explained that a dowager duchess was arriving and the suite had been given over to her. With many more bows and some seemingly genuine hand-wringing, he showed her to this room. A cold, stone circle exactly six paces across, stuck high atop a forlorn and neglected tower located at the furthest end of the servant’s wing. For her comfort, there was a narrow straw bed, a worn vanity with a cloudy cracked glass, an equally rickety chair, and an empty lopsided wardrobe. To keep her company, the steward and his men had been kind enough to leave her with the many books she had borrowed from the royal library. Three times a day food was delivered: cold gruel in the morning, stale bread and cheese for luncheon, and a lukewarm soup for dinner. The poor quarters and bland meals suited Liz’s mood.

			Indeed, the irony was that it was all so unnecessary. Gwendolyn could have left her in her plush rooms and fed her chilled jellies and rich meats, and Liz still would have isolated herself from rest of the court. That icy smile had, in an instant, extinguished any hope Liz might have had that the Princess would feel an obligation to show them mercy in exchange for her rescue. The fact was, Liz was scared to death that the Princess would find a way to get rid of her before she was able to remove her brother from the castle and the woman’s influence. So she kept to her little room in the vague hope that her absence would make the Princess forget about her.

			A flash of lightning left the vastness of the castle momentarily silhouetted in brilliant white. Liz sighed through the rumbling thunder as she thought about how happy she and Will had been when they first rode through those grand gates. Nothing to be done about it now, but keep out of the way till Will gets back and you both can make your escape.

			A knock at the door brought her head up with a start. Her heart hammered in her chest, but she still managed a steady, if not strong, “Yes?”

			“Lady . . . Elizabeth,” came a call that was at once out of breath and angry. “Is that . . . you in there? It is Lady Rapunzel.”

			Rapunzel? Liz recognized her voice now. “Yes, just a moment, let me get the door.”

			She crossed the room, taking a moment to regard her thinning reflection in the cloudy mirror. Liz clucked at her own vanity and unbolted the thick wooden door.

			It was Lady Rapunzel, or at least she thought it was. The woman, whose most notable feature when last she saw her had been a bizarre wig of absurd length, had removed the hairpiece to reveal a head of gold cut in a style for which Liz had no name. It was short like that of a man’s, but for the drape of the bangs and the subtle curl around the ears and neck. The understated, yet complicated coiffure, perfectly framed her delicate face. The transformation from ridiculous to beautiful was stunning.

			Liz gave a curtsy. “Lady Rapunzel, to what do I owe this unexpected honor?”

			Lady Rapunzel gave a quick bob in return and looked about the room in shock, her jaw clenched and her eyes narrowed in anger. “My reason for visiting, Lady Elizabeth, is this . . . this . . . outrage!” She threw her arms wide, one laden with clothes and the other carrying a large picnic basket, to indicate the sad little room.

			Liz blushed. “Well, Lady Rapunzel, I appreciate your concern, but there is no outrage, it is simply that the dowager duchess—”

			If it was possible, Rapunzel’s eyes grew even angrier and she spit out, “Dowager duchess, dowager duchess, a drunken fool of no consequence. This is the work of that vindictive tart Gwendolyn, and it can not be borne.”

			“Lady Rapunzel—”

			“We do not know each other well, Lady Elizabeth, and I fear that my introduction to you was rude, but can we drop the titles for a time? My friends call me Elle.”

			For the first time in a week, Liz laughed. “How right you are, Elle, please call me Liz. And what a poor host I am. Please, may I take your burdens? You have carried them a long way up those stairs and must be weary.”

			Liz relieved Elle of the heavy basket. As she placed it on the little wooden vanity table, the scent of roast pheasant and buttered potatoes rose to meet her nose. Her mouth watered and her stomach rumbled at the heavenly aroma. From behind her, Elle said, “That is for you, Liz, as are these.”

			Liz turned to see Elle hanging the most beautiful of her courtly clothes in the battered armoire. “They should never have been taken away,” Elle said without turning.

			Seeing the clothes brought all the feelings to the surface Liz had been suppressing since her banishment. Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Thank you, Elle. You cannot know how much this kindness means to me.”

			“I am only returning what belongs to you. Those clothes are yours by right, Liz, just as by right you belong in the royal quarters and at the royal dining table.”

			Liz stood, looking at the clothes while anger and shame warred within her. “Elle, I don’t know what to say. I thought I had been shunned by everyone in the court. I am, after all, a farmer, and absent my brother’s newfound title, could look forward to little more in life than being a farmer’s wife.”

			Elle snorted. “Absent your brother’s title? I could just as well say that absent the King’s royalty, Prince Charming would be the village idiot.” Liz giggled, but Elle was not amused. “Your brother’s title, your brother’s deeds, give you as much right, if not more, to lead the court of this kingdom as Gwendolyn. She and all those pretentious, hollow, vacuous biddies should be kissing your feet.”

			Elle paced back and forth across the room. “Why is the Princess even doing it? It seems like the height of madness. Surely, she must know that when the King and your brother return she will have to answer for her actions. What is happening?”

			Liz sat heavily on the tottery chair and looked at this strong woman through ashen eyes. The pallor of her face and the set of her eyes made Elle stop midstride.

			“Liz, tell me what is wrong. I know that all you know of me is my embarrassing performance at the ball, but I am not a fool. I may be a shorn, ruined woman, but I can assure you that whatever has happened, whatever that woman has done to you, can be undone. But I must know why you have made of yourself a prisoner. I did not take you for someone that would turn from a fight.”

			Liz was crying now. Her body too exhausted to sob was still as silent tears rolled down her checks. She knew she must trust this woman. The lie was a poisonous boil, and it had to be lanced. Wiping her eyes with the edge of her skirt, she said without inflection, “Do you know the Dragon Slayer’s Song, Elle?”

			“Of course, it is on the lips of the whole of the kingdom. Why?”

			Liz’s voice lost its courage, so she whispered, “It is all a lie.”

			ON THE FAR side of the castle, in a bare and windowless antechamber, at the bottom of a dark and twisting stair, Princess Gwendolyn Mostfair sat cross-legged in her thin satin shift in the middle of an ever-growing circle of runes. Around her, shadows from the alcove danced naked in the flickering candlelight, making the light beat and pulse against the walls in uncertain and obscene patterns. Gwen ignored them and bent lower over the circle. Her hand was a blur of motion as she scratched the elaborate symbols into the cold stones with a piece of burnt ash-wood.

			Gwen had been two days in this bare chamber transcribing the dragon’s memories into the floor, breaking only occasionally when her body demanded. Her back ached, her knees and legs were bruised from squatting on the hard floor, and her hands and fingers were stiff from gripping the char pencil. Gone was the princess of fairy tale, and in its place had stepped something from darker legend—the hag. For Gwendolyn looked like nothing so much as a witch. Beneath the streaks and smudges of ash and soot, her face was gray and sick from lack of food, and the skin around her eyes was sunken and bruised from lack of sleep. Her hair had long escaped its intricate braids and now hung lank and knotted around her face in an untidy mass of greasy yellow. The delicate cloth of her white satin shift, now stained a dull gray from ash and dust, had frayed by the constant wear against the rough stone of the floor. What remained of the sheer garment clung to her dirty, sweaty body in a manner that, had she not looked so piteous, would have been obscene.

			In her current state, such concerns were mere distraction, and Gwen had tried hard the last few days to prevent every possible distraction. The King and the Prince were gone, Elizabeth was isolated, the court had been dismissed. Her servants had been instructed to leave her in this chamber unmolested until she called them, and the door to the room had been bolted against unwanted intrusion. She was alone, and nothing but the growing pain in her writing arm would stop her in her task.

			Finally, her hand cramped around the stick and she could not continue. Stretching her arms above her head to work out the muscles, Gwen took a moment to look about the wider room. Many of the candles surrounding her circle had gone out, and those that were still lit were down to stubs, small islands of light in a sea of melted wax. Beyond the dwindled candles and the thickening haze of smoke, it was impossible to tell how much, or even if any, time had passed. Everything looked the same.

			On one side of the room the King’s war table and a dozen stately chairs sat in a jumbled heap where she had pushed them to clear a space for the circle. A few paces away, by the bolted wooden door, lay the tray of bread, meat, and cheese she had brought to eat, but never found the time to touch. Beside that was her fine dress—a pile of brilliant blue velvet, satin and lace, which she had discarded shortly after starting her transcription, partly because the tight corset made it impossible to bend, and partly out of fear that the flowing skirts would smudge the precious runes.

			Still, the tremors in her hands and legs, and the pain in her stomach, told Gwen that she had been at her task too long and should take a break, perhaps even sleep. Despite knowing this, she also knew she would go on. The pattern was almost finished. The shadows, which had paused with her, rejoined their dance.

			It was not so much that Gwen knew the pattern was almost finished, but it was more that she felt it. She felt it in the whispered words of the dragon, words that were coming to an end, like the last chapter of a story long known but only half remembered.

			It was strange that the dragon’s voice, so long a terror from which she had hoped to awaken, was now like an old friend. It had been the dragon that had told her of her lover’s cowardice, while she still dreamed of his rescue. It had been the dragon that had warned her that the fairy would not release her, even if she did one day find a way out of the labyrinth of dreams into which she’d been cast. And now, it was the dragon that was showing her the way to both redemption and revenge.

			She made the last mark. Gwen blinked down at the ash-wood stick in her hand, at her palm and fingers stained black with char. It was done.

			The shadows stopped their dance and drew near, curious and fearful. Gwen stood shakily and examined the delicate tracings with a smile of satisfaction. It was incomprehensible, but felt right. Each symbol copied perfectly from the dragon’s memory.

			Gwen took hold of the hem of her shift and picked her way through the circle of runes, being careful not to smudge the complex drawing. Stepping into the shadows at the edge of the circle, she felt their hands grasp at her, their fingers twine in her hair and pull at the folds of the shift, trying to restrain her. She heard their voices whispering, pleading. “LEAVE ME BE,” she screamed, brushing them aside and striding toward her discarded dress. “You are creatures of the fairy, and I am sick of you.”

			The shadow creatures drew away, but still she felt their hands brushing her body as she walked. She frowned at their growing boldness, but used the brief pause in their attentions to stoop down and draw from the folds of her dress an elegant round-bottom flask, almost a perfect sphere, topped by a very delicate ground-glass stopper. She examined it in the dying light. A light dusting of herbs, a sprig of holly, some mint and lavender dust coated the inside.

			Satisfied that she had overlooked nothing, Gwen clutched the glass ball to her breast, retrieved one of the still burning candles from the floor, and, stepping carefully out of the reach of the shadows, which were now wrapping themselves around her ankles and legs in supplication, she reentered the circle. As she did, she felt power enter her body like a warm draught. It was not magic—that would come later—it was instead the power of action. For once, she was not waiting or hoping or wishing or dreaming. The power of her own resolve was intoxicating.

			Reaching the center of the circle, she carefully placed the candle on the ground at her feet, and then holding the glass ball in one hand, she pulled the golden fairy chain from around her neck. She held the two objects before her, and in a voice high with emotion, she shouted, “FAIRY!”

			And thus began the ritual formula the dragon had taught her in so many whispered words through so many dreams.

			“Spirit of the Firmament and of the Ether,” she cried, thrusting the ball and necklace high above her head.

			“Upon the Earth and under the Earth.” She made a sweeping gesture about her body like a circle within a circle.

			“On dry Land, or in the Water.” Another motion—her body moved as if in dance—like rain falling.

			“Of whirling Air or of rushing Fire.” And, here she twisted about in a pirouette of movement. The candle fluttered and almost failed.

			“I call thee to . . .” She paused and clutched the golden chain tighter in her grip, and then shouted in a ringing voice, “JUDGMENT!”

			At the word, the candle flared and the shadows at the edge of the circle drew back, slinking into the cracks and crevices of the walls and floors like beetles exposed to the sun. A choking smell of nutmeg—the smell of fairy magic—filled the room. Above her, the air shuddered and convulsed as though fighting against itself, and then all at once the light from the room splintered into a thousand little sparks. The sparks were drawn in a great swirling spiral down and into the golden chain, until it seemed a star had come to rest in her hand. Slowly, she lowered the chain into the vial and stoppered it. She retrieved the candle, now nothing more than a glowing ember, and began to seal the stopper with its wax.

			As she did, she intoned these words in a ragged whisper of emotion:

			“Betrayed has been my desire by promises unfulfilled.

			Broken is our contract by magic and by deed.

			Bound are you with this gold, the price for my wish.

			Promise for promise; Deed for deed; Price for price.

			Till the breaking of this oath, thy servitude shall be my recompense.”

			Gwendolyn held the orb at arm’s length and watched as the light within danced furiously around the golden lock, then moved from wall to wall trying to escape the delicate prison. At last, the glowing body slowed and then stopped.

			The Princess cackled hysterically. “Trapped by your own fairy gold. It is ironic that, absent your cursed amulet, I could not have managed, and yet how many times since I was released did I yearn to throw the thing away, to rid myself of your reminder?”

			An angry, disembodied voice echoed about the room. “My powers cannot grant thee what thou wantest, Gwendolyn Mostfair. Free me now and all shall be forgotten.”

			Gwendolyn barked a single sharp laugh, “All shall be forgotten?” she mocked. “But I will not forget, Fairy. I will not forget or forgive my stolen life or all those wasted years. I had determined to move on, but now that I have tasted the bitterness of the freedom so long dreamt of, now that I have you in my grasp, I will have my revenge. You may have been a pitiless jailer, but I shall be an even crueler mistress.”

			The voice returned, but the anger had been replaced by a deep sadness. “I see that thy captivity has not diminished thy conceit. I had hoped with time thy willingness to sacrifice others for thine own ends would have diminished.”

			Gwendolyn’s rage returned with double force. “You accuse me of conceit, you that would twist my words and rob me of both my beloved sister and my rightful place in the world? And why? Was it your idea of a joke, a—a lesson? Without your bloody curse, I would have been queen years ago, and my sister would have . . . found another, and become a great lady in her own stead.”

			The fairy made its reply in a voice that rippled with laughter, “The dragon did not teach thee well enough, Gwendolyn Mostfair. For thy sister’s death were thou accursed to never see the throne until thy heart was melted by true love’s warmth. Thy heart is still as cold and hard and unmoved by love as it was the day I lay the curse upon thee, and so it remains.”

			“How dare you?” she hissed, feeling a rage so primal that she thought she might burst into flame. “How DARE you? I no more wished my sister’s death than I wished myself into your waking nightmare. Only you made both so.”

			Gwendolyn’s mind flew back through the years, through the dreams that had haunted her for decades, to the moment when it had all gone wrong. She had been so young and desperate, hoping for a magical godmother to grant her heart’s desire. She remembered running back to the castle through the forest, but before the memory could take hold, the fairy spoke once again, drawing her back to the present, to the time after dreams and wishes had both died.

			“Rosslyn’s death may not have been thy first goal, Gwendolyn Mostfair, but it was in thy envious heart to steal thy sister’s place in life and love and claim them for thine own. To have the one required the other, and so one wish is much the same as the other.”

			When next Gwendolyn spoke, her voice was low and menacing. “Do not think you can twist the truth with me, small one. I remember. I was there. From now on, it is my command that you shall not use my name, nor ever mention my sister again! As for the throne, we shall see which is more powerful, a fairy’s curse or a fairy’s magic.”

			The glass orb vibrated, and the flickering light within seemed to swell and deepen. “I shall give one more warning, mortal. You meddle in powers far beyond thy understanding. This crystalline cage thou hast devised is a clever bit of magic, but it will not endure, and thy previous fate will seem as paradise itself to compare with the horrors I shall descend upon thee when next I am free.”

			Threats, Gwendolyn understood. She was calm now, and her voice came out emotionless. “Do you think me someone you can bully and threaten, Fairy? I have lived through your half-sleeping hell, aware, unmoving as day followed day in an endless unwaking cycle, interrupted only on that rare occasion when the dragon, bored by her own torment, deigned to speak to me. I am still here, Fairy. I survived. Let us see if you can say the same when I have finished with you.” She raised the glass ball until it was inches from her face, “Now, acknowledge me as your mistress.”

			A palpable, expectant hush fell on the room, the shadows slipped from their hiding places to listen and bear witness, but the silence lingered, and, a red-faced Gwendolyn shook the flickering ember within the ball and screamed, “ACKNOWLEDGE ME, YOU WORTHLESS LITTLE BUG!”

			Quietly the answer came. “Yes, Mistress.”

			The Princess smiled her most wicked smile. “Good. Now, let us turn our attentions to what can be done about Lady Elizabeth Pickett.”

			BY THE TIME Liz finished her tale, Elle had thrown caution aside and was sitting on the edge of the dubious straw bed.

			“So you see, there is real danger for us,” Liz concluded. “My only hope so far has been that Gwendolyn stays her hand until Will returns and we can make our escape.”

			There was a long pause, and in her guilt, Liz read disapproval in Elle’s silent scrutiny. She had hoped Elle would understand, maybe even forgive, but perhaps it was asking too much. “It is okay, Lady Rapunzel, I understand.”

			“It is Elle to you, Liz, and let me tell you what I understand. Your brother, the Lord Protector, ran into an open field to face a dragon, the dragon, unarmed, in the hopes that he might draw its attention away from you and the house you were hiding in. Then, you ran after him because you thought your own presence would be the only way to keep him from jumping straight into the creature’s belly. Then, after the two of you survived the fire-storm that accompanied the dragon’s death, your brother rode up into the Cursed Mountains, along the Black Road, armed only with his pitchfork, and managed to recover the Princess without putting so much as a hair on her demented little head out of place. Do I have all that right, Lady Elizabeth Pickett?”

			“Well, when you say it like that . . .” Liz started hesitantly.

			“You mean, when I recount it as it actually happened, the two of you still sound like the most heroic figures in the history of this kingdom? Yes, I agree.” Elle started pacing again. “In fact, it seems to me the only thing your brother did wrong was to bring that lunatic Princess back. Maybe the dragon had the right idea, locking her away all those years. It is too bad your brother is too thick to see how truly loathsome the crazy wench is.”

			Liz found herself defending Will. “You must not think Will stupid, Elle. He is actually quite clever but, in affairs of the heart, is at a disadvantage. Will is a terrible romantic. To be honest, I’m afraid we both are, otherwise how can I explain my continued fascination with the Prince?” She blushed at Elle’s stern gaze, and added quickly, “I think Will is in love with the idea of the Princess far more than he is with the reality of Gwendolyn. I think, given time, he will realize that she will not make him happy, if not that she is a madwoman. But he needs time to overcome his infatuation and, frankly, his maleness.”

			Both women laughed and then Liz said, “I do not know why you risked Gwendolyn’s wrath to come to me, Elle, but I am so glad you did.”

			Elle rose and embraced her. “It was not just for you, it was for me also. I told you, I am a ruined woman, and I was not exaggerating. My only quality of note was my hair and that is gone, so I cannot expect a marriage of advantage. And, after the scene I made at the ball, I am an outcast in society. You may regret having gone to Gwendolyn’s tea, Liz, but at least you had an invitation. Now that I have nothing more to lose, the Gwendolyns of the world do not frighten me the way they once did. My whole life has been spent on the edge of the court, currying favor, slowly building my position and hoping that someone of higher birth would take notice. I was willing to throw my virtue away on a man that had no interest in me, beyond an afternoon’s dalliance—well, that and those eyes of his,” It was Elle’s turn to blush. “When I heard what the Princess had done, especially after you defended me to her, I knew I had to help. ”

			Liz studied the younger woman behind pursed lips. Liz realized that she had accepted her imprisonment partly out of guilt, but also partly because she thought she deserved it. She recognized the same thing in Elle, and it was not acceptable. “I am thankful for your help and friendship, Elle, but that is the last time I want to hear you say that you are ruined. You are smart, courageous, and, though you won’t admit it, beautiful.”

			Elle sat quietly staring at her shoes.

			“Elle?” Liz said gently.

			She looked up and tears were spilling down her face. In a rush, she sprang from her feet and wrapped her arms around Liz. “Thank you for saying that,” she whispered.

			“I only spoke you the truth, Elle.”

			“Maybe, but thank you anyway,” Elle said, wiping her eyes. Then she took Liz’s hand and led her to the window, where they sat side by side. “Now, about your plan, Liz. I’m afraid it isn’t safe for you to hide out in this tower until your brother returns. You have no idea what Princess Gwendolyn is capable of. My mother was in the court when the King was young. You probably know that Gwendolyn was not his first choice?” Elle paused long enough to allow Liz to nod. “What most people don’t know is that there was a rumor at the time that Rosslyn was poisoned.” Liz gasped and put a hand to her mouth. Elle nodded and whispered, “Gwendolyn was there to comfort Rupert, and in time, a few months time I would add, his affections for the elder sister passed to the younger. The rest, as they say, is fairy tale.”

			“I never imagined,” whispered Liz. “But your story only makes me more certain that I cannot abandon my brother, Elle. He wouldn’t survive a night with the woman.”

			“I’m not suggesting that you do.” Elle rose and began pacing again, clenching and unclenching her hands as she did. Elizabeth watched her crossing back and forth across the room and smiled—so certain and full of energy. “You can make your escape with my valet. I will prepare it for tomorrow night. We can disguise you as a servant and he can lead you to one of my family’s country houses. We are of no great significance, so no one will think to look for you there. Meanwhile, I will take my own leave of the court and find your brother. I will bring him to you, and you both can go into hiding until the King returns. After that, we can deal with the Princess.”

			Liz laughed. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Elle. I will agree to your scheme on one condition: Do not put yourself in danger.”

			Elle snorted. “The only person that will be in any danger is the Prince. If he places so much as a foot out of line, I’ll give him a black eye to match that broken nose.”

			They laughed again, and as the night deepened and storm raged outside, Elle brought out her splendid picnic and the new friends ate in the light of the sputtering little oil lamp. Elle made Liz tell her all about Will, and they exchanged tales about their lives growing up. The scent of the spiced pheasant filled the room, so the two women never noticed a strange aroma of nutmeg in the air.

			IN HER HIDDEN chamber, Gwendolyn gazed into the flickering glass orb on the table before her and watched a shadowy image of the laughing women. She closed her hand around the ball, covering it. Almost at once, the scene began to dissolve. The crystalline surface of the sphere cleared until only the incandescent glow of the fairy within remained.

			“So, the court was spreading false rumors behind my back. I knew there was a reason I never liked that girl’s mother.” She shook her head. “No matter, in time I will devise a punishment for the poisonous old harpy. Right now, we must think on what to do about Lady Elizabeth and Lady Rapunzel.”

			Gwendolyn took the orb in her hands and rolled it between her palms as she thought. They would make their escape from me would they? I think not. She chortled and patted the little sphere. “We won’t let that happen, will we?”

			She unfolded her hands from around the orb and placed it back onto her lap. In a laughing voice, she chanted, “Fairy, fairy, tell no lies, bring the one I seek unto my eyes.”

			The light shimmered and faded, and the image of a large dark man took its place. He was tending a horse. “So, this is Lady Rapunzel’s footman,” she cackled. “We shall do her the favor of testing his loyalty, won’t we, little one?”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 10

			Something Foul at the Cooked Goose

			THERE ARE MANY quaint and distinguished taverns scattered about the kingdom, and almost all of them profess to be “renowned” for one reason or another. Some of these claims cannot be confirmed objectively. Does the Meddlesome Crow in Two Trees really have the “best meat pies in all the land?” Can the proprietors of the Four Dogs actually support the assertion that they have the “most buxom serving wenches?” Is it even a good idea for the bartender of the Gasping Fish in Timsley to declare that he has “the most potent farts west of the Southern Mountains?” And shouldn’t he, as a public service, provide the identity of the individual east of those peaks to whom he dares not compare himself?

			Others, however, are distinguished by right, and the Cooked Goose is renowned and reviled throughout the land for having the worst-tasting ale in several kingdoms. In fact, over the years the debate has raged regarding exactly what the taste of the brew resembles: turpentine, lantern oil, raw sewage, but most agree with S. Tagger, author of S. Tagger’s Beers of the Realm, who describes it as “virtually indistinguishable from mule piss.”

			Despite its reputation, Will and the squire, out of a total lack of other options, retreated to that disreputable inn following their fight with the troll. Mostly what Will remembered about the first couple of drinks at the Cooked Goose was how depressing the place was. The Cooked Goose was a place to get drunk. Frivolity was not encouraged. Fortunately, the gloom of the tavern perfectly matched his own foul mood.

			Will cradled his head in his palms and, leaning his elbows heavily on the table, stared at the residue floating at the bottom of his third mug of beer. “You know, Tomas, I’ll never be a hero.”

			“What are you talking about, Lord Protector?” said the squire, suppressing a belch. “You have now defeated a dragon and a troll, and saved the lives of Princess Gwendolyn and Prince Charming. That’s a career for most, and I should know. The Prince is my third knight,” he remarked, holding up two fingers.

			“Huh,” said Will, snapping out of his trance. How had the man gotten the idea that he had defeated the troll? Hadn’t he been watching? Maybe he was drunk or distracted by sickness. The beer was really bad; it seemed to be numbing his tongue. He worried that his sense of taste was being permanently damaged.

			With an effort he brought his thoughts back to the squire. “You know, I hardly had anything to do with defeating the troll. Charming did all the fighting, except for the end, and it was the goat that knocked the troll off the bridge. And as for the dragon . . .”

			He looked the squire in the eye and chewed on the side of one finger. It was time to stop hiding from the truth. A saying from back home in Prosper popped into his head: The man who turns his back on his problems, will find them kicking him in the ass.

			“The dragon, well— Ah, hell! The dragon impaled herself on my pitchfork by accident. I was hiding in a cornfield when she died.”

			There, he had done it. He had finally told someone the whole truth, and now the entire kingdom would know what he already knew, what Liz had tried to tell him. He wasn’t a hero. He downed the dregs of his ale and, plunking the mug down heavily on the table, braced for the other man’s response.

			The squire laughed. The heat of Will’s shame flushed over his neck and cheeks. He was being mocked, and rightly so. To be sure it was no more than he deserved. The man slapped his knee at the joke and then, noticing Will’s crestfallen expression, suppressed his sniggers and, in a lowered voice, said, “You’re serious?”

			Will nodded. “Tomas, I had nothing to do with killing the dragon.”

			The man shook his head. “No, no, I mean you seriously don’t believe you’re a hero?”

			Will didn’t know what to say, so he stared mutely at the surface of the table and wished, despite all good sense, that he had another tankard of ale.

			Tomas reached across the table and grasped Will’s shoulder, forcing him to make eye contact. “Lord Protector William Pickett, what does it matter how the dragon died, or whose hand, or horn for that matter, defeated the troll? The fact is you rid the land of the dragon, whether by skill or luck, and Gnarsh the Troll, again either directly or indirectly, and in between you also rescued the Princess and saved the life of Prince Charming himself.” He dropped his hand from Will’s shoulder and put it to his breast. “On my honor, Your Lordship, I would trade a hundred swordsmen like the Prince for one man, like you, who can get things done.”

			Without another word, the squire hopped up on his chair and, wobbling slightly, looked about the smoke-filled tavern. He shouted, “WHO HERE BELIEVES THAT THE LORD PROTECTOR WILLIAM PICKETT IS THE TRUE HERO OF THE REALM?” There was an uncomfortable silence as the half-stoned assembly looked blearily up at him. Will tried to pull him down by the cuff of his pants, but Tomas would not be dissuaded. “I said, WHO HERE WOULD RAISE THEIR GLASS WITH ME TO THE LORD PROTECTOR AND DRAGON SLAYER, WILLIAM PICKETT?” With that, he grabbed Will’s wrist and pulled him to his feet with a strength that belied the man’s size and paunch.

			There was but a moment’s pause and then an overgrown-looking man at the bar blinked and his eyes went wide, then he sprang from his stool, pointing with a shaking hand, “Holy hell! It—it—it’s the Lord Protector! I saw him wiff me own eyes when ’e firs’ come to the castle wiff the dragon’s blinkin’ head!” He grabbed a tankard at random from the bar and raised it in matching salute. “You’re one of us, Your Lordship, and I’ll stand by you any day!”

			“Das right, das right,” slurred a fat, balding man with a dubious mustache further down the bar. “I seen him too. I will never forget dat face, ever,” he continued without apparent irony. “Proudest moment o’ my whole life.” He stood and raised his cup unsteadily in the direction of Will.

			A burly fellow with a jet-black beard sitting at one of the long benches rose ponderously and, pounding his fist on the table, thundered, “WHO SAYS THEY WON’T DRINK TO WILLIAM PICKETT? That bloody dragon et my Da’, and it’s ’cause of him that my family can sleep safe at night. I’d give my life to you, Your Lordship.”

			One of the older serving wenches screeched across the room, “AN ’E’S SO MUCH MORE A MAN THAN THAT FRAUD CHARMING EVER WAS.”

			“Too right! Pickett’s a true hero!” echoed a thin man whose deep baritone voice was ill-matched to his body. “Charming’s a fop. Only thing he ever conquered was the kingdom’s virgins.”

			There was a wave of laughter at this and more voices joined in the raucous chorus. Chairs were pushed back and men stood in uneven salute to the young man. The proprietor, who had eyed Will suspiciously at first, saw a chance for commerce and seized the moment, shouting, “FILL YOUR TANKARDS AND RAISE ’EM TO RAFTERS, FELLOWS. Three cheers for our honored guest, the Lord Protector and Dragon Slayer, William Pickett!”

			There was an enormous roar at the suggestion, and then the rough voices of the drunken mob sounded, “Huzzah, Huzzah, Huzzah!!” in a rising crescendo.

			Will was struck dumb at the crowd’s display of affection. Every face in the room was turned in his direction when someone yelled, “SPEECH!” Another wave of cheers washed over the Cooked Goose.

			Maybe the squire was right. Maybe he was a hero. A buxom, if not entirely comely, barmaid pressed her bosom against his chest and refilled his mug with warm beer from a pitcher. His heart raced and his face flushed; and encouraged by her smiles, and the not insubstantial amount of drink he had imbibed, he raised his hands and a sudden hush descended.

			“To you . . . my people . . . the people of the realm! Thank you all! I, William Pickett, Lord Protector of the Realm, swear that I will defend you all to my last breath, no matter what is asked of me!”

			There were more cheers and jubilation and someone started to play a flute. Soon a tambour joined in, the tables were cleared away, and a merry dance was begun. Will felt a tide of euphoria rush through his body. He knew now what it must have been like for Charming. This adoration was intoxicating in a way that the beer in his hand could never be. Several of the increasingly attractive serving maids pressed around his table and someone started singing a bawdy tune about the dragon and flagons and tarts and farts, and the from there Will’s memory became increasingly hazy.

			On the balcony overlooking the common room of the Cooked Goose, Prince Charming stood, gripping the rail, his ears burning. The people thought he was a fop and a fool who preyed on innocent girls. They believed that Pickett had saved them and would keep them safe. Were they wrong?

			Will had saved them. The dragon was dead, the Princess restored. Gnarsh the Troll was gone, and he owed Will his life for saving him from the beast. Somehow, despite all his planning, it had all gone terribly wrong again. Before Will, everything had been right. After Will . . . well, after Will nothing had been right.

			At just this moment, a man with a long crooked nose and a distinct hunch came sliding up beside him. “Good evening to you,” he said in a breathy voice that reeked of badly brewed ale. Charming recoiled from the smell. The man, undaunted, moved a little closer so he could be heard above the celebration below. “My name is Oliver, Ollie to my friends. Didn’ the Lord Protector bring you in?”

			“Yes, he did,” croaked Charming.

			The man looked at him from behind shifting eyes. “What a great honor it must be for you to ride and fight with ’is Lordship.”

			The Prince looked at the floor, unwilling to meet the stranger’s eyes. He didn’t want to talk about William Pickett. Still, he owed Will his life, and that meant acknowledging his debt publicly. “Yes, a great honor,” he said flatly.

			The man, Ollie, must have heard something in Charming’s response because he cocked his head to one side and then ran a finger down along the side of his long nose and tapped the end. “I get your meanin’, friend, say no more. You and ’is Lordship, maybe you had a fallin’ out, but maybe it’s not your place to bad-mouth ’im, eh? Maybe he’s the reason your face looks like a couple a miles of bad road?”

			“You could say that,” he spit out, and then wished he hadn’t. It wasn’t entirely true. Could he really blame the man for everything that had happened: being brained by a tree, the suit of falling armor, Rapunzel, the troll? Besides, this man was obviously a blackguard of the lowest order.

			“Come with me, my friend. Let’s go out back and get some air. It’ll be easier to talk without these drunkards about,” said Ollie, placing a hand on Charming’s shoulder and directing him somewhat forcefully toward a dubious-looking plank door hanging crookedly over an opening in the back inn’s wall.

			There was enough of the Royal Prince left in Charming that he was instinctively offended that this peasant would dare touch his person, and he shook the hand off.

			Ollie took a step back and squinted at him. “Is there a problem, friend?

			“I’m Pr—” he started to say and then stopped. No one on earth would recognize him as Prince Charming; and given his current condition, he was ashamed to reveal his true identity. He mumbled, “No, nothing.”

			“Good, because I think I may have just the way to take ’is High and Mightiness down a couple of pegs. Now, I ask you, that wouldn’t be so bad, would it?” asked Ollie as he started down the creaking wooden stair behind the door.

			Charming didn’t answer. He wanted to be left alone. Ollie, however, must have taken his silence as assent because he kept up a steady chatter until they reached the mud that lay at the bottom of the stair. An old mule stood tied to a post in a fetid pool of foul-smelling water near the back wall, his nose buried in a trough filled with a fragrant mixture of hops and barley. A barmaid was standing near the rear of the mule, holding a large wooden bucket. She glanced at them nervously, then scuttled through a door and into what looked like the kitchen. A roar of noise filtered out into the still alley as the door opened, and muted again as it slammed to a close.

			“Tell me, friend, do you think ’is Lordship is lookin’ for more . . . adventure, more . . . glory to heap on ’imself?”

			“I suppose,” said Charming uncertainly. At this point, all he wanted was for this Ollie to leave him alone. His face hurt, his body ached, and his head was swimming.

			“You jus’ tell ’im that the local count, a man of great importance, will be travelin’ up the road into the wood near midday tomorrow. Also tell ’im that the Masked Rascal and his, um . . . happy highwaymen—no, no his boisterous bandits—yeah, that’s better . . . Anyway, um, well, tell ’im that the Scarlet Scoundrel and his men are planning to ambush the count at the firs’ bridge.”

			Anyone else might have bought Ollie’s story, but if Charming knew one thing it was the identity of every noble that resided in his father’s kingdom and another two-dozen neighboring kingdoms besides; and he knew for a fact that there was no count within a week’s ride of this forsaken place. There was not even so much as a penniless baroness that would bother to claim these lands as her own. This scum was asking Charming to betray Will—to knowingly send him into the clutches of some sort of desperate band of cutthroats.

			Charming stepped away from his new “friend’s” embrace and looked, really looked, at him. A cruel yellow, crooked smile appeared under Ollie’s long hooked nose. “I think he’d be quite pleased with the news, friend,” the man said in a mocking singsong voice. Then he handed the Prince a single silver coin. “For your trouble, my misshapen friend.”

			To think that anyone would suggest such a plot? To imagine that any man would attempt to bribe him, Prince Charming, with a single piece of silver? It was monstrous!

			Charming felt his hands clench into fists. He advanced on Ollie, who drew back, confused but sensing the menace in the air. Perhaps the story would have ended with Charming thrashing the villain, but just then the kitchen door to the Cooked Goose was once more thrown wide by a barmaid, this time carrying an empty wooden bucket. The hearty sound of drunken mirth came rolling out the door into the alley, and a clearly drunk Will bellowed out, “And, you should have seen the look on Charming’s face when Lady Rapunzel punched him in the nose—”

			The door slammed shut, cutting off the rest of Will’s story, but it could not mute the roar of laughter that followed. Charming’s body slumped. He had become a joke, to be ridiculed in the same public houses in which he had once been toasted. Anger at the unfairness of his situation and his turn in fortune returned. Will had stripped him of everything. In the mind of his subjects was he really any better than Ollie? He twisted the silver coin between his fingers. He knew he could not do this, but when he opened his mouth he said, “I will tell him.”

			Ollie cackled and, pulling the hood of his cloak up, stalked away into the night.

			The Prince closed his eyes and collapsed back against the wall of the tavern. After a time spent staring into the deeper black of the night sky, wondering whether he would go through with this betrayal, he shuffled back to his room and sat on the straw cot, tired but unable to sleep. In his palm lay the silver coin. He stared at it in the smoky light of the room’s lone candle and saw a vague hint of his reflection, a purple and blue stain on the face of the shining circle.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 11

			Through the Woods Darkly

			IN EVERY FAIRY tale there is a point in the telling when the fire dies low and the dark of the night grows deeper and the children gather closer together and the storyteller lowers her voice and whispers, “Now, dear ones, this is the scary part.” And then, inevitably, into the story steps the villain, and whether an evil queen or twisted stepmother or foul beast, the listener begins to doubt, maybe the hero doesn’t make it, maybe there is no happily-ever-after.

			Two days after her confession to Elle, as Elizabeth Pickett fled from Castle White, she assumed that the scary part of her story was at an end. That nothing could match the constant terror she’d felt at living under the power of Princess Gwendolyn. Sheltered in her deep cloak, she was content to watch from atop the back of a pretty gray mare as Elle’s surprisingly stoic valet, Collins, led them slowly toward a darkly shadowed gap in the eastern horizon where the road left the open meadows of the cultivated countryside and entered the forested wilderness beyond.

			While she was glad to be leaving, she wished they were doing it a bit quicker. Liz did not like the almost reluctant pace the man was setting. She felt naked out here in the open within sight of the castle walls, and kept expecting to hear the cry of the guard and the sound of pursuing horses.

			Suddenly, a deep tolling gong rang out across the blue twilit fields. Liz started at the sound, and fought the urge to spur her horse forward into the gathering dusk, before recognizing that it was only the chapel bell striking the evening hour. She turned in her saddle to look back. The distant white stones of the palace shone under the silver moonlight like bleached bone. In the quiet of the coming night, it seemed otherworldly and dreadful.

			For the love of light, Liz, get hold of your imagination.

			Deliberately, she forced her eyes back to the road ahead. Despite her guide’s apparent lack of urgency, they had come upon the forest with an eerie swiftness, and an unexpected shiver of dread passed through her body as the silent, brooding man led them under the first trees and into the dark of the wood. The reaching boughs closed in above their heads, obscuring the silver moon and the glittering stars. Between one breath and another, all was dark.

			Collins stopped just within cover of the wood. There was the sharp sound of stone on stone and a series of bright firefly sparks, then a flash of yellow-orange as the man lit his lantern. He turned about and regarded her behind the flickering light. The man’s cloak was deeply hooded so that the light from the lantern concealed his face in a ghoulish mask of flickering shadows. The effect was disturbing and Liz recoiled involuntarily. He did not seem to notice her reaction, or at least did not comment on it. Nodding at nothing, he turned back around and spurred his horse forward, jerking the string of horses behind him into a reluctant walk.

			What is wrong with you? she lectured herself. Here you are escaping, and instead of being relieved, you’re jumping about like a child on All Hallows’ Eve. Now, calm down or Mr. Collins will think you’re a madwoman.

			Still, she was unnerved. Liz had been so relieved that she was finally leaving the castle and the Princess behind that she had not really considered the nature of her guide, other than to note that he smelled a little like freshly baked pie. Now she studied him. Elle had warned her that he was not a proper valet, but more of a huntsman that her father had forced on her as a chaperon. Still, Elle had marked him as quite an affable fellow. But either he was changed, or Elle had very low standards, because Liz doubted he had spoken two words to her since their meeting in the stables. For the sake of her own nerves, she decided to try and strike up a conversation.

			“Collins—” The sudden sound of her own voice in the stillness of the wood made Liz jump, and her horse pranced nervously in response. She breathed in deeply. “I say, Mr. Collins, I wanted to thank you for your help.”

			“My-pleasure-Your-Ladyship.” His answer came in an unpleasant, broken monotone that belied his words.

			She frowned in the darkness. “How long have you been in the Lady Rapunzel’s service, Mr. Collins?”

			There was an inordinately long pause, and at first Liz was afraid he might not answer at all, but in time he rasped out, “Long-enough-Your-Ladyship.”

			Interesting, thought Liz, perhaps he is not the happy servant Elle made him out to be. She would try something else to break his maddening formality. “Please, Mr. Collins, you do not have to be so proper with me, call me Elizabeth or Liz.”

			She waited for him to extend the same courtesy, but instead he looked back and regarded her silently from beneath his hooded cloak, his face a formless void. Without comment, he turned his gaze back to the road ahead. Liz clucked her tongue against her teeth. The man was a boor. Any thought of further conversation vanished, and Liz fell into a petulant silence. She would have words with Elle when next she saw her.

			The horses plodded on in the quiet air, and, after a time, Liz found her eyes drooping. Yawning, she spoke up again, hoping for a better result. “Mr. Collins, it is getting late. How much further do you intend us to go tonight?”

			The man moved implacably forward for a few breaths until Liz thought she might have to repeat herself, but as she opened her mouth, he responded, “Not-far-Your-Ladyship-we-turn-off-just-ahead.”

			Liz sat up at this. “Then we are leaving the road, Mr. Collins?”

			If she had expected a treatise on his plan, she was sorely disappointed, because he responded in that same terse and stilted manner. “Yes-Your-Ladyship.”

			“Is there an inn ahead, then?”

			“No-Your-Ladyship.”

			“Then we will be camping in—in the woods tonight?”

			“Yes-Your-Ladyship.”

			This was a change of plans, and normally she would have questioned him further, but she was growing tired, and besides she had no desire to talk to the man anymore. She thought she might scream if he said Yes-Your-Ladyship or No-Your-Ladyship one more time.

			The riders settled back into an uneasy silence and then the horse in front of her stopped. Collins abruptly thrust his lantern toward the left side of the road and pointed into a shadowy gap in the trees. “Here-Your-Ladyship.”

			Liz stared into the wooded maw, and saw . . . nothing. The path, if it could be called that, was barely wide enough for a single horse and dark as pitch. It took her eyes a full minute to discern anything beyond the opening, and then all she could make out were the shadowy outlines of the trees that marked the edges of the trail and the reflecting eyes of invisible night-creatures blinking on and off as they stared back from the darkness beyond. Collins began moving into the gap. Liz watched the forest swallow him and shuddered.

			“Is this really necessary, Mr. Collins?” Liz called after him weakly. “Can’t we just press on along the road a bit further?” She knew her voice sounded small and scared, and she cursed her fear but could not master it.

			His muted voice reached back to her from inside the forest tunnel. “Yes-Your-Ladyship. No-Your-Ladyship. We-must-not-be-found-on-the-road-Your-Ladyship.”

			Liz supposed there was sense in that, but a seed of fear had set root in her mind. This had not been part of the plan, and it did not feel like something Elle would have her do.

			As she hesitated on the brink of the dark trail, Collins continued forward; and as he did, the glow of the lantern also moved into the dense woods, leaving Liz in growing shadow. She took a last, longing look at the broad paved road and spurred her horse after the rapidly fading light, cursing, as she did, this man and Elle, who had lent him to her, and the Princess, who had made her flight necessary, and her brother, who had been so sure that being in a fairy tale would be easy, and the dragon, and her father, and her father’s father, and so on, until the path twisted and she was well and truly in the arms of the night.

			The trees crowded in around her, their branches reaching greedily out from the edge of the trail to pull at her cloak. Liz focused her whole being on the comforting will-o’-the-wisp glow of the lantern as it bobbed and weaved its way along the path. At times the trail would make a sharp turn and the comforting little light would momentarily disappear. It was at these times that Liz’s curses turned to prayers, and she regretted her regular blasphemies.

			What seemed like an eternity later, the trail emerged into a circular glade about forty paces across. Overhead, a dome of dark green branches let a little glow of moonlight slip through to the grassy floor of the clearing. For Liz, it seemed like the dawn. She let out the breath she had not known she was holding, and relaxed. Perhaps the night would not be as unpleasant as she had feared. Liz had always enjoyed the woods, and in the daylight she imagined that this was quite a pleasant spot.

			Collins was at the far end of the clearing, the lantern set on the ground behind him as he hobbled the last of the pack animals for the night. Liz took off her riding gloves and laid them across the top of her saddle. “Will you attend to my horse also, Mr. Collins?”

			“As-you-wish-Your-Ladyship,” he said in a hissing exhale, and turned stiffly to look at her.

			Liz gasped and felt her heart take flight. Collins had lowered his hood as he worked with the animals, and now the flickering light of the lantern revealed his face, and across his face was etched a smile. It was a cunning smile, a dead, cold smile, and Liz had seen its twin only once before . . . over tea at Castle White. It was an expression she would never forget. She knew not how, but she was certain that she was not looking into the eyes of Elle’s valet, Collins, but those of Princess Gwendolyn Mostfair.

			While Liz battled to calm her nerves, Collins bent stiffly to retrieve the lantern and then began advancing erratically toward her, the light thrust forward in one hand and something bright and sharply tapered poorly concealed in the other. This was madness. It was Collins, it must be, and yet just as clearly it was not. Indeed, now that her suspicions had a focus, the strangeness of his mannerism was clearly revealed. It was as though the man’s body was at war with itself. Every movement was a battle, some won, some lost. But whatever the character of his struggle, its will seemed the stronger. She had to accept that whatever this thing was standing across from her, it was not Elle’s Collins, or at least it was not Mr. Collins in mind even if it was his body.

			A hundred thoughts struck her at once. She should turn the horse about and run. But she had no light to flee by, no weapon to fight with, nowhere to run that he could not follow. And then there he was at the head of her horse, grabbing at the reins.

			“You-will-need-to-dismount-Your-Ladyship.”

			Fearing her voice would crack if she attempted speech, Liz nodded mutely. Collins’s body smiled that ghastly, wicked smile again. A renewed surge of terror rushed through her body. Her hands began to shake. Despite everything, Liz had been holding out hope that her fear was just the mad invention of her imagination, but that depraved smirk was all the confirmation she needed. She took a deep breath and tried to replace the fear with cold resolve.

			I may be without hope, but I will not yield without a fight.

			Liz handed him the reins and at the same moment gave the horse a subtle nudge in the sides with her heeled boots. The animal tried to surge forward, forcing Collins to wrestle with the beast to calm it. Liz used the time to study her would-be assassin. Collins stood a head taller, and outweighed her by five stone, all of which seemed to be muscle. A straight fight would be pointless, but maybe guile would win where strength could not. Her mind raced.

			Perhaps if I can get him to bend down a bit. . .

			She started to rise from the saddle to dismount, but then paused in midmovement and pretended to struggle with her riding skirts. She put as much helplessness as she could into her voice—for once it was not difficult. “I am sorry, Mr. Collins, but my skirt seems to be stuck beneath the cinch, could you help me with it?”

			“Of-course-Your-Ladyship,” he said heavily and then began moving along the side of the horse toward her, one hand still holding the reins awkwardly behind him.

			Liz could feel the heat of his body against her dangling leg as he searched through the flowing fabric of the riding skirt for the tangle. And his smell, an overpowering smell of nutmeg clung to him so intense that she thought she would choke. She pointed vaguely below the stirrup, and in a breathy voice said, “There, Mr. Collins . . . I think . . . perhaps . . . a bit lower.”

			He dropped the reins, grabbed the cinch strap in one hand, and began tracing it along the horse’s underside. As soon as he bent down Liz turned and fumbled in her pack for anything she might use as a weapon. Her hand fell on a copy of the “Dragon’s Tale” she had appropriated from the castle. It was a heavy thing, beautifully bound with a thick wood cover front and back. Grabbing it with both hands, she stood in the stirrups and, lifting the book high above her, brought it down violently on the man’s unprotected head. There was a sickening crack, and Collins collapsed in a heap on the ground. His unconscious body rolled beneath the horse, and the nervy animal, already spooked, reared up and leapt forward.

			Liz fell from the saddle. She put out her left hand to catch her fall. A terrible blinding pain raced from her wrist to her shoulder, and she cried out. The horse whinnied and danced away to join the tethered herd. She looked over to where Collins lay.

			The lantern had shattered on impact with the ground, and she watched as the exposed flame guttered in the breeze. In the dim light that remained, she could see the man’s eyes flutter. At least I didn’t kill him, she thought with relief. Then he groaned and his hands moved haltingly to his head. In an instant, her relief turned to a curse. Bloody hell, how thick is that man’s skull? She looked over at the book that had fallen beside him and got her answer—thick enough to snap the solid wooden cover in half. She needed to find a way to restrain him.

			Looking about, she saw that her leather satchel had fallen with her. She picked up the bag with her good hand and slung it over her shoulder. Cradling her aching arm gingerly against her body, Liz rose and stumbled in the direction of the lantern. She had just reached it when Collins’s eyes snapped open. The wind rose and swirled. The flame winked out, and the deep, darkness of the woods returned, and with it so did Liz’s terror.

			She ran. She ran into the dark wall of trees that encircled them, and she kept running directionless. Even had she known where to go, in the dense woods there were no stars to guide her, only the dim shadows of tree and bush. At one point she thought she heard the man’s rough voice calling from the clearing, but there was no sound of pursuit, and in time his shouts were lost. Still, she ran on.

			Mostly blind, she ran without caution. Roots caught at her ankles, sending her more than once to the ground. Limbs slashed at her arms and face. Vines and thornbushes tore at her dress and skirt. If she fell, she rose again. If she was caught, she pulled herself free with brute force. Speed and distance were all she cared about now—to put enough forest between her and Gwendolyn’s marionette that he could not hope to find her. And then, between one stride and the next, she stepped into empty space and fell. She landed on her back. Her head snapped back violently and struck something hard, and the world went black.

			IN HER HIDDEN chamber in the castle, Princess Gwendolyn Mostfair stared hard into the swirling black mist of the ball. “What is the meaning of this, Fairy? Why can I not see what is happening?”

			A smug, self-satisfied voice seemed to drift down from somewhere near the ceiling. “I canst only show what is, not what thou wishest to see.”

			With a violent curse, she covered the sphere and the mist dissolved, leaving only the tiny otherworldly light burning within. “Do not play word games with me, little one. I demand to know what has happened.”

			There was a short pause, and then the voice returned. “There has been a struggle in the woods, Mistress, and Lady Elizabeth Pickett is lost.”

			Gwendolyn held the ball in one hand, and tapped at its glass surface with the long painted nail of her forefinger. “This is a true account? Rapunzel’s man . . . he—she—is gone?”

			“I can tell no lie, Mistress. The Lady Pickett struggled with your man, and now she is gone.”

			The Princess put the glass sphere in its holder and leaned back in her chair. A sudden chill had entered the room. She looked over at the fire that blazed in the grate and shivered. The shadows had taken up residence around it, and they seemed to suck all the heat from the flames.

			“I did not mean for it to happen.” Gwendolyn looked over at the fairy, expecting a reply. “I only asked him to hold her in the woods until I could ascend the throne. That was all he was instructed to do, not”—she fluttered her hands in the air in frustration—“not this.”

			The fairy flickered dimly and without comment. Gwen willed herself to look away. I will not seek absolution. She closed her eyes and a wave of fatigue washed over her body. She rubbed her eyelids to try and relieve the pressure in her head. The man’s resolve had been stronger than she had expected. His loyalty to Lady Rapunzel was commendable. He had fought her every moment, but she was stronger. Unconsciously, her mind began to review the last few minutes in the clearing. How had everything gone so wrong?

			It is done. I will not waste time on regret.

			Still, she could not get the girl’s face out of her mind. The fairy light pulsed on without changing, and the silent judgment of the creature was too much. Her anger boiled to a fine rage, and she stood so that she towered above the delicate little sphere. “I DID NOT MEAN TO KILL HER!” she shouted.

			The fairy’s bone-dry answer came straightaway. “For someone that does not mean to kill, it would seem that you manage it with some regularity, Mistress.”

			Gwendolyn’s hands shook with fury. She wanted to smash the smug little sprite. She wanted it to die, to—

			The shadows sprung from their place to crowd around her, whispering and giggling. Briefly, from among the voices, she thought she could hear Rosslyn screaming in terror. She swung her arms up to ward them off; the room spun dangerously, and Gwendolyn fell back into her chair. She put a hand to her throbbing temple. It was no use spending her energy fighting with the winged demon or these visions. There was still so much to do. She had to find some way of dealing with Rapunzel, and there was the matter of working up a good charm to ensnare Will when he returned. Yes, there was much to do, but now she needed rest. She would be clearheaded in the morning, and the shadows and Liz and her guilt would be forgotten.

			JAMES COLLINS, VALET of Lady Rapunzel and former mindless puppet of Princess Gwendolyn Mostfair, was gasping for air on the ground, listening to the receding clamor of Lady Elizabeth as she fled. Through sheer will, he rose to his feet and tried, once more, to follow. This time he made it three full steps before the world tilted violently and he dropped to the ground retching. There was no use. He didn’t even have the strength or breath to try calling out again, not that he had any reason to believe she would listen to his pleas. He would have to wait until morning to begin his pursuit.

			James rolled onto his back and stared up through the opening in the forest canopy at the twinkling night. A terrible, helpless fatigue fell over him. Marshaling his remaining wits, he tried to recall everything that had happened over the last two days. The last thing he could remember clearly was an audience with the Princess, kneeling before her, an orb of swirling light in her hand, and then a blinding pain as Lady Elizabeth smashed that bloody book over his head.

			What happened? What have I done? His eyes drifted closed. What has been done to me? His breathing evened and grew steady. Is Lady Rapunzel safe, or does the Princess have a plot for her as well? It was with this last troubled thought swirling in his battered skull that he slipped gratefully into the oblivion of sleep.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 12

			Goodbye, Couplet

			CHARMING SPENT THE night lying awake on his bed, twisting the silver coin, standing and pacing, lying down again, waiting, and all the time indulging and rejecting all the excuses he had for betraying Will, Elizabeth, and himself. In time, dawn worked its way through the spaces in the wooden wall. He watched the dirty light crawl across the floor and then a ray fell across his eyes and he blinked, as though waking from a dream. He whispered the one inescapable thought that had echoed in his mind the whole night: “I may have never been a hero, but I am not yet a villain.”

			He glanced over at the other cots. Will and the squire hadn’t made it back to the room last night. He sighed deeply. It was time to wake the hero and withdraw to the castle. Charming put the silver coin into his pouch, grunted and stood. His head felt wrong where the troll had smashed it, and the world kept trying to roll over. He blinked his vision clear and staggered through the hall and down the steps.

			Reaching the common room of the inn, he was overwhelmed by a terrible stench. Men and women were passed out on, and in some cases, under almost every table; and the plank floor was coated in a terrifying mixture of spilled ale and sick. The only person upright and conscious in the whole place was a lazy-eyed crone who was halfheartedly wiping a filthy cloth across the surface of the bar. Charming had a whole new appreciation for the term “unwashed masses.” He gagged and, vainly trying to filter the smell with his sleeve, began his search for the two men.

			In due course, he found them both. The squire sat slumped in a chair, while Will was laid out on one of the tables. Charming leaned close, cleared his throat, and said, “Lord Protector.”

			After an extended groan Will’s eyes fluttered open. “Char—Charming, what are you doing up?”

			“It’s actually rather late in the morning,” Charming replied dryly.

			“Is it?” Will burped and a terrible noxious odor issued forth. He smacked his lips and gave Charming an appraising glance. “You . . . my friend . . . are a complete mess. I’m sure no one would believe that I had been the one drinking all night and you had been the one to take to your bed early.”

			The wench at the bar cackled, “No indeed, Your Lordship, but then you are the very model of manliness.”

			Charming watched a pleased little smile flicker over Will’s face. The Prince raised an eyebrow. This was not the William Pickett he had left on the bridge. Whether it had been born from the night’s revels, or his defeat of the troll, Charming knew that Will finally believed himself to be a hero. From personal experience, he also knew how dangerous and heady a feeling it was. Perhaps the odious little man from last night had been right—perhaps it was time to take “His Lordship” down a few rungs. Charming would, however, make sure he was there to save the day!

			WILL CRADLED HIS head in his hands as the room spun about him. He tried listen to Charming going on about whatever he was going on about, but the Prince’s long-winded prattling was beginning to wear.

			“ . . . so, my point being, Will, that the Red Renegade, or the Scarlet Scoundrel, or whatever it is, is planning an ambush on the forest road bridge. Anyway, someone has to stop them, and—”

			Will cut him off. “Fine. I’ll take care of it.” He smacked a hand on the table and bellowed, “Tomas!”

			The squire awoke with a start and fell back off his chair. With a colorful curse, he began to gather himself from the ground.

			Charming looked at Will with wide eyes. The fool was actually planning on riding out, unaccompanied, against a band of brigands? The Will he knew would never— But then, this was not the Will he knew. He had to stop this, now, before his betrayal was made real.

			“Wait! No, you don’t understand! I thought we would both go. We don’t know how many of them are out there. More importantly, the Count isn’t . . . are you listening? It’s a mistake to go alone.”

			The Prince waved a pleading hand at Tomas for support, but the squire seemed unsure of even where he was and just kept repeating, “Wassat? Wassat?”

			Charming’s words were barely discernable over the buzz in Will’s head, and his stomach was a roiling knot. Will needed to end this conversation now. Besides, Will suspected the “mistake” was that he would, once again, get all the glory. So Will decided to preempt any lengthy discussion the only way he knew how, by talking about the dragon and the Prince’s battered face. “Look, I defeated the dragon and the troll. I can handle a bandit. Besides, you need your rest. You look terrible.”

			With that, Will lifted Tomas to his feet and strode away, half dragging the wobbly squire to the door. As he reached the threshold, though, he realized he had no idea where he was going. He looked back at Charming for a moment. “Um”—he bit his lip—“where is the . . . ?”

			The Prince was strangely silent. He looked up at Will, eyes wide and mouth open. The serving wench answered instead. “The bridge? Further along the forest road, Your Lordship. A few leagues short of the King’s hunting lodge.”

			Something the woman said seemed to shake Charming out of his momentary silence, because he sprang to his feet and called out, “No! Stop! Will . . . Lord Protector, please, you don’t understand—”

			But Will never heard whatever it was Charming wanted him to understand, because the Prince grabbed at his head, swayed violently on his feet, and toppled forward. He was unconscious before he hit the floor.

			Will leaned Tomas against the doorway, ran to Charming and knelt down beside him. “Damned fool! Doesn’t he know you can’t jump about like that when you have as many knocks on the head as he has?”

			“Probably not,” Tomas rasped from the doorway. “I don’t know that he’s ever been knocked on the head before. Well, except the tree and the armor . . . still . . .”

			Will gestured to the barmaid, who fluffed her hair, pulled the neck of her dress down to expose as much bosom as possible, and swayed her way over to him. “Yes, Your Lordship?”

			He gave her a winning smile and asked, “Can you get some of the men to carry my friend up to his room?” She looked at Charming dubiously and Will shoved a couple of silver coins into her hand. “It would mean a lot to me.”

			She winked and gave him a black-toothed smile. “Anything for you, Lord Protector.”

			Outside Tomas handed Will a water skin and a pouch full of sunflower seeds. He choked out, “The salt should . . . hmmm . . . help with the sickness.”

			They both chewed on the salty seeds and emptied their water skins, trying to clear their heads and settle their stomachs. It was while spitting out shells and some other unidentifiable things from deeper in his gut that Will explained their task. The squire’s reaction was not particularly encouraging.

			“You’re bloody kidding, right?”

			“No, Tomas, I am not.”

			“Are ye still drunk?”

			“No.” At least Will did not think so. “No! We must save Count . . . um . . . well the count.” Will tried to remember what Charming had said, but on reflection it all seemed muddled. “It does not matter who the man is, Tomas, the important point is that he needs my help.”

			“But, we don’t know squat about these woods, Will. We could be walking into a hundred men for all we know.”

			Will considered the point, but felt that he had to live up to the title he had so proudly claimed the night before. He stood, putting his hands to his hips, and assumed a commanding tone that he hoped sounded like the Prince. “I am committed, Tomas. There is no point arguing. Now, let us away to our—” It was at this point that Will noticed their horses were nowhere to be seen. “Tomas . . .” he croaked, then swallowed hard in a vain attempt to clear his throat. “Hmmmm . . . where are our horses?”

			The squire looked blearily about and spat, “Probably still in the stable, Yarrr Lardship. Unless they got smart and took a runner.”

			“Well, would you, I mean could you . . . ?” Will pleaded lamely.

			The squire muttered to himself as he stomped off toward the stables. “He has about as much sense as the damned Prince.”

			When Tomas returned, he was not leading Will’s much-beloved horse, Jasper, from the stables, but the Prince’s dramatic and ill-tempered white charger. Will massaged his temples, “Um . . . Tomas, I think you have the wrong horse there.”

			“No, Yarr Lardship,” he replied as he led the champing stallion toward him.

			“But that is the Prince’s horse.”

			“Yes, Yarr Lardship,” Tomas said as he helped Will up into the high stirrup of the creature.

			“But I am not the Prince,” he said with a grunt as he struggled to control the horse.

			“I had thought not,” said the squire flatly as he mounted his own brown gelding. “But you’re making a good go of it this morning.” With that, the squire spurred his horse forward, leaving Will to stare openmouthed at his retreating back.

			The two men rode in silence through the thickening woods. He wanted to explain, but each time he tried to strike up a conversation, the squire would mutter darkly about “young fools” and “swelled heads,” so he gave up. Perhaps it was the dark nature of the forest, or the squire’s attitude, but as each mile passed, Will’s uneasiness grew. This was madness! What was he doing? Tomas was right. He should turn back now. But then what? What was the point of being Lord Protector if he could not protect the people?

			While his mind was spinning on these thoughts he half heard the sound of wood echoing beneath the hooves of his horse. He looked up. They had reached the bridge. It was a narrow thing constructed of planks laid over enormous logs. He signaled to Tomas to hold up and, dismounting, led his horse onto the middle of the span.

			It was a pleasant spot. Beneath marching lines of vaulting gray-green trees, a shallow sun-dappled stream laughed its way over a pebbly bed of smooth rocks. A light breeze swirled now and then through the leaves, bringing with it a coolness that hinted at the just-departed winter. The only disturbances to the tranquility were the harsh calls of a flock of crows roosting in the high branches of a dark-trunked tree that loomed over the far bank. Seeing no threat, he motioned for the squire to join him.

			“No sign of the count or the bandits,” he said with a casualness he did not feel. “Maybe this whole quest will turn out to be nothing after—”

			“AHA!” came a shout, which made him flinch and spooked the crows into a noisy, panicked flight.

			Will saw a figure flying through the air at the end of a long rope. The man let go and gracefully landed at the other end of the bridge. He was tall and thin and elegantly dressed in a forest green tunic and matching tights, all topped off with a large feathered cap. He had a sword at his hip, a bow around his chest, and a quiver of arrows at his back. A gleam of confidence shone in his eye and he smiled as he looked at Will and the squire.

			With a flourish of his feathered cap, he bowed to them. Then, putting his cap back on his head, he twisted the end of an elaborate mustache and shouted. “Aha! I am the Scarlet Scoundrel, Champion of the Poor, Hero of the People, Terror to Tyrants and these”—he made another elaborate flourish with both hands, and from the trees on either side of the bridge dozens of green-, black-, and brown-clad figures sprang out of hiding, surrounding them— “are my Horrible Hooligans.”

			There was a stir among the men surrounding the bridge and one of them, a short fat fellow, sprinted forward till he was standing just behind the Scoundrel. For a half-beat, the green-clad bandit tried to ignore the man’s presence, though he was clearly straining to maintain his brilliant smile.

			“Ahem . . .” The henchman cleared his throat and tugged at the Scoundrel’s sleeve.

			The Scoundrel’s smile vanished, and, sighing deeply, he held up a finger. “I am sorry, Lord Protector, if you will but give me a moment to confer with my henchman here.”

			He turned his back on Will and a soft, if heated, discussion ensued. They could only make out bits and pieces, but it seemed to have something to do with the name he’d used for his henchmen.

			“ . . . ruining everything . . .” the Scoundrel hissed.

			“ . . . we agreed . . . Hoodlums . . .” his henchman shot back.

			“Are you sure? . . . Heinous . . . better alliteration . . . intimidating . . .” The bandit captain ticked off points on his fingers.

			“ . . . voted Merry Men!” the fat man hissed.

			Suddenly, the Scoundrel raised his voice, “Merry Men? Bah! We shall deal with this later.” He spun back toward Will and the squire. “Sorry about that Lord Protector. We are still working out our noms de guerre. Anyone in our line of business will tell you the right name can make all the difference, but please do not let this trouble you, I assure you both, we are professionals. The point is, these are my men, and I am the Heinous Highwayman—no, no, dammit, they’ve got me all confused now, the Scarlet Scoundrel . . .”

			His voice trailed off.

			Will and the squire both watched quizzically as he twisted his mustache and looked up into the trees. After a few deep breaths, he reconstructed his smile, lowered his gaze again, and shouting, “AHA!” once more, drew his sword.

			Will fumbled with the sword at his side, but only managed to pinch his finger in the scabbard before yelping out, “Aha what?”

			The Highwayman or Scoundrel smiled and laughed. “Aha, Lord Protector, you are my prisoner! I’m holding you for ransom.”

			Will wasn’t exactly sure what to do, but this was not going the way he thought it would. He looked around. There were at least two dozen of them, if not more, and every one had an arrow nocked and aimed in their general direction. Oddly enough, though, they looked as nervous as he felt. This gave him an idea. A mad idea to be sure, but still it was something to work with.

			Will puffed up his chest in his best imitation of Charming, and announced, “Well, I am the Lord Protector and Dragon Slayer, and as far as I am concerned, you are my prisoner, as are all of your men. I shall give you one chance to surrender, and I will remind you all that when I killed the dragon, I didn’t have my sword with me, and when I defeated the troll I didn’t even bother to draw it. So, you may wish to try me, but I wouldn’t.” He punctuated this last by placing his hand very deliberately on the pommel of his sword.

			“And,” one of the men, who looked vaguely familiar, shouted from the leafy border, “he drank a dozen mugs of ale at the Cooked Goose.”

			At this, a collective gasp came from the men, and even the bandit captain quailed.

			“My God, man, what sort of stuff are you made of?” asked the Scoundrel. He waved a hand and his men lowered their bows. “I see we are at an impasse—you, with your legendary skill at arms and epic constitution, and I, with my overwhelming odds and ever-growing reputation, but I have something up my sleeve, a hidden ace.”

			The Scoundrel clapped twice. Two of his men disappeared behind a dense screen of undergrowth. When they emerged a few moments later, one was holding His Royal Majesty, the King. The other was holding a fair-haired man in royal livery. One of the henchmen prodded the liveried man with a dirk and the prisoner announced in a booming, yet nervous voice, “Presenting His Royal Majesty, the King in captivity, prisoner of the Red Renegade and his Bleeding Brigands.”

			“AHA!” the Scoundrel shouted at Will, then he spun on the captives, “No, wait, weren’t you at the meeting this morning? I am now the Scarlet Scoundrel, and my men are the . . . the, ahem—at least I’m the Scarlet Scoundrel, that is without dispute.” He put his hands to his hips and glared. “You call yourself the Royal Herald. I have to say I am very disappointed.”

			The Scoundrel looked back to Will. “Where was I? Oh yes . . . Aha! As you can see, I have His Royal Majesty, the King. So surrender, or else.”

			“Or else what?” Will asked with honest curiosity.

			“I’ll have to . . . you know.” The Scoundrel drug one finger across his throat.

			“Why, you bloody fiend,” hissed the squire, “I’ll . . .”

			Will raised his hand to silence the squire. All he needed now was for the man to try something heroic and get them both killed. “Now, Tomas, don’t worry. I’m sure the Scarlet Scoundrel has no intention of harming His Royal Majesty.

			“I wouldn’t count on that, Lord Protector. We are desperate men . . . the Terrors of the Trees, the Fiends of the Forest, the Wastrels of the Woods . . . the . . .” The Scoundrel stopped and gave Will an embarrassed smile. “Sorry, that last one didn’t work very well.”

			Will lowered his voice again. “Just an observation, but I think you’re using alliteration a little too much. I mean it’s nice on occasion, but if you overuse it, well . . . it can sound silly.”

			The bandit nodded his head in agreement and said quietly, “I know. I guess you could call it my fatal flaw.” Then his features hardened “But don’t think I will allow you to exploit my weakness. I will give the order to execute the King if you force my hand.”

			Will almost asked the man how he could possibly exploit his penchant for first-syllable rhyming schemes to defeat him, but decided that they really needed to get back to the matter at hand. So Will put as much concern as he could into his voice and said, “What? You would kill the King?” Will shook his head sadly. “I guess you are the expert in banditry, but I can’t say that would be my plan. If you hurt the King, he won’t be worth much ransom, and then, of course, every knight in the land, including me, will have to come after you.” Will made a low whistling sound in his teeth. “I don’t like your odds. Killing him will make you the most hated man in all the kingdom. How can you be a people’s hero if the people hate you?”

			“Well, I hadn’t . . . Why are you making this so difficult?”

			Will shrugged. “Sorry.”

			They stood in a shifting uneasy silence for a time, and, though he didn’t want to break the impasse, Will had to admit this was getting awkward. Looking about for some inspiration, he noticed that the crows were returning to their tree in a fluttering cloud of black. The crows and the little pouch of seeds Tomas had given him earlier brought an idea to his mind. Despite the dire situation, he smiled. It probably wouldn’t work, but it was a better plan than waiting for the bandits to tire of his bluffs and fill him full of arrows.

			“Perhaps,” said Will, “I have a resolution to our standoff.”

			The Scoundrel’s smile broadened, “Really? Because I have to tell you I am at a loss. For my part, I have to apologize. I really think this would have gone better had I had gotten the name right at the beginning.”

			The man was obsessed. Will closed his eyes in aggravation, but said softly, “Don’t beat yourself up about that, Scoundrel. As far as I’m concerned, it never happened.”

			“That’s very big of you, Lord Protector.” He laughed aloud again, “Now, what’s your resolution?”

			Steadying his face, Will said, “If you have a sling among your men, then you and I can settle this conflict ourselves in a contest of skill. If you win, I surrender peacefully. If I win, you let me have the King. Either way, it will make a great story and will expand our legends greatly.” Lowering his voice, he added, “Plus, it has the distinct advantage of not requiring one of us to die.”

			The Scarlet Scoundrel winked at Will. “I get your meaning . . . it’s genius,” he said softly. Then, in a much louder voice, he proclaimed, “That is an excellent idea. What sort of contest did you have in mind, Lord Protector?”

			This was the craziest idea Will had ever had. He tried not to think about the fact that he was surrounded by a group of armed, and possibly dangerously deranged, men. He gestured at the Scoundrel and projected his voice so that all could hear. “I suspect that you consider yourself a great archer, Scarlet Scoundrel. So I propose a contest of shooting skill.” He pointed dramatically at the crow-laden tree. “Do you see that tree full of birds? I wager that I can bring down more birds with one loose of a sling than you can with three shots from your bow. The man who brings down the most birds wins.”

			The Scarlet Scoundrel’s face brightened. “Let me understand this, Lord Protector. You will have but one throw with a sling, and I may shoot my bow thrice? Victory will be determined by the number of birds we bring down from the tree? And you will swear to abide by the result of this contest?”

			“You have my word as Lord Protector of this realm.”

			Behind him Tomas hissed, “This is madness, Will, you’ll never be able to . . .”

			The Scarlet Scoundrel did not allow the squire any more time to talk, “I agree! Let’s shake on it.”

			Will offered his hand warily, but there were no tricks. The Scoundrel had a firm and warm handshake. As soon as he withdrew his hand, the bandit laughed, “Aha! You have just cost yourself your freedom, as well as the freedom of the King and your squire.”

			The Scoundrel stepped forward and, in a single fluid motion, drew his bow and fitted an arrow to the string. “Everyone bear witness. I, the most skilled archer in all the land, shall now provide you with a display of shooting fit for legend.”

			He aimed but briefly and then loosed an arrow. The first shaft struck a bird high in the tree. It exploded in a spray of black feathers. Before it had even hit the ground, a second arrow was on its way. It neatly impaled another bird, sending it plummeting to the ground. The first two shots had happened so quickly, and so quietly, that the remaining birds had not stirred a feather. This time the Scoundrel took a moment to aim, then, exhaling deeply, he loosed his last bolt. The arrow flew straight into the densest grouping of birds. A black mass dropped from the tree to the ground below, and the remaining birds took to the air in a cacophony of shrieking caws.

			Will whistled, “Very impressive shooting Scarlet. One for each arrow, so that would be three . . .”

			“I think you will find it is four, Lord Protector,” the Scoundrel countered with a rather poor attempt at humility.

			Sure enough, one of the Scoundrel’s men came forward carrying the carcasses of four large crows, the last shot having impaled two.

			Will bowed to the man. “I stand corrected. You are surely an archer beyond compare. Now, if you will supply me a sling and allow a few moments for the birds to return, I shall prepare myself.”

			The Scarlet Scoundrel doffed his cap with a flourish and made a deep bow. “As you wish, Lord Protector.” A man came forward and offered Will a much-worn slingshot. He gave it a few practice twirls to get a feel for it. The men chuckled and jeered, but the Scoundrel raised his hand and glowered at his band. “Quiet. Show some respect.”

			Slowly, the birds returned to their perches in the tree. Will stepped forward and poured out a measure of Tomas’s seeds into the sling’s cradle. He took a deep breath and, taking careful aim at the tree, spun the sling rapidly over his head and loosed his shot. The little projectiles flew straight and true, but landed harmlessly at the base of the tree.

			The Scarlet Scoundrel stretched his hands out in puzzlement. “Lord Protector, you . . . you missed entirely. I can’t believe it. I have to say I’m more than a little dis—”

			Suddenly, there was a rustling movement in the tree and, en masse, the remaining birds descended from their perches and began scrabbling at the ground where the seed had fallen.

			“—appointed?”

			Will squinted toward the milling throng and mouthed silently as he counted. “I am not sure how many birds I just brought down, Scarlet Scoundrel, but I would ask that you agree as a gentleman that it is more than four.”

			Silence fell over the bandits, and even the Scoundrel was speechless, well, nearly speechless. “H—How . . .”

			Will tossed the Scoundrel the little bag in answer. The bandit stared at it in confusion, and then, at Will’s prompting, emptied the contents into his palm. The bandit’s eyes grew wide, and there was a moment when Will feared the man might kill him anyway, but then he threw back his head and laughed loudly, “Seeds! Sunflower seeds!” He bowed to Will with a sweep of his feathered cap. “Well done, Sir! You have defeated me fairly, the King is yours.” He turned to the men holding the elderly monarch. “Release His Royal Majesty, immediately!”

			With a gesture from their leader, the Scarlet Scoundrel’s men melted into the trees, leaving the King and the herald standing in openmouthed disbelief. Alone on the bridge, the bandit leader clasped Will’s hand once more. “It has been an honor to match wits with you, Lord Protector. You truly are a formidable foe, and I can see now why you are considered the greatest hero in all the realm. I hope that one day the name of . . . the Green Phantom and his Boisterous Band . . . will be as well known.”

			The Scoundrel arched an eyebrow and looked hopefully at him. Will rubbed his temples, and said flatly, “Better, Scar . . . Phantom. Better. While we’re on other topics, though, can I ask you a question that has been puzzling me?

			“Anything, Lord Protector.”

			“You seem to be a man of honor, Phantom, so why have you turned bandit?”

			To his credit, the man blushed bright red. To be honest, Lord Protector, it was little more than pique that started it, an insult by the King that could not be borne. But now I rather enjoy the life. Ah, speak of the devil . . .”

			Will turned to see the King making his way slowly onto the bridge with the help of his herald. The Scoundrel gave a jaunty little salute. “Farewell, Lord Protector, William Pickett. As for you, Your Majesty, we have unfinished business.”

			And, with a shouted, “AHA!” he made a running grab for the rope that still dangled above the bridge and swung himself back into the safety of the trees.

			Will shook his head at the retreating man and then turned his attention to the King. He and Tomas each dropped to a knee. “Your Majesty, it is good to see that you are well.”

			The King placed a hand on Will’s shoulder. “Rise, Lord Protector, William Pickett, you should bow to no one. You have now twice saved me. First from my shame, and now from capture. When this story is told, and I will make sure that it is, your legend as the hero of the realm will be ensured for all time. For what you have done for me, I would give you anything. If you asked of me the throne, I swear I would make it yours.”

			Will stayed on his knee and stared at the planks of the bridge. “Please, Your Majesty, don’t say that, there is too much that I need to tell you . . .” Will’s heart was hammering in his chest.

			Behind him, Tomas groaned audibly. “Perhaps this can wait for another time, Your Lordship.”

			“No, Tomas. The time has come for me to give the King the truth about how the dragon died.”

			And so he did. When he finished, the King stroked his chin and intoned ponderously, “Well, well, that explains quite a lot.”

			“Yes, Your Majesty. But please, Sire, my sister, Elizabeth, she is innocent. I forced her to undertake this deception. ”

			The King laughed aloud at this. “You are at a disadvantage, Lord William. You forget that I have met your most formidable sister. Forced? I think not. Now, let me ask you a question. Why have you told me this?”

			“Because it is the truth, Your Majesty. I am not a hero, and I should not be the kingdom’s Lord Protector. I—I don’t even know how to hold a sword, much less swing one.”

			The King laughed again, but this time it had a hard bitter sound to it. “Will, you are talking to a man who has lived a life of cowardice. If I am the measure of what it takes to be a king, then you have proven yourself many times over. Now, I shall hear no more about this. The kingdom needs a hero, and I charge you with fulfilling that role, understood?”

			Will sighed in relief. “Yes, Your Majesty. Thank you, Your Majesty. But, please, Sire, could we not discuss the throne just yet? It scares me senseless.”

			“Agreed,” the King declared with a laugh. “Now, let us away. The Scarlet Scoundrel was a most welcoming host, but his bathing facilities were not exactly up to my standards.”

			Will helped the King onto the waiting charger. “So the bandits were not too rough with you, Your Majesty?”

			“Rough? What? Daniel, I mean the Scarlet Phantom, or whatever he has decided to call himself, would never hurt me.”

			“Wait! Daniel? You know him? The Green Scoun— I mean, the Scarlet Phant— Well, him, Your Majesty?”

			“Yes, yes.” The King waved dismissively. “His father has been one of my good friends and hunting companions for years. I have known Daniel since he was a young boy.”

			“But why, then, did he kidnap you, Sire?”

			“Oh, he’s gotten the crazy idea in his head that I snubbed his family. He says it’s about unfair income distribution or something equally ridiculous, but there you go.”

			The King prattled on as they rode, and all Will could think was that nobles really were mad as snakes. It was while he was trying to puzzle out the why of it that he heard the King ask him a question in a tone that seemed to indicate it was not his first attempt.

			“Sorry, Your Majesty. What was that?”

			“I said, how did you know where I was?”

			“We did not, Your Majesty. It was purest chance. The Prince found out that some bandits were planning to abduct the local count and . . .”

			“Local count? Are you sure my son told you this?”

			“Yes, Your Majesty,” said Will, turning as best he could to answer the King.

			The King’s face was drawn and pale, almost like a cloud had descended over it. “But there is no local count here.”

			“Well, I’m sure he just got it wrong,” Will said, adding in an offhand way, “Everyone makes mistakes now and then.”

			The King reined his horse to a stop, forcing Will to follow suit. The monarch fixed him with a gaze that was hard and regal, and reminded Will that he was in the presence of a man used to commanding men and demanding absolute obedience. “No, Will,” he said gravely, “just as not all mistakes are allowable, not everyone is allowed to make mistakes.”

			The rest of the journey back to the Cooked Goose was made in silence.

			PRINCE CHARMING AWOKE to the sound of hoofbeats. A late afternoon sun was streaming through the window. “My father, the King!” he shouted. “He must have retired to his hunting cottage. That is where he has been hiding all this time. The bandits! I must warn Will.” He fought his swimming head and forced himself to his feet.

			Just then a well-trained voice boomed and echoed from outside. “HEAR YE, HEAR YE, MAKE WAY FOR HIS ROYAL MAJESTY, THE KING, WHO HAS BEEN RESCUED THIS VERY DAY BY THE LORD PROTECTOR FROM THE CLUTCHES OF THE VILE VILLAIN, THE SCARLET PHANTOM.”

			Charming’s heart dropped and he shambled to the window. Will was helping his father, the King, dismount from the back of his charger. The Prince stumbled out the front of the tavern in a rush. “Father, Father, have you been harmed?”

			At first, the King recoiled at the beaten figure stumbling toward him. Then there was a flash of recognition, and the monarch’s features hardened. “Edward.”

			As soon as Charming heard his father’s tone, he stopped. Somehow his treachery had been discovered. Charming fell to his knees in supplication, and did the bravest thing he had ever done—he looked into the eyes of his father, the King.

			“I will give you one chance to explain, Edward.”

			“I . . .” He ran through his list of excuses, and rejected them all. “I have betrayed the Lord Protector, Your Majesty. There can be no explanation, and I will offer no excuse.”

			The King looked down at his son somberly. “You know what I must do, what I have vowed I will do.”

			Charming nodded mutely and turned his eyes to the ground.

			“Why?” It was as close to a plea as Charming had ever heard from his father, the King.

			“I don’t know.”

			The King’s voice took on its most commanding tone. “Edward Michael Charming, for your base cowardice and treachery, I hereby strip you of all titles and banish you from the court.”

			A sob choked from Charming’s throat and he looked up at his father, the King, with his eyes stinging. “I am sorry, Father, I—”

			The King’s eyes flashed with anger. “How dare you address me so? From this day, I have no son.”

			“Your Majesty,” Will pleaded. “I don’t under—”

			The King held up a hand, silencing his entreaties. “This is not a matter open for discussion, Lord Protector.” He turned his attention back to Charming, on his knees at the King’s feet. “You are not welcome here, Edward. You must find your accommodations somewhere else.”

			“Y-Yes, Your Majesty,” Charming stuttered.

			The former Prince watched his father sweep nobly into the tavern without a backward glance. The Royal Herald gave him a downward sneer, and then followed in the King’s wake. As soon as the two men were out of sight, Tomas and Will were at Charming’s side, helping him to his feet.

			“Prince Charming,” Tomas said softly, “I’m sure I don’t know what is going on, but whatever you’ve done, your father’s temper will cool.”

			Charming brushed the squire’s hands away. “No, Tomas. I have betrayed everything he taught me to represent. I am lost.”

			Will patted him on the back, “Come now, things aren’t so black as they seem. I can explain how you didn’t betray me. I mean all you did . . .”

			Charming cut his attempted consolation off. “I betrayed you, Will. I told you to go to that bridge knowing that it was a trap.” He bowed very low. “I do not expect your forgiveness, but I wish to offer my deepest apologies, Your Lordship.”

			Blushing, Will said, “Please, Prince Charming, don’t call me that.”

			“I am not Prince Charming any longer,” he snapped. “You may call me what you wish, if you wish to consider me at all, but I no longer have a title. Now, by order of the King, I must go.” He pulled himself upright and began marching along the road toward the dark woods.

			“What about your things, your horse?” Tomas called out after him.

			He walked on without turning, “Those belong to Prince Charming, Tomas. They are not mine.”

			Had any of the three turned at that moment to look back at the Cooked Goose, they would have seen in the window of the upper floor chamber, the pale face of the King staring down through the gray glass as his beloved only child disappeared along the road. There he would remain through the night, long after the dark, and the forest, had utterly consumed his son.

			EVENING FOUND EDWARD Charming stumbling through the deep forest. As darkness descended, rain began to fall. He staggered on until he fell exhausted to the ground. He looked up into the sky, rain pelting his face.

			“I am no longer Prince Charming. I . . .”

			He did not know what else to say. His mind was a fog, and his thoughts wandered from his father and Will to the dragon, at last finding their way to Elizabeth and the night at the ball. He remembered their dance and their fight, and then his heart sank as a cold truth struck him.

			“I shall never use couplet again.”

		

	
		
			 

			Epilogue

			Hi-ho! 

			MORNING FOUND JAMES Collins deep in the woods tracking Liz. He was an expert woodsman and had spent nearly his whole life in the wild, hunting for game. He had followed Lady Elizabeth’s trail to the edge of a deep, dry creek bed, where her prints just stopped. Naturally, he thought she must have fallen, but at the bottom there was no Lady Elizabeth, nor any sign of her having left. Instead, there was a confused jumble that could only have been made by dozens and dozens of tiny booted feet. They marched in a double-file line along the rocky creek bed. James followed them thinking, Children? What would children be doing in the middle of this godforsaken wood?

			After about a hundred paces, the trace entered a hard stone cavern and vanished. He peered into the darkness of the cave’s mouth. It smelled of rock and damp. The man grimaced and spat. “Not children, dwarves. Of all the beastly luck, they’ll have her doing their laundry and cooking their meals in no time. Lazy little blighters—dwarves.”

			He took a few steps into the cave. The cool wet air closed in around him and almost immediately the light began to fail. He stopped again and cursed. He would not follow a march of dwarves into an unknown cavern without a light. There was just no use in it, he would either get lost or fall down one of their damned mines, and then Princess Gwendolyn would be free to move against his mistress. He would have to return to Lady Rapunzel, ensure her safety, and then come back with a proper hunting party to track down the filthy little ruffians.

			He began to turn back but paused, and put both hands around his mouth, he shouted, “LADY ELIZABETH, DO NOT DESPAIR. I WILL RETURN. AND, DWARVES, IF YOU HARM HER, OR FORCE HER TO DO EVEN A SINGLE DISH, YOU WILL ANSWER TO ME!”

			His voiced echoed back for a time in an endless loop and then faded. He frowned again at the dark hole. Perhaps he had imagined it, but he could have sworn he heard a tiny little voice echo back, “Hi-Ho!”
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			Prologue

			MIDNIGHT’S QUIET HAD wrapped itself about Castle White as a twelve-year-old Charming padded down the long hall in his slippered feet. He was on his way back from the kitchens, having liberated another of the lovely apricot tarts the baker so jealously guarded. He savored his victory with a bite, reveling in the perfection of the pastry.

			Such raids were strictly forbidden, of course, and indeed all of the servants were abuzz with the question of who could be stealing the King’s favorite desserts, but Charming was no novice at such intrigues. He knew the castle well enough to evade the traps the head cook had set, to slip past the alcoves in the hall where the night footmen stood guard, and to avoid the curtains in the music salon where a maid sat waiting. He even knew about the broom closet where, tonight, the baker himself had tried to keep vigil.

			What a laugh, thought Charming. All my father’s horses and all of his men couldn’t keep me from those tarts. They are like blind cats sitting before a blank wall thinking it’s a mouse hole.

			They would never catch him. The castle with its twisting halls and endless rooms was his domain. He took another bite and sighed contentedly.

			He was just passing the Royal Library when he heard the voice of his father from within. It was not unusual for his father to be up this late in consultation with this lord or that, on that problem or this, but whomever his father was talking with, and whatever the topic, it was serious. Charming knew his father’s moods well, and though muffled, Charming could tell from the tone that his father was even grimmer than usual.

			Charming was about to continue on, feeling lucky that it was not him on the other side of whatever lecture was being given, when a single word, rising above the general murmur, stopped him dead in his tracks.

			“ . . . dragon!”

			Holding the tart away from his body, he pressed his ear against the keyhole. At once, he recognized that there were three people in the room besides his father, and not just any three people but three of the most highly ranked members of the court: Duke Northingham of North Northingham, the richest noble in the kingdom; Lord Jocksley, his father’s closest friend and hunting companion; and Lady Greenleaf, without doubt the sharpest mind and tongue of the court.

			“But, Your Majesty,” Northingham was saying, “the monster is demoralizing our subjects and destroying trade in the kingdom.”

			“People are beginning to grumble a bit, Rupert,” Jocksley added in his customary drawl.

			“Grumble?” Lady Greenleaf said acidly. “I see that your powers of understatement remain without peer, Jocksley. The fact is, Your Majesty, the dragon has terrorized Royaume for years, and the people are fed up. What’s more, the creature is beginning to go further and further afield.”

			“Lady Greenleaf is right,” Northingham pounced like a tiger. “The beasty used to be satisfied to attack places of no consequence, like Prosper and Two Trees, but now it dares go after places that actually matter!”

			“I think you are taking gross liberties with my argument, Northingham,” said Lady Greenleaf archly. “However, Your Majesty, he is correct that if something is not done soon, the people will demand action.”

			There was a pause, and Charming could picture his father puckering his brow and fixing the three nobles with the commanding gaze he gave when he was challenged.

			“What would you have me do? Would you have me send more knights, more troops after it? We’ve lost nearly four-score men trying to hunt the creature down. How many more would you have me sacrifice? And why? The prophecy is quite clear that it is my son who will defeat the dragon.”

			“Frankly,” Northingham said, “it’s the Prince we are interested in talking to you about.”

			“Oh?”

			“Well . . .” Northingham began, but trailed off.

			“Is there a problem with the Prince?”

			“Look, Rupert,” Jocksley said with forced cheerfulness, “it isn’t that anyone questions the Prince, or you—”

			“As well they shouldn’t.”

			“But—” Jocksley tried to continue.

			“But?”

			“Let us cut to the chase,” Lady Greenleaf interceded. “The Prince is twelve, soon to be thirteen. I don’t think I need to tell Your Majesty that, for many peasants, thirteen marks the age of majority. Indeed, many farmers on my estate are getting married at thirteen, and many more are beginning to keep their own fields at that age.”

			“And what exactly is your point?”

			“The point, Your Majesty,” she said, “is that the people are beginning to question when the Prince will be ready for his quest, or, indeed, if he will ever be ready.”

			Behind the door, Charming felt a rush of blood to his face and an emptiness fill his chest. Are the people really beginning to question me?

			At the same time, there was a spluttering noise that Charming took to be his father trying to compose himself, and Jocksley stepped into the fray. “Look, Rupert, it isn’t the Prince we are questioning, it’s just how realistic it is to imagine that a boy of thirteen, or fifteen, or even seventeen, is going to slay a dragon. For instance, take my son, Daniel. I love the boy to death, but he’s sixteen now and has taken to running about in the woods with a bunch of his friends, doing who knows what. Boys like Daniel and Charming are just . . .”

			“There is no ‘boy’ like Charming,” his father said. “Look, Jocksley, Lady Greenleaf, Duke Northingham, I know that this delegation represents the leading nobility of the kingdom, and you have been charged to deliver this message to me. I appreciate your candor, but you can send this response to the nobles, and be at peace in your own hearts: All is in hand. The Prince will be ready—and soon. I have spared no expense or effort in his education. He trains daily at combat and arms, and at building his body to the peak of physical readiness. He studies under the finest tutors to sharpen his mind, and to develop his strategies and tactics. In short, he is growing into the very model of honor and chivalry, an example to hold up to the rest of the kingdom.”

			Charming’s heart swelled as he listened to his father extoll his virtues. He felt, almost, that he could ride out tonight to fight the dragon. Nothing could stop him.

			Suddenly, a sharp pain raced through his left ear.

			“I caught you, you little thief, and red-handed no less!”

			The baker had his ear. The beefy man pulled him away from the door and ripped the tart out of his hand. Charming had no time to plead as the baker knocked loudly at the door.

			“Come!” said the King.

			As the door was thrown open, Charming saw his father standing behind his enormous gold gilt desk, which was piled high with rolls of parchment. He was holding a scroll in one of his many-ringed hands, gesturing broadly about the room. On the opposite side of the desk, the three nobles turned to look.

			“What is the meaning of this?” his father asked. “Charming, what are you doing out at this time, and Baker Crumplet what gives you the right to handle my son, the Prince, in this unseemly manner?”

			The baker released Charming and then bowed low. Charming rubbed his stinging ear.

			“You may rise. Now, Crumplet, I expect an answer to my question.”

			“Y-Your Royal Majesty,” the baker said with a slight stutter of nerves, “I beg your forgiveness for this intrusion, but I have caught the tart thief.” The odious man then held the apricot tart high in the air, beaming as though it were a magnificent trophy.

			The King’s gaze settled on the apricot tart and his face clouded with anger. There was a stifled chuckle from Jocksley, while Duke Northingham cleared his throat uncomfortably. Lady Greenleaf was disdainfully silent.

			“Edward?” his father said coldly.

			Charming felt his heart thump violently in his chest, and a sudden queasiness rose in his throat. His father may never have been warm to him, but Charming had also never had his father’s full wrath directed at him.

			“Explain.”

			“I—I cannot,” Charming said, his voice catching as tears began running down his face.

			“I see. So this is how you choose to repay me for all your years of privilege, education, and training? To steal the bread from my own table, like a common thief?” his father roared. “Shall I deal with you as I would deal with any other thief? Shall I put you in irons, or perhaps parade you through the village for the people to throw rocks at and to spit on? Is this what you want?”

			Charming could not speak.

			“Answer me!”

			“N-N-No, Father,” Charming finally said between sobs.

			“What punishment would you have me mete out, if I am denied my customary due?”

			Charming had no answer, and so remained silent, and the silence stretched on and became oppressive.

			Jocksley’s voice cut through the tension. “Come now, Rupert. What boy doesn’t sneak a treat from the kitchens now and then? We never caught whoever was stealing tarts in our kitchens. All we ever found were arrows. Strange, but as in this case, no harm done.”

			“Jocksley, did I not just assure you—no, did I not just demand—that you deliver a message to the entire court that, upon my honor the Prince was like ‘no other boy,’ and that they could place their faith in his character? Does my honor and name mean that little that my words should be thus proved false before they have even left the ears of those that hear them?”

			Jocksley said nothing at this and the King addressed Charming again. “I am waiting for an answer, Edward. By what means can this wrong be righted?”

			Charming had never felt so empty and low. Death would be preferable to this. And then, with the clarity of youth, he knew what he had to do. Taking a few deep breaths, he raised his blurry eyes. “You must send me against the dragon, Father. It is the only way that I can redeem myself, and if I fail then it will be of no great loss if I am gone.”

			There was a long silence at this pronouncement, during which the nobles and his father, whose face had grown suddenly white, did not move or speak. Beside him the baker stared, dumbfounded.

			Finally, his father cleared his throat. “Well, we have said enough for now. I have important matters to discuss with the, um, delegation from the court. Return to your chambers and we will talk tomorrow.”

			“Please, Father,” Charming pleaded. “I can go tonight. I have dishonored you, and I do not feel right staying here in the castle.

			“You are a child, Edward! You do not know what you are saying! You are not ready! I forbid you to speak of this again! Now leave us.”

			Anger burned through Charming’s breast. He was not a child, and he was the prophesied dragon slayer. His hands clenched into fists. “What about the people who died, who are dying? Shouldn’t I go help them? Isn’t it my duty? The people think I should go.” He stabbed a finger at the three nobles. “Father, even they say so.”

			A gasp escaped from Lady Greenleaf, and Charming thought that the baker swayed on his feet. His father’s face flushed red with fury. “Edward Michael Charming!” his father barked, eyes ablaze. “You will always remember that I am not only your father but also the King. When you think of me, you must always remember that I am the King, and you will follow my commands without dissent! I will tell you when it is time for you to go questing, and now is not that time. Do you understand?”

			Charming dropped to a knee and, struggling to keep his voice from cracking, said, “Yes, Fath—” His father, the King, looked at him sharply and Charming quickly amended with a, “Your Majesty.”

			His body shook as he rose, bowed stiffly to his father, the King, and marched from the room. Once out of sight, he took to his heels, running from the room as tears splashed across his face in confusion, shame, and anguish.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 1

			Once Upon, Once Again

			“ONCE UPON A Time,” everyone can agree, is a fairly inaccurate way of marking time. “Once upon a time when?” one might well ask. Of course, most fairy tales live in their own blurry and disconnected time, neither now nor exactly then, and so the relative “when” of the story doesn’t matter. But in Charming’s tale, where you inconveniently have more than one “Once Upon a Time,” it can be important to know whether any particular “Once Upon a Time” came before or after the other “Once Upon a Time” that had been or is to come.

			And so . . .

			ONCE UPON A time, at about the same time that the recently disowned Charming wandered lost in his own melancholy, Elizabeth Pickett awoke from a muddled dream about the Prince, little men, and fairies as badly metered couplet was running through her head. She lay in bed staring at a short man perched atop a tall stool. He had a disordered white beard matched by a thin head of equally wild hair and had a tiny pair of wire-frame glasses perched unsteadily on his long thin nose. He clutched a small leather book in one hand, but his attention was on the open window behind him, where a rainbow flock of songbirds chirruped loudly.

			She had no idea where she was.

			Liz sat up. As she did, the birds fell silent and stared at her. For his part, the strange little man spun about quickly, nearly unseating himself. He took a moment to regain his balance and then, smiling widely, said, “The poet speaks, the lady stirs . . .”

			She started to say that poetry could be deadly in the wrong hands when another pair of eyes, sitting just above a short fat nose and topped by a head of curly black hair, appeared above the foot of the bed. The eyes narrowed, and then a deep voice boomed, “HEY EVERYONE, THE BROAD’S AWAKE!”

			This announcement provoked an alarming racket from the room beyond. There was an explosive sneeze, something heavy crashed to the floor, crockery shattered, someone with a high, wheezy voice let loose a remarkably colorful curse, all followed by the sound of booted feet thundering unseen through the door. Then, like gophers in a field, four more heads popped up over the edge of the bed’s footboard. Red hair and yellow, hatted and bare, thin nosed and broad, and each with the same sharp beetle-black eyes. Liz mouthed silently as she counted out the number: . . . four . . . five . . . six, six little men! No, not little men . . . dwarves!

			Her head felt strangely foggy, so when she spoke, it was without thought. “Wait a minute, I’ve heard of you. You’re dwarfs! Or is it dwarves?” Both words sounded wrong to her.

			“Actually,” said the white-haired dwarf in a pedantic tone, “the etymology of the plural of dwarf has been the subject of debate for some time. Of course, a morphologist would tell you that words ending in a fricative should be pluralized by the simple addition of an s. Therefore, dwarf would be dwarfs.” He concluded by nodding his head sharply as though that brought the matter to a close.

			“I disagree,” smiled a very happily disagreeable fellow to his left. “There are plenty of examples of irregular fricative pluralizations, like loaves and thieves.”

			The bespectacled dwarf frowned back at him. “I’m not saying it’s a universal rule. There are no universal rules in morphophonemics. There is only quasi-regularity, and you know it.”

			A grim-looking dwarf between the two frowned broadly. “Well, I think the problem is that you are using the term fricative too loosely. Are we talking about spirant or strident fricatives?”

			“Don’t be an idiot,” snapped the white-haired dwarf, who gestured violently at his fellow debaters with the book. “How could dwarf be a strident fricative; there’s no tongue involved.” He demonstrated by over-enunciating the word dwarf. “It’s spirant fricatives we’re talking about, so stop trying to complicate the matter.”

			“Oh,” said the angry dwarf. “So I’m an idiot now, am I? Is that it?” He took a menacing step toward the seated fellow.

			The white-haired dwarf held up his hands, “Now, now, you know that’s not what I meant—”

			A dwarf with a violently red nose interrupted. “Actually, dwarf is a voiceless labiodental fricative, and a word like staff can be pluralized staffs or staves, depending on whether you are talking about a group of people or a walking stick . . . so . . .”

			This was too much for the white-haired fellow, who chucked his book across the room. It hit red-nose square on his red nose, eliciting a loud sneeze from the victim and a roar of laughter from the other dwarves.

			The white-haired dwarf straightened his glasses unnecessarily. “Now that that is settled, we can have a civilized discussion about the issue . . .”

			Liz was finding it very hard to concentrate and, besides, felt they were getting slightly off topic, so she simply cut to the point she’d been going to make. “The point is, if you are the dwarfs . . . dwarves –whatever— if you are the fellows from the story, you know the one, aren’t there supposed to be seven of you? Wait—wait, let me guess your names . . .” She studied the arc of faces. There was one with a bright red nose, one that seemed to be continuously flushing, and another who was snoring soundly and softly at her feet. She laughed. “Well, he’s obvious,” she said, pointing at the sleeping figure. “He fell asleep right in the middle of our introductions, so he must be Slee—”

			The bespectacled dwarf interrupted her before she could finish. “Now, wait, you see . . .” Clearly uncertain how to continue, he stopped.

			The smiling dwarf took up the thread in a high-pitched squeak. “ . . . we don’t—”

			“—that’s right,” said the bright-nosed fellow in a nasally voice, “we don’t . . .”

			The angry-looking fellow that had called her a broad, looked at the other dwarves in disgust. “Don’t hurt yourselves.” He climbed up onto the foot of the bed, put his hands on his hips, and growled, “Listen, lady, we don’t appreciate being reduced to one-dimensional caricatures. How would you like it if I decided to call you Clumsy for falling down a perfectly obvious ravine and breaking your arm, or Trampy because you are apparently perfectly comfortable receiving six men into your bedroom dressed in nothing but a semi-transparent dress.”

			Liz looked down. The odious little man was right. There she was, covers pulled around her waist, wearing nothing but a sheer shift that, in the morning light, was at the least immodest. She pulled the blanket up to her chin. The angry dwarf kept haranguing her about the evils of stereotyping, but she didn’t hear any of it, as her mind was fully engaged, trying in vain to remember how she had gotten into this bed, why her arm was covered from elbow to wrist in plaster, and what had happened to her dress. Liz blushed when the inevitable answer to the last question came to her.

			“ . . . I mean, now for instance, I could just as well call you Blotchy . . .”

			The white-haired dwarf interrupted the lecture with a frown. “Steady on, Grady, steady on . . .”

			Grady returned the frown. “Well, Dorian,” he said with a one-eyed sneer at Liz, “I expect more manners from someone we saved from certain death, carried a good five miles over rocks and through caves, all while enduring the threats and slanderous insults of her lunatic boyfriend. But, maybe I’m old-fashioned.” He ended by shrugging dramatically and bristling his prodigious brows at Liz.

			The sleepy dwarf half opened his eyes at this and yawned. “Besides, narcolepsy is nothing to laugh at.”

			“Exactly, Sloane,” Grady spit, “that’s right—”

			“Allergies aren’t either,” the red-nosed fellow sniffed. “I’m normally not this bad, by the way,” he said in an aside apparently meant for Liz. “Only . . . Only . . . Only—ACHOO! . . . I’m terribly allergic to lavender.”

			“Precisely, Sneedon,” Grady exclaimed “You see—”

			“Or maybe it’s the pollen in the air,” Sneedon continued. “You know, people don’t know how deadly springtime can be. Spring, and nuts of course . . . Oh. And berries, not to mention shellfish. And then, there’s gluten and . . .”

			Grady reached over and tweaked Sneedon’s nose roughly.

			“Youch!”

			“Dammit,” Grady complained. “We don’t have time to run through a list of your allergies; we’ll be here till next week. The point I’m trying to make is—”

			“Actually, I think narcolepsy is pretty funny,” giggled the cheerful fellow.

			“Me too,” said a whisper of a voice that must have come from the still-hidden dwarf.

			“Hayden and Baldwin have a point,” Dorian said. “We have used Sloane as a pretty regular punch line in our plays.”

			“Yeah,” sniffed Sneedon, who still looked a little hurt that the topic of his allergies had been dropped so quickly. “Like our humorous adaption of ‘Rumpelstilt—” He sneezed again. “ . . . kin’. Come to think of it, didn’t you script it so I was to sneeze every time I said ‘Rumpelstilt . . .” and again “ . . . skin?”

			With rising irritation, Grady said, “That’s entirely different Sneedon . . .”

			“Or, the send up we gave him in ‘The Dwarf and the Pea,’ ” suggested the hidden dwarf.

			“All right, Baldwin, you’ve made your—”

			“Or ‘Sleeping Ugly,’ ” Sloane murmured with another wide yawn.

			“Well, that was just— HEY, WAIT A MINUTE!” shouted Grady. “We’ve never done a play called ‘Sleeping Ugly’.”

			The hidden dwarf, whose name Liz thought was Baldwin, giggled. “No, but it is a really good idea.”

			Grady raised a finger to the sky and opened his mouth to argue, but stopped short and, lowering his hand, said, “Granted, but we’re getting off topic. The point is . . .”

			Liz was finally awake, at least partially from having to shift her gaze this way and that to keep up with the six-way debate, and had come to the conclusion that enough was enough. “The point is, I have been a terribly ungracious guest. For this I apologize. I am clearly deeply in your debt. But, could you will indulge me a few questions?”

			She paused a moment to see if the talkative Grady would continue his sermon. He did not, but looked none too pleased at having his monologue interrupted—again. Liz nodded and raised her forefinger. “Where am I?” She raised her middle finger: “If you are not the Seven Dwarfs, then who are you?” She raised her ring finger: “How did I get here?” She let those questions linger for a heartbeat, and then raised her pinkie emphatically: “And where are my clothes?”

			The five visible dwarves blushed from neck to forehead. Even Sloane woke up long enough to turn a bright cherry red before falling asleep again. They all turned to look at Dorian, who was sweating so profusely, Liz was afraid for his health. He put a finger under his collar and pulled. Then gulping air like a landed fish, stuttered, “W-Well, you see . . . now then . . . that is . . . what I mean to say . . . well . . . we . . . ahhhh . . . er, that is, I had to, um, examine you.”

			“Examine me?” Liz said, her voice raising several octaves.

			“I am a doctor,” he said gravely.

			“Of literature . . .” the unseen voice of Baldwin whispered from its hiding place.

			Dorian glared in the direction of the hidden dwarf. “Yes, well, regardless, I did bandage your head and fix your arm.”

			“I still . . . still say her arm didn’t look all that bad,” Sloane said between yawns.

			“How would you know?” Dorian asked. “You slept through the whole thing.”

			“I did not,” Sloane said with a lazy blink. “I was . . .” He yawned violently, and Liz found that she couldn’t help but follow suit. After a sleepy smack of his lips, he continued, “ . . . watching and—”

			But that was as far as he got. A gentle snore erupted from the dwarf and a visibly relieved Dorian continued. “The point is your arm was broken. A fracture of the humorous, if you must know.” He wiggled his glasses at her in what could only be described as a professorial manner.

			Liz had broken her arm as a child. The way she could wiggle her fingers without pain made her think the little man was exaggerating. “I think it is pronounced humerus, Dorian,” she said. “And, it doesn’t feel broken.”

			“That’s because it wasn’t broken,” Sloane said with eyes so heavily lidded that it was impossible to know if he was awake or was talking in his sleep.

			“Right,” Dorian said, ignoring Sloane’s comments. “So, with your arm broken and your head bashed in, I—”

			“Removed my dress!?”

			Dorian blushed again and Grady decided to answer. “Some gratitude. I told you, we shouldn’t have helped her, Dorian.” He shook a finger at Liz. “Look, lady, we find you at the bottom of a ravine, your arm bent all wrong, and your head bleeding, and all you can do is complain about your modesty?”

			“It’s not so much my modesty,” Liz lied, “and more a question of whether any of you are qualified to examine young women? I mean you’re miners!” She was beginning to recover from her initial shock and now was angrier at the helplessness of her situation than at what had actually happened.

			Grady reddened around the neck and squinted at her. “There you go making assumptions again. We’re dwarves so we must be miners, eh? I’ll have you know we are artists, and you, Miss, are not that young.”

			Liz glared back at him for the remark about her age, and said in disbelief, “Artists?”

			“Actors,” Hayden answered.

			“We are not actors,” Grady countered with a snarl.

			“But we act.”

			“Perhaps I should say that we are not merely actors,” Grady said. “We are artists that on occasion author, produce, and perform dramatic works.”

			“But we do act,” Hayden said in happy, but relentless, repetition.

			“I won’t have this argument again,” Grady said. “We are a bloody artist collective, and you know it!” He turned back to Liz and said in honest, if aggressive, confusion, “Now, where were we?”

			Liz fought her growing desire to laugh. Maybe her arm wasn’t broken, but they had done what they thought was best, and no real harm had come of it. Still, she decided they should squirm a little more, if for nothing else than the comment about her age. She cleared her throat. “You were telling me how being an actor—I mean an artist— qualifies you to examine a woman—even if she is old?”

			Grady, openmouthed, turned on her as though he had forgotten she was there. “I thought that would have been obvious! We are used to dealing with the exposed form—in all its shapes—no matter the flaws.”

			Liz could not help blushing, and to his credit, so did Grady.

			“Yes, well, perhaps we could move on,” Dorian pleaded.

			Apart from a twittering of birds, there was a general silence that he took for consensus. Dorian poked at his glasses with his thumb until they were listing badly to the left and nodded. He raised his forefinger. “Let’s see, your first question was where are you? You are in the Cottage of the Seven Players, deep in the White Wood. You have been with us something a little short of a week.”

			“And, you were right,” Baldwin said, poking his head up above the edge of the footboard of the bed and eyeing Grady, “we are the Seven Dwarfs . . . at least we are six of the Seven Dwarfs. You-know-who is in rehab.”

			“We are not the Seven Dwarfs, Baldwin,” Grady barked, emphasizing the “Seven Dwarfs” with imaginary quotation marks. “We, each of us, played one of the seven dwarves in that awful play.”

			“Awful play?” Liz protested. “Snow White? It was fantastic. My mother took us to see it when we were children. I loved it, especially the singing numbers.” She hummed a few bars of one of the songs.

			“Thank you,” five of the dwarves said in unison.

			“Crass commercial fluff,” rasped Grady.

			“Wait,” Liz said firmly, “you called the seventh dwarf ‘You-know-who.’ Who? Do you mean Dop— ?”

			“Shhh . . .” interrupted Grady. “Don’t. The rights to that name, in particular, were sold, and well, in fact, we sold the rights to the whole play to pay off some um, ill-advised, well . . . I guess you could call them investments.”

			“He means, we lost big on the horses,” Hayden translated with a smile.

			Grady glared at him and continued, “The point is, if you don’t want to wind up in the poor house with us, you’ll not mention that play again. The new owner lives in another magical kingdom, but he has some bloody good lawyers. They could be anywhere.”

			All six of the dwarves looked about uncomfortably as though these lawyers Grady spoke of might actually be hiding somewhere in the room.

			Grady’s muffled growl broke the tension, “Anyway, if you must know, his name is really Dominic. He went solo. Made a mockery of his art by going around entertaining the masses in a one-man comedy show called Big Ears and All.”

			“Quite successful too,” Dorian said softly. “It was after he made it big that we got the offer for the rights to . . . that play.”

			“Yeah, and we sold it,” said Grady.

			“Poor Dominic,” Hayden said in a happily mournful voice.

			“What happened to him?” Liz asked.

			Baldwin piped up from his hiding place. “After the lawyers from that other kingdom gave him the cease and desist, he got hooked on snuff. Put all his money up his nose. Sad, really.”

			“I’m allergic to snuff,” Sneedon sniffed seriously. “Did you know I’m also allergic to—”

			Grady slapped Sneedon’s nose, eliciting a violent sneeze and a round of chuckles from the other dwarves, “I warned you I wouldn’t tolerate any more talk about your allergies.” Sneedon rubbed his nose sadly while Grady concluded. “Point is, Dominic was a sellout and deserved everything he got.”

			“Oh, ignore Grady,” Dorian said, “he’s just grump, uh, angry because he has writer’s block.”

			“Speaking of which,” Grady harrumphed loudly. “I don’t have time for idle chatter and neither do you, Sneedon.” He jumped from the foot of the bed and stomped toward the door. “Coming, Sneedon?”

			Sneedon shook his head, which made the tasseled cap perched atop it wiggle amusingly. “Uh-uh. I want to hear the answer to her last question.”

			The dwarves all turned back to Liz. Baldwin’s face appeared above the footboard. Sloane’s eyes opened and, for once, stayed that way.

			“That’s right,” Dorian said. “You asked us how you got here. We want to know the same thing. How does a lady appear at the bottom of a ravine, in the middle of the woods, with a broken arm and shattered head?”

			“I’m warning you, it has all the hallmarks of something a crazed stalker-groupie would do,” Grady muttered under his breath.

			Suddenly Liz’s mind cleared, and the events since her escape from the tower came flooding back. Her eyes widened in alarm. “My God, the Princess has some evil power! Elle! Will! I—I must warn them.”

			She was moving before the words were out of her mouth, but with the movement came a flood of pain that radiated simultaneously from her bandaged head and plastered arm. Gasping, she fell back into bed.

			Dorian sprang to her side, “Lady . . .”

			“Liz,” she grunted. “My name is Liz.”

			“Liz,” he said. “You shouldn’t move. The boys were right before. You were in terrible shape when we found you.” He scratched his head. “Doctor or not, the fact is you shouldn’t be up and moving about.”

			Liz sighed and lay back against the pillow. She felt so weak. “I have to. My brother, he may return to the castle at any time. I must get a message to Elle. Do you have a horse? Is there anyone nearby? An inn perhaps?” She wanted to say more, but her head was swimming and she felt nauseous.

			Dorian scratched his tangled beard. “We’re pretty far out in the woods, Liz, and we don’t own any horses ourselves on account of, well—”

			“On account of horses being great untrustworthy beasts,” Grady spit.

			In a soft, almost whisper of a voice, Hayden said, “There is our patron . . .”

			At this suggestion, Baldwin disappeared, once more, below the foot of the bed, and the remaining dwarves exchanged uneasy glances.

			“Patron?” Liz murmured weakly.

			“Well,” Dorian replied, rubbing a hand along the back of his neck, “I suppose technically he is not our patron.”

			“Yet . . .” Sloane added vaguely.

			“He’s more of a patron . . . in waiting.” Sneedon sneezed.

			“All we need to do is get an audience with him and we’re sure we’ll be able to win him over,” chirped Hayden merrily.

			“What? You’ve never seen the fellow?” Liz asked.

			“No, not yet,” Dorian admitted.

			“It’s that damnable butler,” Grady groused.

			“He has no artistic soul,” Sneedon agreed.

			“Last time, he set the dogs on us,” Sloane said between snores.

			“But this time will be different,” Dorian said, trying to rally the other dwarves. “You’ll see. This time, we’ll give the man a performance that will knock him out.”

			Grady grunted, “How? This time we’ve got nothing. Neither Sneedon nor I have had a decent idea for months. We don’t even have enough material for a one act, much less a proper play.”

			A deep silence fell on the room.

			“I have a story,” Elizabeth interjected. “A story that might melt even the butler’s heart of stone.” She looked about the room, “Did you find a bag with me?”

			Dorian nodded and brought it to her. She began digging through it with a purpose. With a flourish, she pulled out the crystal slipper and held it in the air for a moment, so that it flashed in the sun. It was an act of unconscious stagecraft that worked magic on her audience. The dwarves sat staring dumbly at the little sparkling shoe.

			“How did I get here?” she said in a faraway voice. Liz cradled the shoe in her lap, remembering the only night she had worn it and the man with whom she had danced. Tears rose in her eyes. The shining image swam and wavered, and she whispered, “I suppose you could say I am here because my family has, for generations, believed in Happily Ever Afters . . .”

			The dwarves exchanged collective glances. Grady opened his mouth to say something and the other five dwarves silenced him with a simultaneous hiss.

			Liz shook away the sadness and smiled. “Well, my own little fairy story started the night the dragon attacked our farm. We had doused all the lights when we heard, on the night air, its first cry, and then saw the sky light up with its fires.” She was staring out the window at the trees beyond. “Well, we were sitting there, in the dark, and Will grabbed my hand, put a book in it, and said, ‘Liz, you sit tight. I’ve got to go do something.’ And off he went, just like that.”

			Liz blinked, and the gathered tears streamed two-by-two down her cheeks. “I’ve never been more afraid in my life, because by the moonlight I could see that the book he’d given me was the “Dragon’s Tale,” and I knew he had no intention of coming back. He was going to try and do something heroic. All he ever really wanted was a chance to do something noble.”

			“Holy hell!” yelled Grady. “You’re the dragon slayer’s sister?”

			The other five dwarves whistled in unison.

			“I suppose,” she responded, “but that night we were just William and Elizabeth Pickett.”

			“Mmmhmmm,” the six dwarves hummed together. “And?”

			And so, Liz told her story to the six little men, and the sun rose high as the dragon died and Will journeyed to the dark tower. Lunch was served, and, over bowls of steaming soup, they listened, enraptured, as she danced with Prince Charming at the ball. And, as the sun began to dip again toward the horizon, she was finally riding her horse into the dark wood with the bewitched valet. When at last she stopped, dark shadows had crept across the room. At some point in her telling, a fire had been laid in the deep stone hearth, and the six dwarves were sitting in its orange glow, staring at her with rapt attention.

			She blinked at them and wet her lips. “Well, what do you think? Is it a good story?”

			“Good?” Grady crowed. “Sister, with a few rewrites it could be a sensation!”

			“Rewrites?” she asked.

			“Sure, sure,” he said smoothly, and nodded over to Sneedon, who pulled a pencil and pad of paper from the open cuff of his sleeve. “A little tweak here or there for drama, you understand, and to smooth out the rough spots in the narrative.”

			“Rough spots, but—but all that was the truth. What really happened.”

			He waved her to silence. “Now, now, the Seven Players have no use for pride of authorship, Liz. It’s about creating the best theater possible. That means writing rich characters, providing those characters with the right dramatic arcs, putting them in appropriate settings, and so forth.” He ran a hand through his hair and snapped, “I’ve got it! Squash . . . no, pumpkins! A metamorphosis of mice and pumpkins. I mean the symbolism . . .” He turned to the door, spun on his heel, and called out, “Well, come on, Sneedon. We’ve got work to do.”

			Liz looked at Dorian in confusion, “Pumpkins? There were no pumpkins in my story.”

			The bespectacled dwarf reached across and patted her hand. “My dear, that is what we call artistic license. Let them work. Perhaps a little poetry would help you fall asleep.”

			The other dwarves slipped out behind Dorian, and the birds on the window dispersed in a sudden blur of fluttering colors. Alone with her poetic tormentor, she groaned in defeat.

			“I see the pain is growing worse,” he consoled. “Don’t worry, Liz, you’re in good hands.” Dorian positioned his glasses on the very tip of his nose and opened his book. “Couplet will take your mind off your body’s agonies.”

			THE NEXT MORNING the sun rose, and with it so did the curtain on what Grady had entitled, “Ash and Cinders: The Real Story of the Death of a Dragon and the Rise of a Queen.” He and Sneedon, his co-author, had worked on the play all night and were anxious for an audience. So, with the hearth as a backdrop and the foot of the bed as a stage, Liz watched as the dwarves ran through a marionette production that resembled her and Will’s story in almost no respects. There was a wicked stepmother instead of the Princess, the dragon seemed to have fallen by the wayside (apparently the puppet proved too challenging to construct), there was a kindly fairy (mostly because they had a fairy puppet on hand from an earlier production), and a pumpkin carriage, and a disappearing gown. It was all wrong and she might have said so, except that somehow they had managed to capture her emotions during the ball with such perfection—her terror at the beginning, rising elation as she danced with the Prince, and then despair as she fled up that long stair—that when the curtain fell (quite literally, as it had been strung between the bedposts with a particularly dubious length of string), she found herself in tears.

			“Well, what do you think?” Grady asked with none of his usual growl. All the dwarves poked their heads above the foot of the bed and waited eagerly for her review.

			Liz wiped her eyes dry and smiled at the little group. “I think the butler would have to be a fool not to let you see his master.”

			The dwarves gave a huzzah, broke out a large crockery jug of ale, and after a few rounds began dancing about the room. Elizabeth clapped along with them until Grady stopped the frivolity with a shout, “HEY! What are we doing? We need to get this stuff packed up, you guys. It’s off to the Beast’s we go! On foot, it’ll take us a day or two at least to get there, so we have to get started.” There was another shouted cheer and the little group dance out the door in a clatter of boots and caterwaul of off-key singing.

			Liz beckoned Dorian to stop, and the elderly dwarf, still red in the face from the dance, puffed over. She put a hand on his head. “Thank you, Dorian, for doing this favor for me. You cannot know what it means to me.”

			He blushed. “Don’t think anything of it. To be truthful, we haven’t had a good story to tell for years. Our last few have been . . . well, awful. We’ve needed some inspiration, and”—he paused and winked at her—“it doesn’t hurt that our new muse is easy on the eyes.”

			She smiled sweetly. “Oh, how you flatter, Dorian, but thank you.” Then she straightened her face. “Now remember, if you manage to see the Master, you must ask him to take my warning to Lady Rapunzel.” The dwarf nodded seriously and she continued. “And, if he is in any doubt as to the truth of my existence and need, you should give him this.” She reached into her bag and pulled out the slipper.

			“I—we can’t . . . No!” the dwarf spluttered.

			“Please take it, and use it to the best effect. I shall always have the memory, and trust me when I say that the memory is all that will ever come of my time with the Prince. He was an illusion, a child’s fantasy, and if this silly glass shoe can help my brother and the King and my friend escape the Princess, then I will be happy.”

			Dorian raised himself up to his full height, all two feet and nine inches, put a hand over his heart, and bowed deeply. “I swear to you, Lady Elizabeth, we will return, and we will bring help.”

			She bent down and kissed the top of his head. “Thank you. Oh, and Dorian, the humerus is up here.” She pointed to the unplastered part of her arm above the elbow.

			Dorian blushed from the top of his ears to the tip of his nose and scurried to the door.

			“One last thing,” she called to him. “What did Grady mean, ‘It’s off to the Beast’s we go’?”

			The smile on the dwarf’s face slipped momentarily, and then he said with affected lightness, “Don’t you worry yourself about that, it’s just a little inside joke. You know Grady.” Before Liz had a chance to say anything further, he slipped out the door.
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