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   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
                 “Oh, dear,” moaned the baker.  He worked one pale hand over the other as one might work a plump of fresh dough.
 
                 “Oh, woe,” groaned the tailor.  He inched his fingertips along the hem of his handkerchief as one might count off the inches on a tape measure.
 
                 “Oh, my,” worried the seamstress.  She was the tailor’s wife.
 
                 “Oh, no,” grumbled the butcher.  He buried his jowly face in the meaty palms of his hands.
 
                 “Oh, stop your fretting,” snorted the oldest woman in the village.
 
                 “Something must be done!” cried the seamstress.  “Austyn must marry before his birthday!”
 
                 The “Austyn” of whom the seamstress spoke so plainly was none other than their beloved king, a man they had known since his birth.
 
                 Austyn had been crowned at the tender age of nineteen following the untimely demise of his father, King Leonard the Good.  Aware that he would soon join his dear wife in the royal tomb, King Leonard had appointed a Board of Advisors to assist Austyn in the management of the kingdom.  This Board was not comprised of aristocracy, scholars, or clergy, as one might have supposed.  The dying king instead chose the wisest, most sensible people he knew for the esteemed posts: the baker, the tailor, the seamstress, the butcher, and the oldest woman in the kingdom.
 
                 “If Austyn is still unmarried by his thirtieth birthday then he shall be forced to forfeit the throne to his first male cousin,” the butcher stated.  The Board members knew only too well the rules regarding the tradition that seemed more of a curse.  It was as old and unrelenting as time itself.
 
                 “Only once, in all my years, has the ruling monarch of Austyn’s line forfeited the throne,” the old woman began ominously.  The words rasped from her lips like dead leaves in a winter’s breeze.  “The first male cousin was a Wolftraap, and under his rule the land plunged into darkness and misery.  ‘Twas a cold and frightening time.  I have no wish to ever see another Wolftraap on the throne.”  The old woman shuddered and it coursed through the members of the Board in turn.
 
                 “Has the king shown an interest in any one?” the tailor wondered aloud, scratching the shiny pink dome of his bare pate.
 
                 “Since his coronation, Austyn’s every waking moment has been devoted to the kingdom,” the seamstress said with a regretful sigh.  “Every belly is fed.  Every home has a horse and carriage, some even have two.  Every hearth is joyous.”
 
                 “We have enjoyed unparalleled peace and prosperity,” the baker said proudly.
 
                 “While our king has grown lonely,” the butcher added sadly.
 
                 “Since our king has neglected the pursuit of a queen, we shall have to pursue the matter for him,” said the seamstress.  She set her jaw resolutely.  “Whether he likes it or not.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER ONE
 
   Worlds of Worry
 
    
 
                 In a little thatched cottage by a quiet lake at the far end of a bustling village lived a blacksmith, his wife, and his seven daughters.  Cerise, the youngest, was aptly named, for her disposition was sweeter than cherries ripened by the July sun.  The sixth daughter was called Ciel, for her eyes were as deep and blue as a new spring sky.  The fifth and fourth daughters were twins, Mirielle and Murielle.  The villagers had taken to calling them, “les poupées,” for with their flowing chestnut locks, twinkling amber eyes and sun-bronzed skin they appeared too lovely to be real, live girls.
 
                 The third daughter, Colère, had bright red hair which she brushed ten times a day, one hundred strokes a time.  Colère’s dark eyes glittered like copper coins in a pool of rippling water.  She was every bit as pretty as her sisters, but the villagers crossed to the other side of the path when Colère came their way.  Too often she stung with an ugly glance or harsh word in exchange for a friendly greeting.
 
                 The second daughter was Cachette.  Her hair was the color of midnight.  Her eyes were the grey of shadows.  Cachette always wore a tiny, close-lipped smile, the kind one’s mouth shapes while digesting a delicious secret.
 
                 The blacksmith’s first daughter was named Marcelline.  She was a very hard worker.
 
                 The blacksmith was quite old, nearly blind, and had no sons.  When he was unable to work the forge, and thereby provide for his family, Marcelline took over.  She did everything a male apprentice would have done.  She made shoes for horses and beautifully intricate latch plates for cathedrals.  She made doorknockers for royal manors.  She made shovels and swords, cooking pots and bells.  She created anything and everything asked of her.  She provided well for her family.
 
                 Alas, there came a day when happiness left the cozy cottage by the lake.  Cerise succumbed to a mysterious sickness that stole her youthful vigor and healthy color.  Days passed and her health grew worse.  Alchemists, healers and magicians of all sorts were consulted.  No one could bring Cerise any closer to health.
 
                 The blacksmith’s daughters did what they could to ease the suffering of their dear sister.  Ciel kept Cerise surrounded by fresh daisies and lazy-eyed susans.
 
                 “I like daisies,” Cerise once said, “because whenever I play in the meadow, the daisies look so happy to see me arrive.”
 
                 “I like lazy-eyed susans,” Cerise once said, “because when mother calls me home from the meadow, they look so sad to see me leave.”
 
                 Mirielle and Murielle sat for hours at Cerise’s side, weaving fantastic stories of heroes, adventurers, fairy creatures, lovers and magic.  When one twin stopped speaking, the other continued the plot and imagery of the tale so seamlessly the same mind and mouth could have crafted it.
 
                 “Finally, after days and nights of waiting and longing and fighting for the lady of the tower,” Mirielle began suspensefully, “the vast door in the tower opened, and the yawning darkness welcomed them,” Murielle finished dramatically.
 
                 “The evil Red King dragged poor Prince Phillipe into the tower, mindless of the prince’s injuries,” Murielle started excitedly.  “Prince Phillipe was afraid, not for himself but for the fate of the lady of the tower if he was unable to best the Red King,” Mirielle finished breathlessly.
 
                 “What was Prince Phillipe to do?” Murielle asked anxiously.
 
                 “What would become of the lady in the tower?” Mirielle asked fearfully. 
 
                 The twins were divine storytellers.  With words they transported Cerise to places one could visit only in dreams.
 
                 Colère made a few attempts to play games with Cerise.  She quickly grew impatient.  Cerise was too weak to move pieces across a game board, or hold a handful of cards.  Colère saw no point in playing games when the competition was so slight.
 
                 Cachette spent long hours at Cerise’s side relating the goings on of the villagers.  After a few minutes of hearing about who kissed the cobbler’s daughter beneath the willows, and who filched a penny sweet from the confectioners, Cerise feigned sleep.  Even then Cachette stayed until the last syllable of gossip had fallen from her lips.
 
                 Cerise adored the flowers and the neverending stories but she most enjoyed the moments with Marcelline.  Sometimes they talked long into the night.  Other times they sat in perfect silence, with only the murmur of heartbeats between them.
 
                 When Cerise’s small body burned with fever, Marcelline’s cool hands extinguished the heat.  When the little cottage fairly shook with the ferocity of Cerise’s chills, Marcelline’s arms steadied her, and provided precious warmth.  When Cerise’s head throbbed mercilessly with pain, Marcelline’s hummed lullabies replaced the pounding with peace.
 
                 As Cerise’s illness progressed, so did the Board’s search for a queen.  King Austyn’s birthday crested the hill of time with no bride in sight so the Board resorted to drastic measures.  They sent word far and wide in every direction except down, inviting to the palace all available maidens who wished to marry a king.
 
                 The Board would interview and evaluate the merits of each candidate.  The fortunate few who met their strict criteria would be sequestered in the palace.  King Austyn would be encouraged—strongly encouraged—to select a bride from among them.
 
                 King Austyn did not look upon the idea with favor.
 
                 “I will not stand for an arranged marriage!” Austyn thundered.  “I shall fall in love and marry without your meddlings!”  He angrily deposited himself upon his throne.  He hoped that the Board would be properly intimidated.
 
                 “You have had a decade to proceed without our meddlings,” said the baker.  “If you do not marry soon you must relinquish the crown to your cousin.”  The baker’s ample stomach jiggled like a jelly biscuit as a shiver moved through him.
 
                 “We merely wish to find a few eligible ladies,” said the tailor.  “Hopefully you will be pleased enough with one of them to marry her.”
 
                 “What if none of your candidates should want to marry me?” Austyn fumed.
 
                 “Austyn,” the seamstress chided gently, “your heart is generous and kind.  Your spirit is as radiant as the noonday sun.”
 
                 “You have a fine head on your shoulders,” noted the old woman.  “It thinks well and its got an awfully handsome face.”
 
                 “You will make a dandy husband, Your Grace,” said the butcher, “though you have a tendency to work much too hard.”
 
                 “Which is why we have enjoyed such happiness in our kingdom,” added the old woman.
 
                 Austyn slumped further into his throne.
 
                 “If we are to live in peace,” began the tailor.
 
                 “If our good commerce is to continue,” said the seamstress.
 
                 “If our children are to grow up free and happy,” urged the butcher.
 
                 “If our doors are to remain open to those in need from other lands,” said the baker.
 
                 “If you are to experience the joy and happiness of sharing your life and love,” finished the old woman, “you must marry.”
 
                 Austyn emitted a long, exhausted sigh.  “Then so be it.”
 
                 The Board’s ruling caused a stir in the cottage by the lake.  It was discussed at dinner on the day it arrived.  “I shall go to the palace,” declared Colère.  She reached across Cachette and helped herself to an extra portion of sweet buttered bread.  “Ciel is too young to marry.  As for Mirielle and Murielle, our king is only one man.  If he is as wise as everyone says, he could not possibly choose between them.  Cachette, the great flapping mouth of the village, would hardly be an asset to the kingdom.  I am the best of the blacksmith’s daughters.  I shall represent our family.”
 
                 “What of Marcelline?” Cerise whispered weakly.  She rested her head heavily against Marcelline’s shoulder.  Cerise was strong enough to sit at the table with the aid of many pillows and Marcelline’s arms.
 
                 “Her?!” cried Colère.
 
                 “Humphf,” puffed Cachette.
 
                 “Of course!” piped Ciel.
 
                 “Why not?” Mirielle and Murielle said reasonably.
 
                 “I have no desire to be judged like a prized sow at the village fair,” Marcelline scoffed.  “I shall marry someone who has earned my respect, my admiration and my love.  Our king is a magnificent ruler, and for that I give him credit, but any man who must raffle himself off to win a bride surely lacks good sense.”
 
                 “Who wants the king?” spat Colère, “I want the prize.”
 
                 “The king is not the prize?” asked the blacksmith.
 
                 “No, father,” purred Cachette, “The Board added a prize to draw as many contestants as possible.
 
                 “And what is this added prize?” asked the blacksmith’s wife.
 
                 “A wish,” came Cerise’s frail whisper.
 
                 “The Board is offering the last Belarus Stone.” Cachette’s silky voice wrapped luxuriously around the prize.
 
                 “The Belarus Stone.” Colère’s words were weighted with greed.  “It can be given only in love by King Austyn.  It entitles the bearer to a single wish.  Anything she wishes will be made true.”
 
                 “Anything she wishes,” echoed Cachette.
 
                 “If you wanted a mountain of gold, you would have it?” wondered the blacksmith.
 
                 “Yes!”  Colère’s cheeks were hectic with color.
 
                 “You could know the future?” asked the blacksmith’s wife.
 
                 “Certainly.”  Cachette flashed her mother a lopsided grin.
 
                 “You could make me well,” Cerise said so softly that only Marcelline heard.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   Maidens Fair
 
    
 
                 The Board interviewed too many ladies and princesses and maidens to count.  After all was said and done, they had selected five contestants to tempt the king into marriage.  The first was Lady Angeline, the daughter of a Lord from a land in the Northern Mountains.  Lady Angeline’s breeding was exquisite.  Although her interests were limited to dancing, napping and gossiping, she was quite skilled at weaving.  She had created lovely tapestries depicting events both historic and mythological.  With her petite figure, fair skin and golden hair, she was also quite pleasing to the eye.
 
                 Princess Rondelette, the daughter of a king in a land to the south, was the second contestant.  She was a charming creature, with bright ginger curls and sprightly dimples.  She was thick, both in mind and body, but her lineage and cheery disposition won the Board’s approval.
 
                 Colère was the third contestant.  She became so primarily through sheer power of will, though her intelligence and confidence impressed the Board.
 
                 Cachette was the fourth contestant.  She stowed away on one of the wagons that transported young women from her village to the palace.  Once there, through rumours and whispered innuendo, she eliminated many of the other contestants.
 
                 The fifth contestant was Marcelline.
 
                 “It is my pleasure to meet each of you,” King Austyn said once the group had been formally introduced to him.  “I regret it is under such unusual circumstances.”
 
                 “Such desperate circumstances,” Marcelline muttered under her breath.
 
                 “Pardon me?” said King Austyn.
 
                 “The honor is entirely ours, Your Highness, no matter the circumstances,” Marcelline said nervously.
 
                 Cachette daintily cleared her throat.  “I believe you said something quite different, dear sister.”
 
                 Marcelline colored deeply.  Austyn hid a grin as he stepped back to allow the seamstress to address the ladies, for he had indeed heard Marcelline’s original remark.
 
                 “Well, now, ladies,” the seamstress said, clasping her hands at her waist.  “It is almost time to take to your rooms where I trust you will find everything to your liking.  We have arranged a ball to honor your selection.  You shall soon have time to relax and settle yourselves before this evening’s festivities.”  The seamstress went on to tell them about the events and activities the Board had planned to acquaint them with the king.
 
                 Marcelline scarcely heard a word.  She was too intently watching the king watch the line of women before his throne.
 
                 He does not recognize me, she thought.
 
                 But then, how could he?  The last time he saw her she had not been standing before him in a gown of pale blue silk, with her sable locks gracefully tumbling over her shoulders and shining like polished glass.
 
                 A few short weeks ago, King Austyn had stormed into the blacksmith’s shop in dire need of a smithy to repair one of his mount’s shoes.  Marcelline had been wearing heavy, shapeless woolen trousers, one of her father’s old homespun shirts, and a great thick, leather apron that covered her from shoulders to ankles.  Her hands had been hidden in vast leather gloves that reached her elbows.  Her feet had been buried in oiled boots that came up to her knees.  Her face had been concealed behind an iron mask that covered her from forehead to chin.  The unyielding apparel was necessary to protect her skin from the shooting sparks and blistering heat of the forge.
 
                 She had removed the mask when King Austyn entered the shop.  His royal splendor filled the dark space with a light that seemed divine.  The king had been very brusque, though not quite rude, in asking her to repair the shoe and impressing upon her the urgency of the matter.
 
                 Colère had stepped into the shop seconds after the king made his hasty departure.  “Look at yourself,” she had taunted.  “Your hair is limp with perspiration.  Your nose and cheeks are smudged with soot.  One can only hope that your fine gentleman was too enthralled by your workmanship to notice your ungodly appearance.”
 
                 Marcelline’s one consolation had been that Colère never learned that the fine gentleman had been none other than King Austyn.
 
                 She had given little mind to Colère’s taunts.  Marcelline had believed that she had a greater chance of growing a third leg than of ever seeing the king again.  But alas, here she was, standing before him in the Great Hall, relieved that he did not recognize her.  She would have enough trouble competing with her sisters and the other two ladies without the memory of their first meeting prejudicing the king against her.
 
                 “Come now, ladies,” the seamstress said, with a clap of her hands, drawing Marcelline from her reverie. “You may retire to your suites.”
 
                 True to the seamstress’s word, their suites were wonderful, and servants stood at the ready to fulfill their every desire as soon as it was made known.
 
                 Lady Angeline asked for a tour of the kingdom.
 
                 Princess Rondelette asked for a tray laden with pastries, puddings, cakes and pies.
 
                 Colère, displeased with the rose and lilac decor of her suite, tore the velvet draperies from the windows and ripped open her feather pillows in a terrible fit of rage.  She demanded a suite in red and black and it was immediately arranged for her.
 
                 Cachette merely asked to be left undisturbed.  She spent the afternoon prowling through every nook, cranny, cabinet and drawer.
 
                 Marcelline, too, had a request.  “It has been seven days since I left my village and I have had no word of my sister, Cerise.  Please, could someone travel to the blacksmith’s cottage and see how she fares?”
 
                 And each day thereafter, while the other contestants asked for all but the moon and stars, Marcelline asked only for word of Cerise.
 
                 Diplomats, royalty, and aristocracy from all over the world attended the welcoming ball, for everyone wanted a look at the women from whom Austyn’s queen would be chosen.
 
                 Lady Angeline, Princess Rondelette, Colère and Cachette were exquisitely dressed in silk dancing gowns.  They were charming, elegant and effervescent in their laughter and conversation as they vied for the king’s attention.
 
                 Marcelline wore a spring green ball gown that complemented the emerald hue of her eyes.  She watched the fancy revelers from behind one of the heavy damask draperies that separated the ballroom from the banquet hall.
 
                 “You are the last person I would expect to find hiding from a challenge,” said the baker, who directed an attendant to tie back the drape concealing Marcelline.  “You will never meet the king this way.”
 
                 “Unfortunately the king is secondary to my reason for being here,” Marcelline said apprehensively.
 
                 The baker nodded sympathetically.  Each member of the Board knew why Marcelline had answered their call.  She had told them quite frankly that she sought the prize more ardently than the king, for with it, she could heal her sister.  Marcelline’s determination to save her sister’s life at the cost of her own had convinced the Board that she would make a loyal, caring and selfless queen, and a compassionate, eventually even loving wife, should Austyn choose her.
 
                 “The ballroom is not my bailiwick,” said Marcelline.  “My work at the forge leaves little time for dancing.  Colère and Cachette are the social gadabouts of the family.  They have yet to see a Saturday night without music and handsome lads to spin them about.”  Marcelline gazed longingly at her two sisters.
 
                 In a gown of flaming red Colère was danced across the floor by a duke, spun into the arms of a viscount, and then twirled into the waiting embrace of a marquis.  She looked not at her noble partners but at everyone else, to make sure all eyes were trained on her.
 
                 Cachette, in sultry midnight blue, swayed in the arms of none other than the king’s first cousin, Lord Drekke Wolftraap.  Her ear was close to the mouth of the grinning Lord Wolftraap, while her almond-shaped eyes were pinned on the king, who danced with Lady Angeline.
 
                 Marcelline was transfixed by the king’s fluid movements as he waltzed his partner in graceful circles over the mirrored surface of the marble floor.  “Lady Angeline looks positively angelic in that alabaster silk,” Marcelline whispered to the baker.     
 
                 She glanced down at her own figure.  Her limbs seemed much too heavy.  Her body was too broad.  Her figure was perfectly adequate for smithing.  But dancing?  She dared not.
 
                 “She may look angelic but her temperament is anything but,” said the baker.  “Why, just this morning she said that when she is queen, King Austyn will no longer have use of the Board, for she herself will advise him in all matters of state.  There is a very fine line between confidence and conceit, and Lady Angeline erased it with the toe of her dainty kidskin slippers the moment she became a contestant.”
 
                 Marcelline glanced over her shoulder.  Princess Rondelette was at the dessert table.  The princess was oblivious to all but the sumptuous foods before her.  Her rosy round cheeks were sticky with pralines.  A dab of apricot glaze colored the tip of her nose.  A smear of chocolate sauce striped her chin.  She stuffed hazelnut torte into her mouth with her right hand.  Her left hand stood at the ready with a handful of tart cherry streusel.
 
                 The princess’s pink satin gown highlighted every roll and dumpling of her ample figure.  The princess always wore pink.  Colère had nicknamed her ‘Princess Piglet.’
 
                 “Each of our ladies has danced with the king at least once,” said the seamstress, who appeared beside Marcelline as quietly as the baker had, “with the exception of you, Marcelline.  I am certain that our king would be pleased to make your acquaintance.  And as you can see, he is an excellent dancer.”
 
                 “I am considerably less than excellent at dancing,” Marcelline offered apologetically.  She nervously twisted a handful of her skirt in her right hand.  “Perhaps I will meet him tomorrow afternoon, at the theatre.  Please, excuse me.”  With that, Marcelline fled through a sparkling wall of glass doors and into the Royal Garden.
 
                 “How will I ever win the prize?” she asked a nearby persimmon tree heavy with ripe fruit the color of nutmeg.  She strolled the grounds, so very unsure of herself.  “I have no talent in any of the areas in which the Board intends to showcase us, yet I must win the prize, and soon!”
 
                 She gazed at the setting sun as though she could read the solution to her problem in its waning light.  She was still watching the sun as its bright orange weight sank below the horizon, leaving a dusky rose, pink and violet carpet dotted with early evening stars in its wake.
 
                 “How can I possibly compete with Lady Angeline’s beauty?” Marcelline wondered aloud. “Or the princess’s perpetual good cheer?  Or Colère’s fire, or Cachette’s allure?”
 
                 “Merely stand as you are in the twilight and Austyn shall find you as irresistible as I,” answered a slick voice from behind.
 
                 She whirled around to face its owner.  It was Lord Drekke Wolftraap, dressed in finery to rival that of the king.  With his silvery-grey hair and closely set eyes, he resembled the very animal whose name he shared.
 
                 “We were advised to keep fraternization with those outside the palace to a polite minimum,” Marcelline said carefully, “lest we fall victim to saboteurs and conspirators.”
 
                 She had other reasons to avoid Lord Wolftraap.  Even the smallest children in the kingdom knew the tales of the Wolftraaps.  It was rumoured that the Wolftraaps practiced a dark form of druidism that had left the line bereft of goodness or kindness.
 
                 Marcelline had no any cause to believe any of the rumours until she met the eyes of the king’s first male cousin.  Lord Wolftraap possessed the warmth of an eel and the jittery body language of a ferret.  Marcelline’s skin grew cold.
 
                 “I wish only to ask you to dance,” said Lord Wolftraap.  “And to talk.”
 
                 “I do not dance, and I have absolutely no desire to speak with you, sir.  Your reputation precedes you, and in your silver eyes I see it validated.”
 
                 He sidled up to her.  “The lady blacksmith has a will of iron,” he said sardonically.  “If this is so, I am forced to wonder why she has placed herself in a situation as absurd, as demeaning, as uninspired as a contest for the hand of a bachelor king desperate to keep his throne?”
 
                 Marcelline’s pert nostrils flared.  “If, by some uncommonly odd kink in the threads of fate, the king selects me for his bride, I shall use the Belarus Stone to wish my youngest sister restored to health.”  She clenched her teeth to stave off the tears that burned her eyes and clogged her throat.  “This may well be the last hope to save her and—“
 
                 “Is there nothing you want for yourself?” Lord Wolftraap interjected in a low, gravelly voice.  He never blinked nor moved his gaze from Marcelline’s.
 
                 “Is there nothing you long for more than your desire for air or food?”   He slowly circled her, dancing with her shadow.  “Have you no secret dreams?”
 
                 He had seen her hiding behind the draperies.  He had noted her overall discomfort in the company of the other ladies.  “Has your lifelong ambition always been to be a blacksmith?  Or would you rather become a proper lady?”  His words became an insistent rumble in her ears.  “Which would you prefer to rule?  A forge, or a castle?  Would you rather spend your days traveling the world or hammering horseshoes?  Have you no secret dreams?”
 
                 “Yes!” Marcelline answered louder than she meant to.  “I ache to see what lies beyond this kingdom.  I want to see great museums and read great books and visit exotic lands!”
 
                 “Then do.”  Lord Wolftraap’s leathery lips pulled into a reasonable facsimile of a smile.  His words slid from his mouth like droplets of oil.  “With me at your side you will do all of that, and more!  I shall help you become queen, then together, you and I shall embark upon your every fantasy, courtesy of the Belarus Stone.”
 
                 “What of King Austyn?”
 
                 “What is he to you,” Lord Wolftraap hissed in her ear, “but a pathetic and lonely soul in need of a wife?”
 
                 “You promise to fulfill my every desire?”  She could scarcely contain the rage that steadily rose within her like the heat of the forge.  “You will satisfy my every craving?”
 
                 Lord Wolftraap nodded, and cursed her with another toothy smile.
 
                 “I pity you, sir,” Marcelline said, her voice trembling.  “You have offered nothing that I will not ultimately accomplish myself.  The king is but a man to me, no more or less than the barber, the stable boy, or the gong farmer, yet I would betray him no sooner than I would betray myself.  No matter what desires burn in my heart, none flame more brightly than the desire to see my sister well.
 
                 “I want to see her running through fields of daisies more than I want to see the famed gardens of Babylonia.”  Marcelline defiantly raised her chin.  “I want her to awaken to thousands of sunrises, each more beautiful than the last, more than I want to see a single sunset on a mystical island.  I want my sister to have a life.  That is more important to me than enriching my own.  Good night, Lord Wolftraap.”  She turned her back on him.
 
                 The heat of his glare singed the satiny skin of her bare shoulders.  Only when he angrily strode away was she able to breathe.  She slumped against the thick trunk of an ancient slippery elm.  Had she not been so distressed by her confrontation with Lord Wolftraap, she might have noticed King Austyn on the darkened balcony overlooking the garden.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   An Awkward Encounter
 
    
 
                 The second week of festivities at the palace began with an original performance by the Royal Theatre Ensemble.  The five contestants were the king’s honored guests at the dreadfully lengthy show.  The first act was strewn with music, dancing and so many plot twists and turns, it was close to impossible to follow the antics of all one hundred and forty-six characters.
 
                 “I find the show exhilarating,” Lady Angeline said during the intermission.  She struggled to keep her eyes open.  They were weary, not from the play but from poring over maps of neighboring kingdoms.  Lord Wolftraap had kindly sent a hefty atlas to her suite early that morning.
 
                 “The play is so very interesting,” yawned Princess Rondelette.  The comment was followed by a sleepy burp caught in a pudgy pink hand.  Her tummy was full to bursting.  She was exhausted from sampling the many delicacies Lord Wolftraap had sent for her breakfast, mid-morning snack, lunch, and early afternoon snack.
 
                 “I hate it,” said Colère, scowling as she examined her perfectly manicured fingernails.  “I simply cannot be bothered to make sense of it.”  She would have preferred to remain in her suite, modeling the lavish gowns, furs, shoes and jewels that Lord Wolftraap had given her.
 
                 “I found its complexity mesmerizing,” said Cachette with a vague smile.  Cachette had the enviable ability to sleep with her eyes open.  That was how she had attended the play, dreaming of the whispered secrets Lord Wolftraap had revealed to her.
 
                 When the bell signaling the end of the intermission rang, the marriage-minded ladies scurried to their seats in the king’s box.  The play had been created especially for King Austyn, and no matter how insufferable it was, they would endure it.
 
                 Participation in the Board’s activities was strictly voluntary.  Marcelline chose to skip the last four hours of the play.
 
                 Left to entertain herself, Marcelline went to the Royal Garden.  One could wander for hours and never see the same bloom twice.  Once darkness began to fall she started back to the palace.  She took a single peach rose with her.  Its cheery blush reminded her of that which once resided in Cerise’s cheeks.
 
                 With still more time to fill before the end of the play, Marcelline went to the kitchen.  While the other ladies engaged in brunches, teas, recitals, and dress fittings, Marcelline’s days had been spent reading in the monumental library, strolling the garden, or chatting with the cook and his wife.
 
                 Marcelline cared not a fig for the idle pratter of the contestants and their throng of admirers.  She much preferred the sights, sounds and scents of the kitchen.
 
                 “Our beautiful girl has come to visit,” called the cook when Marcelline entered the bustling cooking arena.
 
                 “I am hardly that,” Marcelline said with an embarrassed smile.
 
                 “You did not enjoy the play, either, darling?” the cook’s wife said knowingly as she handed Marcelline a hearty slice of fresh cucumber.
 
                 “Thank you.” Marcelline nibbled at its succulent sweetness.  “A piece of anything is usually quite enough.  I am afraid the play was too much.  I can scarcely believe our king commissioned such a spectacle.  He could have had at least ten good, small plays for the finances and time spent on that folly from which I barely managed to escape.  Has King Austyn good sense?”
 
                 The cook’s wife smothered a smile in the coarsely woven fabric of her apron.  Wheezing with laughter, the cook collapsed onto an enormous pile of fresh beets and yellow turnips.
 
                 A tall figure rose from its seat atop a pickle barrel in a cluttered corner of the kitchen.  “I asked myself that same question perhaps a hundred times during the first act,” said King Austyn.  He ducked beneath hanging strands of sausages and a row of smoked hams and turkeys.  He brushed a cucumber seed from the front of his billowy white shirt.
 
                 Marcelline stiffly dipped into a deep curtsy.  “My apologies, Your Grace,” she said curtly, casting a humiliated glance at the cook and his wife, who all along knew that the king was within hearing.  “Please forgive my inquiry regarding the quality of your ability to, uh, think.”
 
                 The cook and his wife again burst into giggles.  “She hides out here as often as you do, Your Highness,” said the cook’s wife.
 
                 Austyn approached Marcelline. In an elegant, though simply styled gown of jade silk, she illuminated the kitchen.  Marcelline’s radiance was reflected in the king’s knowing eyes.  A bemused smile played at the corners of his mouth.  “You are Lady Marcelline?”
 
                 “No,” she said softly, unable to lift her eyes from the stone floor.  “I am just Marcelline.  I am one of the blacksmith’s daughters.  Nothing more.”
 
                 “Nothing more is quite enough,” Austyn said amicably.  His tone was grave when he said, “You have been avoiding me, Marcelline.”
 
                 “That was not my intention, Sire.”  Her neck felt awfully hot.  “I am not one to perform theatrics to capture a man’s attention.”  She gulped rather noisily.  “What I meant to say is that I do not make it a habit to throw myself at a king...”  She squinted her eyes tight wishing she could swallow every word she had uttered since stepping into the kitchen.
 
                 She resolved to try once more to apologize without inserting any more of her slippered foot into her mouth.  The rose quaked in her nervous hands.  “Your Highness, I beg you—“
 
                 “Is that one of the royal roses?” Austyn interrupted.
 
                 “Yes, Your Grace, it is,” she said curiously.  She finally met his eyes.
 
                 “Why have you stolen one of the royal roses?”
 
                 Her jaw dropped.  The heat in her neck rushed to flame in her cheeks.
 
                 The cook and his wife shooed away the rest of the kitchen staff, yet they themselves remained, discreetly hiding beneath fresh bouquets of rosemary, thyme, basil and tarragon that had been hung to dry.  Marcelline had been in the palace for little more than a week and already they knew that only her sense of honor was greater than her pride.  The king had ignited a fuse, and they waited for the explosion.
 
                 To their amazement, Marcelline corralled her temper, and therefore her initial response, to the king’s accusation.
 
                 She handed the rose to him.  For an uncomfortably long moment it wavered between them, the bloom gently bobbing on the end of its delicate stem.  “Forgive my thievery as well as my clumsy tongue,” Marcelline said briskly.  She set the rose on the cutting table between them.  “I had hoped that my shortcomings would have remained hidden until after you chose your bride.”
 
                 Without waiting to be dismissed she gathered the cumbersome skirt of her dress and hurried from the kitchen.
 
                 Austyn picked up the rose, and glanced after Marcelline.
 
                 The cook and his wife returned to the king.  “Hard to say which is more lovely to look at, eh?” said the cook.  His wife jabbed him with a sharp elbow.
 
                 “It is rather more difficult to charm a young lady than I remember,” Austyn said a bit sadly.
 
                 “Do not be so harsh on yourself,” said the cook’s wife.  “You are a mite out of practice when it comes to romance and such like.  Keep trying.  It will come back to you.”  She winked and offered him a thick square of gingerbread fresh from the oven.  “Have a sweet, Your Highness.  ‘Tis your favorite.”
 
                 “I have made a great mess of things with the blacksmith’s daughter.”  Austyn bit into the pungent warmth of the gingerbread.
 
                 “Oh?” said the cook’s wife, merrily crooking an eyebrow.  “You and she have a ‘thing,’ do you now?”
 
                 Austyn grabbed two more pieces of gingerbread and left the kitchen.
 
                 Marcelline proved much harder to corner in the following days.
 
                 “The king and the contestants are enjoying a picnic at Falcon’s Ridge,” the seamstress told the baker on the morning after the play.  “Where is Marcelline?”
 
                 “Marcelline is unable to join them,” said the baker.  “She is teaching a scullion to read and write.  The youngster so wants to learn but he’s a rather stubborn sort.  Lucky for him, Marcelline has the patience of Job.”
 
                 “Lady Angeline is giving yet another recital in the Royal Solar,” the baker told the tailor on the day after the picnic.  “Though the Lady has the voice of a bullfrog with the croup, she has invited all of us to attend.”
 
                 “Marcelline is unable to accept her kind invitation,” the tailor said.  “She has already promised the royal gardeners that she would help them select, cut and gather flowers to send to the king’s ailing and infirm subjects.”
 
                 “Princess Rondelette has arranged for her personal chef to prepare one of her favorite recipes for us,” the tailor told the butcher on the day after the recital.  “We are to join her for a meal of calf stomach stuffed with white turnips and onions.” His nose wrinkled in distaste.
 
                 “Fortune has smiled upon Marcelline,” the butcher said.  “A coachman has taken her to the Royal Cathedral, to offer her prayers over the tombs of King Leonard and Queen Ariane, God bless their souls in Heaven.”
 
                 Whether it was by accident or design, Marcelline avoided King Austyn for the rest of the week.     
 
                 “The king and the ladies are setting out for a tour of the kingdom,” the oldest woman in the kingdom told Marcelline one day.  “Surely you wish to accompany them.”
 
                 Marcelline invited the old woman to join her on her sunlit balcony, which overlooked the Royal Garden.  “I have been all over this kingdom and back again more times than I can recall.”  She poured the old woman a steaming cup of orange tea laced with jasmine.  “I have not written to my family in days.  I have chosen this time to compose a letter to my family.”
 
                 An open carriage drawn by eight fine white stallions passed beneath the balcony.  Austyn, surrounded by the women who wished to be queen, smiled up at Marcelline.
 
                 “Good day, Marcelline!” the king called cheerfully with a tip of his plumed hat.
 
                 “It was until you caught me stealing a look at your rose garden, Your Highness,” was Marcelline’s equally cheerful response.
 
                 The old woman’s boisterous laugh faded on the wind as the carriage sped toward the palace gates.  The king’s companions shared a look of chagrin.
 
                 “Marcelline is really quite unworthy of your attention, my king,” said Lady Angeline.  She scooted closer to his right side on the bench they shared with Cachette.
 
                 “She is the most common sort of common,” said Colère.  She threw her hair to catch in the playful fingers of the wind.
 
                 “She eats like a bird,” said Princess Rondelette.  “Will we return to the palace in time for supper?  The cook is preparing squab stuffed with oysters!”
 
                 “Marcelline is boring,” said Cachette.  She eased closer to the king’s left side.  “What you see is all that she is.”
 
                 Austyn smiled to himself, silently disagreeing with each assessment.
 
                 Marcelline returned to her suite after supper that evening to find every room—the bedroom, the dressing room, the baths, and even the balcony—filled with bouquets of peach roses.  A single, perfect stem rested on the satin cover of her pillow.  There was a note tented beside it.  The note read, You cannot steal what is freely given.  My apologies.  It was signed, Austyn, the king.
 
                 When the messenger arrived that evening with news of Cerise, Marcelline bundled up all of the roses, with the exception of the one on her pillow, and had them delivered to Cerise.  She placed the one remaining rose in a slender, milky vase on the satinwood table at her bedside.
 
                 At breakfast the next morning, the king discovered a note tucked beneath his water goblet.  The note read, Thank you.  It was signed, Marcelline, the blacksmith’s daughter.
 
                 The king’s birthday loomed nearer and still he had not selected a bride.  The Board called an emergency meeting to urge him to make a choice.
 
                 “Lady Angeline’s prospects are quite impressive,” said the butcher.
 
                 “She is lovely and well versed in royal protocol,” said the tailor.
 
                 “She has been all over the world and has charmed all who have met her,” said the seamstress.
 
                 “She is self-centered, cold, and vaguely dim-witted,” said Austyn.  “She fancies herself destined to rule yet she lacks even the good sense God gave a chicken.”
 
                 “Princess Rondelette is descended from nobility of note,” offered the baker.
 
                 “She speaks several languages and would bear strong children,” said the old woman.
 
                 “She is a child,” said Austyn.  “A sticky, lazy, unimaginative, adult-sized child.”
 
                 “Colère is headstrong and quite intelligent,” said the seamstress.
 
                 “She is devastatingly beautiful and would surely impress visiting dignitaries,” said the tailor.
 
                 “She is mean,” said Austyn.  “Her intellect is used only to wound.  Her beauty is lessened by her cruelty.”
 
                 “Cachette is well mannered, attentive, and dignified,” said the baker.
 
                 “She observes everything and learns quickly,” said the butcher.
 
                 “Her precious little mouth is a vast security risk,” said Austyn.  “I doubt she could keep a secret if it were sewn into her pocket.”
 
                 “Only one contestant remains,” said the baker.
 
                 “The woman he loves,” the old woman said knowingly.
 
                 “The blacksmith’s daughter,” said the baker, the tailor, the seamstress and the butcher.
 
                 Austyn’s silence was all the verification his lifelong friends and advisors needed.
 
                 “Thank heavens!” rejoiced the baker.
 
                 “Delightful!” cried the tailor.
 
                 “Our dear Austyn is in love!” Happy tears sprang to the seamstress’s eyes.
 
                 “We shall hold the wedding within the week!” announced the butcher.
 
                 “Having a love does not mean he has a bride,” cautioned the old woman.
 
                 “Surely you wish to marry her,” said the baker.  “She is odd, yes, but—“
 
                 “Her differences are appealing,” Austyn said wistfully.
 
                 “She does not seem to think very much of herself,” said the tailor.
 
                 “Her modesty is charming.” Austyn smiled, thinking of how the smallest of compliments planted warm sunsets in Marcelline’s cheeks.
 
                 “She is not the most cheerful of creatures,” said the seamstress.
 
                 “A separate concern has dimmed her spirit,” Austyn said mysteriously.
 
                 “Is she your choice?” asked the butcher.
 
                 “Does it matter,” Austyn asked, “if I am not hers?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   Mean Maidens
 
    
 
   The days passed and still there was no wedding.  Four of the contestants doubled their efforts to impress a king who had lost his heart to Marcelline, the one lady who had done the least to win him.
 
                 Austyn suffered Lady Angeline’s ramblings on how to conquer neighboring kingdoms.  He endured Princess Rondelette’s giggling and her insatiable appetite for sweets.  He persevered through Colère’s rants and Cachette’s whispers.  If Marcelline rejected him, he would have to wed another.  He would make that sacrifice to preserve the harmony of the kingdom.
 
                 One day Austyn intercepted the messenger who delivered news of Cerise to Marcelline.  From that day forth, the messenger was to report to the king and none other.  From that day forth, Austyn himself delivered the news to Marcelline.  These were the only moments the two shared since their awkward encounter in the kitchen.
 
                 “Cerise enjoyed the sunrise,” was the first message Austyn delivered.  “She sends her hugs and kisses to you.”
 
                 Marcelline was so surprised to see Austyn she forgot to thank him for delivering the message.
 
                 “Cerise enjoyed the sunset,” Austyn told Marcelline the following evening.  “She misses you.”
 
                 “I miss her as well,” Marcelline said.  “Thank you, Your Highness,” she remembered to add.
 
                 For a fortnight the king delivered the messages without receiving more than a courteous thank you from Marcelline.  Then came a day when Marcelline said, “You are most kind to take the time to bring word of my sister.  I know that you have duties much more important than bringing these small pieces of happiness to me.  Please know that your attention is truly appreciated.”
 
                 Austyn began to embellish the messages with endearments torn from his own heart.
 
                 “Cerise had a pleasant day,” he told Marcelline.  “She wishes to walk in a moonlit woods with you, counting the stars that peek between the highest boughs of the tallest sycamores.”
 
                 “Thank you,” Marceline said.  “I think of that myself.  More so than one might realize.”
 
                 “Cerise ate well today,” the king told her.  “She wished to share the season’s first strawberries with you.”
 
                 “Thank you,” Marcelline responded.  “I wish to share everything with her as well.”  At that Marcelline blushed all the way down to her toes, for she, too, had begun to use the messages to convey her true feelings for Austyn.
 
                 A week before Austyn’s birthday, there was to be a final ball.  The event had a dual purpose: to welcome a panel of ambassadors with whom Austyn had arranged a round of trade negotiations, and to announce the name of the woman who would become queen.
 
                 The ladies, with Lord Wolftraap’s blessing and instruction, conspired to make certain Austyn would not name Marcelline at the ball.
 
                 “You look marvelous, dear, simply divine,” cooed Lady Angeline. “’Tis no wonder the king shall choose you tonight.”
 
                 “This pink bow adds just the right touch of color,” said Princess Rondelette.  She adjusted its position in Marcelline’s hair.
 
                 “Try not to spill anything on my dress,” nagged Colère, though the silver and copper gown with the gold trim was one of her least favorites.
 
                 Cachette caressed one of Marcelline’s dangling ear bobs.  She answered her older sister’s querulous smile with a sly grin.  “No one will compare to you this evening.”
 
                 Marcelline’s view of the mirrors was blocked by the foursome who had so kindly helped her prepare for what was likely to be the most memorable night of her life.  “How do I look?” she asked them.
 
                 “Perfect,” the ladies said in unison.
 
                 “The king will not believe his eyes when he sees you at the ball tonight,” Cachette said slyly.
 
                 Lady Angeline hid a smirk behind a dainty gloved hand.  Princess Rondelette giggled.  Colère laughed out loud and stopped only when Cachette, smiling sweetly, prodded an elbow into her ribs.
 
                 Austyn’s eyes bulged from their sockets when Marcelline made her appearance in the ballroom.  After a brief moment of shock, he noticed the side glances and subdued laughter of his guests, particularly those of the four ladies.  I would sooner marry my horse than any one of you, he thought grimly.
 
                 Marcelline stood at the top of the staircase leading to the ballroom floor.  In the opposing wall of glass doors she saw herself, reflected over and over in the window panes.  She gasped at her frightful reflection.
 
                 Lady Angeline had painted her eyelids bright blue and rouged her cheeks to resemble those of a clown.  Princess Rondelette’s bow was twice the width of her head.  Colère’s dress was too small in the bosom and her flesh overflowed the strapless bodice in a most undignified manner. She resembled something from her own worst nightmares.
 
                 Her initial embarrassment multiplied when from the center of the ballroom, amidst a crowd of guests, Lord Wolftraap began to laugh.  It was a deep, throaty sound that reached out to envelope her.  It was soon joined by Lady Angeline’s delighted chortle, Princess Rondelette’s squeaky chuckle, Colère’s loud cackling, and Cachette’s snickering hiss.
 
                 The palace soon quaked with laughter as the rest of the guests joined in on what they assumed to be a deliberate jest.  Horror limned her face as Marcelline ran from the ballroom.  Austyn silenced his subjects and guests with a look of disgust before he went after her.
 
                 “Mercy!” cried the startled cook when Marcelline burst into the kitchen.  “What in blazes have you done to yourself?”
 
                 “They did this to me,” Marcelline said.  Her voice quivered with unshed tears.  “I wanted to look special tonight.  The others offered to help me.  They were more than willing to help...to help me make an even greater fool of myself!”
 
                 “They are a dirty lot, the whole bunch of them,” the cook’s wife said angrily.  She plucked the gargantuan bow from Marcelline’s head and arranged her hair in a cascade about her shoulders, to cloak the tight bodice of the brassy dress. “I cannot believe your own sisters lent a hand to such cruelty.  I would hate to see any one of them as Austyn’s wife, never mind as queen.”
 
                 “The king has to marry,” said the cook.  He brought a soft cloth dampened with warm water to clean Marcelline’s face.  “He must choose someone.”
 
                 “I certainly must,” said Austyn as he entered the kitchen.
 
                 Marcelline turned away, certain that if she looked at him she would collapse into a messy heap of useless tears.
 
                 The cook and his wife took their leave, but they stayed close.  This promised to be a scene neither cared to miss.
 
                 “I have suffered this humiliation because of you, king,” Marcelline accused, making the word ‘king’ sound profane.  “While you play with us as though we were puppets, my darling sister nears death.  You mean as much to me as, as...as an old horseshoe!  I endured this absurd ordeal for one reason only, and that was to save my sister’s life!”
 
                 “I know,” Austyn said softly.
 
                 Marcelline’s cheeks had been rouged until they were as red as ripe tomatoes, but her ire glowed redder still.  “Has knowledge of her suffering been as amusing as having five women preen and primp and betray one another, all to tempt you into marriage?
 
                 “I had come to believe that you were special, that your heart was good and true,” Marcelline went on.  “I was grossly incorrect.  You are a selfish, thoughtless, mean-spirited son of a cross-eyed, buck-toothed, three-legged jackass!”
 
                 The cook and his wife stared at each other, wide-eyed with surprise.  They wondered if Marcelline was half past her way to being the first woman ever beheaded in the history of the kingdom.
 
                 “I am leaving this palace this very instant!” Marcelline raged.  “And if I ever see you again, King Austyn, I shall...I will...”  She fisted her hands and stamped her foot, unable to think of something bad enough to say!
 
                 “Cerise is well,” Austyn said gently over her furious sputtering.  “As much as I would like to hear the rest of that glorious speech, I believe it is time that I revealed a secret to you.  I sent the Royal Wizard to heal Cerise the very night you spoke with my cousin in the garden.”
 
                 Marcelline fairly panted with renewed outrage.  “You have kept me from my family, for nothing?  I endured the cruelty of those silly hens, and for what?  Nothing!”
 
                 Austyn took the damp cloth.  He placed one hand at Marcelline’s heated nape and held her head still  to tenderly wipe at the layer of cosmetics coloring her face.  “I wanted you here because of a day long ago, when I rushed into a smithy’s shop in need of a blacksmith.”
 
                 Astonishment doused the heat of her anger.  “You remembered me,” she whispered on a breath.
 
                 “You are not easy to forget.”
 
                 He wiped blue powder from her eyelids.  “You have plagued my mind and soul since that day I saw you in your natural splendor at the forge.”
 
                 “If that were so you would not have kept me here under false pretenses,” she admonished.
 
                 “Would you have come to me, had I used my royal authority to summon you?  Would you have believed me, had I told you that I lost my heart to you the moment I first saw you?”
 
                 She remained silent.  They both knew that given that scenario she would not have believed.  She would not have gone to him.
 
                 He cradled her face in his strong hands.  “I thought that if we spent time together, you might, perhaps, come to love me, too.”  He wiped the coloring from her lips, leaving them their natural shade of wild raspberry.
 
                 “You thought wrong.”
 
                 “You do not love me?”  He lifted an eyebrow.  “Not at all?”  He may have been inexperienced in such matters, but he could identify a few of the tell-tale signs.  “Is that why you gaze at me when you think I am unaware?  Am I to believe that when you utter my name as you watch the stars from your balcony, it is because you do not love me?”
 
                 She started to protest.  He touched a fingertip to her lips.  “Yes, you do.  I have heard you, for I, too, enjoy my own balcony on moonlit nights.”
 
                 “All right, I do love you,” she said stubbornly, “but you were wrong.  Can you not see how cruel it was to keep me a prisoner of ignorance?”
 
                 “Do forgive me, Marcelline.  I could not force myself to risk the possibility that you would not return to me.  I—“  His tongue tripped over his teeth as he realized what she had said.  “You love me?  You love me!”  His face broke in a huge smile.
 
                 “Yes.  I do, although I am not sure that I should.”
 
                 “How can I prove my worth to you?”
 
                 “Let me go home.”  She took his hands.  “Just for a few days.  Let me see my family.  I miss them so.”
 
                 The light in his eyes and his smile dimmed.  “If this is all you ask of me, I cannot refuse you.”
 
                 Marcelline held his hands to her heart.  Her clean face, radiant with happiness, was the most wondrous sight he had ever set eyes on.  “I will come back, Austyn.  Never fear.  Your ten best stallions pulling me in the opposite direction could not prevent my return to your side.” 
 
   Her words vanquished the unrest in his soul at the prospect of living the rest of his life without her.
 
                 “I would go with you, to ask the blacksmith for your hand properly,” Austyn said, “but I must remain here to mediate the trade negotiations.”
 
                 “Forgive me, Your Grace, but you must also marry before the sun rests two days hence, or your efforts will be for naught,” reminded the cook’s wife.
 
                 Austyn took Marcelline’s hand and led her from the kitchen, through the ballroom, and into the Royal Garden.  Surrounded by lush blossoms and bathed in moonbeams, Austyn dropped to one knee.  He took Marcelline’s hands.  How soft they were, despite the long hours spent at the forge.  How strong and shapely they were, because of the long hours spent at the forge.
 
                 Marcelline fell into the sparkling depths of Austyn’s gaze, unable to decide which were lovelier, the stars above or those shining in his eyes.
 
                 “I could not believe my good fortune when I saw you among the five chosen by the Board,” Austyn said.  “If it were in me, I would have demanded that we wed that very day.  I could no more force you to marry me than I can force the sun’s light into a bottle.
 
                 “When I speak your name, happiness floods my heart.” Austyn’s tender words melted in the gentle breeze.  “Your eyes and smile imprison me when I look at your face.  I touch you, and I know that there exists no other for me.  My heart’s desires burn with yours.  My soul soars with yours.  Will you join your life to mine?  Will you marry me, Marcelline?”
 
                 She laid a hand on his cheek and gently urged him to his feet.  “Many would have you, Austyn.  Ladies, princesses, your maiden subjects.  Why have you waited for me to choose you?   I am merely a blacksmith’s daughter.  All I have to offer is all that I am.”
 
                 “And what is that?” Austyn asked.  “Do you even truly know what you are to me?”
 
                 “I am someone who loves you.  Nothing more.”
 
                 “That is enough,” Austyn said, “but certainly not all.  You were willing to wed in the absence of love or passion, or even romance, to save your sister.  You would sacrifice your dreams, your life, for another.  I fear I am not worthy of you.”
 
                 “Say it again, Austyn,” said Marcelline.  “Say it once more, and you shall be worthy.”
 
                 “I love you.”  The magical words came as warm puffs of air against her lips.
 
                 “Then yes,” she smiled.  “I will marry you.  I love you, and I will share my life with you.”
 
                 The balconies and galleries facing the garden were filled with curious onlookers.  When Austyn swept Marcelline into his arms and whirled her into a loving kiss, the palace exploded in applause.
 
                 Lady Angeline frowned.
 
                 Princess Rondelette pouted.
 
                 Colère sneered.
 
                 Cachette scowled.
 
                 Lord Wolftraap narrowed his little dark eyes and bared his teeth.
 
                 The guests were still cheering and applauding as Lord Wolftraap and the four women made a stealthy exit.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   A Wish
 
    
 
                 The next morning Marcelline galloped into the sunrise on Bernard, Austyn’s own stallion.  Austyn watched from his balcony.  He clutched the peach rose that Marcelline had given him before biding him a temporary goodbye.
 
                 “Ride swiftly,” he whispered as she rode farther and farther away, “for the sooner you arrive, the sooner you shall return to me.”
 
                 Only when the sun had swallowed his love did he return to his chamber.  He dressed and went to the Dining Hall.  There were five fewer place settings at the massive oak table.  “Where are the ladies?” Austyn asked as he was seated for the morning meal.
 
                 “They extend their congratulations upon your engagement and their apologies for their absence this morning,” said the baker.
 
                 “They left before day break,” said the tailor.  “They were rather eager to return home.”
 
                 “Poor sports, the lot of them,” muttered the seamstress.  “You have selected the only treasure among them, Austyn.”
 
                 “I presume you provided them with an escort,” Austyn said.
 
                 “That cousin of yours volunteered, Your Grace,” the old woman said reproachfully.  “Lord Wolftraap agreed to see the ladies home.”
 
                 For two joyous days Marcelline celebrated Cerise’s good health with her father, her mother, Mirielle, Murielle and Ciel.  Though Cachette and Colère were quite aware that Cerise had been well for weeks, they did not go directly to the cottage by the lake to share in the celebrations.  They, with Lady Angeline and Princess Rondelette, had been enticed into a horrid scheme crafted by Lord Wolftraap.
 
                 On Austyn’s birthday, the day of his wedding, the blacksmith’s family left for the palace at daybreak in a coach sent by the king.  Marcelline and Cerise rode alongside the coach on Bernard.  Marcelline laughed and smiled and stroked the mighty horse’s mane as they rode, for every hoof beat brought her closer to Austyn.
 
                 Just before noon the family stopped for a midday meal.  They chose to picnic at Falcon’s Ridge, a picturesque spot atop a plateau overlooking the fearsome Lethe River.
 
                 The Lethe River was a diabolical stretch of freezing, liquid silver beauty, for to drink its waters caused total and irreparable amnesia.  A mere drop of its water in the eye caused that eye to forget its sight.  A drop in the ear taught that ear not to hear.  Pity the careless bather who splashed the water upon his body, for his skin then lost the ability to feel heat or cold, or even an embrace.  The only good that came of the river’s waters was when a surgeon used it sparingly for the most dire of medical procedures, for the water caused an injury to forget pain.
 
                 For days the palace hummed with activity in preparation for the king’s wedding.  Wreaths and garlands of flowers had been hung.  A smorgasbord of food had been prepared.  Guests had been hastily invited.  Tailors and seamstresses busily completed the finishing touches on the garments to be worn by the wedding party.
 
                 “Where is the bride?” the baker asked anxiously as ribbons were positioned on chains of peach roses draped in the Dining Hall.
 
                 “Where is the king’s love?” cried the tailor as he paced between the flower bedecked pews in the Royal Chapel.
 
                 “Where is the future queen?” asked the seamstress as she scurried from the Fitting Chambers with Marcelline’s wedding gown.
 
                 “Where is Marcelline?” asked the butcher as he wrung his hands over a roasted peacock on the buffet table.
 
                 “Where is the blacksmith’s daughter?” crowed the old woman.
 
                 Austyn gazed through the window.  How large and bright the sun was as it inched its way closer to the western sky.  Where is she, he wondered despondently.  Has she changed her mind?
 
                 He heard her voice as if from across an ocean, though it came from as near as his own heart.  “I love you, Austyn.  I shall share my life with you.”
 
                 The king turned from the window, his handsome features grim with determination.  He barked an order at a steward.  “Dispatch twenty knights in every direction except down.  They are to search the kingdom for Marcelline and the blacksmith’s family.  If they should discover my cousin and his companions, have them brought here as well.”
 
                 While the king’s men scoured the kingdom, the blacksmith’s family finished a meal of rye bread, cheddar cheese and buttermilk, Cerise wandered the ridge, gathering daisies.  As she stood atop a gigantic flat rock, letting the wind flow through her honey-gold hair, she caught sight of an approaching carriage.  The driver had silvery hair, a long nose and eyebrows knitted in a severe line.
 
                 Cerise recognized two of the four passengers traveling with the unsightly driver.  Colère’s red hair was a lick of flame as it rode the wind.  Cachette’s raven tresses were a banner of night against the bright afternoon.
 
                 Cerise ran to the picnic area, reaching Marcelline just as the carriage bearing her sisters did.
 
                 “Lord Wolftraap,” Marcelline greeted coldly.  “Have you brought my sisters to help celebrate my wedding?”
 
                 “Ha!” screeched Colère, leaping from the wagon.
 
                 “Hardly,” hissed Cachette, arching an eyebrow.
 
                 The blacksmith and his wife gathered the twins and Ciel into a protective embrace.  They scarcely recognized Colère and Cachette.  The cold hate gleaming in their eyes so changed their faces.
 
                 “We are here to see our dreams realized,” said Lord Wolftraap.  Lady Angeline and Princess Rondelette nodded in agreement.
 
                 “I do not have that power,” said Marcelline, “for I do not possess the Belarus Stone.  I had no need of it, once Cerise was cured.”
 
                 Lord Wolftraap reached into a pocket deep within his dark cloak.  He withdrew what appeared to be a child’s marble.  He held the silver orb for all to see between his thumb and forefinger.  It looked like a miniscule Earth as it reflected the sun and clouds above and the grass and flowers below.
 
                 “Behold, the Belarus Stone,” said Lord Wolftraap.  
 
                 “So you have it,” snapped Marcelline.  “Make your own wish.  I give it to you, if that is what you want.  Allow us to go in peace.”
 
                 “Marcelline,” purred Cachette, “certainly you know that the stone cannot be transferred.  You have the love of the king.  The stone is yours as deeply and thoroughly as the king himself.  Only you can invoke its power.”
 
                 “And to make sure that you do,” said Lady Angeline, “we visited the Royal Wizard’s archives.”  She removed a small glass box from a pouch at her side.  Within the box rested a creature of stunning ugliness.  Its twelve long, segmented legs scratched at the jar’s interiour.  Short, black, bristly hairs covered its bulbous body. Glowing yellow eyes of all sizes were randomly scattered across its skull. Even through the glass, its stench stung noses and irritated eyes.
 
                 Cerise shivered and stepped closer to Marcelline.
 
                 “Come with us, Marcelline,” said Princess Rondelette.
 
                 “And if I refuse?  Your pet does not scare me.  In fact I find it much more appealing than any one of you.”
 
                 Colère and Cachette darted forth and grabbed Cerise.  Lord Wolftraap prevented Marcelline from stopping them.  The blacksmith and his wife and daughters looked on, helpless with shock.
 
                 “The Royal Wizard’s powers are great, yet even he could not destroy the illness that was devouring your sister,” warned Lord Wolftraap.  “The best he could do was to extract it.  In that glass box resides the physical manifestation of the ailment that ravaged your darling Cerise.  Look at how it claws the glass in anticipation of returning to its familiar, comfortable home.  Observe its hunger for her, Marcelline.”
 
                 Lady Angeline brought the glass box to Cerise’s face.  The little girl’s eyes glistened with tears as she tried to be as brave as Marcelline.
 
                 Marcelline shook herself free of Lord Wolftraap’s grasp.  “Colère!  Cachette!” she said sharply.  “Have you no care for your sister’s life?  You would harm Cerise and forsake your family’s love?”
 
                 “Shut up!” shrieked Colère.  She buried her fingers in the soft flesh of Cerise’s upper arms.
 
                 “Break the cage if she refuses to make our wish,” said Cachette, tightening her grip on her young sister.
 
                 “The hour grows late, blacksmith,” said Lord Wolftraap.  “Make the wish.”
 
                 “What do you want?” Marcelline demanded.  “Or shall I guess?”  She faced them.  “You, Colère, my greedy and selfish sister, if you had your way, you would bathe in diamonds and adorn yourself in gold.  You love all that glitters and shines but I assure you, you will never find happiness, or extinguish the fire in your heart, with your mountains of wealth.
 
                 “Cachette, my intrusive, conniving and untrustworthy sister,” Marcelline said, turning to confront her, “how pathetic you shall be, never living your own life for the twisted pleasure of eavesdropping on those of others.”
 
                 Marcelline directed her next words at the princess.  “Is food what you want, or is it merely a substitute for the things with which you truly wish to fill yourself, such as love, romance and joy?  Surely those things are more appetizing, more fulfilling, than sausages and sweets.”
 
                 Marcelline gave Lady Angeline an icy smile.  “You wear your wants as a peacock wears its tail.  If you wish to rule the world, would it not be logical to first rule yourself?  Has it never occurred to you that what you wish to accomplish can be done without the so-called guidance of Lord Wolftraap?”
 
                 She saved Lord Wolftraap for last.  “You do not need the stone to become king.  By detaining me, you prevent the king’s marriage.  At sundown he will have to forfeit the throne, to you.  What more do you gain by forcing me to make real the dreams of your henchwomen?”
 
                 “I happen to be a man of my word,” Lord Wolftraap said innocently.  “I promised to change the lives of these ladies, regardless of whether I become king.”
 
                 “And if you spend the wish on them,” started Mirielle, “you cannot use the stone to undo Lord Wolftraap’s coronation,” finished Murielle.
 
                 “By granting their wishes,” said Ciel, “he safeguards his own.”
 
                 Lord Wolftraap smiled more wickedly than ever.  “Your daughters are as clever as they are beautiful,” he told the blacksmith.  “When I am king I would be pleased to take one of them for my queen.”  He directed his last remark at Marcelline.
 
                 The creature inside the glass box opened a bright red mouth lined with dripping teeth as fine and sharp as darning needles.  It scraped its legs against the wall closest to Cerise.  How the vile thing wanted her sweet, young flesh!
 
                 Lord Wolftraap took the glass box from Lady Angeline.  He handed the Belarus Stone to Marcelline.  “The sun sits in the western sky,” he said gruffly.  “You would never make it to the palace by sundown even if you were carried there on a thought.  Give us the wish.”
 
                 In one hand he held the glass box a hair’s breadth from Cerise’s throat.  In the other he wielded a small, iron hammer. “And no trickery, my dear Marcelline.”  He leaned close enough to Marcelline for her to smell each sour word he uttered. “I promise you, the Royal Wizard could not remove this disease a second time.”
 
                 “What do you want?” Marcelline insisted.
 
                 “I want wealth enough to buy this kingdom and all others, with enough left over to buy still more!  That is what I deserve, that is what I want,” Colère stated triumphantly.
 
                 “I want to know all that transpires in the shadows beneath the light of the moon,” Cachette said in a rasping, hungry voice.  “I want to know the secrets whispered on pillows.  I want to see and hear as freely as the wind.  That is what I want.  That is what I deserve.”
 
                 “I want to look out of my window when I awake each day and know that from one end of the world to the other, I am recognized as ruler of all,” said Lady Angeline.  “That is what I deserve.”
 
                 “I want to eat,” burped Princess Rondelette.  “I deserve to eat as much as I like, of whatever I like, whenever I like...without gaining weight or getting cavities, of course.”
 
                 “And by granting their hearts’ desires, I get what I deserve,” grinned Lord Wolftraap.
 
                 “Then that is what should pass,” Marcelline said with a sly grin.  She raised the Belarus Stone to the sky.  “I wish that we each get what we deserve.”
 
                 The stone exploded in a blinding burst of silvery-white light.  A glimmering sliver of the magical orb entered the chest of each person standing on Falcon’s Ridge.  The ground trembled as Marcelline’s wish came true.
 
                 Where Colère had stood in a luxurious wrap of scarlet silk, was a rat.  Its hair was fire brushed auburn.  The rat stood in the pool of silk, squealing fiercely.
 
                 Cachette was no longer before them in a whispery cape of black velvet.  In her place was a cat.  Its sinewy body was covered in smoky grey fur.  Its almond-shaped eyes were fixed on the large red rat.  Its quick, pink tongue darted across its whiskers.
 
                 In the snowy heap of ermine that had clothed Lady Angeline stood a rooster with milky white feathers, a pink comb and wattle, and pale blue eyes.
 
                 A tiny shrew with a copper coat crawled from the pile of pink satin formerly inhabited by Princess Rondelette.  It rooted through the dirt and grass, voraciously devouring ants, beetles, grubs, slugs, spiders and worms.
 
                 Lord Wolftraap saw that Marcelline’s wish was only too effectively coming true.  He batted at the sliver of the Belarus Stone that tried to imbed itself in his chest.  In his struggles, he inadvertently shattered the glass box with the hammer, freeing the creature within it. It scurried into Lord Wolftraap’s gaping, screaming mouth.
 
   The blacksmith’s family cringed from the sight, unable to watch as the sickness took possession of Lord Wolftraap.
 
                 Lord Wolftraap fell ill instantly, for the sickness had grown more potent in its captivity.  The color draining from his face, he fell to his knees, clawing at his throat with both hands. His beady eyes protruded. His throat bulged as the creature worked its way deeper.
 
   Lord Wolftraap’s tongue swelled and turned black.  Convulsing, he slid onto his belly.  With the last of his strength, he slithered to the edge of the ridge and toppled into the Lethe’s waters.
 
                 The sun was fast slipping beneath the rim of the horizon as the last fragment of the Belarus Stone took effect.
 
                 Back at the palace, everyone in the Grand Hall sat quietly, watching the sun sink into the west.  King Austyn, unbearably handsome in his wedding attire, stood before the congregation.
 
   He was preparing himself to deliver an impromptu farewell address when Marcelline appeared beside him.  Her family materialized in the empty first row of seats, as though they had been there all along.
 
                 Marcelline wore a voluminous gown that looked as if the delicate hands of angels had crafted it of clouds and starlight. Gaping at her, Austyn remained speechless.
 
                 “Did you think I would miss my own wedding?” Marcelline teased, amused by the delighted relief on his face.  “I was detained at Falcon’s Ridge by your cousin and his accomplices.”
 
                 Austyn was bewildered.  “Falcon’s Ridge is a half day’s ride away, at top speed.  How—“
 
                 “On a wish, Your Highness,” Marcelline whispered with a wink.  “Now hush, and marry me, while the light of the sun still shines on your kingdom.”
 
                 Within the next minute they became husband and wife.  As Austyn touched his lips to those of his beloved bride, the sun vanished from sight. A brilliant ivory moon took its place, illuminating a blue velvet sky sprinkled with silver.
 
                 Austyn and Marcelline began their happily ever after beneath the umbrella of this perfect sky. A half day’s ride away, high atop Falcon’s Ridge, in the pale light of a radiant pearl moon,  a sly cat ate a fiery rat that had feasted on a fat shrew while a white rooster gloriously crowed over a small patch of green grass.
 
    
 
   The End
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