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          Entwined Tales


          Everyone wishes they had a fairy godmother to make the world a little more magical…


          They’ve never met Mortimer.


        


        

        

          Every good deed merits a reward, at least according to the Fairy Council. But when a kind woodcutter’s family is rewarded with a grumpy, sarcastic, irresponsible fairy godfather named Mortimer, their lives are changed forever… and not in a good way.


        


        

        

          
 Follow the woodcutter’s seven children as Corynn, Eva, Sophie, Elisette, Martin, Anneliese, and Penelope head out into the world to find adventure, new friends, and their very own happily-ever-afters. Their greatest challenge? Avoiding their fairy godfather’s disastrous attempts to help.


        


        

        

          Welcome to the Entwined Tales—six interconnected fairy tale retellings by authors KM Shea, Brittany Fichter, Shari L. Tapscott, Kenley Davidson, Aya Ling, and Melanie Cellier. Join the fun and enter the brand new world of the Entwined Tales for six enchanting stories filled with humor, magic, and romance.
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      I reached up to a higher branch, but it felt thin and insubstantial in my hand. I let go and instead wrapped both arms around the trunk. It looked like this was as high as I could get.


      I craned my head around to look down between the leaves. Was that a flash of yellow?


      My heart rate sped up, as I got a glimpse of the huge cat pacing around the tree. A sudden horrible thought flashed through my mind. Could tigers climb trees? Ellie, my sister who loved books, had gone through a phase of reading only books about animals. And I had a sinking feeling that she once mentioned that tigers could climb trees.


      I had to carefully let go of the tree, one hand at a time, to wipe my sweating palms against my dress. It had been hard enough to climb up here in my skirts; the last thing I wanted to do was lose my grip and fall out. Staring down at the animal again, I got the distinct impression it was weighing me up, trying to decide if I was worth the effort of ascending the tree.


      I tried to look as small and untasty as possible.


      Had it been only two days ago that I had left home in such confidence? Sure of my ability to not only look after myself but also rescue others. How foolish I had been. What good could I do my sister, if I ran into trouble myself on only my third day?


      Of course, I’d never even heard of tigers in our kingdom of Astoria before, so it hadn’t occurred to me that I might need to be prepared to fend one off. I couldn’t imagine where it had come from.


      A soft sound from below was the only warning before the whole tree shook violently. I held on tight, unable to do anything but prevent myself from falling, and waited to feel claws or teeth.


      The violent movement slowed to mere tremors without the expected blow. I took a deep breath and loosened my grip enough to look down. With a gasp, I almost lost my balance.


      The tiger had made it into the tree. It was perched, awkwardly, several branches below me. I opened my mouth to scream, but something about the tiger’s position made me pause. Its stiff tail pointed toward the ground, and I had the distinct impression that it was as uncomfortable in the tree as I was.


      Several more moments of observation confirmed the idea. The tiger was too heavy to ascend any further toward me, but two failed attempts to descend were quickly aborted. In fact, to all appearances, the tiger was stuck.


      I rested my head against the trunk in front of me. Thank goodness I had climbed so high. Only—what was I supposed to do now? I could no more descend than the tiger, not with the huge animal blocking my way.


      I was stuck up a tree. With a tiger.


      There was only one possible course of action I could think of. The last one in the kingdom I had ever wanted to use.


      Mortimer.


      Three Days Previously


      I stared down at the letter in my hands, trying to make sense of the almost illegible word part way down the page. Was Martin referring to himself in the third person? No, the word was too long. Maritime, then? Martin did live near the sea now. I squinted at it again, and my heart sank. Mortimer. It said Mortimer.


      A letter about our family’s fairy godfather couldn’t possibly be good news. I struggled on, sending mental abuse in my brother’s direction for writing the letter in such a messy scrawl. I could barely work out what it said.


      I was surprised to have received a letter from him at all. I had even checked twice to see that it was indeed addressed to Penelope. But the surprise only lasted until my eyes fell on a word that, after some deciphering, turned out to be Anneliese. I sat down.


      My twin had been gone for months now. Seeking her fortune and any adventures she might find on the journey—at least according to the farewell note she left before she ran away.


      And if Martin’s letter was about Anneliese, it explained why it had come to me. My older brother was a twin himself, so he understood enough to know that I would want any news on my missing twin directly. But it wasn’t the news I had hoped for. Not if it involved Mortimer.


      My hands tightened slightly, crumpling the edge of the paper. It still galled me that my own twin hadn’t told me about her plan to leave home in person.


      It hurt most especially because Anneliese was the only one in my large family who had ever paid me any particular attention. The only one I could rely on to know and value the true me. I had never imagined she would abandon me without a word.


      I sighed, my mind drawn irresistibly back to the letter in my hand. I tried one last time to extract further meaning from it before giving up. I had deciphered the important point, at least. Anneliese had gotten into trouble. Bad enough trouble to call on our worse-than-useless fairy godfather. And Mortimer had actually gone to ‘help’ her—which most likely meant Anneliese was in even worse trouble now.


      I let the letter drop onto my bed and started pacing the room. My eyes kept straying to the second bed, its coverlet smooth and neat, as it had rarely been when my twin still slept in it. My frustration at my twin’s disappearance only masked my deeper emotion—worry.


      Anneliese might have abandoned me when she ran away, but it was the first time she had ever done so. For seventeen years we had always been there for each other. And if Anneliese was always the one to make the trouble, at least she had never deserted me while I got us out of it. But how was she coping without me now? Me, the level-headed, sensible one. Who knew what outrageous things Anneliese was doing out there on her own?


      An image of the two of us when we were younger filled my mind. Anneliese and Penelope. The youngest of that woodcutter brood. The odd lot, whose parents had a fairy godfather who had turned them into wealthy merchants—a gift they never wanted. And given them a house overflowing with children—another gift they never desired. A family wealthy enough to fit in anywhere, and yet who never quite did.


      With four older sisters and one brother, our poor parents had their hands full even before we arrived. But Anneliese had never hesitated to make their hands fuller with her mischief. She had never hesitated to defend me, either.


      When the younger son of the merchants next door had taunted me for my odd purple eyes, she had sneaked across the wall between our houses at night and left two frogs and a garden snake in his bed. Our neighbors had been furious with my parents for months, claiming it had been a deadly cobra. As if there were cobras in the middle of Torina.


      And when a visiting member of the nobility had lectured me for a straight twenty minutes on how my purple eyes and status as seventh child must surely mean I had magic, Liesa had not hesitated to let one of the pigs loose into the house. The commotion she had caused, including the destruction of the visiting lady’s dress, was discussed in all the fine houses of Torina for weeks.


      No one else had ever found me of any particular importance, but Anneliese had always vowed that I was better than anyone else in the kingdom.


      I stopped pacing, knowing that I was only delaying the inevitable. My decision had been made when I read my sister’s name in Martin’s letter. I would have to go after her. In truth, I had been itching to go for months now. Anneliese and I had always been a team. With her—if with no one else—I had value and importance. I didn’t like the feeling of being left behind, the only one of my parents’ seven children missing out on an adventure. But—precisely because I was the only one left—I had refused to run away as Anneliese had done. Despite their faults, our parents deserved better than that.


      I began to gather some essentials together in a carry bag while I considered how to broach the matter with my mother and father. When Anneliese had left, the two of us had only been seventeen—the reason for her stealthy disappearance. But we had turned eighteen now, which meant that technically I was free to do as I chose.


      I stifled the thought of my birthday, the first one I had celebrated alone. If only Anneliese had waited until after the milestone, she would have been free to go without running away in such a foolish fashion. I sighed again. I rather suspected the sneaking had been half the fun from her perspective. Things had certainly been boring since Liesa left.


      It didn’t take me long to pack since I would have to travel light. As I left the room, my eyes fell on the mirror beside the door, but I quickly looked away, hurrying from the room. I hated the uncanny sight of my amethyst eyes, so different from my twin’s sparkling blue ones. And the current situation only made it worse.


      Seventh child of a fairy-blessed family. Born with purple eyes—the only difference in appearance from her twin. Surely, they signified that the usual blessings attached to a seventh child had come with magical abilities on this occasion.


      Anneliese had envied me those eyes, and the coveted position of seventh child, which could just as easily have gone to either of us. Until it became apparent that there was nothing magical at all about me. Anneliese hadn’t envied the constant sense of vague disappointment that followed me around after that. But she had done her best to distract attention from the disappointment that was me.


      Occasionally one of my older sisters would encourage me to step out of Liesa’s shadow, not realizing half the reason she cast it was to shield me. How could they understand? They had their own troubles as the oldest of so many children—especially with Mortimer and his disastrous gifts—and they couldn’t possibly know what life was like for the youngest of the family. So, I had always shrugged and turned the question aside.


      But I had never wished so desperately that I truly did have magic as I did now. Because if I had been gifted with magic, then maybe I would have been able to help Liesa as I had always done in the past. I could have come to the rescue myself, and then Liesa wouldn’t have been forced to rely on Mortimer.


      Eventually I tracked down both of my parents outside. They had abandoned the family mansion in favor of the large walled area around the house. I ignored the smell of the many animals that called this space home and picked my way over to where my parents were busy caring for the flock of geese. They had never been able to give up their old ways, back when they lived in a cottage deep in the forest with their animals around them.


      The sight reminded me of Rynn, my oldest sister, who used to care for the flock before she went off to work for Princess Davina. The decision to leave had worked out for Rynn. She had accompanied Davina to our northern neighbor, Farthendale, and was now happily married to a Farthendellan nobleman. My family had a habit of landing on their feet. A thought I clung to whenever my mind drifted toward Anneliese.


      My father looked up and took in the sight of my bag.


      “Martha,” he called to my mother, and she looked up as well, her gaze also locking on the bag. I braced myself for their disapproval.


      All of my siblings had found success out in the wide world, but my father had never given up hope that one of his children would settle down and marry a nice respectable Astorian farmer. Not that his increasingly strict rules had prevented Anneliese’s flight, of course.


      I had to admit, however, that he had relaxed somewhat after we had attended my sister Ellie’s wedding the year before in southern Anura. I wasn’t sure if he’d done it because Ellie had married a prince—and he’d finally realized that leaving the family sphere wasn’t the worst thing for his children—or if it was because Anneliese had already fled by then, and the laxity had simply been an oversight. No one tended to remember me much, so it wouldn’t have surprised me if he had simply forgotten to maintain any severity just for my sake.


      John and Martha were finally freed from the large family they had never planned to have and could focus on living the simple life they had always craved. With the geese. And the cows.


      I tried not to glare at the animals who had never done anything to deserve my dislike. It wasn’t their fault I’d been born last, a very unnecessary extra. Well, unnecessary to anyone except Anneliese.


      Father rubbed his hands against each other as if he could clean off the dirt of the geese with the simple action. “So, you’re off after Liesa, then, I suppose.”


      “I’m eighteen now, so you can’t…wait, what?” I stared at him and then across at my mother.


      She came over and gave me a quick hug. “Did you pack some warmer clothes? She might have headed up north, you know.”


      “Wait.” I was still trying to adjust now that my carefully planned speech turned out not to be needed. “You’re not going to try to stop me? You don’t mind?”


      Father looked at me in silence for a moment. “It’s not what we would like, but you’re a sensible girl, Penny. You always have been. And we’d rather you left like this than ran off in the night like your sister.” He nodded. “You’ve always known how to get out of a scrape, even without that magic we thought you might have. So, we trust you’ll come back to us—when you’re ready.”


      I flushed slightly and looked away at the mention of my lack of magic. You’d think after what happened to their other gifted children, my parents would have been glad to find me so perfectly ordinary.


      “We’ve been waiting for you to go for months.” Mother patted me on the arm. “We were glad to see you wait until you turned eighteen, though. It isn’t right for a young thing to be off on her own before that. Or his own, in Martin’s case,” she added inconsequentially.


      I felt an unexpected blockage in my throat. So, they had been paying some small amount of attention to my presence, after all. Could it be that their relaxation of the rules had been based on their trust in me? The thought was strange but reassuring.


      I cleared my throat and nodded at them both. “Thank you, Mother, Father. I’m glad to leave with your blessing.”


      “Oh, aye, you have that, for what good it will do you,” said Father. “You bring your sister home safe, if you can.”


      I shivered slightly at his last words, glad I had decided not to tell them about Martin’s letter. Their brusque manner hid their worry, and I didn’t want to exacerbate it unnecessarily.


      My mother gave me a final hug before I shouldered my bag and left my home of eighteen years. When I reached the front gate, I paused and turned back. My parents stood side-by-side, absorbed in mutual contemplation of a goose who appeared to have injured a wing.


      My mother looked up, smiling and waving at me. She elbowed my father until he looked up and waved as well. I smiled back, trying to imagine them farewelling Anneliese in such a relaxed manner. I couldn’t picture it at all. Another suggestion of their trust. A pang of uncertainty shot through me. I hoped I wouldn’t let them or Liesa down. I had never journeyed on my own before.


      As I stepped out onto the street, they returned to the injured animal. An unexpected sense of sympathy filled me. They would have been so happy in their cottage in the woods. I wasn’t the only one forced into a position and a life I wouldn’t have chosen for myself.


      I shook my head. Perhaps, now that I was gone, they would choose to sell their fancy city house and return to their beloved woods, in defiance of Mortimer and his unwanted gift. I took a long look at my childhood home, just in case, and then turned my back on it and stepped out into the world.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          



          

            Chapter 2


          


        


      


    


    

      “Ohgreatfairygodfather,Mortimer. I,astupidhuman…” I knew I was muttering the words too fast to be intelligible, and I wasn’t sure if it would work that way.


      I forced myself to stop and take a deep breath before starting again. Glancing down, I reminded myself that there was no one to witness my humiliation but the tiger.


      “Oh, great fairy godfather, Mortimer. I, a stupid human, humbly need your magnificent and wonderful magic.”


      If Mortimer had thought such a stupid phrase would prevent my family from calling on him, he had clearly never been stuck up a tree with a tiger. I might hate every second of it, but I would have been willing to say something far more humiliating rather than starve to death up here alongside the tiger. Because now that I had let it chase me up a tree, I had remembered Ellie reading me a story about a tiger that managed to get itself stuck up a tree for five days. Apparently, tigers were better at climbing trees than getting out of them.


      The tiger from the book had eventually managed to extricate itself and had survived the experience. Unfortunately, I didn’t think I would survive five days in this tree.


      Of course, if I’d remembered the story earlier, I might have avoided the situation altogether. I sighed.


      These dire thoughts were interrupted by a sharp crack and the sudden appearance of a man, perched impossibly on a branch across from me. But it didn’t take the faint iridescent sparkle of wings to tell me that this was no human.


      I recognized Mortimer easily. His long face looked just as irritable as always, his chin clearly unshaven for several days, and his shock of slightly graying hair sticking up in every direction as if it hadn’t been brushed in weeks.


      “Oh, it’s you, the youngest brat. And you were doing so well, too. Ungrateful enough, of course, but at least you didn’t get yourself into trouble like the rest of them. Or do anything too heroic, either, which causes me almost as much bother. Not like all those sisters of yours.” He broke off his complaints and looked around as if he’d only just noticed our location. “Why am I in a tree?”


      Great. Even my useless excuse for a fairy godfather managed to remind me within a minute of his arrival that I’m too ordinary for notice. I couldn’t bring myself to reply, so I directed my gaze downward, and he followed my eyes.


      “Is that a tiger? Astoria doesn’t have any tigers.” He sounded intrigued, his irritation forgotten as he considered the puzzle.


      I glared at him. I didn’t want to prolong any part of this experience more than necessary. “A little help, please? How about you send me somewhere safe, and then you can study the tiger to your heart’s content.”


      He looked back up at me. “Oh, eh? Yes, of course.” He waved his hand, and my world went very bright and then black.


      

        [image: ]

      


      * * *


      “Arrghh.” I groaned as my head stopped spinning. Was I lying down? Had I fallen from the tree? I sat up quickly, my eyes popping open, only to have to close them again at the head rush produced by my movement.


      “Careful,” said a soft, chiming voice I didn’t recognize. “If you sit up so quickly, you’ll get a head rush.”


      I bit my tongue on a sharp retort and opened my eyes more carefully. I saw a beautiful, heart-shaped face surrounded by masses of golden hair. A girl about my own age appeared to be kneeling in front of me. Behind her, I caught a glimpse of a stone wall.


      I rubbed a hand across my eyes and then reopened them. Nothing had changed.


      “Where am I?”


      The girl giggled. “Astoria, silly.”


      “Where’s Mortimer?”


      The girl watched me with a clear, confused gaze. “Who’s Mortimer? Is he your friend? I think you might have lost him.”


      I groaned. “Actually, I have a bad feeling he’s lost me.” I looked around and saw we were in a large round room. “Where am I?”


      The girl giggled again. “I already told you! Astoria.”


      “But where in Astoria?”


      “Why, in my tower, of course.”


      I slowly heaved myself to my feet and crossed over to the single large window. We were certainly high enough to be in a tower, but I couldn’t see the rest of the building, so we must be facing out from one of the corners. I couldn’t see any other buildings, either. Just flat grassland and, in the distance, some trees.


      I tried again. “Yes, but where is your tower?”


      “In Astoria. I already told you, remember?” The girl’s tone gave no indication she was attempting to be anything but helpful.


      “All right,” I said slowly. “Can you direct me to the nearest town?”


      “No.” The girl was still kneeling where I had left her, her large eyes following me around the room.


      “No?”


      “I mean, I don’t know where the nearest town is. And it wouldn’t matter anyway, because there’s no way out of the tower.”


      “What do you mean?” My heart sank as I tried to think of any possible meaning beside the obvious one. “Are you telling me you’re a prisoner here?”


      The girl nodded. “I suppose so. I mean it’s my home, but I’m not allowed to leave. So, I guess that makes me a prisoner.”


      I began to think of every story I’d ever heard about appearances being deceiving. I had lost my best knife in the scramble up the tree, but I still had my pack with another smaller one at the bottom, if I could just get to it.


      “What did you do?” I asked. “To get locked up here.”


      “Do?” The girl stared at me blankly. “I didn’t do anything. This is my home. I’ve always lived here.”


      I stared at her in disbelief. “You’ve always lived here? Right here? In this room? You’ve never been anywhere else?”


      The girl nodded. “Well, sometimes I lean really far out my window, and then I pretend that I’m properly outside. So that’s sort of like leaving.”


      I shook my head. “No, no, it really isn’t.”


      The girl looked so downcast that I instantly regretted my words. “Sorry, I’m, um, sure it’s very nice.”


      “Oh, it is! Would you like to try it? I could help keep you from falling out.”


      “Uh, no,” I said, before quickly adding, “thanks.” I didn’t want to upset her again.


      I turned back to look out the window, gripping the frame with my fingers until they hurt. I had known the likely price of calling Mortimer. Had known he was sure to mess up my request—as he did every gift my family had ever received from him.


      I tried to remember that two minutes ago I had been in a much worse position. But all the positive thinking in the kingdoms couldn’t stop the rising tide of fury.


      That low-down, no-good, rotten, idiotic, mung-headed, flat-footed fool of a fairy. He had taken me entirely literally and placed me somewhere far away and safe while he—presumably—stayed to study the anomaly of the tiger.


      He had placed me in an unknown part of the kingdom, in a tower without an exit, with no one but…I glanced at the girl, and my heart sank even further as I realized the inevitable truth. Long golden hair, blue eyes, beautiful, sweet, trapped since birth in a bizarre situation. A princess. It had to be. I was trapped with a princess.


      I groaned. Who knew what would happen now, or what kind of trouble I had just gotten caught up in? I took a steadying breath. At least there weren’t any tigers.


      “I’m Rapunzel, by the way,” said the girl from behind me. “What’s your name?”


      I spun around. The girl had stood up but otherwise hadn’t moved. “I’m Penelope, but you can call me Penny.”


      “Oh, that’s pretty,” she said with every appearance of sincerity, and I couldn’t help softening toward her.


      “When you appeared here by magic, I got such a shock. But then it took you so long to wake up, I started to get worried. Are you on a quest?”


      “I suppose you could say that.” It was a quest of sorts, even if I’d assigned it to myself.


      “Just like in my books! People are always going on quests in my books.” Rapunzel paused. “I don’t suppose you came to rescue me?” She managed to sound both hopeful and without expectation at the same time.


      “Um, no? Sorry?” I wasn’t usually so hesitant, but Rapunzel looked so pathetic. It was strangely disarming.


      I walked in a circle around the tower, looking at everything in an attempt to avoid looking at her. A bed rested against the far wall, opposite the window, and a table and two chairs filled some of the space in the middle of the room. What appeared to be a small kitchen stood against another stretch of wall, and I noticed a small trapdoor partially hidden behind it.


      “Where does that go?” I asked, trying not to get my hopes up.


      Rapunzel wrinkled her nose. “To the wash facilities.”


      I stepped toward it. “Can you get out of the tower that way?”


      Rapunzel shook her head. “You’re not a very good listener, Penny. I already told you. There isn’t any way down.”


      I decided to check for myself but soon returned. Rapunzel was right; the tower contained no sign of an exit anywhere. I silently cursed Mortimer again, and his ridiculous interpretation of my wish. He hadn’t even given me time to ask him about Anneliese. I considered summoning him just to give him a piece of my mind, but who knew what he would do? I’m sure he’d consider me ungrateful, too. I could easily imagine his reply, “You wanted to be safe. What could be safer than this? You won’t be finding any tigers here.”


      If this was the result when he was intrigued by the reason for my call, what would he do if he was angered by it? And if I asked after my sister, would he extend his ill will to her as well? No, it was not safe to call him. I ground my teeth again and forced my mind away from his idiocy.


      “It doesn’t make any sense,” I said to Rapunzel. “How did you get here? And how do you get food?” I nodded in the direction of her little kitchen. “And don’t the other people think it’s odd that you never come down from the tower?”


      “I don’t know how I got here, I was only a baby. And there are no other people. Just my tower. And all that grass outside. But she comes regularly and always brings me food, so I’m never hungry.”


      “She?”


      “Oh, didn’t I say? I’m trapped here by a witch. Gothel, her name is.”


      I stared at her. “There’s no such thing as witches.”


      “Really? Are you sure? She can do magic.”


      “She must be a fairy, then. A rogue one, or something. They don’t normally do things like this.” I frowned. Just what I needed, another rogue fairy.


      If Mortimer could be considered rogue, that is. He did obey the dictates of the Fairy Council—in the loosest possible way. I kept wondering when they would realize humanity was better off without him and stop ordering him to meet gift quotas.


      “So, this fairy comes regularly and brings you food. When is she next due?” I waited with some trepidation for her answer. I had no idea what the fairy might do if she found me here.


      “She just came yesterday, so I have plenty of food, don’t worry.” Rapunzel smiled and then frowned. “I don’t know how we’ll explain you to her, though. She’ll think I let you up, and it might make her angry.”


      “Let me up? What do you mean?”


      “With my hair.”


      I had returned to my spot at the window, and she walked over to join me as she said it. For the first time, I got a good look at her hair, and I couldn’t make myself look away. She had plaited the long wavy strands into one long, thick, loose braid that trailed behind her. And trailed. And trailed. It was easily many times longer than she was herself. And unlike anything I had ever seen.


      “But that’s…” I wanted to say impossible, but my voice faded away. My own siblings had received both more powerful and more random gifts from a fairy. I knew better than to say anything was impossible where they were concerned.


      “Doesn’t it get horribly dirty, trailing on the ground like that?” I asked instead.


      Rapunzel frowned at me. “You know, I’ve never really thought about that before. But no. No, it doesn’t.”


      We both examined her silky locks in silence.


      After a minute, I managed to return to my earlier train of thought. “You said something about letting me up with your hair?”


      “Well, I don’t think I could, but she might think I did.”


      “I’m sorry, Rapunzel, but I’m really not following.” A headache was starting to form behind my temples—whether as a result of the fairy mode of transportation or the situation in the tower, I wasn’t sure.


      “It’s the witch…I mean, fairy. When Gothel comes to visit me, she calls for me to let down my hair. So I lower it out the window, and she climbs up. Except it only seems to work for her.”


      I rolled my eyes. I imagined her ascent had a great deal more to do with her wings than Rapunzel’s hair. I couldn’t imagine why the fairy kept up the charade with the poor girl.


      “So, your whole life you’ve only interacted with this one fairy?” I could see why she was so odd.


      “I have books to read.” She pointed at a bookshelf next to her bed. “So, I know all about other people.”


      “But you haven’t actually met another person before? Other than me or this fairy, I mean?” I marveled that she hadn’t panicked at my appearance. She seemed remarkably calm about the whole thing.


      Perhaps that came from being completely disconnected from reality. “So, there’s no point holding out hope for a rescue.” I began thinking of escape plans.


      “Well, there has been a prince coming to visit me. That’s how I know my hair doesn’t work for anyone else. He was far too heavy.”


      A prince? I stared at her and then sighed. Of course there was a prince. “Well, I’m not waiting around on the off-chance a prince comes by to save me. I’m finding my own way out of here.” The prince didn’t seem to be doing too great a job on the rescue front so far, from what I could see.


      She stared at me with wide eyes. “But there isn’t any way.”


      “There are two of us now. We’ll find a way.”


      “Really?”


      “Really.” I tried to inject more confidence than I felt into my words. I could do this. This was what I did best. Practical plans. Rescues. Getting other people out of trouble. I tried not to think about the tiger.


      “And you’ll take me with you? When you escape?”


      “Of course.” I could hardly leave her in the tower.


      “Oh, oh!” She began to clap and bounce up and down. “I’ve never had a friend before. And now I get to go on a quest, just like all the heroes in my books. Oh, we’re going to have adventures, aren’t we?”


      She ran forward and threw her arms around me as my stomach sank into my boots. I had meant that I would take her with me out of the tower, not to find Anneliese. But what was I supposed to do? Dump her in the nearest town? She didn’t seem to have the first clue about real life. Who knew what would happen to her?


      “I don’t suppose you know who your family is? Or where you came from?” I extracted myself from her hug.


      “No, I’m afraid not. All I know is that I’m a princess. The witch…I mean, fairy…says my parents gave me to her.” Her voice turned defiant. “But I think she stole me. I don’t think I’m from around here, but I don’t know anything else.”


      I considered. She couldn’t be Astorian, we didn’t have any missing princesses. But, then, from memory, neither did any of the other kingdoms.


      I sighed and acknowledged, with extreme reluctance, that I would have to take her with me. At least until we could find out who she was and where she really belonged.
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      While we had been talking, the sun had started to set, and I didn’t much fancy the idea of trying to climb down the tower in the dark. Rapunzel was thrown into another whirl of excitement at the prospect of having a guest for the night, and between food and attempting to make her bedding stretch to two, the evening passed more swiftly than I had anticipated.


      While she was cooking, I took the opportunity to search the tower more thoroughly, only listening to her prattle with half a mind. As I had expected, I could find no rope, nor anything that could be used as one. I wished I had packed a coil in my own bag, but I hadn’t had one handy when I was packing and hadn’t foreseen the need.


      By the time I drifted off to sleep, I had only come up with one plan. And I wasn’t sure Rapunzel was going to like it.


      In the morning, I helped the princess make breakfast, as I tried to think of a tactful way to broach my suggestion. I couldn’t come up with one.


      She insisted on cleaning up neatly after the meal, and I let her, not wanting to upset her before we’d even begun. When she finished and turned to me expectantly, I said it straight out.


      “We need a way to lower ourselves down the tower. And we don’t have any rope.” I took a deep breath. “Rapunzel, we need to cut your hair.”


      “Cut my hair?” She sounded more bemused than upset, which I took as a good sign. “Whatever for?”


      “To use as rope. It looks strong, and longer than it has any right to be. We’ll braid it tightly and tie it at both ends. Then we’ll tie it to that ring that juts out just above the window. I’ve measured as best I can by sight, and it should reach most of the way to the ground. We’ll have to drop the last bit.”


      Rapunzel chewed her lower lip and then her upper lip, somehow managing to look charming the whole time. I refrained from rolling my eyes. Princesses.


      “I…I don’t know,” she said at last.


      I tried to smile encouragingly. “Do you want to get out of this tower?”


      She nodded and glanced toward the window. The look of longing in her eyes brought a twist of sympathy to my stomach. She might be an odd girl and an inconvenience to my search for my sister, but she had also suffered greatly, locked alone in here her whole life. Every single thing we did from now on would be new and strange and most likely overwhelming for her.


      I tried to make my voice even more gentle. “This is the only way. At least, it’s the only way I can think of.”


      “What about your friend? The other fairy?”


      I had told her briefly about Mortimer the night before and how I had ended up in her tower. The thought of tigers loose in Astoria had nearly made her decide to stay in the tower.


      “Mortimer only makes things worse. Who knows what he might do to us? I wouldn’t call him unless I truly had no other choice.”


      She nodded. I’d told her the same thing the night before, but I was willing to tell her several more times if it would help her adjust to what had to be done.


      She took a deep breath. “All right. But how are we going to cut it? I don’t have scissors or even a sharp knife.”


      “I do.” I pulled my small knife from the top of my pack where I had placed it ready. “Should we braid it before or after we cut it, do you think? Which would be easier?” I figured she must be an expert at braiding hair at this point.


      Having something to focus on seemed to help her, and her face brightened again as she considered my question. “I think we should braid it first. I’ve been thinking about what you said yesterday. About how it doesn’t get dirty. And I realized it’s far easier to care for than it should be when it’s so long. No one in my books ever talked about having such long hair, but I always supposed they cut it. Often.” She glanced at me curiously. “But now I’m wondering. Do you have to cut your hair all the time?”


      I shrugged. “Sometimes.” I tried to remember when I had last cut my hair. “Maybe once a year or so.” I usually considered my hair to be on the long side, but not next to Rapunzel.


      “Once a year.” She nodded thoughtfully. “Then there is something magical about my hair. And I think whatever it is, it makes it easier to braid. So, we should do it first, in case the magic goes away when we cut it.”


      I agreed, glad she was able to think the issue through so objectively.


      She unwound her current loose braid while I watched in astonishment. The hair was thicker than I had realized, which sparked an idea.


      “Let’s do two separate braids. That way they won’t be so thick, and it will be easier to knot one of them to the ring. And if I knot them together, they’ll be longer, too. So, it might be able to reach all the way to the ground.”


      She nodded, and we soon had two tight braids. It had taken much less time than I had anticipated, but I couldn’t put my finger on how the enchantment worked. Nothing obviously magical had happened, it had just been surprisingly quick and easy. I shook my head. I would never understand the ways of fairies.


      “All right, I’m ready.” Rapunzel squeezed her eyes shut.


      I looked at her trembling face and then took another look out the window. Even calculating to reach the ground, we had more length than we needed now with two braids.


      I gripped the hair firmly, folding it over and sawing at the loop as fast as I could. I was almost afraid Rapunzel would cry out in pain, but she didn’t seem able to feel it. That was a relief, at least.


      I quickly cut through one braid and moved to the other. When I had finished, I stepped back, a little relieved that nothing out of the ordinary had happened.


      “I’m finished.”


      Rapunzel opened one eye and then another. “I thought it would feel light and strange, but it doesn’t.”


      If she hadn’t endured a constant headache with all that heavy hair dragging her down, then it must be another element of the magic. I sometimes considered cutting all mine off, and my own brown locks only reached half way down my back.


      She watched as I tied the cut ends of the braids and then looked down into her lap with confusion. “But what’s…?”


      She touched the golden strands that draped across her legs, the ends unraveling now that the rest of the braid had been cut. She ran her hands along their length and up until she reached her head. She gasped.


      “There’s so much of it still. I thought you would have to cut it very short.”


      I shrugged, pretending not to notice the moisture in her eyes. “With the two braids we didn’t need as much.” I smiled, pleased with myself.


      I had suspected it would be a big adjustment for her, and that she would appreciate as much length as I could leave her. It looked like I’d been right. I’d tried to judge it so that when she stood up, the braid would stop just before the ground. I didn’t think I could quite bring myself to travel around the kingdom with a girl whose hair dragged on the ground—magic or not.


      I knotted the two braids together as tightly as I could, glad that my parents had insisted we all learn at least some practical skills, despite our family’s fairy-sourced wealth. When I hoisted myself up to sit on the windowsill, back toward the outside world, I had a moment of unease. But Rapunzel came forward to brace my legs and make sure I didn’t fall out the window, and I managed to work up my courage to let go and use both hands to attach one end of the hair to the iron ring sticking out of the wall.


      When I finished, I gripped the braid and lifted myself up off the windowsill, testing both the hair and my knot with my full weight. It held. I breathed a sigh of relief and lowered myself back inside.


      Now came the hard part.


      It took over an hour to get Rapunzel out the window. Her story about hanging out of it had led me to believe she wasn’t afraid of heights. And I think, truth be told, it was the outside she was afraid of—even while she craved it.


      It didn’t help that she didn’t have the arm strength necessary to lower herself down. She assured me she did daily exercises in the tower, but they obviously hadn’t been enough.


      “Maybe you’ll have to go without me,” she said forlornly, gazing at her hair dangling in front of the window.


      “Absolutely not.” I shook my head firmly. “We are both getting out of here, and we’re doing it today.”


      “Perhaps we should wait for the prince to come. He could help us.”


      I put my hands on my hips. “When is he going to come?”


      She bit her lip. “I don’t know.”


      I raised an eyebrow at her, and she sighed. “Tell me what I have to do again.”


      I explained for the fourth time the way she needed to twist the rope between her feet to slow down her descent. “And do you have gloves? I don’t want either of us getting rope burn.” I laughed. “Well, hair burn, in this case.”


      Rapunzel gulped and looked out the window again. “Maybe it wouldn’t burn us—because of the magic.”


      “Maybe. But I’m not risking it, if I can avoid it.”


      She seemed to acknowledge the sense in this since she immediately scurried away and came back with two pairs of elegant gloves. All of her clothes were of high quality, signaling her station as clearly as her face. Which led me to another problem.


      “Do you have anything more sensible you can wear?”


      “Sensible?” Rapunzel looked down at herself. “What do you mean? This is my plainest gown.”


      I rubbed my temples, faint traces of the headache from the day before still lingering. “You’re wearing full-skirted pink satin. With off-the-shoulder puffed sleeves.”


      She smiled at me. “It’s pretty, isn’t it? But not as nice as my other ones. I have a lot of time for embroidery up here.”


      I grimaced. I hadn’t brought enough clothes that I could afford to lend her any of mine. And she was quite a bit shorter than me, too. The pink dress would have to do.


      Eventually I managed to coax her out onto the windowsill—sitting facing outward this time. Clearly, it wasn’t safe for me to go first. If I left her alone up here, she might never make it out the window at all. I had thrown both of our bags down ahead of us, and she seemed to find this bracing. As if, having now committed, she had to see it through.


      She carefully looped the braid under one foot and over the other and gripped them together as I had instructed her.


      “That’s it,” I said. “Now hold onto the braid with both hands and slowly let it take your weight.”


      She gave a little whimper but did as instructed.


      “See! It’s holding your weight just fine. Now you need to slowly move your feet apart a little so that you slide down.”


      She did so and almost disappeared from sight, squealing as she slid past the window. I leaned out and was relieved to see she had clamped her feet together again and stopped not far below me.


      “Slowly being the key word.”


      She gulped. “Sorry, Penny.”


      With more care this time, she resumed moving downward. I watched her anxiously, occasionally glancing up at my knot. It appeared to be holding, and the hair seemed even stronger and more supple than actual rope, but I was concerned what would happen when her feet hit the knot half way down.


      I could see when she got there because she paused for a long time. But, somehow, she must have maneuvered past it, because she began to descend again.


      When her feet touched the ground, I shut my eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. It had worked. I swung my own legs out of the window and balanced for a moment on the sill. Somehow it looked a lot further down from this angle. I turned my eyes away from the ground and grabbed at the hair with my gloved hands.


      Quickly I threaded the rope through my feet and stood up, taking the last of my weight off the windowsill. I paused for half a second to balance myself and then began slowly sliding down.


      It was more difficult than I had imagined because the gloves were too small and pinched awkwardly at my hands. My fear of losing my grip made me clench the braid too tightly, and I kept jerking as I moved down the length of the hair.


      I shook my head. Escaping a tower without doors by a braid of hair. I never could have imagined this scenario. This was what happened when Mortimer got involved with my family. Talking horses, bear husbands, frogs. I shouldn’t be surprised at this point, really. My stomach contracted as I wondered what trouble he had dumped Anneliese in, and the rope nearly slipped from between my feet.


      I clenched them more tightly and regained stability. I needed to focus. I could go back to worrying about my twin later. Slowly, I descended further.


      I thought I must surely have already passed halfway when my feet hit the knot. Carefully, I let go with my legs, lowering myself by my arms only, until I could grab at the braid again with my feet. My arms burned, and my hands were starting to cramp in the too-tight gloves. I needed to reach the ground fast.


      I let myself slide more quickly, careening toward the grass slightly faster than was safe. Rapunzel called something up to me that I didn’t quite catch, and then she screamed.


      I jerked to a halt, swinging my head around as I tried to find the threat. Why hadn’t I put the knife into my boot instead of back into the bag? My hurried movement made the braid swing around, and my cramping hands spasmed, and then I was falling.
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      “Ooof!” I landed much sooner than I expected in a tangle of limbs and a loud whinny.


      “Steady now, girl,” said a voice next to my head as the ground moved under me.


      I sucked in a deep lungful of air and realized I had been caught by an unfamiliar mounted man. I looked up into a handsome face—the most handsome I had ever seen—and flushed with embarrassment. He chuckled at me, his bright blue eyes inviting me to join in the merriment.


      “Well, this is unexpectedly intimate. And I don’t even know your name. I’m Arthur, by the way. Happy to be of service.”


      “There you go, Penny,” said Rapunzel, almost bouncing with excitement on the ground beside us. “His name is Arthur.”


      “Whose name?” I asked, still confused at the unexpected series of events. “And why did you scream earlier?”


      “My name. I’m Arthur,” said the young man at the same moment as Rapunzel said, “The prince. The one I was telling you about. And I didn’t scream, I squealed. With excitement. When I saw him.”


      I groaned and covered my face with my hands. Arthur—or rather, Prince Arthur of Farthendale as I now realized he must be—chuckled again, seemingly unbothered by the fact that he still cradled me in his arms.


      After all my declarations about rescuing myself, I had needed a prince to save me after all. It was humiliating.


      “What fortunate timing,” said Rapunzel, still beaming up at us. “What a lucky thing Prince Arthur was here to catch you. And his horse. One of my books had a picture of a horse and rider on the cover, but it’s still somehow bigger than I imagined.”


      I refrained from pointing out that I wouldn’t have fallen if he hadn’t appeared and caused her to ‘squeal’. Instead I tried to decide how to tell the most attractive man I had ever met to put me down. No witty ideas came to mind.


      “Um, can you put me down?”


      “Oh! Sorry!”


      He slowly lowered me toward the ground, and I felt the grass under my feet with relief. He swung down after me, keeping a light grip on the bridle of his beautiful mare.


      I looked up into his blue eyes and then quickly away. “Thank you,” I muttered, still regretting the necessity.


      “I live to assist damsels-in-distress.” He gave us both a small bow. “Although it appears you did most of the assisting yourself, and I find I’m barely needed.”


      I noticed a coil of rope tied to the mare’s saddle and realized he must have come back to rescue Rapunzel.


      “So, I should be thanking you,” he continued, “for providing me with the opportunity to still be useful in some small way.” He grinned easily at us both.


      Oh no. I refrained from another groan with a heroic effort. Handsome. Charming. Ready at the perfect moment for a rescue. He was just as much a prince as Rapunzel was a princess. And I knew what came next.


      Knowing my luck, our tiny party had just grown. And now I would have to play chaperone, the unwanted third stuck in the middle of what I could only imagine would be a sickeningly sweet courtship. Finding Anneliese was a hard-enough task without these two in tow.


      I glanced toward Rapunzel, expecting to find her making eyes at Prince Arthur, but found instead that she had taken off her slippers and was staring at her feet. I stared at them, too, but could see nothing out of the ordinary. Except perhaps that they were unusually dainty, each of her toes perfectly sized in comparison to the others. I thought of my own mismatched set and frowned.


      “It’s not like I imagined.” She looked up at us both. “It always looked so thick and soft from up there.” She pointed back toward the window of her tower. “But there are prickly things among the blades of grass. It hurts my feet.”


      I sighed. “Welcome to the world, princess. That’s why we have boots. Might I suggest you put your own shoes back on?”


      “It’s certainly a disappointment,” said Prince Arthur. “I have often thought so myself. You can gaze out upon an entirely alluring field, only to find yourself unable to discover the perfect picnic spot when finally you arrive. The grass is never so lush as it appears from afar.”


      “How strange.” Rapunzel smiled easily at him. “They never mentioned it in any of my books.”


      “A lamentable oversight,” said the prince gravely.


      I wanted to laugh, but I wasn’t entirely sure he was joking, so I swallowed it.


      For the first time, I was able to get a good look at the outside of the tower. It looked ancient, the gray stone weathered by age and chipped in many places. It rose straight and tall, no further building attached as I had at first assumed. I paced around it, but it looked the same from every angle. A lone building in a sea of grass. The only difference on the other side was that I could see a distant creek.


      When I got back around to the others, I pointed in the direction of the water. “Can I suggest we set off that way? I would feel more comfortable if we did any further talking away from this place. I would like to be as far from here as possible when the fairy returns. Whenever that may be.”


      “Fairy?” Prince Arthur raised his eyebrows at me, and I shrugged.


      “Since Rapunzel has seen her do magic, I can only assume that’s what she is. And Rapunzel’s hair, at least, has obviously been enchanted.”


      He looked at her still-long braid, which she had redone into a single strand. “A curious situation grows only more curious. I would like the full story but am perfectly satisfied with hearing it at a suitable distance.”


      Rapunzel had slipped her shoes back on and now picked up her bag. “I sometimes thought I could hear running water in that direction. Do you think there might be a river?”


      “It looked more like a stream to me.”


      Her eyes lit up. “How delightful. I have always longed to see a stream.”


      “Then see it you shall.” The prince gallantly took her bag and slung it across his horse’s back. When he turned to me also, I considered refusing to hand over my pack but could think of no reason to do so. I knew the petty inclination was only my pride. I was still smarting from needing his rescue.


      So, I handed it over silently and strode forward to take the lead. He fell amenably into step beside Rapunzel, leading the horse that he had introduced as Aster, and the two of them followed me until we had reached the stream and the shelter of the trees around it.


      I reluctantly turned to the prince. “I’m afraid neither Rapunzel nor I have any idea where we are. Do you know the name and location of the closest town?”


      I could see the curiosity in his eyes, but he showed admirable restraint. “Talbot is a half day’s ride southwest.”


      So, Mortimer had sent me to the northeastern tip of the kingdom. If Talbot was south, there must be nothing north but the mountains and forests of the border with Farthendale. We were near Arthur’s home, then. What was he doing over this side of the border?


      I shook the thought away. I couldn’t demand answers from a prince, even such a casual one as Prince Arthur appeared to be.


      I supposed I should feel grateful—the news could have been much worse. I had tracked Anneliese west of our home in Torina, so I was probably only two days’ ride from the place where the tiger had chased me up the tree. Considering Mortimer could have sent me all the way down to the southern border, I wasn’t as far off course as I had feared.


      “I need to get back to Horley.” I looked at Rapunzel. “And this stream seems to be going in the right direction. We can follow it as long as it stays heading westward.”


      She looked at the prince. “We’re on a quest!”


      He blinked several times. “How very intriguing. What sort of quest?”


      She opened her mouth and then closed it again and giggled. “You know, I don’t actually know.”


      He blinked again, and then they both turned to look at me.


      “I’m looking for my sister.”


      “Does she need rescuing?” Prince Arthur asked hopefully.


      I sighed. “Maybe. I don’t really know.”


      He raised an eyebrow at me. “It sounds like an odd sort of a quest.”


      “A search for a sister. It sounds like a noble one to me,” said Rapunzel loyally.


      I shrugged. “It’s a long story. What about you, Your Highness? What are you doing wandering around Astoria?”


      The prince grinned. “I’m searching for damsels-in-distress, of course.”


      I rolled my eyes. “Well, neither of us is in distress anymore, so you can feel free to be on your way.” I didn’t expect it to work, not with Rapunzel gazing at him out of such soft, blue eyes, but I figured it was worth a try.


      “I couldn’t leave now—just think of your sister! How could I abandon you when there’s the possibility that she might be in distress?” The laugh lurking behind his voice made me think that he would get on well with Anneliese if he ever met her. He seemed to share her mischievous streak.


      “And besides,” he added, “I haven’t heard either of your stories yet. And with every passing moment, I feel more sure they’ll be worth the wait.”


      I shrugged. “Very well, then. But I don’t want to waste the daylight while there’s still so much of it left. Come with us, if you will, but I’m starting toward Horley.”


      I strode off, following the bank of the stream, and could hear them both moving behind me. I still wanted to put some distance between us and Rapunzel’s strange tower. The unusual building gave me a distinctly uncomfortable feeling.


      As we walked, I tried to decide if we should make the slight detour into Talbot. Did the people of the village know about Rapunzel and her tower? Surely one of them would have stumbled on her strange meadow in the past sixteen or so years. And since none of them had ever attempted to contact her, let alone free her, did that mean they were in league with the fairy? Or possibly just afraid of her.


      Either way, they might decide to inform her if we appeared there. I would much prefer it if we could be gone without trace when Gothel returned.


      Within an hour, I knew that if we managed to avoid Talbot, it would only be because of the prince. Rapunzel had started limping after only a short time and would have been unable to walk at all past an hour if Prince Arthur hadn’t put her up on Aster. She was clearly going to great effort to refrain from complaining, but she equally clearly was unable to keep up any sort of pace.


      I could only imagine the blisters she must already have from her useless slippers. And the only place I could think to get her proper boots was Talbot. Unless Prince Arthur stayed with us, and she rode the whole way.


      I called a stop in the late afternoon after noticing the faces she was making. Maybe riding wouldn’t be possible, either. She staggered uncomfortably around after the prince lifted her down, and it was obvious she was nearly as sore from riding for the first time as she had been from walking.


      I sighed. Rapunzel was proving to be even more of an inconvenience than I had foreseen. But at the same time, there was something a little enchanting about the way she exclaimed over everything we passed. I had never seen so much wonder in the everyday things around me before.


      Our early stop meant we had put off the decision about Talbot, but we would have to make it first thing in the morning. Our day of walking had brought us close to the village.


      As we set up a simple camp, I ordered Rapunzel to sit and stop attempting to help. The poor girl was obviously in a great deal of pain, and I was already feeling guilty for pushing us so hard during the day.


      “Does it ever overwhelm you?” she asked, as she watched me light a fire.


      “What?”


      “The sky. All around. Everything.” She waved vaguely at our surroundings. “It’s all just so big and open.”


      I continued working on the fire while I tried to think how to answer. “Sometimes, I suppose,” I said eventually.


      Prince Arthur came over to join us, having finished caring for his mount. Somewhat to my surprise, he proved an efficient help at all the practical aspects of preparing for the night. Did they teach princes such skills? Or had he learned from experience? He would have had plenty of opportunities to practice if he often wandered around alone as he appeared to be doing on this occasion. I still didn’t quite know what to make of his story.


      We each contributed food from our packs and were soon enjoying a surprisingly good meal, given its cobbled together nature.


      “I’ve been nobly restraining my curiosity for hours now,” said the prince after taking a few bites. “And I’m afraid I can resist no longer. How in the kingdoms did the two of you end up climbing out of that tower using what looked a great deal like an impossibly long braid of Rapunzel’s hair?” He turned to me. “And where did you even come from? I’m sure you weren’t there on my last visit. Unless the princess was hiding you away somewhere.”


      Rapunzel giggled. “Of course I wasn’t. Why would I hide her?”


      I grimaced. “It’s all thanks to fairies. But not the usual, useful sort. Apparently, Rapunzel and I share the same bad luck when it comes to dealing with fairies.”


      “You might be surprised,” said Arthur. “I’ve met an odd one myself. Mortimer, he was called. My cousin Conrad’s wife had all sorts of trouble with him.”


      “Mortimer!” exclaimed Rapunzel. She turned to me. “But that’s the name of your fairy godfather.”


      I sighed. “It is indeed.”


      Arthur stared at me, his eyes narrowing until he suddenly let out a bark of laughter. “Ha! I knew it! Something about you has been bothering me all day. You look familiar. Don’t tell me you’re one of Rynn’s younger sisters.”


      I sighed. Now that my siblings had spread all over the kingdoms, I wondered if I would be able to go anywhere without being known as someone’s younger sister.


      “Yes, I’m the youngest. Penelope.”


      “Well, it’s lovely to meet you, Penelope.” He smiled so charmingly, I had to look away to prevent a flush spreading up my face.


      Rapunzel looked back and forth between us. “Don’t tell me you know each other!” She clapped. “How delightful!”


      “We’ve never actually met, but Penny’s older sister is married to my cousin,” explained the prince. He looked over at me. “Which seems like a perfectly good excuse to do away with the ‘Your Highness’ business. If we’re going to be traveling together, you should both call me Art. Or Arthur is fine,” he added, apparently reading consternation in my face.


      “Are we?” I asked. “Going to be traveling together?”


      “Well, when it comes to adventures, it seems like the place to be is with the two of you.” He took another large bite. “But I still haven’t heard your stories.”


      Rapunzel clapped again. “I’ll go first.”
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      “So, you really have five older sisters? And a brother?” Rapunzel stared at me as if she couldn’t imagine growing up among such a horde. Which, in all fairness, she probably couldn’t.


      “You’re a seventh child.” Arthur sounded thoughtful.


      “Yes,” I said shortly, quick to steer the conversation in another direction. The last thing I needed was for the prince to start expecting magic from me. “My parents never wanted such a large family, or to be merchants, or to have a mansion in the city. They liked living out in the forest and wanted a simple, quiet life.” I shook my head. “But simple and quiet don’t tend to characterize any situation once Mortimer gets involved. With a reward like Mortimer, you’d think my father had lopped off the head of the old lady and her granddaughter rather than the wolf attacking them.”


      “And you have a twin.” Rapunzel looked dreamily into the distance. “I wish I had a twin.” She started, turning to us in excitement. “Maybe I do!”


      I saw Arthur—I couldn’t quite bring myself to call him Art—swallow a smile and couldn’t resist grinning at him. His own smile surfaced as he met my eyes, but thankfully Rapunzel didn’t seem offended.


      “Is it delightful to have a twin?” she asked.


      “Um…” I stared into the fire as a million different thoughts and emotions rushed through my head. I’d never thought of it as delightful before. Anneliese was infuriating and stupid and inconsiderate—and smart and affectionate and fun—and more familiar to me than anyone else in the world. And she was the only one who had always been deeply interested in me and unequivocally glad I existed. I couldn’t imagine life without her. “It’s just how life has always been. I can’t imagine what it would be like not to have a twin.”


      “Did she really leave without a word to you?” Rapunzel seemed fascinated by my sister. “How strange!”


      “She did give me a particularly affectionate goodnight,” I said, feeling a little defensive of Liesa. “I remember it because I was suspicious at the time. I didn’t actually think she would run, though. Just that she was up to her usual mischief—filling the gap left by our older sister, Sophie, who used to be able to outpace even Anneliese in the mischief department.” I chuckled. “Before she went and married a bear at any rate.”


      “Married a bear?” Rapunzel’s eyes grew impossibly round. “You didn’t mention that part.”


      The side of my mouth quirked up. “That might have actually been Sophie’s biggest piece of mischief ever. It worked out for her, though. The bear was actually a cursed prince, and she’s queen in Briadell now.”


      Arthur nodded. As well as his connection with my sister Rynn, he was no doubt familiar with the story due to Briadell being Farthendale’s eastern neighbor.


      My mood darkened as my thoughts wandered to my twin. “I hope everything works out as well for Liesa.”


      “Don’t worry, Penny,” said Arthur, his voice sounding truly serious for the first time since I’d met him, “we’ll find her.”


      I kept my eyes on the flames, embarrassed that he had seen through me so easily. “She’s been gone for a long time—her trail is well and truly cold. I did manage to track her west from our home in the capital, which made me think she might have traveled to the village of Horley. So, when I arrived in Horley, I went to the main tavern and asked if anyone had seen a girl who looked just like me except with blue eyes.”


      “Had they seen her?” asked Rapunzel, breaking in eagerly.


      I grimaced. “I can only imagine they had since the tavern immediately broke into a commotion, and the innkeeper kicked me out of the village. I had to camp in the surrounding woods, and that’s when I ran into the tiger.”


      “A tiger?” Arthur hadn’t heard that part of the story yet.


      “It chased me up a tree, forcing me to call on Mortimer. Which I think sufficiently explains how I ended up in Rapunzel’s tower.”


      “Wait, wait, wait,” said Arthur. “I remember Horley, I traveled through there myself. She’s your sister? The tiger girl? Oh, that’s too funny.” He went off into peals of laughter.


      I stared at him, bemused, until he finally stopped, mopping at his eyes.


      “This quest may turn out to be more difficult than I anticipated.” He shook his head, still chuckling softly.


      “What are you talking about?” I asked.


      “I think I know why the people of Horley responded so badly when they saw you. I passed through there a couple of months back, and they were still talking about her. Your sister I mean. Apparently, several months before I arrived, a girl had come through the village. And a traveling troupe of entertainers arrived at the same time—with a tiger as the star of their show.” He chuckled again.


      “I heard lots of different accounts of how it happened, but one thing all the stories agreed on. This girl—who must be your twin—was responsible for accidentally releasing the tiger. It took off into the woods around the village and has been terrifying the villagers ever since. None of them dare go out unless it’s in armed groups, and apparently it’s eaten several cows.”


      I groaned. “That sounds like Anneliese, all right. There’s no way she would have been able to resist a traveling troupe of entertainers.” I sighed. “And if the tiger was their star act, then I suppose we can add them to the list of people in Astoria we should avoid.”


      Arthur grinned. “I’m starting to get the feeling it might be a very long list.”


      Rapunzel was staring at me with wide eyes. “But why would she set it free?”


      I shook my head. “I’m sure she didn’t mean to. But Anneliese has a special flair for getting into trouble.”


      “There’s good news, though,” said Arthur. The troupe were heading south, toward Guthward, so it sounds like your sister took off northeast. From what you’ve said, I assume she would have skirted Torina, so she may well have found her way to Talbot. We should stop there and ask after her.”


      I nodded reluctant agreement. I had already decided we would have to stop for some boots for Rapunzel, but that didn’t mean I liked it. Still, it would all be worth it if they had news of Anneliese.


      I should have suspected her involvement myself as soon as the tiger appeared. If ever there were something outrageous going on, Anneliese would be sure to be there in the middle of it. I fell asleep with her image in my mind, torn between exasperation and affection.


      The next morning, I took the opportunity to have a quiet word with Arthur as we both filled our water skins at the creek. Rapunzel had remained behind in camp, her whole attention devoted to a butterfly she had found on a nearby flower. She didn’t have a water skin, another lack I hoped to remedy in Talbot.


      “It seems strange that no-one in Talbot ever found Rapunzel’s tower,” I said, keeping my voice low.


      He shot me a piercing look. “You think they might be complicit somehow?”


      I shrugged, surprised again to find him so perceptive. “I don’t know. Perhaps. Perhaps not. But there’s something beyond strange going on with this fairy. I’ve never heard a story like it before, and I’d really prefer not to run into her.”


      He nodded a swift agreement. “I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary when I passed through there, but then that’s not too surprising. We’ll both keep our eyes open this time and see what we can see.”


      We were both crouched beside the creek, and when I looked up at him, I realized our faces were only a hand breadth apart. His eyes lingered on mine.


      “Speaking of eyes, yours are—”


      “No, they’re not.” I cut him off. “There’s nothing magical about me.”


      “I was going to say amazing.”


      “Oh.” Now I felt like an idiot. Great. Just great.


      Rapunzel called my name, and I stood, turning back toward her with relief. She seemed to have transferred her attention from the butterfly to something on the ground.


      “Have you seen this odd worm?” she asked me.


      I hurried over, glad for the excuse to leave Arthur behind, and peered down at a long, green caterpillar. “That’s not a worm. It’s a caterpillar.”


      “Really?” She sounded astonished. “So, that’s what they look like.”


      “We’re going to head into Talbot,” I told her. “We need to buy you some boots and a water skin. It wouldn’t hurt to purchase some more food, either, since we have the prince’s saddlebags to help carry the load.”


      Her eyes widened with excitement. “A town! My very first town! I have always longed to walk down a bustling street.”


      Arthur came up behind us. “I wouldn’t go so far as to call Talbot bustling. It’s a fairly remote village, I’m afraid.”


      “It will still have about a hundred more people than you’ve ever met in your life, though,” I said. “So, it might be a good idea if you stick close to us. And don’t talk to anyone.”


      She frowned. “But how will I get to know them, if I don’t talk to them?”


      “That’s kind of the point,” I said. “We’re not going to get to know them. We’re going to buy the supplies we need, ask around to see if anyone remembers seeing my sister, and then be on our way.” I looked between them both. “Are we all agreed?”


      Arthur’s assent was more willing than Rapunzel’s, but she eventually nodded her head, so we finished packing our meagre belongings and headed toward the village. Arthur led the way this time, since he was more familiar with the area, and I tried not to stare at him now that I had the opportunity. He was tall and athletic, and the easy grace of his movements made him hard to ignore.


      Rapunzel giggled in my ear. “He’s good looking, isn’t he?”


      I winced. She’d caught me looking.


      Her face fell when she saw my expression. “Is he not? Maybe I only think he’s good looking because he’s the only man I’ve ever seen!”


      “No,” I reluctantly assured her. “It’s not that. He’s extremely good looking. He’s a prince, after all,” I hastened to add. “They generally are.”


      “Oh, good.” She smiled, and my heart sank. Exactly what I had feared. Was I supposed to support the courtship in some way? Should I say something encouraging to her?


      I decided being chaperone was contribution enough and turned the conversation to the billows of white clouds which filled the sky above us. The tactic easily worked, and we were soon all engaged in playing the childish game of finding shapes in the white puffs. Arthur had discovered the day before that Rapunzel was a hilarious companion at the activity. Neither of us could see most of the things she suggested, and she often went into peals of laughter at our suggestions. She wouldn’t even believe us half the time when we attempted to describe the true shape of various objects and animals.


      When we both assured her that a snail most certainly had a shell, she laughed so hard she nearly fell off the horse. “A character in one of my books had snails in her garden that were always eating her plants. I thought they were small and furry with four legs.”


      Arthur and I looked at each other. “Nope,” he said. “That sounds like a rabbit.”


      “No!” That sent her into fresh paroxysms. “But rabbits are so big!”


      “Big?” I laughed. “Rabbits aren’t big.”


      “But people hunt and eat them. I always thought they were like small horses. But with long ears.”


      “Well, deer are sort of like small horses,” I said, “and people hunt and eat them, too. But they have small ears. And rabbits are small.” I tried to show her with my hands, and she went off into another giggling fit.


      I shrugged at Arthur. “I guess it’s a lot for her to take in.”


      When the village of Talbot came into view, she sobered, her eyes turning into saucers at the sight of the houses clustered together. “It’s just like I imagined,” she said. “And also nothing like I imagined.”


      She fell into silence, and I wondered what was going on in her head. I had grown up in the capital city of Torina and couldn’t imagine being awed by this tiny hamlet.


      Arthur led us straight to a small workshop. I assumed we would be able to source both a water skin and boots from the tanner inside, but since the village turned out to be a little larger than I had imagined, I decided we should look for some plainer clothes for Rapunzel while we were here as well. Everyone we passed stopped to stare at us, and I was growing more tense with every step.


      Arthur soon struck up an easy conversation with the tanner, and I sidled a little closer to listen. He skillfully led the topic around Rapunzel and her tower without ever actually mentioning either of them. When he talked about the hunting around the village and mentioned traveling northeast, the man seemed to tense slightly. I knew from the flick of Arthur’s eyes in my direction that he had noted it as well.


      He let the topic drop, steering the conversation to newcomers. “You can’t get a lot of us, all the way out here!” he exclaimed cheerfully, and the man immediately began to boast of the many travelers he had served in the past twelvemonth.


      “I don’t suppose a girl’s come through who looks exactly like me?” I asked. “But with blue eyes?”


      He turned his full attention to me for the first time, staring at my face with lowering brows. “No,” he eventually said brusquely, turning back toward his work. “Can’t say I remember one.”


      But his shoulders had tightened in just the same way as earlier, and Arthur raised an eyebrow at me behind the man’s back. I pursed my lips, trying to decide if it was worth pressing the matter further. After a moment, I decided we might have better luck with someone else and gave a slight shake of my head.


      Arthur quickly concluded the transaction, leaving with a new water skin and a pair of boots that had apparently belonged to the man’s niece before she had married a trader and moved away.


      “Claimed they weren’t fine enough for her to take with her,” he said, and we hastened to assure him that we couldn’t imagine why—we were greatly pleased to buy such excellent products. He relaxed again at our words and farewelled us with relative friendliness. But I didn’t like the lines that had lingered around his eyes since Arthur had mentioned traveling northeast, or the way he wouldn’t quite meet our gazes.


      When we stepped back out into the clear air, I looked around and my heart sank.


      “Where’s Rapunzel?”


      “Where’s my horse?”


      Arthur and I stared at each other in dismay.


      “She promised she would stay right here and mind her! Where could she have gone?”


      “You don’t think someone took her?” asked Arthur in an undertone, his hand straying toward his sword hilt.


      “Surely not.” But even I could hear the hesitation in my voice. “Not in the middle of the village in broad daylight.”


      I looked up and down the street, hoping to see a flash of pink, or a stray hoof. Several people strode past, regarding us curiously, but none of them wore satin.


      Just when I was starting to truly panic, however, she wandered into view, Aster following obediently behind. My muscles relaxed and then tensed again as frustration took over. I rushed toward her.


      “Where have you been? You said you would stay right there!”


      “Oh, sorry!” She looked between us. “Were you worried? I didn’t even think. I smelled the most delicious smell and had to follow my nose.”


      A small dollop of something purple on her hands drew my eye. An eerily familiar sense of foreboding washed over me. I was far too familiar with the signs of mischief—and of the trouble that generally followed it.


      “What’s that?” I pointed at the tell-tale remnants.


      Her eyes lit up. “Oh! It was the most delicious thing! Brown and flaky and hot but sweet and gooey inside.”


      “A pie,” said Arthur. “I think she just had her first pie.”


      “Yes, but where did she get it?” I turned to look at her. “Rapunzel, you don’t have any coins, do you?”


      Arthur looked at her, too, his expression slowly turning to dismay.


      “Over there.” She pointed behind her down a small lane. “It was just sitting there.”


      “Oh dear,” said Arthur, but I could tell from his tone that he found the situation funny.


      “When you say sitting there…was it on a window ledge?” I asked.


      Rapunzel frowned. “Yes, I suppose it was, now that you mention it. It smelled so amazing, I just had to try it. And once I had a bite, I couldn’t stop.”


      I took a deep breath. “Rapunzel, you stole that pie.”


      “What?” She sounded horrified. “No, I didn’t. It was just sitting there, for anyone.”


      “No, it was cooling on someone else’s window ledge. You can’t just take someone else’s pie.”


      “Thief!” yelled a voice from down the lane, and I groaned, stepping in front of the princess.


      I could hear the sound of hurrying feet and began to dig around for a coin. I calculated what a pie would be worth and then doubled the figure in my mind. From the sound of the strident cry, I doubted the wronged woman would be easily satisfied.


      One glance at her confirmed the impression. She looked enraged, and immediately spotted us, easily standing out as strangers.


      “Over there!” She pointed at us. “Thieves!”
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      I stepped forward and gave a small bow. “Many apologies, madam. I can assure you, we are not thieves. There has simply been a misunderstanding. Please allow us to compensate you for the pie in question.”


      Her eyes narrowed. “Compensate me? That pie was for the mayor, and it was the last elderberries of the season. Planning to magically produce some more are you?”


      I gasped and covered my mouth. “How truly appalling. What an awful accident to happen. Naturally it is a significant loss for the mayor. Allow me to increase my apologies—and my compensation.” She unbent a little, as I had suspected she would. A village of this size almost certainly didn’t have a mayor, and her exaggeration suggested she was willing to be compensated and wished to drive up the price. Reluctantly, my fingers found another coin.


      The woman continued to sputter protestations, calling for dire revenge against Rapunzel, and we had soon gathered a crowd. In the end, I had to give her four times the worth of the pie. It galled me to hand over the coins, seeing the glint in her eye as I did so, but I kept remembering the strange behavior of the tanner. I didn’t like being the center of so much attention.


      Arthur attempted to protest the final sum, but I shook my head at him as subtly as possible and, thankfully, he picked up the hint and subsided. As soon as the payment changed hands, I turned and hustled my small party out of the village. It wasn’t worth hanging around to question anyone else after the hubbub we had caused. All I wanted was to get away from the village and the people who still clustered around us.


      As we passed the workshop of the tanner, I saw him watching us from the doorway, a calculating expression on his face. Without conscious decision, my feet sped up.


      Rapunzel seemed greatly subdued by the entire experience and didn’t say a word until we were well clear of the village. At which point she burst into tears.


      “I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I didn’t know. I saw it, and it smelled so good.”


      “It’s all right.” I patted her shoulder. “I know you didn’t mean any harm. But maybe in the next village, you should stick close to us.”


      She nodded her agreement, tears still leaking down her face.


      “That was extortion back there,” said Arthur. “I can’t believe what she made you pay!”


      I shook my head. “I wasn’t paying for the pie. I was paying to extract us from the situation, and I thought we came off pretty well, in the end.”


      He shook his head at me. “You were very diplomatic. I’m sure I couldn’t have said half the things you did with a straight face.”


      I smiled wryly. “I have a lot of experience placating angry people. I’ve convinced irate shopkeepers their disturbed wares were enhanced rather than damaged, persuaded other families of merchants that our family has so much influence we don’t need to worry about damage to our reputation from pranks, and I’ve flattered more nobles with ruffled feathers into good humor than I could count.”


      “Let me guess.” He grinned. “Anneliese.”


      His smile confirmed my earlier impression. They would like each other, if we ever managed to catch up to her.


      “That tanner knew something, I’m sure of it,” I said, thoughts of my sister bringing the man to the front of my mind. “About the fairy and about Anneliese. Which makes me highly uncomfortable.”


      “They most likely weren’t connected,” said Arthur quickly, but I noticed his statement didn’t actually disagree with anything I’d said.


      “The fairy?” asked Rapunzel, suddenly paying attention. “My fairy?”


      I remembered that I hadn’t told her about my concerns before going in. Perhaps I should have done so, and she might not have wandered away. I bit my lip. I didn’t have any experience leading a group, so here I was, already making mistakes.


      “We don’t know,” said Arthur, answering her question. “He wouldn’t say anything.” The prince shrugged. “It was just an impression.”


      She looked between us with wide eyes. “She isn’t going to lock me up again, is she?”


      I shook my head. “I would never let that happen. I’d even call Mortimer before I’d let her take you away.”


      “Oh, Penny!” Rapunzel threw her arms around my neck and burst into fresh floods of tears.


      Arthur looked comically alarmed and busied himself filling Rapunzel’s new water skin. I resisted laughing at him in case Rapunzel thought it was directed at her.


      We all wanted to put some distance between us and Talbot, so we were soon on our way. But we had taken longer in the village than I had realized, and the sun had already started making its way down through the sky.


      The new boots seemed to help at first, but Rapunzel was soon limping anyway, and I had to call an early halt again. Arthur offered to put her up on Aster, but she refused, throwing wary glances at the horse. I would need to have a talk to her about trying again and giving her muscles a chance to adjust. At this rate, we’d never catch up with anyone.


      Rapunzel still seemed weepy, however, and I knew her sore feet weren’t her fault, so I decided to postpone the conversation for the moment. Instead, I let Arthur entertain her with an amusing story about his childhood in the Farthendellan court while I set up camp.


      I realized that with all the excitement in Talbot we had left without purchasing new clothes for Rapunzel or extra food. We would simply have to make it to the next village on the supplies we had. And hope for better luck there.


      Only I wasn’t sure which village we should aim for next. If no one would talk to us about Anneliese, we were wandering around blind. And who knew what trouble she was in while we blundered from place to place?


      Half way through our evening meal, I sat up and peered into the dim of twilight around us. I had heard something. I was sure of it. Doubly so since Arthur had also sat up and was staring in the same direction.


      I was looking at the prince when a man appeared in the corner of my eye, just inside the circle of our firelight. Arthur moved so quickly I could barely follow the movement, his sword drawn and pointing at the newcomer’s neck before I could even scramble to my feet.


      I gave him a warning look and then turned to the man. He looked vaguely familiar.


      “Welcome,” I said. “I apologize for my overzealous friend here. Do you seek warmth by our fire? We have food to share if you are hungry.”


      “I’m no traveler,” the man said, his eyes not leaving Arthur. “And I mean you no harm. I followed you from Talbot because I hear you’re after information.”


      I placed a hand on Arthur’s arm, lightly squeezing it, and his muscle jumped beneath my fingers. It was the first time we had touched since he caught me falling from the tower, but I tried not to let my focus slip from our visitor.


      Slowly he lowered his sword, although he didn’t put it away. The man breathed more easily, stepping back slightly.


      “I heard you seek information on a girl. A girl who looks just as you do, but for the eyes.”


      I tensed. “It is kind of you to travel so far to find us. Very kind.” I stressed the last phrase.


      His eyes flicked to me. “I also heard you have coins to spare.”


      Ah. Now I could place him. I’d seen him in the crowd that surrounded us as I bartered with the pie woman.


      “I might be able to find a coin in way of thanks for your time and effort. If you have information of interest, that is, of course.”


      “Only one coin for information of your sister?”


      I clenched my teeth. “It is possible I might be able to find one or two more.”


      The man eyed me, as if trying to decide whether to push further. “Those are strange eyes you have,” he said, unexpectedly. “Are they fairies’ work?”


      I glanced over at Arthur. What answer did the man want? And what would be the consequences if I gave the wrong one?


      “What do you know of fairies?” It seemed safer to answer with a question of my own.


      The man shrugged. “Their ways are strange. And not to be meddled with.” His eyes traveled briefly to Rapunzel, who gave a small whimper. She had otherwise remained completely silent, perhaps trying to make up for her actions in the village.


      I weighed the man with my eyes. “What fool would wish to meddle with fairies?”


      “A foolish one,” he said. “But then the world is full of fools.”


      “I am not one.”


      “I thought not.” He smiled. “You handled Widow Marley like a charm.”


      I grinned back at him. “Not the mayor’s wife, then? What a shocking surprise.”


      He let out a quick laugh before his eyes strayed back to Arthur’s sword blade, and he sobered. “You may look like that sister of yours, but I was starting to think you weren’t like her at all. But I see now you’ve a little of her mischief in you.”


      “Oh ho!” The laugh in Arthur’s voice didn’t affect his steady grip on the sword. “What trouble has the legendary Anneliese been up to in Talbot?”


      “Not trouble precisely,” he said. “But she asked a great many questions. And somehow she got wind of a crazy notion.” His eyes flicked again to Rapunzel. “About a girl living all alone in a tower.” His gaze traveled between us all. “A fairy story, you understand, nothing more.”


      “Don’t tell me,” I said. “She believed this fairy story.”


      He nodded. “Had some notion of rescuing the girl. She asked about it to anyone who would listen, though wiser heads suggested restraint.”


      I sighed. Anneliese didn’t know the meaning of restraint.


      “Everyone in the village knows that some fairy stories are better left untold.”


      Had I imagined it, or had he stressed the word fairy?


      “What happened to Anneliese?” I asked, the breath catching in my throat as I waited for his answer.


      “Those of us who liked her—me among them, of course,” he hastened to assure me, “eventually convinced her to head down south. We told her that only a prince or an enchanted knight could make such a rescue, so she set off toward Marblehill in search of one.” He shrugged apologetically at me. “It was the best we could come up with.”


      I swayed slightly. The warm support of Arthur’s hand appeared in the middle of my back, steadying me. I took a deep breath. I had feared worse news, so I should be relieved. But I found it hard to believe that Anneliese would have meekly gone searching for a prince. She would have wanted to rescue Rapunzel herself. And if she’d doubled back for the tower and run afoul of Gothel…


      “What do you know of this fairy story?” I asked the man, knowing I was pushing it, but desperate for more information.


      “Nothing more than that it is one best not told,” he said, and I could see from his face that we would get no more out of him.


      I fished out three coins and deposited them in his hand. I had felt for a moment as if he were an ally, but the transaction drained the camaraderie from the air and made me doubt everything he had told me. Had the man simply spun a tale in order to gain some coins?


      None of us relaxed until he was long gone.


      “I think we should move on,” said Arthur. “Find a new place to camp.”


      So, he had doubts about the man, too. We packed up in silence and continued on our way, trudging through the dark now. I let Arthur take the lead, and he pointed us south in the direction of Marblehill, suggesting he had some small amount of faith in the man, after all.


      When we stopped in a new clearing and set up a quick camp, Rapunzel sidled up to me.


      “That was terrifying. I’ve never seen a sword before.”


      My eyes flew to her face, but it was hard to make out her expression in the low moonlight. It hadn’t occurred to me that the interaction with our visitor had probably been the most violent thing Rapunzel had ever witnessed.


      “Swords are a sad necessity in the kingdoms. We can be grateful Arthur knows how to handle one so well.” I paused. “You were safer in your tower, Princess. Do you wish you had stayed there?”


      Rapunzel paused for so long, I began to wonder if her answer would be yes. But eventually she stiffened, drawing herself up to her insubstantial height. “I would rather live—really live—than be safe.”


      For the first time, I was the one to initiate the hug. “Why don’t we ask Arthur to teach us some self-defense? We could start tomorrow.”


      She seemed to brighten at this suggestion, and I refrained from telling her that my older siblings had insisted I learn to defend myself years ago. I thought it would give her more confidence if we did it together.


      As we settled for the night, Arthur slipped over beside me. “Are you all right?” he whispered.


      I could feel the remembered ghost of his hand on my back, supporting me, and I didn’t know how to answer. Was I all right? I didn’t even know anymore.


      I still had no idea what had made Anneliese call Mortimer. Instead I’d rescued a princess from some sort of rogue fairy. And, if our recent visitor was anything to go by, at least some of the people of Talbot had guessed Rapunzel’s identity. And, while the man who had followed us might be something resembling a friend, the tanner had certainly not been. So, how long until this Gothel got word of Rapunzel’s escape? And what would she do when she did?


      Everything kept getting more and more muddied, and I felt the weight of Arthur and Rapunzel’s expectations on me to lead us in this ‘quest’. No one had ever asked me to lead anything before. Not once they learned I had no magic or fairy blessing. Would my current companions realize they’d made a mistake at some point?


      I was glad the darkness hid my face.


      “I’m sure Anneliese is fine.” The words rang hollow even in my own ears.


      He must have realized I hadn’t answered his question, but he didn’t push it further, slipping back over toward his bedroll. I couldn’t decide whether to be sorry or relieved.
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      In the morning, we all agreed that we had little choice but to head south toward Marblehill. The man’s story might have been a fabrication, but we had nothing else to go on. At first Rapunzel seemed a little wary of Arthur, throwing frequent glances at his sword, but he made an effort with her, laughing and teasing until she soon returned to normal.


      The satisfaction in his eyes when she softened made me move ahead a few steps to get away from them, although I was unsure exactly why it made me so uncomfortable. I was used to getting little attention from those around me—after their initial interest in my eyes and seventh child status withered—so I didn’t know why it bothered me now.


      Except, of course, that Arthur was so very handsome and charming. And I wished, just for once, that someone would look at me and really see me, instead of only my position. Another one of the woodcutter girls. Seventh child. Anneliese’s twin. Disappointment.


      I shook the thoughts away and tried to be glad when I heard Rapunzel’s pealing laughter. The younger girl’s life had been harder than I could imagine; I had no reason to be feeling sorry for myself by comparison.


      We moved at such a slow pace that it took us two whole days to reach the Sarrens River that ran across the middle of Astoria. Rapunzel’s walking was getting faster, though, as she adjusted to the new boots, and I even managed to coax her back onto Aster for short stints.


      At the first opportunity, we asked Arthur about the self-defense lessons, and he responded with enthusiasm. Each time we stopped for a break, he would walk us through some basic moves that could be used to escape if someone grabbed us. Rapunzel had great delight in throwing him onto the grass and giggled uncontrollably every time.


      It didn’t seem to bode well for how she would cope in a real situation. I, on the other hand, was slow to throw off Arthur’s arms whenever they encircled me. I told myself it was because my brother Martin’s lessons were distant, and I had allowed myself to get out of practice.


      By the second day, Arthur had taken to stealth attacks, sneaking up on us whenever we took a moment to rest. He gave me such a fright on the final occasion that I had him on the ground before he even managed a good grip.


      He hauled himself to his feet, one eyebrow raised in my direction. “You’ve been holding back, Penny. That was fast.”


      “Maybe you’re just a good teacher.” I forced down the flush that wanted to rise up my cheeks.


      “Maybe.” He laughed. “I do have a certain flair.” He winked at me as he turned to stalk Rapunzel.


      I rolled my eyes at his retreating back but couldn’t help smiling to myself as well.


      We camped that night a short way back from the bank of the Sarrens, the rushing water filling our dreams. Rapunzel could talk of little else but the river, exclaiming over and over again how different it was from the creek near Horley. She seemed equal parts terrified and fascinated.


      I would have preferred to cross downstream where the river narrowed as it passed south of Torina, but I wasn’t willing to sacrifice the days of travel it would take to get there and back. Instead we would cross here, which essentially meant crossing two rivers, since just before it reached Astoria, the Sarrens split off into two channels. It didn’t join back into a single course until closer to Torina.


      Arthur offered to lead Rapunzel across on Aster and then come back for me, but I rejected the offer. I would be able to cross on my own feet if I gripped the mare’s saddle for extra stability. We soon had Rapunzel in position on Aster’s back, our bags slung across her shoulders, and we each grasped one side of the saddle.


      Moving forward into the flow of the water, Arthur and I gasped at the same moment. He looked at me across Aster’s withers and smiled.


      “Cold!” I managed to chatter, my teeth slamming together. I hadn’t expected it to be so frigid at this point in the season.


      “Is it?” asked Rapunzel, gazing down with interest. “I’ve never been in cold water before. My wash room was heated.”


      I shook my head, unable to imagine how, unless it was some arrangement of the fairy’s.


      As we waded deeper, I grew accustomed to the temperature and realized it wasn’t as chilly as I had first imagined. I began to breathe more easily and focus more of my attention on my feet, trying to ensure I didn’t slip on the smooth stones that covered much of the riverbed.


      Despite having to cross the two halves of the river, we were fortunate to have arrived at a stretch that was shallow enough for crossing at all. But when the water hit my chest, I began to worry that perhaps I had misjudged my ability to cross. However, the riverbed began to rise soon after, and the far side approached.


      When we stepped out onto the other bank, I breathed a sigh of relief. The whole process had been much smoother than I had feared.


      Rapunzel insisted on sliding down from Aster’s back and rummaging through the packs for a dry cloth. I protested that we would only be wet again, soon enough, but she insisted that I at least try to slough off the worst of the water, and I eventually conceded. The sun was warm, but not quite warm enough to ward off the chill of the breeze against my wet skin. I wished I could change dresses, but the easiest way to dry this one was to wear it, and I couldn’t afford to wet another, anyway.


      We could hear the rushing of the water both behind and before us now, but it took longer than I expected to see the sun reflecting off the second half of the river. Rapunzel walked beside us, chattering about the river and how it had looked and sounded and felt when it splashed against her.


      Little shivers kept racing through me, which made it hard to focus on her words. Perhaps if I had been listening more closely, I would have realized her intention but, as it was, I was taken completely by surprise.


      When we reached the second bank, she surged forward and raced into the water.


      “I don’t need to cross on Aster this time,” she called over her shoulder. “I want to feel the river for myself.”


      “Rapunzel!” I yelled, just as Arthur called, “No!”


      We both rushed after her, but before either of us could reach her, she lurched and fell backward with a scream. For a long second, she disappeared beneath the water, and when she reappeared, thrashing wildly, she had already been swept away from us.


      Arthur immediately dived in, kicking out toward her. I started to follow him but paused and leaped back out of the water instead. Scrambling onto Aster’s back, I directed her down the riverbank, keeping pace with them as my mind worked furiously.


      Arthur had reached Rapunzel and managed to get a firm grip around her waist, pulling her head out of the water. I could see her taking desperate gulps of air. But as he angled them both toward shore, a loud rumble drew my attention upstream. Looking back, I screamed, “Arthur!”


      His head turned, and then he and Rapunzel were engulfed by a sudden wave of water which sent them both tumbling beneath the surface. I yelled again as I was forced to draw Aster back further from the shore or risk the two of us being pulled into the flash flood ourselves.


      It was over as quickly as it had come, but the water was now littered with debris, and only Arthur’s head reemerged. He peered around as the river pulled him further downstream, and I continued to keep pace along the bank.


      “Over there!” I yelled as a flash of pink showed through the water.


      He dived in the direction I was pointing and when he came back up, Rapunzel hung limply in his arms. I breathed a sigh of relief, but she suddenly came alive, thrashing and struggling against him. For a moment, they both went back under, and I looked around wildly for some way to help.


      Pushing Aster into a burst of speed, I outpaced them, before pulling her up abruptly and swinging down from the saddle. Grabbing a long sturdy branch that lay fallen on the ground beneath a tall tree, I tugged it toward the river. Grunting, I swung the other end into the water, angling it into the path of the two struggling bodies.


      Arthur looked up just in time to see the rapidly approaching branch. He twisted and turned, and then he had passed it and was floating further downstream. I registered a spurt of disappointment that my plan had failed at the same time as my arms strained against a new weight. My eyes raced back to the branch, and I realized Arthur had managed to leave Rapunzel draped over the wood.


      Straining, I pulled the branch back onto shore, receiving no help from the terrified girl who seemed barely able to grip it. I desperately wanted to check on Arthur but wrangling the now heavy branch took all my attention. When I finally pulled it in far enough for Rapunzel to crawl onto the bank, I dropped it and helped drag her all the way out of the water.


      She coughed several times before rolling onto her back and lying still.


      “Is she breathing?” asked Arthur’s voice behind me, and I gave a silent sigh of relief. Obviously, he had been able to swim ashore once he was no longer weighted down by a drowning princess.


      “Yes,” she said weakly, and he sat beside her, his own breath coming heavily.


      I lowered myself down near them, and for a long moment no one spoke.


      “I…I didn’t realize it would be like that,” said Rapunzel at last, her voice rough. “It went so smoothly before, and I wanted to feel what it was like.” She shivered. “Only then I slipped, and I couldn’t get my feet under me. I couldn’t find the surface, and I couldn’t breathe, and…”


      She rolled over onto her side and curled into a ball as a sob shook her.


      I scooted over and patted her arm, saying nothing. No words could take away the terror she had just experienced, but time would help her regather herself.


      Sure enough, her sobs slowly died down, and she eventually pushed herself up into a sitting position. Her face and dress were a mess, but somehow her long golden hair remained shiny and neat. I leaned in to look at it more closely.


      “Is your hair dry?”


      She pulled part of her braid in front of her face. “It’s always dried quickly.”


      I looked at her, the perfect hair providing the strangest counterpoint to her otherwise disheveled appearance, and began to laugh. The paroxysms came so fast that I wondered if I were on the verge of hysteria, but a lower chuckle joined mine, and I came back from the brink, Arthur’s presence anchoring me.


      “That was quick thinking with the branch, Penny. Well done,” he said. “I was starting to wonder if I would be able to get us both out of there.”


      “I’m sorry.” Rapunzel looked stricken. “I could have killed us both. I don’t know what came over me when that wave hit. I panicked.”


      “It’s a normal reaction,” he assured her. “Simply promise me that you won’t dive into any more rivers, and I’ll promise not to hold it against you.”


      She agreed eagerly, but her words had sent my thoughts in a different direction.


      “Yes…that wave,” I said.


      Arthur instantly frowned. “It’s not the season for flash floods.”


      “No, no it isn’t.” I met his eyes, our silence as eloquent as words.


      “Are…are you saying that wasn’t natural?” asked Rapunzel, a quaver in her voice.


      “I don’t see how we can tell for sure,” said Arthur. “And there’s nothing to be done but keep moving. If anything, perhaps we should take it as a good sign, that we’re heading in the right direction.”


      I appreciated his optimism, even if I could think of several ways in which it might not be a good sign at all. But I said none of them out loud because he was right. There was nothing we could do but move on.
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      We all moved as fast as caution would allow when we finally made the actual crossing, Rapunzel once more safely on Aster’s back. My ears strained for a telltale rumble, but none came, and we reached the far bank safely.


      Rapunzel stayed in the saddle this time, and we traveled for many minutes before stopping and attempting to dry off somewhat. Rapunzel had no change of clothes at all, and I once again elected to stay in my gown to give it the chance to dry off. But I had already offered Rapunzel my dry cloak, so every time a new gust of wind blew past, I shivered and regretted my choice a little.


      After some time of this, a heavy warmth settled over my shoulders, and I looked up to find Arthur draping his own dry cloak around me. I smiled at him, grateful, and he smiled back so warmly that I didn’t feel the next gust of wind at all.


      “Cadburey isn’t near the sea,” I said, referring to his capital city. “Where did you learn to swim so well?”


      He smiled reminiscently. “There’s a large and beautiful lake just outside the city. When I was young, my sister Lunette and I used to harass our cousin Conrad to take us there whenever our older brother was busy training to be king. I loved it. The feeling of weightlessness in the water was so unlike anything else.” He looked over at me. “What about you? You seem familiar with life on the road, but you said you grew up in your capital, too.”


      “Yes, I did. But my older siblings have spread throughout the kingdoms. I’ve done plenty of traveling during the last few years. Only last year my parents and I traveled to Anura for my sister Ellie’s wedding.” I looked over at him. “In fact, I’m a bit surprised I didn’t meet you there.”


      Arthur gave a wry smile. “That’s a long story. My sister Lunette was supposed to make a marriage alliance with King Eston of Guthward, but she turned up her nose at him. Apparently, he’s far too old, and she didn’t approve of his…adventuring ways, let us say.”


      I had heard stories of King Eston from my sister Eva and her Guthwardian husband, so I could hardly blame the Farthendellan princess. She wasn’t the first to feel that way.


      “But she agreed to at least visit Guthward after my brother married your Astorian princess. Davina.”


      I hid a smile at the tone in his voice when he said his sister-in-law’s name. Rynn had worked for Davina in Astoria before traveling to Farthendale with her, so I knew all about the patience-testing princess.


      Arthur continued his story after a small pause. “It all worked out in the end, because Lunette fell madly in love with the younger son of a senior noble of the Guthwardian court. And she convinced my parents he was sufficiently well-connected to represent a satisfactory alliance.”


      He grinned. “And the added bonus was that, as a younger son, she was able to bring him back to Farthendale—where she has proceeded to pop out children as fast as she can, taking some of the pressure off my poor brother and me. Which brings me back to the Anuran wedding last year. Lunette and her husband wanted to visit his family in Guthward to introduce the children, so Lunette convinced my parents to send them as the Farthendellan representatives to Anura, and to let them travel via Guthward.” He glanced at me. “I didn’t mind at the time, but I’m sorry I missed the chance to meet you there.”


      I glanced at him and then away. He seemed relaxed and open, so I decided to ask the question that had been plaguing me.


      “Why did you leave Farthendale? What are you doing in Astoria?” I bit my lip. It had come out more bluntly than I had intended.


      He raised an eyebrow at me, and I shrugged. “I can’t imagine Queen Cassia allowing Prince Casimir or Prince Bernhard to leave Astoria and wander around Farthendale on their own. And I know Farthendale isn’t so different from Astoria.” I gave him a wry look. “As you know, one of my sisters lives there.”


      One side of his mouth quirked up. “I was wondering when you were going to ask me.”


      I said nothing, and he continued. “I’m the youngest, so I never had much of a royal role. Just a spare in case of disaster. And now that Geraint is married with a child, and Lunette has a whole brood, I’m not even needed for that. No one seemed to know what to do with me, so I decided to take myself off and see if I could find a way to be useful.”


      When I looked at him blankly, he sighed. “Not forever. I’ll have to go back eventually, I know. But for now, I want to be myself for a while. Not Prince Arthur, just Arthur.”


      I continued to stare at him, and he slumped a little, looking sheepish. “So, no, it’s not exactly a sanctioned trip.”


      One side of my mouth quirked up, despite myself, and he chuckled easily in response. “But look at me! Complaining about being the youngest to someone with six older siblings. How unusually tactless of me.”


      I felt the warmth of his jacket around my shoulders and breathed in his scent which clung to it. Prince Arthur might be lighthearted, but he wasn’t tactless.


      “I can understand wanting to escape,” I said.


      He grinned at me. “From Rynn’s stories, it sounds like most of your siblings felt the same way.”


      I rolled my eyes. “My poor father. All he wanted was for us to settle down, he could never understand any of us having any sort of wanderlust. And after Sophie’s outrageous ways and final rebellion, he tried to get stricter on the rest of us.”


      I sighed. “She brought her bear husband to visit us—once they’d broken the curse, of course—but her happy ending didn’t make him relax his stance much. Ellie and Martin—they’re the other twins, but don’t worry if you can’t keep us all straight, most people can’t—left as soon as they turned eighteen. If you had been at Ellie’s wedding last year, you would have met Martin, too. He refused an official role in the ceremony, but he attended as the bodyguard of Prince Lukas of Caladonia. Apparently, he’s been winning all sorts of prestigious tournaments. So, he and Ellie both found plenty of success. But Anneliese couldn’t use their happy situations to try to convince our father to stop attempting to marry us all off to farmers, because she’d already run away by then.”


      I stopped, knowing his head must be spinning. My family generally had that effect on people.


      “I can’t imagine you married to some farmer,” said Arthur.


      I looked down at the ground as I tried to work out what he meant by that. But there were too many potential interpretations, so I gave up.


      “I suppose it doesn’t matter too much how many siblings you have,” I said, after a moment of silence. “Being the youngest is being the youngest. It’s hard to carve a place for yourself when everyone sees you as just another—smaller—one.”


      He grinned at me. “It’s hard to imagine anyone failing to notice you.”


      I sighed. “They all notice me at first. But once they realize these don’t mean anything…” I gestured at my eyes. “Then everyone realizes there’s nothing much about me worth noticing. They tend to get distracted by Anneliese at that point.”


      “I can think of a few things worth noticing,” Arthur said quietly.


      I flushed, but he immediately added, “But I look forward to meeting Anneliese. She sounds like your opposite.”


      My heart sank, and I scolded myself for it. Why was I surprised? Everyone was more interested in Anneliese than me. No boy had ever looked twice at me when she was around. I always got the first look, but I never got the second.


      “She is, and she isn’t,” I said. “It’s hard to explain.” Anneliese wasn’t my opposite, she was my complement. I just sometimes wished she hadn’t received all of the charm.


      A moment later, Arthur spotted the perfect clearing to stop for the night, and our conversation was broken. I told myself it didn’t matter. I had no claim to his time.
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      * * *


      We continued to move south, veering slightly southwest after joining a main road. Marblehill was larger and considerably more established than either Horley or Talbot. With traders commonly stopping there on their route between Caladonia’s capital and Torina, it had developed into a thriving town. My family had spent a night there on our way down to Anura for Elisette’s wedding, and I had enjoyed the feel of it.


      After her experiences with Talbot and with the river, Rapunzel seemed much less excited about encountering ‘bustling streets’, so I did my best to paint the town as an attractive and pleasant place. I wanted her to be cautious, not afraid, as she discovered the world.


      We started to encounter other travelers on the road, either passing them or being passed depending on their speed. The first time we overtook a slow-moving wagon train, I realized how much faster we had become over the last few days. Rapunzel still alternated between walking and riding, but she didn’t seem to be in constant pain while doing so anymore.


      On our last night camping before we reached the city, we stopped at an established rest stop. Another group arrived soon afterward and also began to set up camp. After getting a good look at them, I wished we had bypassed the place and found our own clearing.


      The three men looked rough, their clothes ill kept, and their expressions sharp and calculating. I didn’t like the look of them at all and wondered if I would be able to sleep. From the worried looks Arthur kept throwing me and Rapunzel, I suspected he was thinking much the same way.


      Other than a quick greeting, we kept to ourselves until two of the men asked Arthur for help breaking an enormous branch into firewood. He cast a quick glance toward the third man, but he was occupied lighting their fire, and I gestured that he should help. At least it meant we wouldn’t need to send one of us foraging for wood for our own fire.


      I busied myself lighting the beginnings of our blaze and became so involved in the task that I didn’t even notice the sound of voices at first. When Rapunzel’s laugh filtered through to my consciousness, I spun around and found her chatting with the remaining man.


      I hurried over to join them, trying not to look too anxious. The man was smiling and looking far more friendly than earlier, but something about the way his eyes assessed everything about us and our belongings did nothing to alleviate my discomfort.


      “These gentlemen have been staying in Marblehill,” Rapunzel informed me as I neared them. “He’s been warning me about some of the questionable inns.” Her wide eyes suggested she hadn’t considered the possibility of questionable inns before. “It’s very kind of him.”


      The man nodded his head. “Just trying to be neighborly to my fellow travelers. Which reminds me that I should warn you off the Rose and Hammer, too. It’s a nice place, but too expensive for the likes of us.” He laughed, a gravelly sound that held no true mirth.


      Before I could think how to extricate us from the conversation, Rapunzel smiled at him and spoke. “Oh, that’s not a problem. We’re not short on coins. I’m—”


      “Needed to help with our fire. I’m afraid I’ve made a mess of it.” I grimaced apologetically to Rapunzel’s new friend while I sidled close enough to tug on her dress.


      She looked at me in confusion, and opened her mouth, but I jumped in before she could ask why I was pulling at her. “Come on, Rapunzel. Arthur will be back soon, and he’ll expect us to have the kindling alight ready for the branches.”


      She still looked confused but followed me anyway.


      “I’d be happy to give you a hand,” the stranger called after us, but I shook my head quickly.


      “We’ll be fine, thank you.”


      He shrugged his shoulders and turned back to his own fire, just as his two companions and Arthur returned.


      “Rapunzel!” I hissed once I got her back over into our camp. “What were you doing?”


      She looked at me blankly. “I was talking to that man. Why are you acting so strangely?”


      “Yes,” agreed Arthur, “what’s going on?”


      “What’s going on is that Rapunzel just told that man we have plenty of coin on us.”


      “What?” Arthur kept his voice lowered but only just.


      Rapunzel looked back and forth between us. “I don’t understand. You told me to stay near you, and I was only a few steps away.”


      I put my head in my hands and drew a deep breath. “Did you see the gleam in his eyes when you mentioned the coins? I’d bet everything we have that they’ll try to rob us before the night is over.”


      Rapunzel gasped, both hands flying to cover her mouth. “Robbers! But how do you know?”


      “Can’t you tell?” I asked. “By how they act? It’s the way they hold themselves and look at us. They look like they were guards once, but they don’t seem to be employed that way now.”


      Rapunzel stared at me wide-eyed, and I could tell she was trying hard not to look back over at the men.


      I sighed. “Of course, you can’t tell. This is my fault, I should have warned you.”


      “It’s as much my fault as yours,” said Arthur. “I should have thought of it, too. But what do we do now? Leave immediately?”


      I tried to think it through. How would they react if we started packing up?


      “Best to leave now, while there’s still some light,” said Arthur after some thought. “We’ll pack quickly.”


      The three of us rushed around and had everything back in our packs and our sputtering fire doused within minutes. The three men watched us silently, and we merely nodded a farewell as we started back onto the road.


      I wished we could push on for Marblehill, but the town was big enough to have sturdy walls, and the gate would be closed for the night by now, let alone by the time we arrived there. We walked on for another hour before deeming it safe enough to stop again and, even then, Arthur set himself up to sleep with his naked sword beside his bedroll.


      I retrieved my own small knife, determined to have it handy for once, and settled down to try to sleep. Slumber eluded me for a long time, but eventually I succumbed to exhaustion.


      A loud whinny from Aster woke me, and I leaped up, knife already in hand. A dark figure loomed over Rapunzel’s prone form. Rushing forward, I threw myself on his back and swung out wildly with the knife.


      A loud cry of pain ripped through the night, and I was thrown from the man’s back. Rapunzel screamed and scrambled up, weaving around the man to pull me to my feet. In the moonlight and the faint glow of the fire, I saw my knife had somehow stabbed into his hand. He pulled it out, turning toward us. I shoved Rapunzel behind me, trying to remember what my brother Martin had told me about facing an armed attacker. We hadn’t made it that far in our lessons with Arthur.


      Before I had to put any of my practice into action, however, a crunch sounded, and the man crumpled to the ground. As he fell, he revealed Arthur standing behind him, his sword raised, hilt downward. He must have cracked him over the head.


      I looked around frantically but soon saw two more groaning bodies.


      “I think we had best keep moving, despite the late hour.” Arthur sounded grim and neither of us gave any protest. Rapunzel shook like a leaf behind me, and I couldn’t help comparing how differently my twin would have acted if she had been here with me. And yet, I also felt a swell of pride at the way the princess had rushed to help me despite her fear.
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      For the first two hours, we stayed silent, straining to hear any sound of pursuit. When no vengeful robbers appeared, we began to breathe a little easier. But we still stayed quiet—now out of exhaustion.


      We reached the city gates before the sun had come up and had to wait for dawn for them to open. Rapunzel had slumped forward on Aster’s neck and seemed to be sleeping, and I kept casting her envious glances, wishing I could do a similar thing.


      The guards who opened the gate appeared only mildly surprised to see us waiting there, making no effort to question us as we stumbled forward into Marblehill. We made our way down the main road, a few early risers moving around us, already started with their day.


      A cheerful looking farmer rumbled through the gates behind us, and Arthur flagged him down. After a round of pleasantries, the prince asked for a recommendation on inns and was directed to the Green Lion. I was relieved it wasn’t one the robbers had mentioned and even more that it sounded close.


      Three streets later we entered the courtyard of the inn and had to wake Rapunzel so we could hand Aster over to a groom. I let Arthur handle the process of requesting rooms, merely glad to collapse into a proper bed as soon as possible. He procured only two rooms for us after I assured him that Rapunzel and I were happy to share, and I was soon blissfully sinking into clean sheets and a soft pillow.


      When I woke, it was mid-morning, and Rapunzel was sitting beside my bed, her chin in her hands, and her eyes fixed on me.


      “Marhghggh,” I mumbled, pulling back sharply and bumping my head on the wall behind me. “Ow!” I rubbed the spot and glared at her. “What in the kingdoms are you doing?”


      “Watching you sleep.”


      I rubbed a hand across my eyes and groaned. “Do I even want to know?”


      “You were making a funny noise every time you breathed. Sort of a…” She opened her mouth wide and scrunched up her nose as she prepared to demonstrate for me.


      I cut her off with my hand. “I really don’t need a demonstration. Especially not before breakfast.”


      “Oh.” She deflated, her face returning to its normal shape. “It was a very strange sound, though.”


      “Snoring is normal enough.” Not for me, though. I hoped it was the stress and the new bed and not that I was coming down sick.


      “That’s snoring?” She stared at me. “I always imagined it sounded like…” She once again scrunched up her face, and I once again held up my hand.


      “No. Just, please, no.”


      She subsided, and after a quiet moment in which I tried to muster the energy to get out of bed, her face fell. “I did the wrong thing again. Last night. But I really am trying, I promise!”


      “I know you are.” I forced myself to sit up, wondering how much of the day I’d slept away. “But the world is a big place, and there’s a lot to learn.” I gave her a stern look. “And you can start with this—don’t watch people while they’re sleeping. It’s creepy—and terrifying to wake up to.”


      For a moment she looked penitent, and then her giggles broke through. “You look peaceful when you sleep, but then when you snore, you look—” At my glare she dissolved into incomprehensible giggles.


      How could she be so perky? Shouldn’t she feel exhausted and haggard like me? Maybe it came from being a princess, maybe you were born with some sort of extra stamina, or something. I glowered at her perfect hair.


      Why couldn’t Mortimer have given me and my sisters useful gifts like that? Even the rogue fairy who had imprisoned Rapunzel in the tower had managed to give better gifts than my family’s fairy godfather. It figured.


      “Penny’s grumpy,” announced Rapunzel as we joined Arthur in the dining area of the inn.


      I glared at her until my expression morphed into a yawn. “I think I could sleep for a year.”


      “A year?” Rapunzel stared at me. “But then you’d miss—”


      “It’s just an expression,” I said hastily. “I mean I’m very tired.”


      Arthur, who also looked unacceptably awake after our short sleep, interrupted to tell us he had already ventured forth and made a few enquiries.


      “No one knew anything about a girl called Anneliese, although that’s hardly surprising given the size of the town and how many people travel through it. We know she was looking for a prince or an enchanted knight, though, so that will give us somewhere to start.”


      I nodded, thinking now wasn’t the time to bring up my doubts about Anneliese meekly trotting off to look for a prince. “From memory, Marblehill is built around the manor house of an earl. Perhaps we could go and ask there. If Anneliese visited looking for a knight, the servants will most likely remember.”


      “Christopher, Earl of Marblemount,” said Arthur.


      His expression shifted slightly as he named the earl, but he offered no extra information. I opened my mouth and then closed it again. As the prince of a neighboring and allied kingdom, it made sense that he would be familiar with the names of the nobility. But it also made sense that he might know them personally. And yet he had brought us here to an inn, and he made no mention now of knowing the family in the manor house.


      We ate a quick meal and headed out into the streets, but not before Rapunzel changed into the practical dress Arthur had managed to procure for her while making his enquiries. After the various adventures experienced by her pink satin, it was definitely for the best. The dress had long since needed a proper wash and some mending, despite Rapunzel’s efforts to clean it in one of the streams we passed.


      The streets looked very different in the mid-afternoon, and Rapunzel couldn’t stop staring at everything and everyone we passed. Carriages and wagons rolled over the cobblestones, single riders on horses weaving between them. Whinnies and shouts and loud conversation filled the air, and the smell of food from the stalls in several small markets weren’t enough to mask the animal refuse left behind in the streets. I saw Rapunzel wrinkling her nose and reminded myself to warn her later not to make her response so obvious. It would be just our luck for her to make such an expression at some ill-smelling but belligerent townsperson. As it was, at one point several people jostled us in the street, and she nearly had a panic attack.


      With so much of my attention on her, I didn’t have a chance to sidle up to Arthur for a quiet word until we were nearing the earl’s residence, at the center of the town. The Green Lion—positioned near the town’s wall—had been built of the same timber used in most of the newer sections. But as we moved upward, approaching the manor house, the buildings became smaller, built of gray stone.


      This part of the town had obviously been unplanned, the streets narrower and a little crooked. At one point, a passing carriage made me squeeze close to Arthur, and I took the chance to speak to him in an undertone.


      “Do you know the earl?”


      He looked down at me, and I shrugged. “I’m just trying to be prepared. If there’s some sort of bad blood between you, I think I should know.”


      His eyes slid away from me. “I assure you that there is not the least bad blood between me and the Earl of Marblemount. In fact, I’ve never met the man.”


      I narrowed my eyes, but I could hardly call him a liar. Whatever was going on, he clearly didn’t want to talk about it. A rider coming fast in the opposite direction made us break apart, as I lunged to pull Rapunzel out of the way. She had been distracted watching a woman with an enormous basket of laundry and didn’t register the oncoming horse.


      By the time I had explained the laundry process utilized by those who didn’t have enchanted wash rooms, we had reached the gates of the earl’s manor. I half expected Arthur to announce himself, but he said nothing, and I was left to step forward and ask if we might speak to the steward.


      When the guard only stared at me in silence, I began to feel nervous. Had I transgressed some local rule of which I wasn’t aware? Although my family were originally woodcutters, Mortimer had transformed my parents into wealthy merchants long before my birth. And while I hadn’t personally spent much time among the nobility, enough of my sisters had married into it that I thought I knew the basic social rules.


      “P…Princess!” the man sputtered at last.


      I blinked and glanced at Rapunzel before looking back at the man. Did he recognize her? But his eyes were still trained on me, his expression confused.


      I looked at Arthur next, but he looked just as bemused as I felt.


      “Ah, I’m sorry, I just want to speak to the steward?”


      “Princess,” he said again. “Where have you been?”


      “Are…are you talking to me?” I asked after another pause. “Because I’m not a princess.” Perhaps I had never woken up after all, and I had simply been having a strangely realistic dream until now.


      “It’s true, then?” He shook his head disapprovingly. “I told the cook I didn’t believe a word of it, but now I’ll have to pay her two coppers.”


      My mind was still spinning, but Arthur stepped forward, a knowing look on his face. “Excuse me, sir. Are you saying that you’ve seen this young lady before?”


      This time it was the guard who looked at us as if we were crazy. “Seen her before? It must have been nigh on three months that Princess Anneliese stayed here.”


      The suspicion had entered my head as soon as Arthur spoke, but the guard’s words turned it into a heavy stone in my gut. Anneliese, a princess? She really had gone a step too far this time, and who knew what the consequences would be?


      A groom leading a stallion approached the gates and began to pass through before stopping and giving us a second hard look. “Oh ho,” he said. “The lost princess has returned.”


      “I’m not a princess,” I said.


      “Ha!” Unlike the guard, the groom looked pleased. “That’ll be three silvers for me, then. You had all the gardeners convinced. The earl will want to know, though, and he won’t be pleased.”


      “I think there’s been some sort of misunderstanding,” said Arthur smoothly. “My companion here is not only not a princess, but she has never been to this house before in her life.”


      “Never been to this house before in her life?” The groom guffawed. “That’s a loud one. You won’t find any takers for that one, we’ve all got eyes in our heads.”


      “Have you?” asked Arthur, his voice turning cool, and his manner subtly changing.


      Both the guard and the groom looked uncomfortable, responding to the aura of command that had settled over Arthur. After a quick glance between them, the groom scrutinized me a little more closely.


      “You know, now that you mention it, those eyes…”


      “Indeed,” said Arthur. “We would like to speak to the steward now, if you please.”


      But the guard shook his head, his eyes lingering on my purple ones with an expression of discomfort that I recognized. “This is a matter for His Lordship.”


      The groom nodded. “And so the steward would tell you, if he were here, which he ain’t.”


      He hid it better than the two servants, but Arthur looked nearly as uncomfortable as they did at this news. Rapunzel, on the other hand, was apparently trying to make up for past mistakes by doing and saying nothing, and I was glad for it given the increasingly complex situation.


      With reluctance, we allowed the guard to lead us toward the house. The groom led his horse toward a large building to one side of the manor, and by the time we reached the house itself, a number of curious looking servants had gathered.


      I sighed. News always traveled fast in such situations.


      A low murmur followed us as we were led into the house and on into a large, bright reception room. I tried to ignore the looks—some welcoming, some resentful, but all curious. Rapunzel stuck closely behind me, as if trying to lose herself in my shadow.


      The footman who had taken over at the door deposited us in the room and then retreated.


      “I don’t like this one bit,” was all I had time to say, before the door was flung open again.


      A pretty girl about my own age, dressed in a long elegant gown, rushed into the room. “One of the maids told me—” She cut off abruptly as she saw us all standing there and swept into a deep curtsey. “Your Highness.”


      “Oh. No. I’m not a princess,” I said, as she rose out of her curtsey.


      “No, Liesa,” she said, looking down her nose at me. “I figured that out some months ago. I was talking to Prince Arthur.”


      My eyes flew to the prince who was smiling at the girl with a great deal less than his usual charm. My eyes narrowed. Uh huh. So that was it. Not the earl, then, but his daughter. Arthur must have been hoping to make it in and out of the manor without running into her.


      I would have laughed at his subtle but obvious discomfort if I hadn’t been in such a sticky situation myself. I looked at the girl again, taking in her hair, which fell in perfect black curls, and her pink and white complexion. Her curtsey had been elegant, and her clothes declared her a daughter of the house. So, what exactly did His Royal Highness find so objectionable?


      Twenty minutes later, I had a good guess. The girl, who turned out to be Lady Narelle, ignored both Rapunzel and me with studied care, devoting all her attention to the prince. She pouted, complaining that she hadn’t seen him in an age, and that he had been neglecting Astoria most shamefully, and she took every opportunity to brush up against him, or press her hand to his arm.


      “What’s she doing?” Rapunzel sidled over to me to whisper at one point, and I struggled to keep a straight face as I tried to think of an answer.


      “I think she’s hoping to attract him,” I eventually whispered back.


      Rapunzel scrunched up her nose. “How odd. It doesn’t seem to be working.”


      I had to suppress a giggle and tried not to think too closely about why I was so pleased to see Arthur so clearly dismayed by the noble girl’s pursuit of him.


      It was certainly comical to see the way he inched back and she pressed forward. By the time the earl appeared, they had made it most of the way around the room, and I had been treated to a skillful display of Arthur’s diplomacy skills. Somehow, he managed to avoid every leading opportunity to compliment her or answer any of her questions about what had brought him to Marblehill.


      Every now and then her eyes would flick to me, and I got the feeling she was attempting to wound me with her cold treatment. Whether that was because she saw Rapunzel and me as competition for Arthur, or because of Anneliese, I wasn’t sure.


      When the earl finally appeared, we all breathed a sigh of relief. But his first words dispelled any such emotion.


      “How dare you return after taking such advantage of my hospitality?”
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      Arthur immediately stepped in front of me, partially shielding me from the earl’s sight. I stepped around him, grateful for his protective instinct, but determined to face the consequences of my twin’s actions on behalf of my family.


      Before I could speak, however, Lady Narelle swept forward as well.


      “Papa, don’t you recognize Prince Arthur?”


      The earl frowned at his daughter and then across at the prince. After a moment’s study, he gave Arthur a reluctant half bow. “Your Highness, this is a most unexpected surprise.”


      “Indeed,” said Arthur, his natural charm returning to the fore. “You must allow me to apologize for intruding on you in such a way. I can assure you I had no intention of disturbing your peace. But it turns out there’s been some sort of misunderstanding.”


      “I’ve just been saying how naughty of him it is,” said Narelle, with a flirtatious pout. “Coming to Marblehill and not coming to stay with us. I’ve told him we’ll send our servants to fetch his things from wherever he left them.”


      A weary look passed over the earl’s face as he looked at his daughter. “But, of course, darling.” He turned to Arthur. “Your Highness is always welcome in our home. Astoria stands with Farthendale and always welcomes a member of its royal family in our midst.”


      “You are too generous,” said Arthur with a quick half bow of his own. “But I am merely traveling through the town and must soon be on my way. I would not dream of trespassing on your hospitality in such a situation.”


      His eyes flicked over toward me, now standing beside him, and the earl’s eyes followed. For a second, his face hardened, but then his gaze focused on my eyes, and his expression changed to one of confusion.


      “I could not make sense of my servants’ stories, but I see that you are not her after all. I suppose you must be some sort of relative of our erstwhile guest? The princess Anneliese?”


      I gave him a shallow curtsey and kept my penitent face downcast. “I’m afraid I am, Your Lordship. Anneliese is my twin, but—as I think you have guessed—she is not a princess.”


      “Your twin.” He surveyed me again, and I risked looking up into his face. “I suppose I can then presume that she was not locked away from birth in a tower by a wicked fairy?”


      A small gasp behind me was the first sign of life from Rapunzel. A tide of fury welled inside me. So, Anneliese had heard the stories in Talbot and decided to impersonate the mysterious princess. What madness had possessed her?


      “She kept us greatly entertained,” said the earl, his voice dry, “with stories of her escape. And with her amazement at everyday items which she claimed never to have encountered before.”


      I could only imagine with what delight Anneliese would have played the role. And for months, the guard had said! It was altogether too much.


      Lady Narelle examined me at last, her eyes narrowed. “So, you’re not Liesa. Just her twin. Hummph.” She flounced over to a seat near one of the windows, trying to hide her obvious curiosity about the situation.


      “So, you have come in search of her, then, I assume.” The earl seemed much more astute than his servants. Or perhaps less focused on whether or not he had won a bet. “And what is her real rank if it is not princess? Your accent is Astorian, as was hers.” His eyes returned to Arthur as he asked me the question, and I could see him trying to guess what role the prince played in the situation.


      “I’m afraid she has no rank at all, Your Lordship. But our parents are merchants in Torina, and I would be happy to provide you with their direction so you might send them an accounting of Anneliese’s expenses while she was your guest. They would welcome the opportunity to reimburse you for any financial loss you may have suffered as a result of her deception.”


      The earl’s forehead crinkled as he regarded me. “So, she was not a pauper trying to trick her way into a good home and an easy life at my expense. The story grows harder to fathom.”


      Raised voices from outside penetrated the room, and he broke off to stare at the door.


      “Don’t you act all high and mighty with me, Will!” The strident voice could be clearly heard through the closed wood. “Or I’ll put you over my knee and paddle you as I did when you were a wee lad. I don’t care whose footman you are. The earl’s a fair man, and he knows what I’m due. I’ll speak to that young lady whether you will it or not.”


      An indecipherable murmur followed—presumably from the maligned Will, and then her loud tones again.


      “And no, I won’t wait. Or just you watch, and she’ll slip from our fingers again.”


      The door burst open, and a matronly woman wearing the clothes of a shopkeeper burst into the room, two red-faced footmen attempting to restrain her. When she saw the earl, she faltered and dropped into a curtsey.


      “I didn’t mean to disturb you, Your Lordship. But you know what I’m due, and I know you’ll wish to see justice done.”


      The earl sighed. “I wish you had let me defray the debt when I first offered, madam. I do not desire to see my people unfairly out of pocket.”


      She eyed him approvingly. “Aye, that we know. Which is why none of us would hear of you doing so. It wasn’t you who cheated us out of house and home. Why—you were cheated yourself, the worst of the lot.”


      I stifled a groan. It seemed that the missing “princess” had left behind a mountain of debts. When I found Anneliese and rescued her from whatever danger Mortimer had thrust her into, I would wring her neck myself. I stepped forward.


      “You!” she cried before I could speak and would have grabbed me by the arm if Arthur hadn’t physically restrained her.


      “I am not Anneliese, madam,” I said, meeting her eyes. “But I am her sister. And I assure you that I shall willingly defray any debts she may have left. With interest and my apologies.”


      “Well, then.” The woman calmed, scrutinizing me closely with suspicious eyes. After a moment, she nodded. “You’ve a ready enough tongue and manners much less high and mighty than your sister. But be warned, I won’t let up on my claim until the gold is in my hand.”


      “And rightly so,” I said with an inclination of my head. “My parents are wealthy merchants in Torina and would be horrified to think any family debts remained undischarged. If the earl would be willing to provide the small service of gathering my sister’s accounts, I shall provide him with a note for my parents’ bank.”


      “Certainly, I shall be happy to do so,” said the earl.


      The woman still seemed hesitant, but she clearly trusted the earl and could hardly demand I hand over large quantities of gold on the spot. Somewhat deflated, she allowed the two footmen to herd her back out into the corridor, while a third apologetically closed the door behind her.


      Silence settled in the room for a moment, and then the earl turned back to me. “As you see, your sister left in a ramshackle and deceptive manner. It was this which made us doubt her claims of royalty.” He frowned. “Truth be told, it surprised me, however. I would not have thought it of her. Narelle may not wish to acknowledge it now, but Liesa was a good friend to her during her stay, providing much needed companionship.” He glanced toward his daughter, who ignored him most pointedly, staring out the window. “I must be getting old, for I thought I was a better judge of character.”


      I exchanged a worried look with Arthur before addressing the earl. “Am I to understand that Anneliese turned up on your door claiming to be the princess from the tower? And that she was invited to stay here for some months?”


      The earl nodded. “Narelle was delighted to have a friend, and we even started enquiries on her behalf as to her identity. She claimed to know nothing beyond her name and rank. We had heard rumors of the tale, of course, but I have never heard of a kingdom missing a princess.”


      “Nor I,” I muttered, resisting the urge to look at Rapunzel.


      “Given the developments, it is perhaps not surprising that I failed to unearth any information.” The man sighed. “I suppose the princess in the tower is indeed only a tale, as we used to believe it.”


      This time I did risk a brief glance at Rapunzel. Her mouth trembled slightly, and her eyes looked suspiciously glassy. But now wasn’t the time to comfort her.


      “I’m afraid my sister loves mischief,” I said. “And I can easily imagine her delighting in the trick. She would see it as a challenge, never thinking how it might hurt you.” I directed my words to the girl in the window. “But her heart is big, and if she acted the friend to you, then I am sure she meant it.”


      I looked back at the earl. “Which is what has me concerned. Not only are our parents wealthy, but one of our sisters is queen in Briadell, another is a princess in Anura, a third is a Guthwardian duchess, and the oldest is married to Prince Arthur’s cousin.”


      Lady Narelle leaped to her feet, spinning back toward us. “You and Liesa are from that family!”


      I could see in her eyes that she was one of the many girls across the kingdoms who had dreamed of marrying royalty after they heard the tales of my sisters. I would have to apologize to Arthur later. Perhaps Lady Narelle and others like her were the real reason he had fled his home and now wandered alone.


      But for now, I ignored her, continuing my point to the earl. “If her desire was to play among the nobility, she could have done so without the need for deception. If her desire was for wealth and an easy life, again she could have had such things for the asking. She stayed with you because it amused her, and I am sure she eventually meant to confess the truth, trusting in her real royal connections to soften the blow.”


      I stepped forward, my voice earnest. “You said you are a good judge of character, and that you were surprised by her disappearance. The sister I know would not have abandoned her debts—either those of gold or friendship. Did it not occur to you that there could have been foul play in her disappearance?”


      “What?” Narelle ran forward and grasped her father’s arm, her face going white. “Do you mean you think Liesa was kidnapped?”


      The fear in her eyes confirmed her father’s earlier comments. The two had indeed been friends.


      The earl shook his head, but I could see a new look creeping into his eyes. “We found no sign of a struggle. And she left behind so many debts. When I could discover no information about a missing princess, it seemed obvious we had been deceived…”


      My heart raced as I tried to calculate timings in my head. How many months had they said Anneliese stayed here?


      “How long has it been since she disappeared?” Arthur asked the question I couldn’t quite bring my mouth to form.


      “Months, I’m afraid,” said the earl.


      Months. I shivered. And no one had ever even attempted to look for her. Surely whatever trail had existed had long gone cold.


      The earl rubbed at his head. “I confess my mind is in something of a whirl at this host of revelations. I have gone from believing myself duped by a master player, my daughter’s friendship betrayed, to discovering I am responsible for allowing a girl with royal connections in at least four kingdoms to fall prey to unknown villainy. It is a little much to take in.”


      I sighed. “Do not worry yourself about my family’s connections. My sisters know Anneliese and will easily believe the tricks you describe. No great blame can fall to you when she was guilty of such deception. But we must attempt, even at this late stage, to unearth any hints as to what may have befallen her.”


      “Certainly,” said the earl, casting a glance at Arthur that made me think he didn’t entirely believe my assurance of safety from royal reprisal. “I can assure you that my household and I are fully at your service. And in the meantime, I hope you will join us for a meal.”


      “Oh yes,” said Rapunzel, speaking up for the first time. “I would like to eat for a year.”


      “A…a year?” The poor earl looked completely taken aback.


      I groaned while Arthur choked on a laugh.


      “Please pay her no mind,” I said. “She just means she’s very hungry. We would all be pleased to join you for a meal, in fact.”


      As we all followed him out of the room, Rapunzel whispered in my ear.


      “I don’t understand what I said wrong. You told me this morning…”


      I shrugged helplessly. “It’s complicated.” Some things were hard to explain, and this wasn’t the place to try.


      She subsided, clearly shaken to find her one attempt at joining the conversation so unsuccessful.


      The next few hours passed in a busy whirl as we interviewed every servant who had seen Anneliese on her final day. It seemed to be an inordinately large number, and I suspected that after such a long time, many had convinced themselves of memories they had never actually possessed. A headache soon began to throb behind my temples, as I tried to wade through the sea of information, real and imagined.


      At some point our possessions turned up, Narelle having managed to extract the name of our inn from Rapunzel. I had no idea what explanation of her identity the princess had given since I doubted she had laid claim to being the true princess from the tower.


      The earl pressed us to stay as long as we needed, but I itched to be back on the road searching for Anneliese again. Rushing off without a destination would be foolish, however, so we reluctantly agreed to stay one night, at least.
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      The bedchamber I was assigned was almost as luxurious as the one I had been given at Elisette’s wedding to Prince Cambren. Yet another occasion when Anneliese had been missing. Perhaps she had even been here, in Marblehill, in this very house, when we had passed through on our way to the wedding. A pang shot through me at how closely our paths might have crossed. Had she seen us in the streets and hidden herself, not willing for us to expose her lie?


      My anger at the deception she had played on these people had softened once I realized that she would not have run off on them in such a way. Once again, frustration warred with fear. All of this might have been avoided if she had simply stayed at home in the first place. But then, she wouldn’t be the sister I loved if she meekly accepted life the way she found it.


      Arthur had accompanied me in all the interviews—whether to support me or avoid Narelle, I didn’t know—and by the end of the second day, he looked as dispirited as I felt. We had spent hours in the small room provided for our use and had interviewed every person in the manor grounds. And yet, we had found nothing to lead us to Anneliese.


      “Penny.” Arthur placed his hand on my arm as soon as the last servant left. “Don’t blame yourself. You’ve done everything possible. And you’ll think of a way forward. I may not have known you long, but I can already tell you’re the sort of person who can find a way forward through anything.”


      A strong desire to sway forward into his arms swept over me, and I could barely keep myself upright. I shouldn’t take advantage of his sympathy, however much I wanted to.


      Before I could respond, a knock on the door made me pull away. I didn’t want to fuel any rumors. Narelle was already casting suspicious glances at me, apparently convinced yet another sister in my family was determined to marry into royalty. The idea that Arthur might think the same thing had made me stiff and formal toward him all day. Until the exhaustion, both physical and emotional, had overcome me, that is.


      My attempts to resist his warmth and charm hadn’t lasted long. I comforted myself by remembering that he never tried to avoid me the way he did Narelle, so my fears were likely groundless.


      The steward, who had returned to the manor that morning, came into the room, a young boy trailing close behind.


      “Young Johnny here has just returned from visiting his grandmother. He has yet to be interviewed and claims to have information of import.” The steward had the look of someone discharging his duty regardless of his personal opinion on the subject.


      The boy cast him a resentful look. “I don’t claim nothing. I’m just saying what I saw. Same as I told Old Rupert at the time.”


      The steward responded to our enquiring looks. “Rupert used to be the head groom here until his recent retirement. He now lives in the country with one of his daughters. It’s true that the old man had a soft spot for Johnny.”


      “He recognized quality when he saw it,” said Johnny, puffing out his chest. “I’m the best stable boy in Marblehill.” His face fell. “He didn’t believe me about the princess, though. Told me not to spend so much time daydreaming. As if I had time for daydreaming when Young Molly was so heavy with foal. Twins it turned out to be and born the morning after the princess disappeared. One of them was sickly, too, and Old Rupert and I had to nurse him for weeks.”


      The steward looked at the boy with an arrested expression. “Anneliese did indeed disappear the day before Molly had her twins.” He glanced at us. “Molly is Her Lordship’s favorite mare. I had forgotten that.”


      I felt a bubble of hope. The steward seemed to think the boy’s story more credible, tied as it was with his memory of the foals’ births.


      “And what did you tell Old Rupert?” I asked. “About Anneliese.”


      The boy regarded me suspiciously. “The others are all saying you’re her twin. But you have different colored eyes.”


      Weariness washed over me, but Arthur quickly spoke up.


      “How about we leave Penny’s eyes out of the conversation.”


      The steward glowered down at the young stable boy. “Mind your manners, boy, and get on with the story.”


      Johnny looked like he wanted to rebel but changed his mind at the last moment. “The captain of the town guard was running an archery competition. He’d offered a prize of a gold purse to anyone who could shoot an apple off the old apple tree just out of town. From two hundred yards.”


      He screwed up his face. “I remember it because all the guards were wild to win, and the guards here at the manor were determined it would be one of them. They set up a series of targets in the grounds outside the stables and were a downright menace to the poor horses for weeks. Not to mention us boys.”


      The steward nodded thoughtfully. “I remember it well. Several of the grooms petitioned me to ban the makeshift practice grounds, but the earl thought it would be bad for the morale of the guards to do so. He ended up finding a new place for them to practice farther from the horses.”


      I contained my impatience, refraining from asking what any of this had to do with Anneliese or her disappearance.


      “Who ended up winning?” asked Arthur, apparently not suffering from the same frustration.


      “One of the town guards,” said Johnny with disgust. “A newcomer who had just moved from Caladonia, too. Ack.” He gathered himself to spit on the floor but held back at a sharp reprimand from the steward.


      “And Anneliese?” I asked, unable to wait any longer.


      “Oh, right.” The boy grinned. “A right one, she was. If you ask me, she wanted to win herself. A girl!” He laughed. “That would have shown them all up, right enough.”


      “She wanted to win the archery competition?” Arthur glanced at me, looking less surprised than I would have expected.


      “Sounds like nonsense to me,” said the steward.


      “No, it ain’t.” Johnny glared at him. “She used to sneak out every night when everyone else was in bed to practice at the targets. I saw her because it used to be my job to sit up with Molly. She was pretty good, too.”


      I couldn’t help a smile, despite the dire situation. It certainly sounded like Anneliese. She would have loved the idea of showing up all the guards, and she had always had a knack for archery, although our parents rarely let her practice.


      “The night before Molly gave birth, I saw her come out and begin to practice. Then, later, I heard voices. I thought one of the guards might have caught her at it, so I sneaked out to watch the show. But it wasn’t one of our guards she was arguing with. I heard her say she wasn’t the princess from the tower, which got me right curious, only then Young Molly whinnied something fierce, and I had to dash back to my post before anyone caught me away from it. And that’s the last I saw of her.”


      The steward looked thoughtful. “And that’s what you told Rupert? And then the next day when she was found gone, the rumor that she wasn’t really a princess swept through the manor. I suppose you were the source.”


      The boy shrugged defensively. “I only know what I heard.”


      I bit my lip, worrying away at it while my thoughts raced. So, someone not from the manor, someone Johnny hadn’t recognized, had confronted Anneliese alone at night in the garden. It must have been her kidnapper. They had apparently known she was supposed to be a princess, so what had been the motive? Ransom? But no ransom demand had been made.


      Johnny described the man three times before I was satisfied I had every last possible piece of information from him and sent him back to the stables. Apparently, the man had been rough looking, his clothes mended and ill-fitting, stained black in several places. It fit with the idea of ransom, except for the lack of communication since. Surely the man had not thought she carried gold around on her person?


      The steward looked thoughtful and asked us to wait in the room for a moment, while he followed up a thought. I started pacing, unable to hold myself still.


      “Penny.” Arthur gripped my arm for the second time, and I stilled instantly. His eyes looked concerned. “I’m sure she’s all right. And we’ll find her, one way or another. We can always call Mortimer if we get desperate.”


      I gave him a pointed look. “If this little chat is supposed to be reassuring, you just veered off course.”


      He laughed and moved closer. My breath hitched in my throat, and I tried not to think about how close we now stood. All I needed was for Narelle to come in and see us standing like this and make a fuss with the earl. Or Rapunzel. I didn’t want to complicate the dynamics of our little group, and she had been hurt enough since we entered this house.


      The doorknob rattled, and I stepped back. Arthur gave me a cryptic look I couldn’t read and then turned to greet the returning steward.


      “Johnny’s description sounded familiar, but I wanted to confirm with a couple of others first. They are all in agreement. The man he saw sounds like one of the miners from Concord. They’re a problem that has been plaguing this town for some time now.”


      “Concord?” asked Arthur. “I thought that mine closed down ages ago.”


      The steward nodded. “That it did. Which is precisely the problem. When the mine closed, most of the residents from Concord lost their livelihoods. The town should have become a ghost town, except that they all refused to leave. They didn’t want to leave the homes and lives of their fathers and grandfathers before them.”


      He shifted uncomfortably. “The earl felt for their situation, of course, but there was little he could do. The mine had been bled dry. And when they turned to banditry and thievery, he was forced to act. It is his job to keep this portion of the trade routes safe. But when the guard rode out to the town, they found it deserted.”


      He shook his head. “After all their protestations about not leaving their homes, the people must have moved up into the hills, and no one has been able to locate their camp. Someone might almost conclude they feel more attached to their new life of crime than their apparently beloved houses.”


      He looked dark, and I wondered if the earl had been softer on the Concordians than the steward would have liked.


      “Things will be quiet for a while,” he continued. “And then we’ll hear of a fresh spate of robberies—cattle missing, or wagons appropriated. I didn’t think of them in this case because we haven’t heard any new grievances for some time. And they have never been accused of kidnapping. But now that I think of it, the latest round of complaints stopped around the time your sister went missing.” He narrowed his eyes and added, in a mutter, “Probably found she was too much for even a group of bandits to handle.”


      I sucked in a breath. My sister had most likely been captured by a band of desperate ruffians.


      For the second time, when greeted with bad news, I felt Arthur’s reassuring hand on my back. I closed my eyes and let myself enjoy its presence without worrying about what the steward would think. After a moment, I thrust away my fear for my twin, knowing it would only cripple me, and opened my eyes again. At least we now had something to pursue.


      “Thank you. That is useful information. If you could have someone draw up a map to Concord, I would be more than grateful. We will leave in the morning.” I wanted to leave immediately, but it would be dark soon, and I knew I needed to think sensibly if I wanted to save Anneliese. She had been missing for months, she would have to wait a little bit longer.


      The earl wished to send a troupe of guards with us, but I resolutely turned down his offer. It sounded as if the miners-turned-bandits had a history with the guards and—if they did have my sister—I wasn’t sure what they would do if they discovered a group of guards descending upon them. The three of us had come this far, and we would travel on alone. It was our best hope of finding and infiltrating the displaced villagers.


      I had wondered if Rapunzel would be reluctant to leave—although she had never complained, she had clearly found life on the road a challenge—but she made no demur. When I voiced my curiosity, she looked surprised.


      “You heard the earl. He’s tried to find information about my history and failed. There’s nothing for me here in Marblehill.” She grinned cheerfully. “But who knows what adventures await us out there?” She waved vaguely toward the gates of the town. “After all, I’ve seen a deer, which apparently is not a rabbit, but I have yet to see this rabbit, which you claim looks like a snail.”


      I smiled back. Once again, she had surprised me. “I’m sorry about my sister. She shouldn’t have claimed to be you.”


      Rapunzel’s grin didn’t fade. “I was still locked away in my tower at the time, so I can’t see what harm it did me. Your sister sounds like she’s good fun.” Now her smile did drop away. “I hope I get the chance to meet her.”


      “You will,” I said, with all the determination I could muster.


      I just wished my desire to find my sister wasn’t marred by a tiny shadow at the back of my mind. A whisper that said that once we found Anneliese, my companions would soon realize how uninteresting I was compared to her. After all, I was the sensible one, she was the fun one. I pushed the thought away. Finding my sister safe was far more important than such petty concerns.
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      * * *


      It was the senior guard at the manor who presented us with the map I had requested, and he had gone to the effort of marking the areas that the guards had already searched for the missing villagers. We thanked him profusely, and he gruffly turned our praise away, attempting to foist a couple of guards onto us. But we stood firm in our rejections of the assistance, accepting only an escort to the gates of the town. Arthur would have rejected even that, but I thought it polite to accept something at least.


      The prince’s relief at escaping the earl’s home was almost comical. And when Narelle joined us for the ride to the gates, wearing a stunning riding habit, with a carefully positioned hat, I made the mistake of glancing at Rapunzel. She was staring in fascination at the other girl’s hat. Or, I suspected, at the enormous bunch of feathers that waved from the top of it. They were admittedly the most fashionably large feathers I had ever seen.


      “What a hideous hat,” she said loudly.


      Narelle glared at us, her color rising. She was clearly trying to decide what punishment she could give the other girl without incurring Arthur’s disapproval. Apparently, she couldn’t think of any because she turned away with her nose in the air.


      “Rapunzel!” I whispered. “You can’t say things like that!”


      Rapunzel looked at me in astonishment. “Why ever not? It’s true, isn’t it?”


      “Well…yes. But it isn’t polite.”


      “Oh.” She seemed to be thinking hard. “So, it isn’t polite to mention ugly things?”


      I nodded. “Yes, exactly. You might hurt someone’s feelings.”


      She looked earnestly between Narelle and me. “So, then, I definitely shouldn’t mention—“


      “Rapunzel!” I cut her off.


      But I couldn’t help starting to giggle, and when I met her eyes, the knowing sparkle in them only made me laugh harder. Her willingness to laugh at her own ignorance often surprised me. It was one of the many things that made her so endearing.


      Soon enough she was giggling with me. We fell about, clutching at each other, while Narelle haughtily ignored us, and Arthur glared daggers in our direction. He didn’t seem to appreciate receiving even more devotion from the poor girl.


      The earl’s daughter gave her sole attention to the prince throughout the ride, able to keep her horse beside Aster since the guards were clearing the streets ahead of us. Rapunzel and I had accepted mounts for the ride to the gates, not wanting to hold the others up, but we had decided to return them with the guards once we exited the town. It seemed far too likely that if we took them, the horses would end up requisitioned by the bandits.


      To my surprise, once we had dismounted and said our farewells, it was me Narelle drew aside, not Arthur. She swallowed, seeming to struggle with whatever she wanted to say. I remained silent, having no idea what she might want with me.


      “You will find her, won’t you?” she asked at last.


      I blinked at her. She could only be talking about Anneliese. “If I possibly can, I will. She’s my sister.”


      She nodded quickly. “And…” She swallowed, looking down at the ground. “Will you tell her that I’m sorry we never came looking for her? That I’m sorry I thought she had run off without telling us?”


      “Of course, I will,” I said, my voice softening.


      “Good.” Narelle looked up and flipped her hair. “And you can also tell her that she’s quite the worst friend in all the kingdoms for lying to me like that. And not telling me who she really was. We’ll be going to visit court soon, and I would have been the envy of all the other girls with one of your family as a best friend.”


      But her tone and gesture didn’t fool me now. I knew she truly cared for my sister, and none of the rest of it mattered in the face of that. “I’ll find her,” I promised again. “And we’ll invite you to come next time we visit one of our sisters, if you like.”


      Her eyes lit up. “Oh, would you?”


      I grinned. “We can go on a tour of all the kingdoms, if you like.” My sisters would love it, actually. They would each want the opportunity to scold Anneliese in person.


      Narelle threw her arms around me, and I staggered at the unexpected gesture. When I extracted myself, Arthur was staring at me in astonishment, and Rapunzel had burst into fresh giggles. I shrugged at them both and hurried us all out of the town.
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      It felt comforting and familiar to trudge along the road with Arthur and Rapunzel beside me. Even the worry for Anneliese, always present in the back of my mind, felt like an old friend at this point. My companions both seemed relieved to be free of the town, each for their own reasons, and for some time the mood was light.


      “I need to apologize to you, Arthur,” I said at one point with mock gravity.


      He looked up, his face alarmed, and I nearly ruined the moment by laughing.


      “My sisters’ marriages into the royalty and nobility of so many kingdoms have raised high hopes in many female hearts. And I see now that you are the main victim.”


      Arthur groaned. “So, you’re to blame! I should have known.”


      “Well, I suppose our own Prince Casimir is getting old enough to start breaking hearts,” I said, ignoring him. “He must be, what, sixteen by now? And, he’ll be king one day, too! An even better prospect than you!”


      “Well, in that case,” said Arthur, “you’d better turn around quick. Torina is in the other direction.”


      “Or I could keep going south,” I pointed out. “Go down to Anura to visit my sister, Princess Elisette, and her brother-in-law Prince Dauntry. I met him at her wedding, and he was tall, blond, and extremely princely. In fact, now that I think about it, there are a few options around, so I withdraw my apology. You’re quite the least exciting of the bunch.”


      “Why am I not comforted?” he asked dryly.


      Rapunzel, who had been giggling along, looked suddenly thoughtful. “Is it always like that? Just because you’re a prince?”


      “Just because I’m a prince?” Arthur drew himself up in outrage. “Have we been traveling together for so long for nothing? Haven’t you noticed that I’m uncommonly handsome and charming?”


      Rapunzel dissolved into another fit of giggles, so he looked over at me.


      “Aren’t I, Penny?” He gave me his most charming smile. “Come on, you can admit it.”


      “I admit nothing,” I said. “You don’t survive among seven children by admitting anything.”


      He laughed while I silently wished that I didn’t agree so completely with his statement. I would be altogether more comfortable if Prince Arthur of Farthendale were a great deal more ugly and a great deal less agreeable. He seemed to like me well enough, but then he seemed to like most people. And as Narelle had so amply demonstrated, he had the pick of any girl he wanted. Including the beautiful princess beside me.


      “I’m a princess,” said Rapunzel abruptly. “At least, I’m pretty sure I am. That’s what Gothel always told me.”


      We both looked at her blankly.


      “Once we find Anneliese, then I’m going to find my family. And once I’ve found my family, is that the kind of attention I’m going to receive? Just because I’m a princess?”


      My shoulders drooped, the mood changing instantly. “Well, first of all, it won’t just be because you’re a princess. It will also be because you’re kind and beautiful and fun. But, yes. I imagine you’ll receive a lot of attention.”


      “But how will I know who really values me for me?”


      I glanced over at Arthur helplessly. I was entirely unqualified to advise anyone on the trials of too much attention and favor. The prince had dropped his joking expression, matching Rapunzel’s earnestness.


      “As Penny said, there are a hundred reasons for someone to love you, Rapunzel, you don’t need to worry about that.”


      I bit my lip and looked away. I refused to be the bitter girl who resented her friends’ happiness. Except, no one but Anneliese had ever said something like that to me, and I couldn’t deny that it hurt.


      “And as for finding the right person to love back,” he continued. “That’s easy enough. Look for someone uninterested in wealth and position. Someone who doesn’t try to use your rank to their own advantage. Look for someone who wants to spend time with you, away from everything else. The kind of person who will be a true partner and help you in life, no matter what troubles you encounter.”


      He shrugged. “It’s hard to describe, but you’ll understand.” His eyes slid away from her. “But I think I should mention that it’s possible your family will expect you to make a marriage of alliance. My older brother did, with the Astorian princess. And then it is all about your rank, but at least that’s true for both of you. A successful marriage can be forged on that. I’ve seen it myself.”


      “Thank you,” said Rapunzel quietly, her eyes fixed on him. “For being honest with me.”


      His easy smile returned. “That at least is simple. I’ll always be honest with you, Rapunzel.”


      But as he said it, his eyes flicked over to me before sliding away as they had done a moment earlier with the princess. His look unsettled me, although I couldn’t say why, and I pulled out the map again, busying myself by trying to find our progress on it.


      To my surprise, we had come further than I had thought and were already within the range the head guard had marked as searched. I held it out to the others.


      “Any thoughts on where we should start?”


      “I was thinking we should go to Concord itself,” said Arthur. “I know they aren’t there anymore, but we might pick up some clues. Maybe get a sense of the kind of people they are, and where they might have chosen to go.”


      I nodded agreement since I had no alternative ideas. I kept thinking that a whole team of local guards had been unable to find these people. We had nothing more than determination on our side. What made me think we’d be able to succeed where they had all failed?


      Concord turned out to be another two hours’ walk, and when we reached it, I wished we hadn’t come. I had never seen such a sad place. In the time the residents had been gone, the plants had encroached on the streets, huge weeds growing up between the houses and spilling over into the paths and walkways. An occasional squeaking shutter flapping in the breeze made an eerie background music as we walked through the deserted town.


      Dust and dirt covered everything, and the roofs of a couple of the houses had collapsed. The whole thing felt abandoned in a way I somehow hadn’t expected. I kept thinking about the steward’s words. I felt as if I could sense the devastated dreams as clearly as I could see the dilapidated houses. There was nothing here but grief and pain. I couldn’t imagine Anneliese—always so full of life—in such a place.


      Rapunzel shivered as we walked quickly down the main street. “I don’t like it here.”


      I cleared my throat. “Neither do I. Let’s get out of here as quickly as we can. What are we supposed to be looking for?”


      We both looked at Arthur who seemed unusually subdued now that we had arrived. He shrugged and grimaced. “I don’t know exactly. A clue, I suppose. Do you think the people who lived here would have run to caves? Or forest? Or hills?”


      He looked around as if hoping to find a mural of their preferred landscape on a wall somewhere. I sighed. The whole enterprise felt hopeless, but I couldn’t afford to give up hope.


      “Let’s split up,” I said. “None of us want to be here longer than we have to.”


      Rapunzel looked reluctant, so Arthur offered for her to stay with him. He shrugged apologetically at me, but I waved them away. I couldn’t blame her, even if I had too much pride to cling to the others myself.


      I wove my way through the homes, taking note of any details that seemed either repetitive or out of place. The houses were all made of a light gray stone, removed from the mine, I assumed. The thought of caves had taken root in my mind, as I imagined the people who had once lived here. They had been miners, after all. Surely caves would feel something like a second home.


      My thoughts kept turning to the abandoned mine itself, except that the head guard had specifically told us they had searched it multiple times. Was it possible there were any natural cave systems in the area? Perhaps ones unknown to anyone but locals from Concord?


      I peered into one building that looked different from the rest and saw low benches in several rows. I bit my lip. A small school. Somehow that didn’t fit with the image I had built of these people. What had happened to all their children when they had fled? What sort of life were they living now? A deep sadness settled over me.


      Perhaps I had been too distracted by the thought of all the poor little children sitting in rows to hear someone approaching behind me. Or perhaps they had made no noise. Either way, I had no warning when rough hands jerked me off my feet, a palm slamming over my mouth before I could even think of screaming.


      I kicked and thrashed, but a second man appeared in front of me, and they soon had me tied up and gagged. I glared at them, but they ignored me completely, other than to throw me in the back of a small, hand-drawn wagon.


      They seemed to know I was not alone, talking in whispers and throwing frequent glances around. As we started to move out of the village, I wiggled my feet together, slowly working off one of my boots. It finally popped off as we passed the last of the houses, and I tipped it out of the small wagon with my now stocking-clad foot.


      It wasn’t much of a message to Arthur and Rapunzel, but it was the best I could do. Perhaps they would realize there had been a struggle of sorts. And at least they would know which direction we had gone.


      As the abandoned village receded behind us, my initial surge of terror subsided, and I began to take in details of my captors. At first, I thought them unkempt and dirty, my mind racing to the robbers we had fought on the road to Marblehill.


      But the longer I lay in the wagon, surreptitiously watching them, the more differences I saw. Their clothes were patched and many times mended, in places too tight and in others loose, but care had obviously been taken in the effort to keep them serviceable. And the patches I had first taken for black dirt, appeared to be old stains.


      Johnny’s description of the man talking to Anneliese came instantly to mind. He could have easily been referencing either of these two. I began to suspect that the black was stains from the mine. The kind that no amount of washing could remove.


      And when I looked more closely, their expressions lacked the hard edges and greedy gleam of the robbers. In fact, the longer I watched them, the harder it was to think of them as bandits at all. And yet, such they obviously were. And they had kidnapped me, as well. And most likely my sister before me.


      An unexpected excitement filled me. Did they still have Anneliese back at their camp, wherever it was? Was I about to be reunited with my twin at last? How surprised she would be to see me.


      I almost chuckled despite my perilous situation. She would more likely be annoyed with me. I could almost hear her voice in my head. How are you supposed to save me, Penny, when you’ve gone and gotten captured yourself?


      But when I thought of Arthur and Rapunzel, any humor leaked away. They would be beside themselves with worry. I wished I had some way to send them another message.


      I remembered I had a second boot and began to work it off as well. When we veered off the path to enter a small copse of trees, I pushed it out of the wagon. Now I had to wait and hope that my companions found it.


      Once under the cover of the trees, my captors seemed to relax. They continued to ignore me, but they started talking to each other.


      “Didn’t ever expect to see her back around here,” said one of them.


      The other grunted. “Well, she wasn’t alone, don’t be forgetting that. And who knows what she may have told the earl and his guards in the months she’s been gone.”


      “They didn’t have any guards with them,” said the first one.


      My heart contracted. They didn’t have Anneliese. In fact, it almost sounded as if she had escaped. The relief warred with sadness that I wasn’t about to see her. New loneliness washed over me.


      I reminded myself that Anneliese had apparently managed to escape—and I had people looking for me, as she had not.


      “Do you think the offer’s gone down after all this time?” asked the skeptical one.


      “I heard it had gone up,” said the first, more positive one.


      What offer? I lay silently, not wanting to remind them of my presence in case they stopped talking. The wheels jolted over a bump, and I bit my tongue on a yelp as I bounced on the wooden base of the little wagon.


      “Nothing ever goes up, you should know better than that. I don’t even know how we’re going to contact her.”


      “Maybe she’ll just know,” suggested the other. “She’s a fairy, after all. And they have magic.”


      “Thank you for that,” said the pessimistic one with heavy sarcasm. “I might not have remembered if you hadn’t pointed it out.”


      “Relax, Murray, I’m just saying.”


      “Well, forgive me for not getting excited at the idea that crazy old woman might be watching us all the time,” said Murray. “I want to offload this stupid princess as quickly as we can and be done with the whole thing. After the trouble she caused last time, I wouldn’t have even grabbed her if the fairy wasn’t offering so much gold. But the women are complaining again about the children’s clothes wearing out and about needing flour.”


      “It’s a lucky thing we happened to stop past the village on our way back,” the positive one pointed out. “We might have missed her altogether.”


      “Lucky or unlucky. I’m holding my judgment.” The dark tone made me wonder what havoc Anneliese had wreaked last time.


      I cheered her in my mind, but his earlier words kept echoing through my thoughts. He had spoken of children and clothes and flour. Not riches or glory or drink. The earl’s steward had said that the robberies came in waves, and he hadn’t spoken of violent attacks. Perhaps these people were only stealing what they desperately needed. They had chosen the wrong way to make a life for themselves, but I couldn’t help feeling some sympathy for them. Did they truly prefer this life of crime, or was that just the steward’s prejudice? Surely the earl could do something to help them.


      The thoughts occupied me until we hit another bump, and I began to silently grumble in my mind. Sympathy or not, I needed to find a way to escape. And I needed to do it soon before Arthur and Rapunzel came to find me, and we all ended up in trouble.
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      Shortly after their conversation ended, I heard a hubbub of voices in the distance. Moments later, the wheels moved onto a smoother, packed surface and then came to a stop. Voices called out a greeting which quickly changed to curiosity, and heads began to appear in the air above me.


      There were soon so many of them, I had no idea how they all managed to crowd into such a small space. I looked from one to another trying to read all the different emotions. I saw curiosity, interest, and excitement, along with a few wary looks of caution. In no one’s eyes did I read an intent to harm me, and some more of my fear subsided.


      The two men who had brought me here pushed the others aside and hauled me upright. To my surprise they undid my bindings and removed my gag.


      A small boy pushed his way through the crowd and gaped at me. “What happened to your eyes?” he asked loudly, and a murmur ran through the group as everyone pressed forward again, peering at me.


      I thought quickly. Could I turn this to my advantage?


      “Be quiet, Simon,” said one of the women. “You caused enough trouble last time she was here.”


      “Yeah,” called another. “Keep him away, or he’ll be helping her escape again.”


      I looked at the boy a second time. He was grinning at me hugely, unbothered by their criticisms. One of his front teeth was missing, and even in this group, his clothes were more than ordinarily ill-fitting. But the dirt on his face did nothing to hide his cheerful good-humor, and I was inclined to like anyone who had helped my sister.


      “Whatcha get caught again for Liesa?” he asked me. “Didn’cha find your knight?”


      Several people grabbed him by the arms and pulled him to the back of the group. But none of them hurt him, and I noted that although he had apparently helped Anneliese escape, he didn’t seem to have been treated too harshly by the group. I decided to take a risk.


      “You asked about my eyes, Simon,” I said loudly, talking to him through the barrier of people. “The fairy already caught me. She changed them with her magic. So, there’s no point keeping me. Someone else has already claimed the gold.”


      A rustle of dissatisfaction spread through the group.


      “That’d be about right,” said one, turning to leave. “I’ve got more important things for my time if there’s no reward to be had.”


      Her departure gave an opening and Simon darted forward again.


      “See, Simon.” Another woman swatted at him as he slipped past. “She was caught anyway, as we said she would be, parading around like that and advertising her rank. And someone else got to profit by it.” The woman spat on the ground in disgust before stalking away.


      Slowly the crowd around me dispersed further, until only a small knot remained.


      “Can we trust her?” asked Murray. “What if she’s lying?”


      I tried not to hold my breath or do anything that might look suspicious.


      “Well…her eyes are different. And they don’t look natural.” The optimistic one sounded dispirited for the first time.


      I relaxed enough to look around. We were in a small valley, the edges ringed in trees. It was the opposite of the cave I had been picturing, and I shook my head. If it had been left to me, we never would have found them. Perhaps their years in the mine had made them long for open air.


      Small makeshift dwellings, mostly consisting of heavy canvas, had been erected in a somewhat ramshackle manner, most around the edges where they could make use of the trees. Several small vegetable gardens looked surprisingly established and small children ran around freely, several using the distraction of my arrival as an opportunity to chase a large number of chickens. I turned back to Murray.


      “Why?” I asked before I thought about it. “Why would you choose an outlaw life like this?”


      He stared at me for a long moment. “We told you last time. They wanted us to move. Spread ourselves around the kingdom wherever we could find work. But we belong together. And we belong here on the land our fathers walked before us.”


      I bit my lip. “But you can’t keep living like this forever. What happens when someone gets sick? Do you have a doctor?” I looked around at the small group remaining, but most of them looked away, unwilling to meet my eyes.


      I focused again on Murray. “Send a small group to meet with the earl. He’s a fair and reasonable man. He’ll listen to you. Make your peace with him and let him help you find a way to make an honest living.”


      “You already suggested that last time,” said Simon, popping up beside me. “They didn’t try it then, and they won’t try it now. “


      So, Anneliese had made the same argument. My mouth quirked into a tiny smile. We were twins, after all. But she had never been as good at changing people’s minds as me. I thought hard, determined to do everything I could to help the Concordians to a better life. For the sake of their children, if nothing else.


      “When I was at the earl’s manor, they said you wanted to stay in your village. That nothing would convince you to move. That you wanted to remain in the homes of your fathers. And yet here you are.” I gestured around me. “You call this the land of your fathers, but they worked in the mines, didn’t they? Not the woods. You’ve already left your homes.”


      Several of them looked at me with furrowed brows, so I continued. “It sounds to me like what you really care about is staying together, as a community. The earl can’t make the mine produce again, he can’t make jobs where none exist. But if you’re willing to compromise, if you tell him what you truly want is to stay together, and that you’re willing to give up your homes and move in exchange for that, maybe he can find you a place to build a new life for yourselves.”


      No one said anything, and I didn’t want to push them any further. I was still officially their prisoner, and I needed to get out of these woods and find my friends. They would have to make their own decision about what to do with my advice.


      I shrugged. “When you realize I’m right, the earl will still be there.” I made my voice as callous as possible, making one last effort to shock them into taking my words seriously. “But the more you steal in the meantime, the more restitution you’ll have to make when that day comes.”


      Something sparked in some of the eyes around me, and it gave me hope that they had heard me. I turned to walk away, forcing myself to move with a confidence I didn’t feel.


      “Hey!” called one of the voices. “We can’t just let her go. She’ll tell the earl where to find us.”


      I spun around. “How many months has it been since you last saw me?” I put my hands on my hips and glared at them all. “Well?”


      “More than two,” said Simon cheerfully when no one else answered. I smiled at him gratefully, glad for the information.


      “Have the guards descended on you in that time?” I looked around the group, meeting each person’s eyes.


      “Just go.” Surprisingly it was Murray who spoke. “I should have known it wouldn’t be worth the bother of carting you all the way here. Now my back will be out for a week.”


      I quirked an eyebrow at him and turned away without speaking. I drew the line at apologizing for being kidnapped.


      I walked quickly into the trees, not wanting to risk them changing their minds. But I knew with each step I took that I might be heading in the wrong direction. I hadn’t been able to see enough from the bottom of the wagon to know my way now. Still, I at least wanted to put some distance between myself and their little community.


      Within a couple of minutes, I heard what I had feared—footsteps behind me. I sped up, but my pursuer did likewise. I changed tack, stopping abruptly and swinging around, unwilling to be taken from behind again.


      My pursuer stopped, too, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I needn’t have worried. No one stood behind me but the small boy, Simon.


      “Liesa, this time you have to take me with you.”


      I raised both eyebrows. “Do I?”


      “Please?” He looked up at me with the largest eyes I had ever seen. I could feel my defenses crumbling even while I suspected the effect was entirely calculated.


      “I’m not Liesa.”


      He leaned in and squinted his eyes. “You look like her. Except for the eyes, of course. Wait!” He straightened up. “Does that mean you weren’t really captured by the fairy?”


      I shook my head. “Liesa may have been for all I know, but I haven’t. I was born like this.” I held out my hand. “I’m her twin, Penny.”


      He shook it enthusiastically. “Pleased to meet you, Penny. But how did you end up here, of all places? It seems like an awfully big coincidence.”


      “Not a coincidence, at all. We’ve been tracking Liesa, looking for her. I think she might be in trouble.”


      “Well, then, you have to take me,” he said, his voice earnest. “I’m great at getting out of trouble. You heard what they said. I helped her get out when she was here.”


      I regarded him sternly. “You’re great at getting out of trouble, hey? Would that be because you’re so good at getting into it in the first place?”


      He looked sheepish, but I couldn’t maintain my serious expression, and at the first hint of a smile, he was grinning again.


      “Rescuing Liesa would be an adventure. And I’ve always wanted to go on an adventure.”


      I sighed. “You know I can’t really take you with me. What about your parents?”


      “I don’t have any.” He said it so matter-of-factly, I wasn’t sure how to respond. “My father left before I was born, and my mother died soon after. Everyone took turns looking after me, but apparently I’m more trouble than I’m worth.” His good-humor hadn’t abated, and I marveled that he could be so cheery about his situation.


      “Plus, I told Jimmy that I was going with you, and he’ll tell his mother, for sure. So, they’ll all know soon enough. ‘Good riddance’ most of them will think, I dare say.”


      “I’m…I’m sure they’ll…”


      “Oh, I’m not worried.” He swung his arms in an excess of energy. “They just don’t know how to dream big, that’s their problem.”


      “I take it you don’t have that problem?” I asked wryly.


      “Nope!” He bounced on the spot. “So, are we going then?”


      I looked at him reluctantly. If his story was true, then I should have no qualms taking him with me. He would have a better future almost anywhere over his current home.


      I sighed. “If you can show me the way to Concord, I’ll at least ask my traveling companions if you can accompany us.”


      “Woohoo!” He ran ahead of me.


      “No guarantees,” I called after him, hurrying to catch up.


      He didn’t slow down. “Don’t worry. I’m excellent at winning people over. They’ll let me come.”


      I followed him slightly more sedately with a sinking feeling that he was almost certainly right.
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      * * *


      In the end, we didn’t have to go all the way back to Concord. We met Arthur and Rapunzel standing at the edge of the trees, both of my boots in Arthur’s hands. As soon as I appeared, he dropped them and strode forward, scooping me off my feet and holding me close.


      “You’re alive! You’re all right!”


      Feeling his arms around me made the remaining stress from my recent capture drain away, and I found myself shaking. He gripped me tighter.


      “Is that your lover, Penny?” asked a small, curious voice behind us.


      Arthur dropped me instantly, and I stepped back, flushing. His face darkened, too, and we both looked carefully away from each other.


      I frowned at Simon. “Of course he isn’t.”


      I took a deep breath. This would be the real test of the young boy, but we wouldn’t be able to hide our identities if he was to travel with us.


      “This is Prince Arthur of Farthendale. And this is Princess Rapunzel of the tower without doors.”


      His eyes grew round as he stared between them. “A prince and a princess? Wooeee!” His gaze stopped on Rapunzel. “And you’re the real tower princess? So Liesa was telling the truth! I wasn’t quite sure whether to believe her.”


      “But you helped her anyway?” I asked.


      He grinned. “I liked her. She was fun.”


      I rolled my eyes. “I really shouldn’t be surprised the two of you got on so well.”


      “Penny?” asked Rapunzel. “What happened to you? You just disappeared.”


      “We were worried,” said Arthur, his eyes serious as they studied my face.


      “I was kidnapped.”


      “Kidnapped?” They both looked around wildly as if expecting a band of kidnappers to leap from the trees.


      “I’d like to get moving.” I still wasn’t entirely convinced the ex-miners weren’t going to change their minds about letting me go. “I’ll tell you the whole story when we’re on the road.”


      I looked at Simon. “I don’t suppose you know where Anneliese went?”


      “Sure,” said Simon. “She was looking for a knight, so she decided to go down south to Anura. Apparently her sister’s a princess, even if she isn’t. It was all very confusing.”


      So, Anneliese had headed for Elisette. She obviously hadn’t made it, or Elisette would have told Martin, and he would have included it in his letter. Unless he had, and it had been one of the bits I couldn’t decipher.


      I sighed. “South, then. Let’s get moving. Oh, and this is Simon. He’s coming with us.”


      My two companions looked equally taken aback, but to my surprise, neither of them made any protest. We began to walk, and I quickly told them what had happened.


      Rapunzel looked terrified. “So, she’s looking for me. Gothel.” She tripped and almost fell, too distracted to watch her feet.


      I steadied her. “I don’t think it’s that simple. The Concordians thought Anneliese was the princess from the tower, but Gothel can’t have done so. Remember this was long before you escaped. She may have merely wanted to punish Anneliese for assuming your identity. Or perhaps to question her and find out what she knew.”


      Rapunzel seemed reassured by this, but Arthur’s grim expression when he met my eyes told me he hadn’t forgotten the tanner in Talbot or the strange behavior of the Sarrens River. And I hadn’t said anything about the comment I had overheard about the reward being recently increased. We would do well to stay alert.


      Wanting to change the topic, I filled them in on the state in which I had found the old miners.


      “Oh, poor things,” said Rapunzel with quick sympathy.


      Arthur was less inclined to be so forgiving. “If they’re so innocent, they wouldn’t be kidnapping helpless girls.” He glowered at the ground.


      “I’m not exactly helpless,” I pointed out, although I couldn’t help but be gratified by his anger. “I got myself out of the situation on my own, didn’t I?”


      A smile crept back over his face. “Well, you can’t expect me to be happy about that. If you won’t play damsel-in-distress, how am I supposed to rescue you?”


      I shook my head. “Let’s focus on rescuing Anneliese. If she hasn’t rescued herself before we get there, that is. None of the girls in my family are good at sitting around and waiting to be rescued.”


      “Who wants to sit around?” asked Simon, appearing at my elbow. “Sounds boring.” He seemed to have a never ending well of energy, running ahead of us and circling back. I hoped bringing him with us hadn’t been a mistake.
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      * * *


      We traveled south for several days, stopping at each small village to ask after Anneliese. In two or three we received word of her, but she hadn’t stopped in any of them for any length of time, always moving on, always southward.


      In the first village, I bought a new set of clothes for Simon, and his gratitude was so endearing I didn’t snap at him for a full half day. But the boy was so infuriating, you couldn’t help becoming enraged with him eventually. And then so endearing, you couldn’t stay angry for long.


      He was fascinated by Rapunzel’s situation and spent hours asking her about things she’d never seen and done. I worried it would make her sad, but she seemed to find Simon amusing, and the two of them were always laughing together.


      Only once did she seem upset by a topic he raised, her eyes growing distant and sad as she recalled her occasional illness, all alone in her isolated tower with no one to care for her, or even to know of her misery.


      We all showered her with hugs until she smiled again, and the conversation moved on. But it lingered in my mind, and I found it hard to shake. I might be the youngest and least significant of my siblings, but I had never wanted for nurses when I fell ill. With so many older sisters, there had always been enough to go round, even when several of us were sick. And no one had ever hesitated to do their bit in the sick room. Sophie and Anneliese could get even the most miserable patient to smile. And they had frequently done so even when sick themselves.


      It was a stark contrast to poor Rapunzel’s childhood.


      The sun was starting to set on our fourth day, when I spotted a lone farmhouse set a short way back from the road. I pointed it out to the others.


      “After we’ve asked them about Anneliese,” I said, “we should check if they’ll let us sleep in their barn for the night.”


      Simon ran around me in excitement. “With the cows? And the horses? Woohoo!”


      “You won’t be so excited when you get in there and find out how it smells,” muttered Arthur, and I snorted in amusement.


      He glanced at me, a twinkle in his eyes, and I shook my head. “Come on, let’s go, before it gets any darker.”


      A pleasant looking young man answered the door, calling for his wife to come and greet their guests. When he turned back and got a good look at me, his eyes widened, and I knew he had seen my sister. His wife arrived, hurrying from the back of the house, wiping her hands on her apron as she came.


      “Will they be staying for dinner, Thomas?”


      She arrived at his shoulder, took one look at me and screamed, before bursting into tears.
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      The farmer—Thomas—immediately put his arm around her and began to guide her back into the house, murmuring reassurances. We all stood frozen in the doorway until he turned half way down the hall and gestured for us to come in.


      For a moment, we remained still, exchanging confused looks. Even Simon for once hung back, his expression horrified. Apparently, he could handle adventures as long as they didn’t involve crying females. But eventually I shrugged and led us all forward into the house.


      Rapunzel herded Simon in and closed the door behind us, and we all tentatively followed the now vanished farmers. I looked around our little group and had to suppress a laugh. I couldn’t work out who looked more out of place and uncomfortable.


      At the end of the hallway, we found the couple in a large kitchen. The bright rays of the sunset streamed in through large windows burnishing everything with an orange glow. Although we had clearly interrupted preparations for the evening meal, the kitchen retained an orderly, clean feel.


      A large, worn wooden table stood as the centerpiece of the room, and Thomas had deposited his wife in one of the chairs around it. The bright, checked cushions matched the curtains, and I wondered if the crying woman had made them.


      Her sobs had subsided somewhat, but she still struggled to regain her composure. Her husband, standing next to her, rubbed her back, ignoring our appearance.


      After yet another awkward moment, I busied myself making cups of tea. The necessary equipment had already been laid out, so it was an easy job. But for some reason, when I placed the cup and saucer in front of the woman, she looked up at me and burst into fresh tears. I rapidly backed away, casting apologetic looks at Thomas.


      The looks he cast back seemed equally apologetic which gave me hope I hadn’t done something terribly wrong. Arthur, Rapunzel, and Simon had all sat down on the far side of the table, so I joined them, and we all pretended extreme interest in the view of the sunset from the windows or the grain of the table.


      The woman finally regained control, and Thomas sighed and sat down.


      “Drink your tea, Cora.” He patted one of her hands.


      “Oh, Liesa.” A final shudder shook her. “I’m so sorry! We never meant…” She looked about to dissolve again, so Thomas resumed patting her hand.


      “Calm yourself, my dear.” He looked over at us. “We’re that relieved to see you, Anneliese. We haven’t known what to think and have been fearing all sorts of dire things these past weeks. Cora here was convinced we’d never see you again.”


      Cora had taken several sips of tea as he spoke and seemed to have recovered somewhat. “And it was all my fault. And yet here you are.” She gestured toward her cup. “Making me tea like you always used to do.”


      Arthur sent me a pained look, and I grimaced.


      “I’m awfully sorry to have misled you, but I’m not Anneliese.”


      “Not Anneliese?” Both Thomas and Cora stared at me until Cora gasped and shook her head.


      “Of course you’re not! Now I feel even more of a fool. I suppose you must be Penny. It’s very nice to meet you.” An unhappy look crept over her face, and she reached out for her husband’s hand. “But that means Liesa may still be in trouble.”


      I started at the sound of my own name. So, Anneliese had abandoned the princess claim, at least. In fact, she seemed to have been at least partially honest with this couple. And, for once, they seemed to feel they had wronged her rather than the other way around.


      Arthur cleared his throat. “My apologies, we haven’t introduced ourselves. I’m Arthur, and this is Rapunzel and Simon. We’re friends of Penny’s and have been helping her search for her sister. Do you think you could tell us the whole story of your connection with Anneliese?”


      Thomas and Cora exchanged a look, and he sighed. “It was a bit over two months ago now. I’d injured my foot, and Cora was struggling to care for the animals and the farm on her own as well as looking after me. Liesa turned up on our doorstep, asking if she could spend the night in our barn, and Cora invited her in.”


      He cast a fond look at his wife. “She has a big heart, does Cora.”


      She rolled her eyes and swatted at him. “A young girl traveling alone. I could hardly let her sleep with the animals.”


      “Well, she soon saw the situation,” said Thomas. “And she turned out to be a real boon to us. Said she wouldn’t think of abandoning Cora in such a situation, and that she would happily take food and board in exchange for a few weeks’ work.” He shook his head. “She told us she was the daughter of wealthy merchants, so we were right surprised to find her so knowledgeable about animals.”


      I smiled wryly. “Our parents aren’t exactly your typical merchants.”


      He nodded. “That’s what she told us when I asked. Gave us the whole story about this fairy fellow and their magical change in fortunes. I wish now I’d never asked.” He fell silent, staring grimly down at the table.


      Cora reached across and placed her hand on his shoulder. “It’s not your fault, it’s mine.” She took a deep breath and looked across at me. “Your sister was so lovely, and such a help. We spent so many hours working alongside one another and talking as women do. I confided in her…I told her about our troubles.” She looked away for a moment and then back. “I told her about our troubles having children. We’ve been married for several years now with no sign of a baby.”


      She was clearly trying to keep her face steady despite the tremble that had returned to her lips. I felt instantly guilty for pushing them to confide such a personal thing to a group of total strangers.


      “When my foot healed,” said Thomas, taking back over the story, “she said she wasn’t going to leave us without doing something to help. She said she knew a fairy who liked big families.”


      “Oh no.” I was starting to see where this was going. “Please don’t tell me she called Mortimer on your behalf.”


      Thomas nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid that’s it. We assured her we didn’t wish to trouble a fairy with our problems, but she told us this Mortimer deserved to be troubled for all the troubles he’d caused others. She said here was one gift he couldn’t possibly misinterpret or mess up.”


      I raised my eyebrows. That seemed optimistic even for Anneliese.


      “I’m going to guess that didn’t work out for her,” said Arthur.


      “The fairy did appear,” said Thomas, “just like she said. Only he looked mighty unhappy about it. He gave her a whole lecture on interrupting his work without good reason and then whisked her away somewhere.”


      “We blinked, and they were both gone,” said Cora. “And we haven’t seen or heard from her since.”


      “Poor Cora here has been wracked with guilt. We both have. After all her kindness helping us out, and then she only called him for our sake…”


      Hot, boiling anger erupted inside me. Mortimer had never taken his responsibility to my family seriously, but this time he had gone too far.


      I leaped to my feet, my chair crashing to the floor behind me.


      “MORTIMER,” I screamed, far too angry to say the ridiculous words I was supposed to use to call him. “MORTIMER, YOU COME HERE. RIGHT! NOW!”


      Rapunzel yipped, and Simon crowed with excitement when the crack sounded, and the odd figure materialized on the far side of the kitchen. His long gray robes looked out of place in the cheerful ordinariness of the room, the sparkle of his wings even more so.


      His gaze focused straight in on me. “There’s no need to shout, you know. I was in the middle of a very delicate experiment, and now—”


      “I don’t care about your experiments.”


      “Well, I do.” He glowered at me. “My wings grew a full two inches after I sent that tiger to the Fairy Realm. Happy tiger. Happy villagers. A good deed that no one had even asked for. It should have been worth a full month’s quota of wishes, which means I should have gotten weeks of peace out of the whole thing. And it hasn’t even been two weeks.” He frowned. “Or has it?”


      His eyes grew distant, as if calculating the days, and I strode around the table toward him. A small part of me was grateful to hear he had fixed my twin’s mistake with the tiger. But my anger was far stronger.


      I roughly grabbed his upper arm, breathing a silent sigh of relief when nothing extraordinary happened. I’d never touched a fairy before.


      “What have you done with my twin?”


      He blinked and glowered at me. “Only what she asked for. I put her somewhere safe. In a tower, I think it was. My, you’re a demanding lot.”


      I put my hands on my hips. “That was me. You put me in a tower. Thanks for that, by the way.”


      He stared at me. “Oh, right. You’re the younger one. I don’t know how I’m supposed to keep you all straight. There are so many of you.”


      I arched an eyebrow. “And whose fault is that?”


      For the first time, he actually looked a little uncomfortable. I pushed on.


      “What did you do with Anneliese? She called for you when she was here in this house.”


      He looked around blankly at the kitchen and its various inhabitants, and then comprehension filled his eyes. “Oh—that sister. Now I remember.” He still looked uncomfortable and further dread filled me. What in the kingdoms had Mortimer done to Anneliese if it was enough to make even him feel guilty?


      “I put her somewhere where she couldn’t bother me for a while. I put her on the Isle of Lhyte.”


      Silence gripped the room for a moment.


      “I haven’t heard of that one,” said Arthur at last. “And I had a fairly extensive education. Including geography.”


      “Well, no, you wouldn’t have,” said Mortimer. “It’s in the Fairy Realm.”


      I fell back a step, my eyes widening. “You sent my sister to the Fairy Realm?” Humans never went to the Fairy Realm. Or, at least, almost never. And it usually didn’t end well for the few that did.


      “Well, it’s not a true part of the Fairy Realm. It’s right on the fringe. There’s plenty of fruit trees and the like, but nothing that will let her get into any trouble.”


      I thought of my sister. “Are you sure?”


      He eyed me. “It’s where we send our young hot heads who need to cool off for a while. If generations of young fairies haven’t been able to find trouble, your sister won’t be able to, either.”


      I shook my head. Unless a ‘young fairy hothead’ had been sent to the island at the same time. Somehow, I didn’t trust Mortimer to have checked.


      “So, you just left her there. And forgot about her. Clearly.”


      He coughed. “I wouldn’t say forgot exactly.”


      “Oh, really?” I narrowed my eyes. “What would you call it then?”


      “Well, ah…How about I go and fetch her right now?”


      “Yes,” I said. “You do that.”


      And he was gone.


      We all let out a collective breath and looked around at each other. No one seemed to know what to say. The anger that had been churning in my belly swirled and changed. This was finally it. I was going to see my twin again after months and months. No wonder I was feeling excited.


      But the knot in my stomach didn’t feel exactly like excitement. Now that I knew Anneliese was healthy and well—boredom being her most likely trouble—I found myself less anxious to see her than I had anticipated. My eyes strayed over to Arthur. How many times had he laughed at stories about Anneliese? How often had he expressed a desire to meet her?


      Simon bounced on his seat beside the prince, still abuzz from meeting a fairy. He was already devoted to my sister. Rapunzel sat next to him, seemingly in shock after her first exposure to Mortimer. She had giggled at Anneliese’s reported antics, too. Only the other day she had commented on how much fun she sounded.


      Was I ready for Anneliese to join our group? Was I ready to go back to being the practical, uninteresting one? The one people forgot was there. Somehow, to my surprise, as the days passed I had gotten used to being the leader, the one the others looked to.


      Arthur was watching me, a slight crease in his brow, and I looked away quickly, embarrassed. Could he read my thoughts on my face? How petty and selfish I must seem. I had never wished my sister away before. But, somehow, when I looked at Arthur and thought of them talking and laughing together, my roiling stomach only grew worse.


      The minutes stretched out, the fraught silence lengthening. Shouldn’t he be back by now? How long did it take to fetch someone from the Fairy Realm?


      Cora stood up, shaking slightly, and took her empty tea cup over to the bench. I followed her with my eyes, until another crack made we whip my head back around.


      Mortimer had returned, his figure dominating the kitchen. But he had returned alone.


      He licked his lips and looked around at us all.


      “Where is she?” I started forward, that small, background desire not to see my twin instantly gone.


      “I don’t know,” said Mortimer. “She wasn’t there.”
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      “What?” I staggered backward into a handy chair.


      Cora dropped the tea cup, the sound of shattering porcelain startling me a second time. Arthur leaped to his feet, his hand on his sword, but didn’t seem to know what to do next.


      “What do you mean she’s not there? How can she not be there?”


      I looked up at Mortimer, but he wasn’t paying me any attention. Instead he was smacking his lips together, an expression on his face as if he had just tasted something unexpected. Had he stopped for a snack while he was looking for my sister?


      I was about to once again demand answers when he froze, one hand in the air as if to forestall questions. Slowly he moved forward, his head moving strangely, almost as if he was following a scent. He smacked his lips again.


      “Now that’s odd,” he said quietly, moving past me.


      I stood back up. “What’s odd?”


      He ignored me, continuing to move slowly through the kitchen until he stopped in front of Rapunzel. She looked up at him, frozen in either surprise or fear. He looked down at her.


      “You. It’s you.”


      Arthur and I both strode forward to flank her seat.


      “What’s her?” I asked, wondering if Mortimer ever meant to answer any of my questions. “What is going on?”


      He blinked several times and then looked between Arthur and me, as if he had only just remembered we were there. “The Isle of Lhyte was empty. Completely empty. No one there. But the air tasted funny.”


      Arthur shot me a confused look, but I shook my head helplessly, as lost as he was.


      “The air?”


      “Yes.” Mortimer sounded impatient. “And then I returned here and—lo and behold—I tasted it again.” He pointed at Rapunzel. “It’s coming from her hair.”


      “My…my hair?” Rapunzel clutched at her braid.


      I looked at him skeptically. “Rapunzel’s hair tastes funny?”


      “What? No! I haven’t tasted her hair.” He looked revolted. “The air tastes funny. And it’s coming from her hair.” He eyed me. “Or, rather, the taste in the air is coming from the enchantment on her hair.” He shrugged. “There’s something very wrong with the fairy who cast that enchantment. And whoever it was, they’re the same one who took your sister.”


      I swallowed. “So, someone took her? Are you sure?”


      He glared at me. “Of course I’m sure! No one but a fairy could have removed Anneliese from that island.”


      “Maybe they didn’t take her? Maybe they just returned her to Astoria?” But my voice sounded weak, and I knew why. If Anneliese had been taken from the island by Gothel, it didn’t seem likely she’d done it merely to free her.


      “Are…are you saying there’s something wrong with my hair?” Rapunzel had pooled her long braid in her lap and was holding it protectively. “It won’t…hurt me, will it?”


      “What’s that?” Mortimer, who had been staring at the top of her head, started. “Hurt you? No, of course not. There’s nothing wrong with your hair. Quite a practical enchantment really. It’s just that a fairy that unhealthy leaves a sort of scent when they attempt magic. The enchantments themselves—assuming they can pull them off—are fine. Given how much the smell lingers in the air, she must have put a lot of effort into the enchantment on your hair. Must have wanted it long and healthy for some reason.”


      I didn’t have time to think about Rapunzel’s hair, we needed to know what had happened to my sister.


      “But where has she taken her? Can’t you use this smell to track her down?”


      Mortimer looked down his nose at me. “It doesn’t work that way. Or, at least, not exactly.”


      I growled at him, but he merely looked haughty and moved away.


      “Perhaps she put her in my tower,” suggested Rapunzel hesitantly.


      Mortimer turned back toward her. “Your tower? How are you connected with this fairy, young lady?”


      Slowly, with encouragement from Arthur and me, Rapunzel told him her story. His expression, at first merely curious, turned slowly thunderous.


      “Stole you away as a baby? Locked you in a tower?” He began to pace the room. “Such behavior is not permitted by the Fairy Council. In fact, it is entirely against everything they claim to stand for. Why…they continually pester me merely because I am more interested in my experiments than in you tiresome humans! And yet they have allowed this Gothel to behave in such an outrageous way? It is not to be borne. I must speak to them immediately.”


      “No! Wait!” I cried, but I was too late. He had gone.


      Arthur slammed his hand into the back of one of the chairs. “Of all the infuriating…”


      “Is he gone for good this time?” asked Thomas.


      I shrugged. “Who knows? But I wouldn’t be holding my breath for him to come back anytime soon if I were you.”


      My thoughts whirling, I moved to help Cora clean up the smashed cup. She looked pale, and her hands trembled.


      “This is all my fault,” she whispered.


      “Nonsense.” I spoke briskly. “If my family and I blamed ourselves for every outrageous thing Mortimer has ever done, we’d have drowned in guilt long ago. Mortimer is responsible for his own actions.”


      “So, what do we do now?” asked Rapunzel.


      I turned to face her. She looked scared. My gaze traveled up to lock onto Arthur, but I couldn’t quite read his expression.


      “We have to go back, don’t we?” he said quietly.


      Reluctantly, I nodded. “I think so. Or, at least, I do. I don’t expect you all to come with me. Especially you, Rapunzel.”


      The princess went white and then red. “I suppose you mean the tower. You’re going back to my tower to look for Gothel and find out what happened to Anneliese.”


      I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to abandon Rapunzel but, surely, she would be safe enough here with Thomas and Cora. My sister had stayed with them for weeks and only gotten into trouble when she called Mortimer. I could come back once I had Anneliese, and we could both help Rapunzel find her family.


      But the princess stood up, her expression of fear changing to one of determination.


      “I’m coming with you. If I want to find out who I am, that’s exactly where I should go. I’ll make that stupid fairy tell me everything.”


      I wanted to cheer for her. Except I was too nervous that I was leading her straight back into her prison. Simon, at least, I thought I could leave with the farmers. They liked children, didn’t they? Wasn’t that what had caused the problem in the first place?


      But he flatly refused to stay. He said that if we left him, he would simply follow us, and I easily believed it. The long and short of it was that the four of us set out the next morning, waved off by Thomas and Cora, just as we had arrived the night before—except traveling in the opposite direction. I couldn’t believe that after traveling all that way, we now had to retrace every step. We might as well have camped out in the woods near Talbot for four weeks.


      Except that as we trudged along the road, I admitted that while I had come no closer to my sister physically, we had gained a lot of information in our travels.


      Simon seemed to be the only one of us not cowed by the knowledge that we were willingly returning to face a rogue fairy. He raced along the road, whooping and hollering, returning each time he saw some new marvel to point out to us.


      And as the days passed without incident, the rest of us relaxed as well, unable to keep up so much tension for such a prolonged time. The anxiety crept back in when we passed near Concord, but we saw no sign of the old miners. It was almost enough to make me hope they had listened to me and gone to the earl to make a resettlement agreement.


      We had debated whether or not to spend a night in Marblehill on our way past, but Arthur ended up convincing us all that we would waste too much time stopping in the town. He made no mention of Narelle, but Rapunzel and I shared several knowing looks that nearly sent us off into giggles again.


      When we reached the Sarrens River, Simon assured us he was an excellent swimmer and could easily swim across. All three of us stood firm in opposing that scheme, and he sulkily joined Rapunzel on Aster’s back.


      Arthur and I both moved more quickly than was probably safe, but we crossed with no trouble. Buoyed by our first success, we didn’t even get Rapunzel or Simon down, instead hurrying to the next half of the river. When this barrier was also successfully crossed, Rapunzel breathed a sigh of relief and perked back up again.


      Arthur, on the other hand, looked almost as concerned as I felt. This return trip had so far been easy and smooth. Almost too easy. As if whatever force had opposed our travel south, now welcomed us back north.


      Several quiet comments he made to me over the next couple of days confirmed my impression that he felt as I did. While we welcomed the lack of troubles, we also mistrusted it.


      But it was hard not to enjoy the days together. The weather had held, each day seeming more beautiful than the last, and our small band remained cheerful. Simon and Rapunzel’s antics kept us all laughing, and Arthur told me all about his home in Farthendale as we walked. I could easily imagine my sister Rynn there, and I promised him that I would visit her as soon as I had the chance and see everything he was describing for myself.


      When I suggested the visit, he opened his mouth, looking at me with an intense look in his eyes, before closing it again. I could think of nothing but what he had been about to say for the next hour. Did he want me to visit Rynn? Could he have been about to ask me to visit him? And would he still want me to come once he had met Anneliese?


      A day out of Talbot, Simon dragged Rapunzel into the bushes where she gave such a loud squeal that Arthur and I both raced after them, leaving Aster to fend for herself on the road.


      When we reached them, we found Simon rolling on the ground laughing, and Rapunzel giggling almost as hard. I rolled my eyes.


      “What in the kingdoms is going on here?”


      “It’s…” Rapunzel tried to catch her breath. “It’s a snail. And it’s so tiny. And so slimy.” She shook her head. “You didn’t describe it right at all!”


      “I’ve been hunting for one for a while,” said Simon with satisfaction. I could only imagine how he had presented it to her to produce the squeal we had heard earlier. Had Rapunzel been picturing a snail the size of a rabbit? I shook my head, deciding not to ask. I really didn’t want to know.


      But I couldn’t help smiling at Rapunzel’s amusement. Our earlier conversation about illness leaped back into my mind. Somehow, despite her upbringing, Rapunzel had managed to retain her joy for life. It was an impressive feat.


      And when truly confronted with the alternative, I had to admit that I wouldn’t trade a single one of my own siblings away. All of those times when I’d regretted being lost among so many, I hadn’t been considering the advantages that came with having a place in a big and lively family. Of the value of belonging as one part of a bigger whole.


      Seeing the unquestioning trust that Arthur, Rapunzel, and Simon continued to place in me, I had begun to wonder if perhaps I had underestimated how my family felt about me. Hadn’t my parents shown trust in me, too, when I left home? And hadn’t I so far proved them right? Was it possible that I had been the one choosing to define myself as a disappointment, instead of stepping forward and taking leadership when the opportunity offered? It was an uncomfortable thought.


      Another peal of laughter pulled me from my heavy reflections. Rapunzel had managed to put a snail down the back of Simon’s shirt, and even I had to chuckle at the expression on his face.


      The joking atmosphere died when we passed Talbot, however. We didn’t even discuss stopping in the village, all in silent agreement about giving it a wide berth. Rapunzel seemed to get paler with each step, and even Simon had picked up on the new mood.


      Arthur carried his naked sword in his hand, but I wasn’t sure what good it would do against a fairy. He’d never mentioned anything about it being an enchanted sword. And, yet, despite knowing how useless a blade would be, I’d also dug out my knife and started wearing it stuck in my belt.


      But, despite our fear, we reached the meadow that held the tower without incident. For a second, I thought it looked exactly as we had left it and wondered if we had come all this way for nothing. But then I noticed that Rapunzel’s braid no longer hung from the hook.


      A moment later, a familiar head appeared at the window. We stared at each other in shock before both calling out at the same time.


      “Liesa!”


      “Penny!”


      A smile broke over my face to see her healthy and whole, but she only looked terrified.


      “Penny, no!” She gestured wildly as if urging us to run. “Get away. It’s an ambush!”
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      I took off by instinct, racing across the grass toward my sister before I had absorbed the meaning of her words.


      “Penny! Wait!” I could hear Arthur scrambling to catch me.


      “Penny, no! Get back!” Anneliese screamed at me from the tower, her eyes glued at something on the ground. I slowed.


      The grass in front of me started to writhe and then to grow. Vines erupted from the ground and snaked across the meadow as if alive. Within seconds they had grown tall, twisting all around me.


      I was still running too fast to avoid them, and my foot caught on a coil of vine. I went sprawling, barely getting my hands out in time to soften my fall. With my face on the ground, I could see the long and wicked looking thorns which had begun to sprout from the vines. As I watched, they grew to impossible lengths.


      One would have pierced me if Arthur hadn’t arrived and pulled me back to my feet. Rapunzel’s scream made us both spin around. She and Simon still stood on the edge of the meadow, near the trees, and the vines had not yet reached them. But she was pointing across the new growth to the other side of the grass.


      We spun again, and I saw a short woman, her hair thin and gray, her face twisted with anger. She gestured wildly with her arms, and more vines erupted from the ground. Gothel. It had to be.


      She didn’t look like any fairy I had ever seen. I could see no sparkle of wings behind her, and the lines on her face spoke of years of bitterness. While I watched, she half turned, gesturing for vines to spring up closer to where Rapunzel and Simon stood.


      From this new angle, I could see wings, after all. But they were dull and small, making even Mortimer’s shrunken wings look large. This was a fairy who had given humans so few gifts, she had almost lost her wings completely. No wonder she had needed Rapunzel’s hair to assist her in climbing the tower. And no wonder she had needed to offer a reward to find us. I had no idea how she managed to travel around at all. Could she even enter the Fairy Realm with such small wings? And without access to the Fairy Realm, her magic must be limited.


      The thought brought a moment of comfort, until a large thorn sprang up directly below my foot, piercing my boot.


      “Ouch!” I sprang back. The memory of the flash flood at the Sarrens shot through my mind. Limited or not, she still had a great deal more magic than any of us.


      I pulled out my knife and looked across at Arthur, a question in my eyes.


      “We need to circle around,” he said. “Try and come at her from both sides.”


      But before either of us could move, Gothel cackled loudly. “You humans!” she screamed at us. “You do not deserve to look upon Rapunzel.”


      Her face scrunched up in concentration and then began to fade from view. And not just her, but everything around her as well. Darkness descended. More yells sounded from my companions.


      “What has she done?” I called. “Where did this darkness come from?”


      “Darkness?” The distant voice floated down from the tower. “It’s not dark!” And then, “Watch out!”


      A sharp pain pierced my left leg, and I jerked away, bumping against Arthur.


      “I can’t see anything,” I said to him, my voice low and fearful.


      “Neither can I.” He sounded grim. “She’s blinded us somehow.”


      I swallowed. Was it permanent? And what hope did we have against her if we were blind?


      “Put your sword away,” I said, slowly and carefully replacing my knife in my belt.


      “What?”


      “Put your sword away. Neither of us should be groping around blindly with outstretched blades. We’re going to kill each other by accident.”


      “Oh.” I heard his sword being sheathed. “Now what?”


      I bit my lip. I had run out of ideas and was afraid to even move for fear of being skewered by the thorns.


      “Where is she now?” I called, turning my face upward toward my twin.


      “She’s still over on the far side. She seems to be– Hey! No, don’t!” She didn’t seem to be talking to me anymore. “If you come into the thorns, you might be blinded, too. Stay where you are.”


      “Rapunzel?” I spun around to face in her direction, although I could still see nothing. “You can see?”


      “Of course I can see! Can’t you?” she called back.


      I shook my head and shrugged broadly so she would be able to make out the movement.


      I heard the low murmur of her and Simon’s voices, although I couldn’t make out what they were saying.


      “She’s coming toward you now, quick, move!” called Anneliese, and Arthur and I took off, blindly stumbling through the vines toward Rapunzel.


      “Ouch!” Something bounced off my head, and I put one hand up in an attempt to shield myself, the other still stretched out in front of me. “She threw something at my head!”


      “Um, no, that was me.” Anneliese sounded guilty. “I was aiming for her.”


      I groaned. Anneliese might be good at archery, but she had a terrible throwing arm. None of our siblings had ever wanted her on their team for any kind of ball game. I could now hear the sound of things crashing all around us and could only hope she didn’t attempt to toss out the bed. With her luck, it would squash me like a bug.


      I could hear the sound of Gothel coming up behind us and kept pushing forward. I had stepped on several thorns, and my boots were probably filling with blood, but I couldn’t stop. I tried to step both more carefully and more quickly. It wasn’t working out too well.


      My outstretched fingers hit a particularly high thorn, and I yelled in pain, instinctively veering away from it. My momentum took me into Arthur, and we both went down hard.


      Arthur groaned loudly, most likely having landed on a thorn, and rolled back toward me. After a moment of thrashing around, we ended up twisted together on a thorn-free patch of ground. I took a second to just breathe, glad to have escaped the painful vines for a moment.


      But I couldn’t pull my thoughts away from Arthur, pressed up against me. I admitted to myself that I often daydreamed about how it had felt when he swept me into his arms after I escaped from the miners. What was wrong with me that I could even think about something like that in a moment like this?


      Unable to see, with Arthur’s warm breath against my cheek, my other senses seemed heightened. I could hear Gothel approaching us through the vines, a slithering sound surrounding her as if her creations were clearing a path for her.


      I felt frozen, unable to think what I should do. And then I felt Arthur’s arms around me and remembered the trust he had always placed in me. I hadn’t let my small group of friends down yet, and I wasn’t going to start now. A plan instantly formed in my mind.


      “Arthur,” I whispered.


      “Yes,” he whispered back. “If you’re going to ask me to kiss you before we both die, the answer is yes.”


      “Stop that,” I hissed at him. “I’m being serious.”


      “So am I.”


      I rolled my sightless eyes. “How quickly do you think you can get up? She’s nearly here, and I think we should stay down until she gets close.”


      He moved slightly, pulling his legs into a better position to push upward. “And then we jump up and grab her.”


      I nodded, knowing he’d feel the movement against his chest. It was hard to lie still and breathe heavily, as if wounded, when every muscle screamed for me to get up and run. But I held myself in check, straining to hear her approach.


      “Quick! Get up!” Anneliese called from the tower.


      I ignored her.


      “Penny! Arthur! She’s nearly there!” That was Rapunzel.


      I waited to hear a similar warning from Simon, but none came. I felt a vine slither against my leg and shivered. She must be close. Another snaked along my arm, and Arthur hissed beside me.


      Gothel cackled again, sounding close, but not quite close enough. “If those useless louts at Talbot weren’t so slow, I would have received word of Rapunzel’s escape before you all reached that accursed river, the boundary of my power. I should have known better than to trust a human for even the smallest task. Like those useless bandits who not only failed to capture Rapunzel but failed to even bring me the interloper. The girl who dared to claim she was my princess.”


      So she had been behind the flash flood. I frowned. But the wave had nearly killed Rapunzel as well as Arthur. I shook my head, trying not to be distracted by her words, focusing instead on how close she sounded. Almost close enough now…


      Gothel continued. “I had to fetch the impudent girl myself, though it cost me dearly. I’ve shown her, though. Shown her what it means to be my princess.” Her third cackle turned into a cough. “And imagine my joy when she got angry one day and tried to threaten me with her family. Then I realized all I had to do was be patient, and you’d come straight back into my trap.” She sounded almost on top of us.


      “Now!” Arthur yelled, and we both pushed up, scrambling madly as we struggled to our feet. Trusting that the ground around me would now be clear, I lunged forward, throwing all my weight into the gesture. My hands smacked into a solid shape, and I held on tight as Gothel screamed and kicked at me.


      Arthur grunted somewhere near, and then Gothel yelled again. I could feel his arms now, too, encircling her from the other side. It took both of our strength to hold down her writhing, cursing form.


      “I’ll get you! I’ll get you all!” she screamed. “How dare you take away my Rapunzel! I’ll see her dead before I let anyone else have her!”


      I held on tighter. I guess that explained the wave. She must have been desperate to stop Rapunzel leaving her field of influence—desperate enough to attempt to kill her rather than let her truly escape. And if she was as limited in her power as I had guessed, she must have been saving every scrap of power since she captured Anneliese, waiting for us to arrive.


      “Ah, what do we do now?” I asked Arthur.


      “This,” said a determined voice behind me, and a loud thud sounded close to my ear.


      “I’ve been stuck in that tower for a month,” said Anneliese, “please, allow me.” I heard a second thud, and Gothel went limp in my arms.


      I lowered her to the ground with relief.


      “Liesa? How did you get down here?” I reached out my arms in the direction of her voice, and she fell into them.


      “That would be me,” said Simon’s voice proudly. “Rapunzel sent me sneaking around with a rope. I threw it up to her while everyone else was distracted. I’m just sorry I didn’t get to take a whack at that witch myself.”


      “She’s not a witch, she’s a fairy,” I corrected him.


      “Are you sure?” He sounded doubtful. “She doesn’t look much like a fairy.”


      “No,” I agreed, “but the wings are there, if you look closely.” His mention of her looks brought my earlier fears rushing back. Was this blindness temporary or permanent? What if I could never see again?


      “Is she breathing?” Rapunzel sounded torn between anger and fear, and I wondered which answer she hoped for. Gothel had kept her imprisoned her whole life. But she was also the only person Rapunzel had known for most of that life.


      Anneliese pulled away from our embrace to check. “She’s breathing. What are we supposed to do with her now?”


      I sat down on the ground. “I don’t know. Maybe we should call on Mortimer. Surely a rogue fairy is more his responsibility than ours.”


      “Mortimer!” Anneliese sounded incensed. “That no-good, dirty, rotten—”


      I waved her words away. “Yes, yes, we know he’s all those things. But do you have a better idea?”


      No one said anything.


      After a moment of silence, I asked, “Are the vines still there?”


      “No.” Simon sounded like he was bouncing again. “They’ve been shriveling up ever since Rapunzel and Liesa bonked the old woman on the head. They’re gone now.”


      I swallowed and felt a warm, strong hand in mine. A familiar hand, but it wasn’t my sister’s. Arthur understood my fear. Her enchantment with the vines had been broken, but our sight still hadn’t returned.


      “Oh, Penny! Arthur!” An arm encircled my head, dragging it forward and crashing my skull against Arthur’s.


      “Ow!” I reached up to try to free myself, but Rapunzel clung to us both more tightly.


      “You rescued me, and then you faced down Gothel for me, and now you’re the ones who can’t see. It should be me!”


      “I don’t know how you figure that,” said Arthur. “By rights, it should be Gothel who can’t see.”


      Rapunzel sniffed tremulously, clearly attempting to smile through tears.


      I squeezed Arthur’s hand, grateful for his reassuring presence. A drop of moisture plopped onto my forehead and ran down my cheek. Was that…? Another drop followed. And, yes, the princess was crying.


      The next drop curved down and into my eye. I blinked violently, the liquid stinging.


      “Rapunzel, are you crying on me?” asked Arthur.


      The blackness, which had been absolute until now, started to lighten. I blinked several more times as fresh drops rained onto my face. Blurry shapes appeared in front of me, everything slowly becoming clearer.


      I pushed away from Rapunzel with more force, eager to see something other than her arm and the dark weave of her dress. Arthur popped free at the same moment, and our eyes met. Broad smiles spread over both our faces.


      “You can see!” Anneliese squealed.


      I spun around and looked at her for a long moment before pulling her close. “I’ve been chasing you all over the kingdom, you know. And I promised myself that once I rescued you, I would wring your neck myself.”


      Liesa laughed and hugged me tighter. “I can’t see why.”


      I pushed back and glared at her, although it was hard to keep the expression on my face when I was so happy. “There was a little matter of a tiger that chased me up a tree, for one. I had to call on Mortimer.”


      “Oh dear.” She laughed. “That one really was my fault, then. What did Mortimer do? Something awful, I’m sure.”


      “He put me in a tower.” We both turned to look at Rapunzel’s tower, once more standing empty.


      “Is that why the famed princess wasn’t there? I was wondering where she was.” Anneliese looked over at Rapunzel and comprehension filled her face. She turned back to me. “I think you have a story to tell me.”
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      I imagine Liesa and I could have talked for a day without stopping and still had more to say, but before either of us could begin, the meadow became crowded.


      Fairies winked into existence all around us. I stared at them in shock until a familiar face appeared.


      “Mortimer!” Anneliese and I called his name at the same time and then grinned at each other.


      He ignored us, looking around with disgust. “This place tastes terrible. I told you we’d be able to find her once she did some serious magic. Ugh.”


      One of the other fairies, a tall and beautiful woman with enormous shining wings, gave him a disapproving look. “We appreciate your information on Gothel, Mortimer, but can’t you work on your manner? You’re an embarrassment to fairykind.” Her musical tones made even this disgusted statement sound regal.


      I cleared my throat loudly, and they all turned to look at me. I wobbled slightly under their combined gaze before giving a small curtsey.


      “Greetings, I am Penelope.”


      “Yes, yes, they know who you are,” said Mortimer. “I told them everything you told me, and we’ve come to deal with Gothel.”


      “You’re a little late,” said Arthur dryly.


      “Greetings, Prince,” said the tall, regal one, who seemed to be in charge. “We apologize for not arriving sooner. Gothel is old and had learned to hide herself well. We could not come until she had done a great working of magic, and then we still had to gather and track her down.”


      Her eyes moved to the motionless figure on the ground. “I am pleased to see that you have triumphed. I trust she is still living?”


      “Of course.” I noticed Arthur hadn’t bowed to them, and his eyes were hard.


      Two fairies came forward to lift Gothel off the ground. A moment later all three had disappeared from sight. I took a deep, freeing breath. It was over.


      “Excuse me,” said Rapunzel, pushing forward to face the fairy who had spoken to us.


      “Ahhh,” said the fairy softly. “Gothel’s victim.” She examined Rapunzel with obvious interest, while I wondered how she recognized her.


      “We—” the fairy gestured around her, “—owe you an apology. Her behavior goes against the fairy code in every way, and we should have discovered her rebellion many years ago.”


      Rapunzel swallowed. “Do you know who I am?”


      The fairy sighed. “Yes, child. I do.”


      We all waited, but she said no more. Rapunzel stuck up her chin.


      “I think I deserve to know my own story after everything I’ve been through.”


      The fairy glanced at several of the others who all nodded. She looked back at the princess. “Yes, yes, you do. But it is a story that brings us much grief. You will understand if many do not wish to hear it told again.”


      As she spoke, many of the other fairies disappeared. Each time I blinked another was gone. Soon the only ones who remained, beside the speaker and Mortimer, were the youngest-looking among them.


      “Many centuries ago…” began the fairy.


      I sighed quietly. Only a fairy would think an explanation of Rapunzel’s story needed to start centuries ago. I did want to hear it, though, so I tried to focus back on the fairy. But it was hard to concentrate when Arthur and Anneliese kept sending each other long sideways looks, as if sizing one another up.


      “…two fairy sisters,” she was saying. “One named Gothel and the other named Giselle. They were as opposite as night and day, and yet they loved each other dearly. Giselle was one of the best of our kind. As wise and lovely inside as she was beautiful outside. And she took a keen interest in humans, bestowing so many gifts that her wings grew bright and strong enough to carry her anywhere she could dream.”


      Her face turned dark. “But she loved the humans too much. Fairykind does not approve of fairies pairing themselves with humans. And when such rare couplings do happen, it is required that the human come to live in the Realm of Fairy with us. And it is absolutely forbidden that a fairy disguise him- or herself as a human in order to deceive someone into such a relationship.”


      She sighed. “But Giselle had observed a human king and fallen in love with him. She disguised herself as a human and presented herself to him as a human woman. He fell in love with her—how could he not?—and they were married in secret. Giselle knew her husband could not leave his kingdom and come to the Fairy Realm with her, and so she sought to hide her secret from both him and the fairies.”


      I had a bad feeling where this was going, so I stepped forward and put my arm comfortingly around Rapunzel’s shoulders. The fairy watched us sadly.


      “When the fairies discovered what Giselle had done, we brought her back to our realm to answer for her crimes. But she was already with child.” The fairy stopped as if gathering herself for the rest of her tale. “There is a reason such matches are discouraged. Birthing a child who shares the blood of both races is difficult and often ends in tragedy. Such was the case in this instance.”


      Now her face transformed, taking on such anger that she almost seemed to burn from within. “Gothel nursed her sister through the birth and until the very end, cursing the name of her human husband. When her sister died, her baby daughter with her, Gothel appeared maddened by her grief and withdrew from all contact with other fairies. We believed her still roaming our realm, driven to solitude by her grief and anger.”


      She shook her head. “And then Mortimer came to us with a story. It did not take tasting the air on the Isle of Lhyte myself to know the truth of it. And it did not take sight of your face, so like your mother’s, to know who the infant must be. I am so sorry Rapunzel. Gothel must have stolen you, somehow deceiving us that you were dead. She knew that with her sister’s death, we would have returned you to your father, and she no doubt wished to see him suffer the loss of you as well as your mother.”


      I bit my lip, trying to process the unbelievable story. “But you said this all happened centuries ago. Rapunzel clearly isn’t centuries old.” Sudden doubt assailed me. We had just heard that she was half-fairy. I glanced at her sideways. “Are you? You haven’t been in that tower for hundreds of years, have you?”


      “What? No!” Rapunzel shuddered under my arm. “I’m sixteen.”


      The fairy nodded to the princess. “To escape our notice, Gothel had hidden herself away here, in the human realm, where she must have placed you under a spell of stillness. Frozen, you would have remained unchanged, sleeping, as it were, forever. A last piece of her sister who would never die. Except, cut off from our realm, and granting no wishes, Gothel’s magic would have started to dry up. I am only making guesses now, but I am confident I am right. Gothel must have realized she did not have the strength to continue the spell and been forced to wake you. The gifts she gave you, Rapunzel, would have granted her some small strength again. But not enough to return you to a frozen state. In fact, she was so weak that she could not even use her wings for normal fairy transportation. I imagine her magical reach must have been limited to this small region of your lands.” She looked around her at the meadow, and I remembered Gothel’s words about the river. Thank goodness we had reached it before the townspeople from Talbot alerted her to Rapunzel’s escape.


      The fairy looked thoughtful. “I cannot imagine the amount of strength she must have expended to make it even as far as the fringes of the Fairy Realm.” She looked at Anneliese. “I can only guess she must have granted you many wishes in order to regain any strength at all afterward.”


      Anneliese looked sheepish. “I stopped wishing for things as soon as I noticed those minuscule wings of hers were getting bigger and realized I was fueling her power.”


      Rapunzel slumped against me. “So, Gothel is my aunt. My only family. And both of my parents are long dead.” She was looking down at the ground, but I didn’t need to see her face to know tears were leaking down her cheeks.


      “I am sorry, Rapunzel,” said the fairy again. “I would that I had better news.”


      Arthur stepped forward to face the fairy. “Which kingdom did Rapunzel’s father rule?”


      Rapunzel looked up, and the fairy was looking at her when she answered, not Arthur.


      “Why, this kingdom, of course. Astoria. But he was too grieved by the loss of his wife to ever marry again. And he had no brothers or sisters. When he died, the throne passed to one of his cousins. Your current royal family is descended from them.”


      “So, there you go, Rapunzel,” I said. “I’m taking you back to Torina with me. The king and queen are your family, however distant, and I’m sure they’ll take you in. And, if they won’t, you can live with me.”


      Anneliese came to stand beside me. “Of course you can, Rapunzel. We’d love to have you.”


      We both stared at the fairy as if daring her to contradict us or invite Rapunzel back to the Fairy Realm with her. She said nothing. I risked a glance sideways at Arthur, wondering if he wanted to speak up and ask Rapunzel to travel to Farthendale with him. But the look he was giving her was similar to the one Martin often gave me; while the look he gave me, a second later, made me blush. I looked down at the ground.


      “It seems there is nothing more we can do here, then,” said the fairy, in her musical tone.


      “Actually…” I stepped quickly forward. “Rapunzel has certainly suffered the most, but she is not the only one here who has been wronged by a fairy.”


      The fairy raised elegant brows at me, and I looked pointedly at Mortimer. She sighed.


      “Your point is taken. What do you wish to ask of me, Penelope?”


      “A small boon, only. Please free my family from Mortimer’s assistance.”


      She regarded me for a long moment, and then Mortimer for even longer. “Very well,” she said at last, and there were two identical sighs of relief, one from in front and one from behind her. It was probably the first time Mortimer and I had ever agreed on anything.


      “But,” she said, holding up a hand, “such things are usually done around momentous occasions. You are the youngest of John’s children, are you not?”


      I nodded.


      “Then, at your wedding, Mortimer will be freed of any obligation to you or to your family. You need never see him again after that.”


      I frowned. “But what if I’m not married for years? Or never at all?”


      She laughed, a tinkling sound like a creek running over scattered rocks. “I do not think there is much danger of that.” Her eyes lingered on Arthur, and I blushed again.


      “As for you,” she turned to Mortimer. “You will return with me to the Fairy Council.”


      He groaned, but I could see the relief still present on his face. Soon we would all be free of each other. I blinked, and all the other fairies disappeared, leaving only Mortimer in front of us.


      “Ugh.” He looked around. “Why do I always miss the message?”


      “Mortimer, wait!” I called before he, too, could disappear.


      He turned a long-suffering look on me. “Please don’t tell me you need help with that wedding business.”


      “No. Uh uh. Absolutely not,” I said quickly. “I just have a question for you.” I paused, wondering how to frame it.


      “Well, come on, then.”


      “Mortimer, I’m the seventh child.”


      “That wasn’t a question.”


      I ground my teeth. “Why didn’t you give me a gift? Even regular seventh children get gifts. Did you just forget? Or was I too ordinary to bother with?”


      He rolled his eyes. “Humans! One second you’re complaining if I do anything to make you special, and the next you’re complaining if I don’t.” He eyed me from beneath one lowered brow. “Of course I gave you a gift. Do you think the Fairy Council would have let me get away with not gifting the seventh child of a family under my care?”


      “What?” I stared at him in shock. “What do you mean? What gift?”


      “What gift!” He looked between all of our blank faces. “Surely humans haven’t forgotten the significance of purple eyes.”


      I shook my head. “I’ve never met anyone with purple eyes.”


      “Never met…” He shook his head. “I’m not saying they’re common, foolish girl. Just that everyone knows…” He sighed. “Purple eyes denote the gift of a ready tongue.” His brows drew together. “People tend to listen to you, don’t they? Believe what you say? Ever had much trouble talking someone around to your perspective?”


      I looked across at Anneliese who looked as shocked as I felt. All those times I had gotten us both out of trouble. All those times I had smoothed the situation over with someone enraged at her antics. That had been my gift? I had always thought of it as more of a necessity.


      “Not much longer now, and I’ll be rid of the lot of you,” muttered Mortimer. And then he had also winked out.


      We looked around at each other, all of us exhausted, some of us—mainly Arthur and me—dirty, ragged and bleeding.


      “Well, that was unexpected.” Simon sounded pleased with himself. “No one back home will believe the things I’ve seen.”


      I glared at him and turned to Rapunzel, but she had wiped her tears away and was looking determinedly cheerful. “Well, at least I know now. And it’s not as if I lost anything I’ve ever actually had.”


      I glanced at Liesa who shrugged. Rapunzel would need to mourn eventually, but she obviously didn’t want it to be today. And, after everything we’d been through, I couldn’t blame her.


      Liesa commented that she had a fresh batch of food we could all share, except it was up in the tower which sparked a long debate about whether it was a risk for someone to return to the tower, and whether anyone even had the strength to pull themselves up the rope that still dangled from the ring.


      Eventually Simon managed to wear us all down and was soon scampering up. To my surprise, Rapunzel decided to accompany him, claiming that she wanted a chance to see her old home again now that her world had expanded so significantly.


      “And there are a couple of things I’d like to retrieve that I didn’t pack last time,” she said, heading for the rope.


      The day before I would have warned her that she might not have the physical strength to make it up. But she had come a long way since she had left the tower, and we had just learned that she was half fairy. I suspected she could do a lot more than any of us realized. Sure enough, she reached the top without trouble and had soon disappeared inside. Anneliese had taken up a spot at the bottom and was carrying on a shouted conversation with Simon about where to find everything and which things she wanted him to toss down to her.


      After watching them for a moment, I turned away. I had nothing to add to that situation. Instead I looked at Arthur, who was watching Anneliese and Simon banter, a smile on his lips.


      I had expected Arthur to fall for Rapunzel, but he had shown no sign of doing so. And then I had feared that I would lose him to Liesa—a brighter version of myself. But I had been starting to change my perspective on the journey back to the tower. I had reassessed my role in my own family compared to my role in our little band. And my success against Gothel, followed by Mortimer’s revelation, had only confirmed my new perspective.


      I had always thought of myself as a disappointment—unnoticed, uninteresting, content in my twin’s shadow. But now, I was realizing that all my life it had been me who didn’t believe in myself. Me who had been disappointed.


      While I loved my twin, I knew she could be a heedless troublemaker. If our roles had been reversed, could she have achieved all I did? Would Rapunzel and Arthur have placed their trust in her? And, if they had, could she have tracked me down and saved me? I honestly wasn’t sure.


      And I had thought Arthur was bound to like her much better, but he was standing here with me, not over there with her. And he had never shown any indication of finding me boring, or disappointing. In fact, now that I thought about it, what prince could afford a wife like Liesa? Maybe a girl with a diplomatic tongue and a practical streak was exactly the right type for a prince.


      I held my breath while I looked at him, waiting for him to notice me.


      “I know you’re staring at me, Penny,” he said with a laugh in his voice, not taking his eyes off the others. “I must look dreadful. Tell it to me straight out. How terrible do I look?”


      “You look perfect,” I said quietly.


      He immediately turned to look at me, a light in his eyes that ignited a fire inside me.


      “What do you think of my sister?” I asked quickly, before he could do or say anything.


      “Anneliese?” He looked back over toward her. “She seems fun. And lively. And brave. And loving—of you, at least.” He looked back at me, grinning. “And a little obnoxious. Dare I even say…irritating? How does one girl get into so much trouble?”


      “Hey!” I said, despite the delighted smile spreading across my face. That was exactly how I felt about her, but that didn’t mean he was allowed to say it. “No one but family is allowed to talk about my sister that way.” I had put up a hand to swat at him playfully, but he captured it and drew me toward him, the burning heat back in his gaze.


      When he had pulled me close against him, he looked down into my eyes. “And what if I were to become her brother-in-law, would I be allowed to say it then?”


      “Umm…” I tried to tear my eyes away from his lips. “I suppose that might be acceptable.”


      He chuckled. “What’s that? No more to say, oh glib girl of mine?”


      I shook my head, and he chuckled again. “Good.” And then he pressed his lips against mine and every last word went flying out of my head.
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      I looked around the room, packed to capacity, and smiled. Anneliese met my eyes across the small crowd and winked before disappearing out the door. I shook my head, wondering what she could be up to, and got roundly scolded by my oldest sister Rynn who was attempting to fix some flowers that had fallen from the magnificent arrangement of my hair. I had never worn it in such an intricate fashion before— but then I had never married a prince before, either.


      It wasn’t Rynn’s favorite activity, but she’d taken over from my next oldest sister when Eva kept getting called away by her children. I had expected Eva to have Hope, her newborn, with her, but somehow, her entourage of little Jack, Jill, Jordan, and Daniel had sneaked in as well, clearly sensing my room was the hub of action for once. I couldn’t remember them ever showing much interest in being in here before.


      And, of course, where Jill went, little Amelia followed. My middle sister Sophie and her husband Henri had been the last of my siblings to return to Astoria for my wedding—as reigning monarchs of Briadell, they couldn’t be away from home for too long. But from the moment they had arrived, their two-year-old daughter in tow, Amelia had been obsessed with her older cousin. The two of them had become inseparable. I didn’t envy Sophie the task of tearing her daughter away to go home once the wedding was over.


      Every now and then, one of the adults would call for all the children to leave the room, but the young ones must have sensed the lack of conviction in everyone’s voices because they made no move to leave, and no one made any real attempt to get rid of them.


      “Penny, I found…oh!” Rapunzel slipped in the door and then stopped to stare at the chaos. My whole family had been together in Astoria for two weeks now, but the poor princess still wasn’t used to what it was like when all of us gathered in one place.


      Two of the children went rolling across my bed, disappearing down the other side with shrieks of laughter.


      “I’m coming to get you,” said Anneliese, making large lumbering motions with her arms as she shuffled after them. There were more shrieks. She must have sneaked back in before Rapunzel arrived.


      “And this,” said Ellie to the room at large, “is why I’m not ready for children. Not yet, anyway. There’s far too much to do first.”


      “That’s what I said,” said Rynn behind me, her pregnant stomach bumping against my back as she tried to stick another wayward flower back in. “I managed to hold off for a few years. I imagine you can, too; but your time will come eventually, Ellie. Especially since you’re a princess. They won’t let you wait forever.”


      “Hah,” said Ellie, a martial light in her eyes. “Cambren isn’t king, so the Anuran court doesn’t get a say. And they’ve been wise enough not to press the issue.” She grinned. “I think they might be worried our children could end up amphibious.”


      “Ever since the royal family granted Conrad his own title for ‘services to the crown’, I’ve been hounded by well-meaning-but-overly-nosy courtiers,” said Rynn. “Apparently the nobles of Farthendale are obsessed with heirs.” She rolled her eyes. “It doesn’t help that Davina is convinced we need to have children at the same time so they can ‘also be bosom-companions for life’. She will feel the same way about you, Penny, as you will be her sister-in-law.” She sighed. “Honestly. If this is how the lot of you felt whenever I bossed you around as children, I will say I fully repent and apologize now.”


      I twisted around to grin at her. Rynn and Conrad had been the first to arrive, traveling down from Farthendale with Arthur weeks before the wedding. I knew that Arthur somewhat hero-worshiped his older cousin, and I had been delighted to finally meet him. And equally relieved to discover that my oldest sister was overjoyed to have her youngest sister join her in Farthendale. She wasn’t even put out that I would now outrank her. She seemed suspiciously overjoyed, in fact…


      “You’re going to be a princess, too, Aunt Penny, just like Aunt Ellie,” announced Jill, appearing at my knee, as if in response to my thoughts.


      I grinned at my niece. “That I am, Jilly-girl.”


      “I want to be a princess,” the three-year-old announced.


      “Well, who knows, maybe one day you will be.” I cast a glance at her mother, but Eva was busy with Hope. She never talked about what would happen once King Eston died over in Guthward, but we all knew she and her husband Phillip were likely to be named heirs long before that happened.


      We were all waiting for them to be called back to take their rightful place in the court of Phillip’s home kingdom. It hadn’t happened yet, despite his finally finishing his studies at the university here in Torina. I suspected it wouldn’t be long, however. King Eston would want them back with him, preparing for the role.


      “You take your time with babies, Ellie,” said Sophie. “They’re exhausting.”


      Eva looked up and chuckled. “Exhausting? Wait until you have five!”


      “No, thank you,” said Sophie, sounding horrified, and we all laughed.


      “It’s a big day for more than me,” I commented.


      Everyone stopped what they were doing as we all exchanged glances.


      “Mortimer,” we all said in unison, and then laughed again. Six sisters weren’t likely to agree on much, but this was one area in which we all felt the same: there was nothing but relief to know we were all going to finally be rid of our fairy godfather.


      “So, I’ve invited some old friends,” said Anneliese abruptly.


      I looked at her warily.


      “I didn’t mention it before now because I wasn’t sure if they’d be able to come. But I popped out now to check, and they’re here.”


      “Who is it, Liesa?” asked Rynn, obviously a little affronted on my behalf that Anneliese would have invited someone to my wedding without asking.


      “Thomas and Cora,” she said, and I smiled. There was nothing mischievous about that. I was delighted to have them.


      “Oh, good,” I said. “I’m glad they could come.”


      “The reason they nearly didn’t make it,” said Liesa, “is because Cora’s pregnant. Even more pregnant than you, Rynn.”


      “Oh, how wonderful!” I exclaimed, but something about the twinkle in my twin’s eyes was giving me a sinking feeling. “Why are you looking like that Liesa?”


      “Well, it turns out that Mortimer got a real telling off by the Fairy Council after you asked them to free us of him. They said they were giving him one last chance. They said they’d heard of a deserving young couple who he had failed to assist when called upon to do so. A couple who actually wanted a large family this time…”


      “No!”


      Gasps rose all around me.


      “And where did they hear that, hey, Liesa? I can’t believe you would do that to poor Thomas and Cora!” I stared at her, appalled.


      “What?” she asked innocently. “They wanted children. And, besides, we didn’t turn out so badly, did we?”


      We all looked around at each other, and I had to admit she was right. For all the trouble Mortimer had caused over the years, we had all managed to find our happily ever afters. And if he hadn’t sent me to Rapunzel’s tower, I would never have met her, never have freed her.


      And I might never have met Arthur. Or not for years, anyway. I might have only met him when he was already married to some other girl. I shivered at the thought.


      “Oh, you’re cold,” cried Rapunzel. “I’ll fetch you a wrap. The bride shouldn’t be cold!”


      She hurried out of the room, and I noticed Ellie watching her go. “Hasn’t anyone else considered the fact that Rapunzel is the true heir to Astoria?” she asked. It was the kind of point Ellie would notice.


      “Well…” I looked over at Anneliese. “No one’s said anything aloud. But the royal family welcomed her into their home with open arms, and now seem to have secured the whole situation very nicely.”


      “Oh?” Ellie looked curious, but Eva rolled her eyes.


      “I keep forgetting you don’t live here anymore,” she said. “So, you probably haven’t seen them together yet.”


      “Who?” asked Rynn.


      “Rapunzel and Crown Prince Casimir.” I grinned. “They’re wildly in love. He has been ever since he first saw her, but she took a little longer to come around. Not too much longer, though.”


      “Not that I’m too surprised,” said Eva. “It’s sweet, really.”


      “Even if a little sickening to watch,” I interjected.


      Eva smiled at me but continued unabashed. “They are the same age, after all. And it seems to be a great relief to the court.” Her smile grew. “How fortunate that they each discovered just how sweet and charming the other was.”


      I had to acknowledge it was all true. And on top of that, they’d been living in the same palace for nearly a year. I couldn’t actually find a single thing to disapprove of in the match. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if they were just waiting until after my wedding to announce an engagement.


      “Then Rapunzel will most likely become queen of Astoria eventually,” Ellie observed, smiling as though pleased that the situation had been so neatly resolved. “If only all problems of inheritance worked themselves out with so little fuss.”


      I agreed. I was quite delighted for Rapunzel to have a prince—as long as it wasn’t mine. I thought of Arthur and of how soon I would be seeing him at the end of a wedding aisle, and my heartbeat quickened.


      Rynn, still pressed against me, must have felt it, because she leaned down to whisper in my ear. “He’s going to think you’re the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen.”


      I grinned up at her because I knew it was true. It didn’t make any sense. After all, I had one sister who had been gifted with unnatural beauty—she had even attempted to turn down being a bridesmaid because she didn’t want to upstage me—and one sister who looked identical to me. But still it was true. One of the many wonderful things about love was that it didn’t have to make any sense at all.


      Rynn looked up, her eyes focusing in on Anneliese. “What about you, Liesa? When are you going to find your prince?”


      “Me?” Liesa froze, a nephew upside down under each arm. “Hopefully never.”


      “Never?” Eva exchanged a look with Rynn. “He doesn’t have to be a prince, you know.”


      “Although you’d be welcome to my brother-in-law, Prince Dauntry,” Ellie said, a little too innocently. “He’s handsome and serious and quite good at being a prince. I’m not sure what else he’s good at, but you could feel free to take him off adventuring for as long as you like.”


      Anneliese grimaced at our next-oldest sister. “Nice try. You’re forgetting that Penny was at your wedding, and she’s already warned me about him. A boring clod like Dauntry is the last person I would marry. Not that I’m interested in getting married at all. In fact, I don’t think I will. I have another goal in mind.”


      Oh dear. Why did I suddenly feel terrified for us all?


      “What goal?” I asked.


      She looked at me, eyes alight. “The Fairy Realm.”


      “Oh, Liesa.” Rynn shook her head.


      “What?” My twin sounded unbothered by her oldest sister’s disapproval. “I’ve been there once, I can get there again. I’m sure of it. I was only on the very fringe, but it was amazing.” She seemed to float off into a dream, and I sighed.


      I wasn’t really surprised to hear that Liesa would rather go adventuring than settle down and get married. I just had a sinking suspicion that if she ever did find a man to her taste, it might be a fairy off in those mystical realms of hers. One of those young hotheads Mortimer had mentioned, no doubt.


      Even if she did get married one day, for Anneliese, the adventure was the happily ever after. A husband would simply be a nice extra. And it would be just like her to pit herself against not only the human kingdoms and her own family, but the Fairy Council as well when she did find one. At least she had enough fire to take them all on, whatever happened. And enough royal relatives to bail her out of whatever trouble she ended up in.


      The door opened again, but it was my mother who entered, not Rapunzel, a shawl hanging over her arm.


      “Mother!” I leaped to my feet and embraced her. Since coming back, I felt as if my eyes had been opened. For so many years I had thought that no one much noticed or cared about me except Anneliese. But how much of that had come from my own assumptions?


      My parents were an unusual pair, it was true, totally unequipped for life in a city or life with so many children. But they still loved me—I saw that now. They had loved me enough to know I needed to go after Anneliese. And they had loved me enough to welcome me back with open arms. I wanted to laugh now at my thought that they might sell the house while I was gone and quietly move away. They might not have chosen their life, but they wouldn’t have changed it now, either. I had needed to realize that for myself before I could recognize it in them.


      When I had returned, betrothed to Arthur, I had realized that Liesa and I were their only daughters to come back from adventuring unmarried. Despite having seven children, they had never been called on to host a wedding. And so, I had set to work on Queen Cassia here in Astoria and on Arthur’s parents in Farthendale.


      Mortimer must have been telling the truth about the gift he gave me. Because I hadn’t had much hope of succeeding—not when Arthur was a Farthendellan prince—and yet, here we all were, gathered for my family’s first Astorian wedding.


      Queen Cassia had been delighted to host it since she had not been able to host the wedding of her own daughter to Arthur’s older brother. And she had been eager to oblige the dear friend who had brought Rapunzel to her. (A fact I’m sure had nothing whatsoever to do with Rapunzel’s legitimate, fairy-supported claim to Queen Cassia’s throne.)


      And in the light of Queen Cassia’s warm invitation, Arthur’s parents had found themselves agreeing to the request of their soon-to-be daughter-in-law. And as far as I could tell, no one even seemed too upset at the arrangement.


      “You look beautiful, my dear,” said my mother. “Every bit the princess.”


      I smiled at her through sudden, unshed tears.


      “We’ll miss you here,” she said, and this time I believed her and felt sad to be leaving her all alone. Anneliese I knew was only staying around long enough to be one of my bridesmaids alongside our other sisters.


      “Don’t count on having too much time for missing anyone,” said Eva wryly from behind us.


      I threw her a questioning look, and she smiled happily. “Mother and Father have invited us to move in now that you’re all going to be gone for good. They want to make use of this drafty old place, so we’re going to help them set up a school for orphans. It will be good practice for the one we want to start in the duke’s mansion when we return to Guthward.”


      “That sounds like a good use of the space,” said Rynn approvingly.


      My mother chuckled. “We never knew what to do with you all running around. But now that you’re gone, we find we don’t know what to do without you.”


      I stared at her for a moment before breaking into a smile. If I had ever needed confirmation of how wrong I had been, here it was. Far from wishing their youngest child gone, my parents were opening their home to many more children. I looked around my room, currently so full of life. I liked the thought that bright chatter would soon fill it again.


      Martin stuck his head in the door but nearly pulled out again at the chorus of greetings he received. “Princess Clio keeps asking me when the wedding is starting.” He grunted. “I think she just wants to hurry up and get to the dancing part at the end.”


      “Why aren’t you one of the bridesmaids, Martin?” asked Sophie, the old wicked gleam in her eye. “Or bridesman, I suppose. You’d look as pretty as any of us in a nice suit.”


      “As long as you wore a hat,” said our mother promptly, and we all fell about laughing as Martin stomped off in disgust.


      I ran to the door and called after him, and he reluctantly returned.


      “Sorry, Martin,” I said with a smile. “You know what they’re like.”


      He smiled reluctantly back. “Of course I do.” He looked at my elaborate hairstyle and grinned. “You look pretty, Pen.”


      I stepped into the hall to give him an impulsive hug. “Thanks for sending me that letter. And for coming now.”


      He shook his head. “As if I had any choice. A royal wedding, you know, so of course Lukas and Clio were invited.” But he winked at me before he walked away, and I went back into the room smiling.


      When I appeared, all of my sisters descended on me, announcing it was time. Simon had arrived from somewhere, elegant for once in his pageboy finery, and declared the carriages ready and waiting. He was especially proud of his new position since the Concordians had made peace with the earl, and Simon had been allowed to invite several of his old friends to attend the wedding. It hadn’t even been a long journey for them since the earl had resettled them north of Marblehill closer to Torina. They had rejuvenated a dying fishing village, and apparently many of them had found they much preferred fishing and living along the Sarrens to mining.


      Simon had been pleased at the news but showed no interest in joining them. Apparently being pageboy for a princess was far superior to fishing. His whole focus for some time had been on how amazed his friends would be to see his new appearance.


      A storm of women swirled around me following Simon’s announcement, and the next few minutes felt like a dream as they whisked me into a carriage and off to the palace.


      But everything fell back into place when I looked down the long aisle, past the assorted guests—a mixture of royalty, nobility, and commoners—and into Arthur’s eyes. He wore bridal white over black and gold, and his charming smile seemed just for me. Finally, I was to be married to the one person who had seen me for me, right from the beginning when I had fallen—quite literally—into his arms.


      Leaning on my father, with my sisters around me, I walked down to meet him, as if I were floating on a cloud. It had taken six years, but this was it. A happily ever after for all of us.
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      Thank you for reading An Inconvenient Princess. If you enjoyed it, consider checking out my other fairy tale retellings all set in the world of the Four Kingdoms and Beyond. These interconnected stand-alones feature romance, intrigue, and adventure.


      Book 1 in The Four Kingdoms is The Princess Companion: A Retelling of The Princess and the Pea and you can read a sneak peek of it by turning the page.
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      Or to be kept updated on new releases, specials, and bonus content, sign up to my mailing list on my website, www.melaniecellier.com.


    


  




  

    

      

        

          



          

            The Queen


          


        


      


    


    

      It had only been a squirrel or a deer moving through the forest. Or so she told herself when she heard the noise through the trees. She tried to calm her breathing.


      She focused her mind on the image of his face. After all, she was doing this for him. She would do anything for her beloved son.


      He would not suffer like… but her mind skittered away from that thought. That wouldn’t help her breathing.


      Finally, she calmed herself enough to recite the words she still remembered so clearly. The words that would summon help.


      She hadn’t expected an immediate response so was startled into an undignified yelp that she quickly stifled. Her frightened eyes sought the castle, but there were no sounds in response to her cry.


      She turned back to look at the creature before her. Relief! The face was still filled with the kindly wisdom she remembered. She felt for a moment the lightness that came from not being alone, from not having to be the one with the answers.


      “You came!”


      “My dear child, of course I came.”


      The queen laughed, a low chuckle. “Hardly a child anymore. In fact, I have three children of my own.”


      She received a smile in response. “You still seem like a child to me. It seems only yesterday when I was –”


      But the queen cut her off. “I don’t want to reminisce. I need your help.”


      It came out more sharply than she intended, so she tried again. “I’ve called for you because of my son. I’m concerned for him. He needs your help.”


      Her companion looked around as if she expected to see the prince lurking behind a tree.


      The queen shook her head. “He’s not here. Doesn’t know anything about it. But I’m desperate that he not make the same mistake as his father.”


      This earned her a sudden, sharp look.


      “And we’ve heard rumors, the king and I. We have to be sure that the ones who come are true. That the one who’s chosen is…” she paused… “the right one. Please, can you help me?”


      “True, you say. Hmmmm.” Her companion murmured something under her breath and then was silent for a space.


      The queen began to look anxious again.


      Then, with a swift movement, something small was pressed into her hand. “She would have to be true indeed, to feel this. Put it under the mattress. Only the right one will feel it.”


      “Under the mattress? Oh, thank you, thank you.”


      The queen looked so relieved, so buoyant, it seemed for a moment she was the one with wings. She clasped the hands before her, “I must go. But I’m so grateful! You are as kind as you always were.” With a final smile, she turned and slipped away into the darkness.


      Her companion didn’t move but watched her go, long after she seemed to have disappeared from sight. “The same mistake as his father? What is going on in that girl’s head? A muddle, indeed. Well, I suppose they’ll all learn something from the experience.”


      And then suddenly she vanished.


      The wood was empty again. Except for the silent watcher who was neither a squirrel nor a deer.
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      Every good story I’ve ever heard has involved a prince. And usually a handsome, intelligent one. Now I have nothing against being handsome or intelligent, but I don’t want my life to be a story. I want to be free to make my own choices. Not to be governed by the magical whims of some godmother. Sure, I wouldn’t be here at all if a godmother hadn’t intervened in my parents’ life, but that doesn’t mean I want that for me. I’m willing to do my duty and fall in love with a princess, but I don’t want magic to help me do it. I’m perfectly fine on my own.


      “Maaaaaaaaxxx!”


      Groan. Or at least I would be perfectly fine if I could ever manage to actually be on my own.


      This is the worst part of my father’s bizarre determination to sequester us all in the middle of the forest every winter. Our Winter Castle is a lot smaller than our Summer Palace. The castle is still large by normal standards, but normal standards don’t apply to twin eleven-year-olds. Particularly when those eleven-year-olds are my sisters.


      I debated staying put and hoping they didn’t find me or trying to slip past them back to my room. Unfortunately, I spent too long considering my options, and they burst into the library and immediately saw me where I sat with my legs propped up in one of the window seats.


      “What are you doing?”


      My sister Lily’s angelic appearance is extremely misleading.


      “Nothing.”


      “Well, what are you thinking about then?”


      The fact that Sophie looks exactly like Lily makes them appear twice as angelic. Once again, incredibly misleading.


      “Nothing.”


      “You can’t be thinking about nothing! That’s impossible.”


      Lily was starting to look annoyed, and I generally try to be far away when she’s annoyed.


      “Well, I guess I was thinking about being bored.”


      “Oh.” She frowned and sat down on the floor, looking up at me. “We’re bored, too, what should we do?”


      I sighed. We’d only been at the castle for a month, and we must have had some variation of this conversation twenty times. I ran through the usual suggestions: study, dance practice, talk to your governess, talk to Mother, talk to Father, talk to Nanny. Each one was greeted with an eye roll from Lily and a sigh from Sophie. The nanny suggestion got two eye rolls and two sighs. I added a new suggestion on the end.


      “Why don’t you play dress ups? I bet Mother has some old trunks full of clothes you could use.”


      “Really Max, we’re not five.”


      I now realized what I had missed at the beginning of the conversation. Lily was in a princess mood. (Don’t ask me what I consider synonyms for princess.) I decided to get out of there quickly.


      “Well, you’ll have to work something out for yourself then. I have to go and help Father with some diplomatic communications.” I stood on the window seat before I’d finished speaking and leaped over the twins’ heads to land between them and the door. I then walked from the room as quickly as I could without actually running. After all, I’m nineteen years old. Not even the world’s most obnoxious twin sisters could make me do something as undignified as running through the castle.


      Once out of the room I slowed to a stroll and headed in the direction of my father’s office. There weren’t any diplomatic communications, of course. Or at least none that my father would want my advice on. But I wouldn’t put it past the twins to come and check if I really was with Father. They were probably mad enough with me as it was. I didn’t want to spend the next week checking around corners.


      When I reached his office, I knocked on the door and pushed it open without waiting for an answer. I only got one stride into the room before I realized something was wrong. My father was almost always in this office during the day, it was his favorite retreat. My mother, on the other hand, was never here. It was a manly room, full of oak wood bookshelves stained to match the dark color of the desk, and free of any decorations or adornments. She looked out of place sitting in one of the leather chairs across from the desk. Out of place and unsettled. My father, on the other hand, looked downright agitated.


      I started to back out of the room but was stopped by my mother’s voice.


      “Max! Perfect timing. Your father and I would like to talk to you.”


      She sounded excited which was so far from what I was expecting that I froze and missed my opportunity to dash from the room. I began to regret abandoning Lily and Sophie. Even entertaining two fiends disguised as small girls would be preferable to a talk with my parents.


      To clarify, a talk with one of my parents would be fine. It was my mother who told me, at the age of eight, that my parents agreed I wasn’t a little child anymore. Which meant I could leave Nanny and the nursery and get my own suite of rooms and a man servant to wait on me. But it was my parents together who told me that my mother was pregnant, and I was now going to have to share their attention with two more siblings.


      It was my father on his own who told me he had found the perfect thoroughbred to be my first full-sized horse, and he was the one who told me they’d bought me my own hunting lodge. But last year my parents together told me that I couldn’t spend the winter at that lodge with friends. Even at eighteen I was expected to join the family in our forest hideaway.


      So, it was with extreme reluctance that I moved forward and sat in the remaining chair. If my mother felt unsettled, she no longer showed it. Only the excitement was on display now. My father, on the other hand, appeared even more agitated and had abandoned his usual stately calm in favor of drumming his fingers on the desk.


      “As you know, your father and I have begun to think about your marriage.” Only the memory of Lily and Sophie allowed me to hold back the sigh and eye roll. Maybe I should have just stayed in bed this morning.


      “And you also know that it is very important to me that you marry a princess. A true princess.” The slight emphasis on the true was new, but the princess theme was familiar.


      “Yes, Mother,” I replied, “and you know that I’m perfectly willing to marry a princess.” Which was true. Have you ever seen an ugly princess? No. They can come in the annoying variety sure—just look at my sisters—but they don’t seem to make them in ugly. And I’d always figured a common girl was at least as likely to be annoying as a royal one. At least this way I’d be guaranteed a wife I could enjoy looking at whenever official receptions started to drag.


      “Your father is concerned that just because a girl is a princess doesn’t guarantee she’ll make a good queen. Or a good wife for that matter.” I threw my father a grateful look. With any luck, I’d get a wife I could talk to as well as look at.


      “Your father feels that we need to consider something more than just their lineage. So, we’ve decided to invite some princesses to come for a visit, and I’ve come up with a test for them.”


      At this point, if I hadn’t been so busy being horrified, I would have started to question my mother’s sanity.


      My horror must have shown because she hurried to add, “Just the daughters of a few of our neighbors.” My horror didn’t abate, so she added, “Not all at once, of course. One at a time.”


      I started to breathe again, just.


      Everyone accepts the fact that their parents are out of touch. But mine really seemed to have gone over the edge. A test? The suggestion was as strange as their behavior. My father just kept looking more and more agitated, his fingers moving faster and faster. And my mother, usually the epitome of poise, had now started shooting him tense looks. I would have suspected them of being in the middle of an argument, but my parents never fight.


      “A test?” I finally managed to get out. “What sort of test? And how many princess visits are we talking about?”


      I was already trying to tally the number of balls, state dinners, and official ceremonies I would have to endure.


      “I guess that depends how the first few visits go,” my mother said with a smile.


      That made me realize the visits would continue until something worse happened—a wedding. I’d counted on at least another couple of years before that.


      “When is the first one coming? Surely we could wait a couple of years before we start the parade…”


      I could already tell from my mother’s expression that things were not going to go my way.


      “We can’t afford to wait around, dear. What if it takes a couple of years to find the right princess? This is very important to the kingdom. Since you’re our only son, you can’t delay getting married and having sons of your own.”


      Children? Children!!! This was getting worse and worse.


      “I’m only nineteen, Mother. I don’t exactly have one foot in the grave.”


      Now both my parents were giving me the look, and I knew it was all over. Once duty to our kingdom of Arcadia was invoked, I didn’t have a chance.


      “Fine. When is the first princess coming?” Please let it be no time soon. Or at the very least after my annual hunting trip.


      If my winters–spent without friends, hunting or any other diversions–were the low point of my year, my annual hunting trip was the high point. I hosted all my closest friends at my lodge, and we spent every day in the saddle. With no women around none of us stood on ceremony, and for one week of the year I got to forget I was a prince with royal responsibilities.


      “As soon as we get back to the capital. But don’t worry, you can have your hunting trip first.”


      I sighed. Small mercies, I suppose.
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      If anyone had told me a year ago that I would find true love through a pea, I would have laughed. I mean, when you live in a forest and never see anyone who isn’t related to you, or at least overly obsessed with wood, it’s kind of hard to see how a vegetable could lead you to love. But, of course, it wasn’t just the pea. You could also say the light led me there, and in this case, that wouldn’t be metaphorical.


      Sometimes I have good ideas, sometimes I have bad ideas, and sometimes I have colossally bad ideas. It turns out leaving the merchant camp for an evening stroll was one of the colossally bad ones. At the time, it hadn’t seemed like a big deal—I just wanted to stretch my legs after a week of riding in a wagon. Even when it got dark too quickly, and I discovered I’d lost my way, I didn’t realize just how bad an idea it was. And then it started raining.


      The rain didn’t reach me at first because the forest canopy was too dense. I could hear the raindrops hitting the leaves above me, though, and occasionally a fat drop amassed enough weight to push through the foliage and land on the top of my head. But I certainly wasn’t wet—only starting to feel a certain dampness in the air and an utter certainty that I had no idea which direction led to the camp.


      “Well, here’s where your stupid pride has led you,” I muttered to myself.


      Ariana, the merchant in whose wagon I had secured passage to Arcadie, our kingdom’s capital, had warned me not to go too far, but I’d been supremely confident. After all, if I didn’t know the woods, I didn’t know anything. Turns out I didn’t know anything.


      In some ways, this revelation wasn’t much of a surprise. I had been born in my family’s remote house and had slept there every night since, except for the last six in the back of Ariana’s wagon.


      “Should have been paying more attention instead of daydreaming about ArcadieeeEEK!”


      My recriminations turned into a particularly embarrassing shriek at a sudden clap of thunder. I instinctively looked around to check that no one had heard me. My brothers would be laughing over my fright for days. But then I remembered that my brothers weren’t here—that, in fact, I was completely alone. Three big drops fell off a branch and ran down the back of my neck, and I had to gulp and angle my face upwards to prevent an equally large tear from slipping out of my eye.


      As much as I love my brothers, I hadn’t expected to miss them after only a week. I could picture them all clearly, sitting around our worn kitchen table or gathered around the fireplace. I wondered if they were thinking of me. Perhaps they were talking of me or my mother was retelling her favorite story—my birth.


      My birth had been unspectacular, although I was instantly pronounced beautiful. This was despite the fact that I imagine I was born, like most babies, looking thoroughly displeased with the process of birth. I think my alleged beauty had a lot more to do with my being a girl than my physical appearance. It seems that after four boys this was a delightful change. Some people think that being both the baby and the only girl I must have led a spoiled life. I can only say those people clearly do not have four brothers.


      Apparently, I was only an hour old when I received my first brotherly poke. Now a poke may not seem like much to you, but I’m told I didn’t appreciate it then (after all, I’d just been through a very traumatic experience), and I still don’t appreciate it now.


      My brothers weren’t intentionally cruel, but they just could not understand that their endless pinches, pokes, and slaps truly hurt me. They would leave my arms, legs, and sides throbbing for hours. I had accepted early on that I was more physically sensitive than others, and that my pain threshold was very low, but my brothers couldn’t seem to accept it.


      I quickly learned that outsmarting them was my only hope of living pain free. That, or keeping them too entertained to think of harassing me. That’s what got me started on story-telling. I figured if Scheherazade could keep her head attached to her shoulders with her stories, I could at least keep myself free from poking.


      Stories were the constant under-current of village life, and I discovered at a young age that I had a knack for giving old stories a new twist. And even for coming up with new ones altogether. If I carefully chose the stories I invented for my brothers, who can blame me? And if the stories tended toward the ‘young man is polite to unlikely person who turns out to be a godmother and goes on to help him marry a rich and beautiful princess’ type, then all the better. My stories were more likely to involve a hedgehog princess than a frog prince, but they still ended in true love and happily ever after, as all good stories should. And if the hedgehog fell in love with a simple woodcutter after observing how lovingly he treated his mother and sisters, who could blame me?


      My parents approved of my storytelling because they approved of anything that kept us sitting still in a house that wasn’t big enough for the rough and tumble of four large boys. Winter nights could be very long, and while they may have secretly agreed that I needed a little toughening up—after all, woodcutting is hardly a trade for weaklings—they very quickly lost patience with my brothers’ preferred methods.


      Thinking of those warm winter evenings and imagining my family sitting around the fire threw my current miserable situation into stark relief.


      That’s it Alyssa! I thought sternly. No more messing around trying to find the camp. The woods are crisscrossed with roads. Pick a direction and start walking, once you find a road you only have to follow it, and eventually you’ll find some sort of shelter.


      By now, more and more drops were making it through the canopy, so I started moving at a sort of shuffling jog, trying to cover as much ground as possible while not ending up flat on my face in the dark.


      It was hard to tell how much time had passed, but I thought it must have been nearly an hour, and I still hadn’t found a road. Luckily the ground was fairly flat—I had good stamina as long I wasn’t going uphill. I had also stayed warm for the first half of my walk thanks to my movement and my warm cloak. The cloak had been a farewell gift from my mother and was the most beautiful thing I had ever owned. It had been a wedding present, put away in a cupboard as too fine for everyday use. It was much better quality than any of my other clothes.


      But the rain now crashed through the trees, and I was thoroughly drenched, shivering violently and with an ache in my eyes and head from the constant strain of trying to see through the darkness.


      I had been talking fairly sternly to myself the whole way but was still feeling uncomfortably close to desperation when I finally saw the light. It was just a flicker, swallowed up by the trees almost immediately, but I changed direction to veer toward it anyway. ‘Any port in a storm’ they say, and this was rapidly becoming a very bad storm. The wind was picking up, and I could hear branches creaking in the most ominous manner possible. The thought of a branch, or even a tree, falling and pinning me underneath it—leaving me trapped and in pain for endless hours—made me swallow back a sob and start to move faster.


      After only a minute I saw the light again, and this time it steadied, beckoning me forward. Now that I could see somewhat, I began to run, and I found that the trees ended just ahead of me. I had soon run out from under the leaves and begun crossing a large garden, the rain almost blinding me with its force. I could spare only a quick glance upwards to see what I was running toward, my attention focused on my feet in an attempt not to slip and fall. I approached a stone building, far larger than any I had seen before, but it was hard to make out any details through the rain.


      Sheltered as I had been in my village, I still knew there was only one building this could be. The royal Winter Castle. Normally I wouldn’t have dreamed of approaching it, but now I didn’t even hesitate as I ran toward the large wooden front doors. When I reached them, I lifted the heavy bronze door knocker and gave several hard knocks against the door.


      

      Read on in The Princess Companion: A Retelling of The Princess and the Pea
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