
        
            
                
            
        

    
The King's Mechanic


  [image: fairy-logo medium]


  
A Fairy Tale Novelette


  Katharina Gerlach


  includes the original and a bonus story


   


  Once upon a time in a world where magic and technology collide with unexpected consequences…


  After her father is caught in the act of stealing a jeweled rose, Luna and her brother face a penalty worse then execution unless she works as the king’s mechanic. With her brother’s safety in mind, Luna does her best to please the king, trying to ignore his best friend, who is very interested in bedding her. As if these troubles weren’t enough, the king crashes a machine she considered safe to use and nearly dies. Can she keep him alive long enough to avert danger to herself, her brother, and possibly the whole kingdom?


  What if Charles Perrault's Beauty can do more than soften the heart of a beast?
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  Dear reader,


  This e-book is for your personal enjoyment only. Please do not re-sell it or give it away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you suspect this book has been pirated, go to your favorite retailer and purchase your own copy.


  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. Now, have fun with the story.
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  The King's Mechanic


  Luna straightened as best she could with the chain leading from the shackles on her hands to the ones on her feet. She would show defiance even though her heart felt raw when she glanced at her brother. Bound with the same heavy iron chains, Mondo stumbled along by her side, staring blindly at the blue carpet with the yellow embroidery that lined the long way from the throne room's door to the dais. Luna would have loved to take his hands to comfort him but due to the shackles that was impossible. Instead, she focused her anger on her father.


  Two Royal Guards in blue and yellow uniforms dragged his limp body forward. He whined and whimpered — well, why did he have to jump off the castle's wall? He should have known he might break a leg or two. He's lucky to only have sprained an ankle, Luna thought.


  A guy in a flowing blue robe slammed a wonderfully carved staff on the ground. The thump reverberated through the floorboards and echoed through the big hall. “Sancho Ramirez — accused of stealing royal property.”


  A squire stepped forward and presented a blue velvet cushion. On it lay a yellow rose. Luna marveled at the craftsmanship, for this was no ordinary rose. It was cut from a single sapphire. The petals had a beautiful yellow shine, and the rose's heart glowed dark red. The luster blazed despite the artificial light of the gas lamps on the columns that supported the hall's roof. A single one of those roses would support a whole family for as long as they lived.


  Luna understood why her father had tried to steal one. After all, the king was rumored to have a whole box. Still, her dad was no professional thief. How could he have hoped to get away with this? He knew the laws as well as every citizen. She jutted her chin and stared defiantly at the king, who was whispering with a man at his side.


  Surprised by the age of the king's advisor — he couldn't be much older than she was — she forgot to curtsy as she had been instructed to do. She stared at the most handsome man she'd ever seen. His broad shoulders invited her to lean against them, and the slender waist needed hugging. Despite the trouble they were in, her heart ached to touch him. Pain shot through her back as the butt of a guard's lance reminded her of her duty. She sank down until her knees touched the floor but she didn't bow her head. Someone had to pretend the family's honor was still worth a dime, and anyway, lowering her head would mean she could no longer look at the king's advisor.


  “Well, culprit, is there anything you can say for your defense?” The young man beside the king didn't look as if he was expecting an answer. Due to the king's facial veil, Luna couldn't see much of his features, but his hands looked soft and young. She dismissed him. Her gaze clung to the brown-haired youth with the slender hips and the wide shoulders at his side. Startled, she realized the iciness in the Spokesman's eyes. Although he made Luna hot all over, he studied her father with an expression that would have befitted a biologist analyzing a frog's internal organs.


  “Please, Your Majesty, I only tried to save my family. Ever since my beloved wife died, the debts have been mounting. I could no longer feed my own flesh and blood.” Her father, kneeling on the ground as best he could with his broken legs, lifted his shackled hands in a gesture of begging.


  Luna was appalled by her father's whine and pressed her lips together. He should have thought about the consequences before he got himself caught. Now, they'd have to live with whatever punishment the king would come up with, and this was where it became difficult. With the old king, death would have been imminent — for all three of them, but with the new king, anything was possible. Blinking a tear from her eyes, she glanced at her little brother who crouched silently at her side, staring at the ground.


  The king and his Spokesman conferred again, until, at the wave of a royal hand, the Spokesman turned to them. “Roberto Ramirez, your life is forfeit unless you find someone to take your place. However, the king will be gentle on your offspring seeing they were not involved in your crime. They will enjoy the hospitality of the castle's dungeons for three years, two months and a day.”


  Luna shivered, all bravery forgotten. She'd seen a woman once who had survived that punishment — mindless like a dumb animal, she had sold her body to the highest bidder. Not that there were many interested in a half-starved woman. Luna fought to keep her tears bottled up inside. This was worse than a clean and fast death.


  Her father banged his head on the floor. “Please, Your Majesty, have mercy. I only acted on an impulse when my daughter was kicked out by her last employer.” He struggled to sit up and pointed at Luna. “She is a gifted mechanic but too stubborn for her own good. As her only guardian, I'm offering her life for mine. Please, Your Majesty, let me live.”


  Luna's jaw dropped. Had her father really asked the king to kill her and let him live? The tears and anger that filled her heart froze, and a ball of icy hate filled her chest.


  “Are you too chicken to bear the punishment you brought upon us?” She glared at her father. “Have you degraded so much that you no longer value the life of your children? Look at Mondo. He looks so much like Mother. How can you do that to him?”


  Her father didn't look at her, but repeated, “Take her, Your Majesty. Not me.”


  Luna stood up. If she was going to be executed, she didn't see a point in pretending to respect the king. “Kill me if you must, but please spare my brother the dungeon. He is only six years old, and I have seen what your dungeons will do to people. Find him a good home, one where he can learn a trade.” When the king didn't answer and just sat there, unmoving, probably staring at her through his veil, she went on. “I know I have nothing to offer in exchange. I appeal to your mercy. Do not let a child bear the guilt of a man undeserving of the family he got.”


  “I have never heard of a woman-mechanic. Are you any good?” The king's voice was surprisingly soft. Like a warm blanket, it threatened to thaw the ice in Luna's heart. She pressed her lips together and concentrated on her anger.


  “The king asked you a question, maiden.” The Spokesman looked at her, and the corner of his mouth twitched with amusement.


  “Of course I'm good. My boss thought I was the best mechanic he ever met.”


  “Why, then, did he ‘kick you out’ as your father so eloquently put it?” The king's voice teased her, gently. There was a layer of meaning to his words that Luna couldn't decipher just now, so she stuck to the facts.


  “His wife was jealous of me spending so much time with her husband. She forced him to get rid of me and made sure no other mechanic in town would employ me.”


  The king nodded at her words as if he had expected an answer like this. Obviously, he didn't believe her. Heat surged though Luna's veins. Well, she would show him. “I can prove my worth. Do you have something broken that no mechanic has fixed yet?”


  “Now, that's an interesting idea.” The king sat up straighter. “Page, get my father's nightingale.”


  The squire who had presented the evidence ran off. Before Luna could worry too much about the fact that she didn't know how to repair living creatures, he returned with a small wooden box and presented it to her. Swallowing, she took it and flipped the lid open. Inside, a tiny mechanical bird lay motionless on blue and yellow velvet. Beside it was the tiniest cogwheel she had ever seen. She picked both up and gave the box back to the squire.


  “Do you have a decent table?” she asked, looking at the squire but meaning the king.


  He answered with an order, and a few minutes later two servants brought a table, a stool, an electrical lamp, and a toolbox with gadgets Luna had never dared hope to use one day.


  She looked up at the king. “Has anyone tried to repair this before?”


  “The Court Mechanic did everything he could to save the bird,” the king said. “He even had the replacement part made, but in the end he couldn't take the bird apart.”


  Luna nodded thoughtfully and sat. Concentrating on the task at hand, she examined the tiny bird with a magnifying glass, turning it around carefully and lifting its wings. Part of the bird's artificial skin was transparent, and she could see easily where the miniature cog had to go, but there was no opening apparent. She held the bird closer to the magnifying glass and bent closer. Surely she was missing something. There had to be a way to open the bird without destroying it.


  “By the way,” the king said. “If you break this toy any more than it already is, you, your brother and father will all die before the sun rises.”


  “Fair enough,” Luna said. Secretly she decided to smash the bird should she not be able to repair it. A fast death was always better than the slow deterioration she and her brother would be facing in the dungeons. She turned the bird to face her and tried to open the beak.


  “It won't do that any more,” the Spokesman said. “Let me warn you. The Court Mechanic said it'd break if he used more force.”


  Luna shrugged. If the bird had opened its beak before, it could do now. There had to be a trick. She closed her eyes and pondered what it would have looked like when it was still working. In her mind's eye, she saw it sitting on a golden perch, flapping its wings and moving the beak to a song. She felt a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth and suppressed it immediately. Moving the wings gently, she prized its beak open. It did not break.


  The head of a minute screw became visible. Tentatively, she picked the smallest screwdriver she could find and loosened it. The smallest of clicks reached her ear. When she pulled up the wing this time, a small gap had appeared in the translucent skin below the golden feathers. From here, it was relatively easy for Luna to swap the broken cogwheel for the replacement. Still, the delicate nature of the tiny parts required utmost care, so it took her half an hour to reassemble everything. With a sigh, she finally tightened the minute screw in the bird's beak and sat up.


  “That's it.” She handed the nightingale to the squire who took it to the Spokesman who, in turn, handed it to the king.


  The king took a small key from a chain around his neck, inserted it into a hole in the bird's back and turned it several times. He sat the bird on his finger as if it were real. It ruffled its feathers, sat up and began to sing while flapping its wings. It was just the way Luna had imagined. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed the music, trying not to worry about her execution. At least she had done her best to convince him to give Mondo a chance.


  When the song ended, she stood up and walked back to her brother. She stood as close to him as possible, so she could put a hand on his shoulder. He looked up at her with tears in his eyes.


  “You're the best ever, Luna.” His whisper filled the hall as if he had shouted, and Luna blushed.


  “Page, feed her and her brother while I think.” The king turned to the guards. “Take the man to the dungeon.”


  In the blink of an eye, the guards removed the shackles on her and Mondo and dragged their screaming and kicking father away. Stunned, Luna allowed the squire to push her and Mondo toward a small side door. He led them through a maze of corridors, giving Luna enough time to recover. First, gas lights illuminated the whitewashed walls, highlighting the tapestries and paintings, but the farther they went, the less decoration there was. Soon gas lights gave way to torches, and they reached a hall just as big as the throne room. It was filled with wooden tables and benches but bare of people. When a servant brought them bread and cheese and a bowl of hot soup with a glass of milk, she realized that it had to be the servant's refectory. She stared at the food. There hadn't been that much to eat on her table since her mother had died. With a smile, she watched Mondo stuff himself even before sitting down and fought the urge to do the same. She was in the royal household. No way would she allow herself to be seen as greedy. Nibbling at the bread, she looked at the squire. He sat on the opposite side of the table and slurped some soup too.


  “What will the king do with us now?” she asked.


  He shrugged. “Dunno.”


  Luna tried to extract some information but the young man refused to answer any of the questions with more than a shrug or a single word. Finally, she gave up and concentrated on the food at hand. While she ate, she wondered why the king had ordered the meal. Was it to be her last one? She struggled to shake the picture of her head resting on the block. It was best to focus on the moment — and this moment was a good one with plenty of food.


  A couple of servants came in and left, and once, another squire whispered with their guide. Luna guessed he was bringing the king's verdict. Still, she ate until not a crumb of bread or cheese was left and the bowl scraped clean. Mondo leaned against her with a happy sigh, patting his belly.


  “That'll do for a while,” he said and looked up at her. “Is the king going to chop your head off, now?”


  “I am sure he'll find a good place for you to stay.” Luna had no better answer.


  “If he kills you, I don't want to live either. I want to stay with you.” He squeezed her arm, and Luna's throat constricted, making it hard to swallow the tears.


  “Come.” The squire got up and walked away without looking back.


  Reluctantly, Luna took Mondo's hand and followed. With countless servants and guards milling along the corridors, there was nothing else for her to do especially since she didn't know the way out of the castle.


  The squire led them through more corridors. Just when Luna thought she recognized one they had passed on the way to the servant's refectory, he took them up some narrow stairs. They climbed until Luna's legs hurt. Where is he taking us? Surely not to the block. That would be in the courtyard or down in the dungeons. Luna's mind whirled with questions she knew the squire wouldn't answer.


  Finally, the stairs ended in a short corridor with unadorned, whitewashed walls and six dark, wooden doors on the left. The squire opened the last one.


  “This one's for you.” He pointed at the room behind the door. “Don't make yourself too comfortable. The king will send for you very soon.”


  Silently, Luna and Mondo walked in. The small room held a simple wooden bed wide enough for two, a wardrobe, two chairs and a tiny table. The gable window looked out over the Royal Gardens, and Luna had to squint to make out the grayish fog of the town's chimneys in the distance. Everything looked suspiciously peaceful.


  “There's a bath.” The squire pointed to a narrow jib door between the bed and the wardrobe that Luna hadn't noticed before.


  “I'll go first.” Mondo let go of her hand and vanished into a box-like room. A gaslight flickered to life before he closed the door. When Luna turned to thank the squire, he had left, leaving the door ajar. She closed it, sat down on the bed, and looked around. The room was cleaner than any she had seen before, but that wasn't remarkable given the constant soot and dust of the city. She was glad she was allowed a last moment of privacy in such a beautiful room.


  The privy flushed and Mondo returned wiping his hands on his pants. He eyed the window. “Do you think you'd fit through there? Maybe we can escape over the roofs.”


  Luna smiled. “You've read entirely too many spy novels, little man.”


  “But we need to get away, and they're surely watching the stairs.”


  “Come here.” Luna patted the quilted cover beside her. “Let's rest for a while and gather our strength. We will surely need it.”


  He huddled up to her and yawned. She hummed his favorite lullaby, and soon he was snoring. With a sad smile she pushed his dark blond fringe from his delicate face. He looked just like the angel on their mother's grave. It hurt to know she wouldn't see him grow up.


  When the door swung open and a guard entered without advance notice, Luna flinched. Noticing the sleeping boy, the guard silently gestured for her to follow. She kissed her sleeping brother farewell, glad that he was asleep. She wouldn't have been able to bear his sorrow had he been awake. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she rose and walked past the guard out of the door, along the corridor and down the stairs. The steady rhythm of the guard's boots followed her. At the end of the stairs, they passed through another door and the guard took the lead. This surprised Luna. Wasn't he worried that she might try to escape? But she soon realized how foolish this notion was. Where would she flee to? And what's more, how would she find her way out of the maze of corridors, stairs and halls he led her through?


  In the end, they stood in a small, open yard. A small door set in a big gate on the opposite wall stood ajar. The guard motioned her in.


  “The king'll be wait'n fer ya,” he said.


  Luna frowned and approached the door. Why had she been brought here? Where were the guards that must surely be present at an execution? Why did her guide let her enter alone? With her pulse fluttering in her throat, she slipped through the door, and her jaw dropped. The room — nay, workroom that spread out before her was every mechanic's dream. There were sheets of metal, stacked neatly against a wall. Countless cogs and wheels and bearings and valves, everything sorted tidily into long shelves. A gigantic workbench filled half the wall on her left and a cart with every conceivable tool stood in front of it. A humanoid figure hung from a beam in the back, but it was covered with a cloth, so Luna couldn't really tell what it was. In the center of the barn-sized workroom stood a hydraulic platform with something that was also covered with a cloth. Lots of cloth, Luna thought, remembering her first meeting with the veiled king. She fought a giggle.


  “Well, there she is, Vincente. I told you she wouldn't run.” The Spokesman's voice held something bordering on regret. Had he wanted her to flee? Luna turned just in time to stop him from pinching her behind. Her heart skipped a beat when she noticed a golden twinkle in his brown eyes. A lock of his unruly brown hair fell over his forehead, making him look like a boy — a bad boy.


  “Fair maiden…” He bent over her hand and breathed a kiss on it.


  Heat shot up her arm and threatened to spread though her body. What did he do that for? Luna swallowed and forced herself to remember how dismissively he had treated her before. Surely it wasn't the normal way to treat a doomed woman. Her throat went even dryer when she noticed the man accompanying the Spokesman. His face was rather plain and his curly hair was a mousy shade of brown, but his eyes were as dark as those of the Spokesman. He wore the same clothes as the king had in the throne room except for the veil. The implication was clear. She sank to her knees and bowed her head, awaiting her sentence.


  “Fair she might be, but maiden? I'm sure a girl her age has had her share of suitors,” the king said, and both men laughed.


  With burning ears Luna rose and glared at them. King or not. With the death sentence looming over her, she couldn't make the situation any worse. “Is it royal behavior to jump to conclusions and taunt a condemned culprit?” She stood as straight as possible. “Behead me or whatever else you had in mind, but leave my reputation out of this.”


  “Oh, we're not going to kill such a gifted mechanic.” The tone of the king's gentle voice made the hairs on Luna's skin stand up. What nasty thought had crossed his mind now? Would anyone hear her scream if he tried anything indecent? If someone heard, they would surely look the other way. She took a step back.


  “Shy as a doe,” the Spokesman snickered.


  “Oh, come on, Gustavo. Stop teasing her.” The king grabbed Luna's arm and pulled her to the hydraulic platform, although she would have preferred to examine the humanoid figure in the back of the workroom. “We need your help. That's why I spared your life and that of your pathetic father.” He pulled the cover off the machine on the platform. It looked like a cart with only two wheels, a big, ugly motor in the middle, and a saddle on top. “My head mechanic invented this machine, but after his first test he went missing. Now we don't dare to drive it. What if something breaks? Without a good mechanic, we'd be lost.”


  Luna detected serious enthusiasm in his voice. He seemed to really care about this weird cart. Wait … what had he said? He didn't want to kill her? Her knees turned to jelly and she fought to keep her posture. She wouldn't die — why was it so hard to keep her hands from shaking?


  “Go on, check it out. Make yourself familiar with it. If you can at least tell me how it works before the sun sets, I'll share my cocoa with you.” He pointed to a tray with cups and a pot on the workbench.


  For the first time since the guards had woken her that morning to drag her from her home, she relaxed and smiled openly. “It isn't every girls dream to share the king's drink, Your Majesty. But since this machine does look fascinating, I'm more than willing to try my best.”


  She turned to the weird cart and studied it. The frame resembled a capital M or an upside down W with wheels attached to the ends. A chain went from the steam-engine that sat in the middle to the wheel in the back. Over the motor were a seat and a horizontal bar with a grip on either side. Luna presumed that whoever would ride the machine would sit on top of the motor holding on to the bar. Her presumption was proved when she discovered footrests on the side of the engine.


  She bent forward to better study the machine. The rods of the engine were surprisingly thin. She couldn't imagine that the motor would work without blowing up, but she had promised to study it. Tentatively, she went through the machine's elements. Firebox, check. Water reservoir, check. Pistons? Strangely enough, there were no pistons. Instead, the steam was channeled though a tube to a fan which in turn was connected to the cogwheel with the chain that would turn the vehicle's back wheel. Luna marveled at the ingenuity.


  A quick glance up told her that the two men were busy chatting and drinking something black. For a moment, she allowed herself to study the king. He wasn't ugly but neither was he as handsome as his Spokesman, Gustavo, whose broad shoulders and narrow hips could disturb any maiden's secret dreams. The problem with good-looking guys like that usually was that they knew women liked them. She forced her gaze back to the motor. She for one would not allow a man, any man, to break her heart. For the next half hour, she took her time and examined everything thoroughly, especially the tubes and pipes that held the compressed steam to drive the fan in the tube. The Royal Mechanic had made them out of a material which seemed to be at the same time sturdy and flexible. Although, how sturdy they really were remained to be seen. Two of the pipes had come loose, so she screwed them back on, making sure they would not leak.


  Then, she started the engine, and a cloud of steam and soot rose to the workroom's rafters.


  “Hey, she got it running.” The king put his mug aside and hurried over. He slapped her on the back. “Wonderful. Now, let's take it for a ride.”


  “Not so fast,” Luna said. “I need to run a few tests first. So far, only the engine works, not the transmission of power to the back wheel.”


  The machine ran surprisingly smooth and without hiccups or other irregularities, but the chain to the rear wheel stayed motionless. Luna studied the cogs and cables a while longer until she realized that two of them led to a lever on the horizontal bar at the top. One moved a slider on the tube with the fan. This would allow steam to leave the tube, thus slowing the fan.


  “It seems that you can reduce speed with this.” Luna pointed it out to the king.


  The second lever moved the cog with the chain to the one connecting it to the fan. Cautiously, Luna used the first lever to reduce the fan's speed as much as possible. Then she pulled the second lever. The back wheel engaged and began to turn. It really looked as if this hellish machine would be able to move. She disengaged the cogs and smiled at the king.


  “It looks ready to roll,” Gustavo said.


  “I'll go first.” The king took a step forward, but Luna stopped him.


  “You should not risk this, Vincente,” Gustavo said. “We still don't know whether the engine will blow up if someone rides it.”


  “Right,” the king sighed. “Gustavo, you'll ride it.”


  “I'm honored, but I have to decline politely. Why not let her drive it?”


  “We might still need her if something blows up.”


  “You're right. Right, I'll do it. Let me just do one thing before I risk my neck.” Gustavo walked to the workbench, pulled a piece of paper and a pen from a box and began to write.


  “What are you doing?” The king walked over and looked over his shoulder.


  “I'm writing my last will and testament. I don't have any heirs yet, so I want you to get everything I own should I die. And I want you to execute the mechanic and bury her with me. A man needs some fun even in death.” He laughed and the king fell in.


  Luna didn't think it funny.


  “You know what? I haven't got an heir yet, either.” The king pulled another sheet of paper and a pen from the box and began to write too. “If something should happen to me, you will become Regent until I'm better, and should I die, I want you to jump in until they get my roving brothers back home.”


  Luna rolled her eyes. She was sure that Gustavo would be bad news in any position of power. Was the king really that bad at judging people or was he just reckless, hoping nothing would happen? She shrugged.


  Her gaze fell on the humanoid figure on the beam in the back of the workroom and an idea crossed her mind. Maybe it wasn't necessary to have a human ride the contraption. Maybe the Royal Mechanic had developed a mechanical rider to run with the two-wheeled cart. With the two lunatics busy writing their wills, she walked to the humanoid figure and lowered it to where she could reach it. She pulled off the cloth and smiled. She had been right; it was a mechanical person.


  The tiniest steam engine sat in the chest cavity, just waiting to get started. Arms and legs were connected to the body with hydraulic joints, and lots of cables connected everything with the neck. The only thing missing was the skull. Luna was wondering where it was when Gustavo grabbed her arm.


  “Come on, we need you to sign our wills as a witness.”


  “We won't need that.” Luna pointed at the mechanical man. “It could ride in your place.”


  “No way,” Gustavo said. “It doesn't have a brain yet. The Royal Mechanic vanished trying to obtain one from a newly executed culprit.” He pointed to a metal contraption resembling a sieve with a cable that led to the missing skull. “He said that he would be able to move all memories from a living person into his metal man and back with that gadget there. I never believed him.”


  He dragged her along to the workbench and pressed a pen in her hand. Luna signed the papers with a flourish, smug in the knowledge they had probably expected her to make simple crosses like most citizens.


  “Ooooh, she's educated.” Gustavo made it sound like an insult.


  Luna bit her lip. For now, he had the upper hand. She most definitely wouldn't let him know about the endless hours with her mother. Remembering her mother suddenly brought back the worry for Mondo. What if he had woken and found her gone? Well, he had been rather tired … But it would be best to contact him as soon as possible just so he didn't worry about her.


  “If that's all, Your Majesty, could I return to my brother now?” She curtsied as best she could.


  “No. You must come with us for the outing,” the king said. “I can't let anyone know that I'll be going or they'll make a ruckus. I wouldn't be able to leave the castle without a retainer the size of the whole town.”


  “But my brother will think you executed me when he wakes.” Luna couldn't keep quiet although she knew that contradicting the king could get her into trouble again.


  “Who cares?” Gustavo said. “He'll calm down eventually. Now, let's move this beauty out of here.”


  Before Luna could protest any more, the king went to the door and called for the squire. The young man appeared so fast, he must have been hanging around outside. “Inform the girl's brother that she's alive and well. She will return to him upon nightfall.”


  The squire bowed and raced off, and the king turned back to them. “It was the best way to get rid of him, wasn't it?”


  “Perfect.” Gustavo slapped him on the shoulder.


  With a lot of effort, Luna and Gustavo pushed the monster, as she had named it, onto a low trailer. While she covered the monster, Gustavo left. He returned with a steam-car, a steam engine chariot of the newest make. Luna had seen a few in town but never this close.


  “Let's go to the coastal road. No one from the castle goes there,” the king said and slipped under the monster's cover.


  Luna opened her mouth to protest. That place was way too dangerous for the king, but Gustavo beat her to it.


  “Hurry up and open the doors.”


  Luna's mouth snapped closed and she did as she was told. If the king wanted to kill himself, who was she to stop him?


  Sweat trickled down her forehead when she finally managed to close the big double doors again after Gustavo had driven the steam-car out. If only she could leave now. She worried about Mondo. After all, he was only six and got into trouble too easily when she wasn't around. But Gustavo wouldn't let her go, so she climbed into the steam-car reluctantly. She kept her gaze lowered as they chugged through a series of castle yards. When they passed the main gate after a lengthy discussion between Gustavo and the guards, she considered jumping off to hide in the throng of applicants waiting at the gate for an audience with the king. If they knew how close their quarry was … However, she refrained from running away when she thought of Mondo. There would be no way for him to leave the castle, and she wouldn't be able to get back in to fetch him. She sighed when the steam-car accelerated.


  Gustavo drove through town without considering the pedestrians. Often, people jumped out of the steam-car's path at the last possible moment. Luna was glad when they passed the city gates. The farther out of town they drove, the less people were around. Finally, Gustavo stopped.


  “You can come out,” he called to the trailer.


  “Man, I thought the guards had me when they insisted to search the trailer.” Laughing, the king threw back the tarpaulin. He left it to Gustavo and Luna to drag the bike off the trailer. Soon, the engine was running smoothly, and Gustavo climbed aboard.


  He should wear something to protect his head. On second thoughts, Luna didn't mind him getting his big head hurt a little. Let's hope he hits it on a tree or something. She watched him set off after a slap on his shoulder from the king. Such an unlikely friendship — well, considering how superficial they both are, it's probably not surprising. At least the king can be pretty decent if he deems it useful. Gustavo put the monster in first gear and began circling around the meadow beside the road. The first bit of his ride was jerky and wobbly, but soon he had the machine under control.


  “Let's take it on a ride along the coast to see how fast it can go,” he yelled and sped away.


  “Idiot, wait for us.” The king jumped into the steam-car barely waiting for Luna to join him before he followed the monster.


  Gustavo yelled and whooped, obviously enjoying the ride. The king slipped forward and accelerated. On the right side of the dangerously narrow road, the sheer drop of at least a hundred feet made Luna gasp. She clung to the seat's armrest to keep from getting thrown off, since the steam-car bumped and jolted along the road, and her heart thumped as loud as the engine's pistons. She swore that if she survived this ride, she'd take her brother and leave the kingdom for good. Anywhere in the world she'd rather be than in the steam-car at this moment.


  “Stop looking so grumpy,” the king said. “This is fun.”


  No, it isn't. Luna bit her lip not to say it loud. Instead she asked, “Why do you let Gustavo talk you into such a dangerous endeavor? If something happens we don't even have a decent doctor anywhere near.”


  “But that's part of the excitement. With Gustavo, I can do all the things my advisors won't let me.”


  Luna tried to tear her gaze away from the narrow road winding along the cliffs to glare at the king, with little success. “You'll die without an heir.”


  “Oh, come on. Nothing will happen, and if it does, there are still my little brothers.”


  Luna couldn't believe how irresponsibly he behaved. The steam-car slid around another tight curve, groaning and complaining, but the king didn't slow. The monster was just turning another curve in front of them, going at a speed that made Luna wish she hadn't managed to work out the way it worked. Sweat ran over her forehead and stung in her eyes. These men were lunatics — both of them. The king took the steam-car around a few more curves and screeched to a halt right beside Gustavo. Luna relaxed with relief, staring at the two friends. The king's friend wiped his fingers, using the sleeve of his velvet tailcoat, before boxing his friend's upper arm.


  “That was incredible, Vincente. I could ride this forever!”


  The king shoved him aside and climbed onto the monster's seat. “No way. It's only one more hour before sundown, and we'll have to be back for the banquet shortly. It's my turn now.”


  “You need to drive it in circles until you get the hang of not falling off,” Gustavo said. “Don't go too fast at first.”


  The king did as he was told without complaining, which surprised Luna no end. The king? Ordered around by a servant? Truth be told, Gustavo was more than the average servant, but he seemed to have an influence over the king that was beginning to bother her more and more. She flinched when he jumped into the steam-car beside her and turned it around to follow the king who had set out on the coastal road. Luna glanced at his profile and felt her heart quicken. As much as she despised her bodily reactions, he was the best-looking man she'd ever met. And he was single … What are you thinking? You already decided he's a lunatic. She forced her gaze away and looked out for the king. A little wobbly at first, he was driving back the way they had come, already quite a bit ahead of them. Sometimes, he skidded dangerously close to the cliff's edge. Luna wanted to close her eyes but didn't dare to. To her surprise, Gustavo drove a lot more sedately than the king. Worried, she watched the royal lunatic speed away on the winding road. All of a sudden, she was sure something terrible would happen. Her heart constricted as if squeezed by a giant fist. The one time she had had this feeling before was the day her mother died.


  Despite her mixed feelings, she grabbed Gustavo's arm. A zing like an electrical shock shot through her arm and she struggled to keep her voice even. “Please, go faster. We've got to stop him.”


  “Are you crazy or what? This road is dangerous if we go too fast.”


  “I know but we have to hurry.”


  Gustavo ignored her and drove carefully on. Luna was close to jumping out to run, but the steam-car was a lot faster than she'd ever be. She fought her urge to throttle Gustavo. How could a man this good-looking be so callous? Couldn't he see that his best friend was driving dangerously close to the edge? Again, she squeezed the armrest, but this time for a very different reason. She had to get to the king before her premonition came true.


  The steam-car purred around another bend in the road and Luna sighed. The monster had already carried the king to the next bend. There, the handlebar jerked. The king lost his grip and flailed. The monster fell, skidding sideways, crashing into the ground. At the last possible moment, the king managed to free his legs. Free from the monster, the momentum of his body carried him along. His anguished scream drowned out the steam-car's huffing and puffing.


  Gustavo accelerated, but they'd never make it in time. Luna could do nothing but watch. This was the end of the kingdom as she knew it. The monster crashed into a rocky outcrop, twisted around and fell over the cliff's edge, leaving the king behind like a broken toy. At least he hadn't fallen over the edge as well.


  With her throat as dry as if she hadn't had anything to drink for a day or two and her heart hammering in her chest like the steam-car's pistons, she jumped out of the vehicle the minute it stopped. She crouched beside the king and felt for signs of life. Oh god, this reminded her so much of the day her mother had died. Her eyes were burning but she bit back the tears. Like her mother, the king was still breathing; shallow breath but at least unaided.


  “He's still alive.” Very carefully, Luna felt the pulse on his neck. It was erratic but there. That was a good sign.


  “Let me take him.” Gustavo tried to shove her aside, but she wouldn't budge.


  “We can't move him.”


  “Are you trying to kill him? He needs to see a doctor.”


  That had been her first thought too, after the carriage had run over her mother. As understandable as it had been, moving her mother had killed her. She remained adamant and pushed Gustavo away.


  “His backbone might be broken. If we move him without a doctor looking at him, he might die. I lost my mother that way.”


  “Oh.” For the first time since she met him, Luna thought she detected real feeling in his chiseled features. However, she wasn't sure which kind of feeling. Most likely it was fear.


  He recovered quickly. “So you want me to fetch the doctor here instead of taking Vincente there?”


  She nodded and turned back to examine the king as best she could. The poor man had slammed into the rocky outcrop together with the monster, and it probably saved his life. If he had been dragged over the edge there would have been no saving him. But the crash had twisted him. A big cut on his forehead bled. She pulled her handkerchief from a hidden pocket in her skirt and dabbed at the blood.


  Gustavo dropped a cape and a blanket beside her. “Keep him warm until I'm back. But if he dies in the meantime, you bear the consequences.”


  At this precise moment, Luna didn't care, although she suspected that she might regret her decision later. But for now, the king was breathing and his pulse was strong enough. While the sounds of the steam-car faded away, she took off the cloak and covered the injured. Then, she rolled up the blanket and put it under his knees as best she could without moving him too much. Relief flooded her when he kept on breathing. Then, she sat at his side, holding his hand, murmuring comforting words, and dabbing at the blood that slowly congealed on his brow. It would take Gustavo a while to return. Hopefully the king would live that long.


  After what seemed an eternity, his eyelids fluttered. Luna bent forward the better to see. His eyes opened and she noticed his pain in the fine lines on his temples. His mouth moved. Since she didn't hear a word, she bent even farther down.


  “My feet … I can't feel my feet.” His voice was barely more than a breath.


  “Gustavo is fetching a doctor.” Luna didn't know what else to say. Thankfully, her words seemed to soothe the king. He relaxed and closed his eyes again.


  “My head hurts so much.” The voice was getting slightly stronger. Then, he fell silent as if he had fallen asleep. She watched him, holding his hand and waiting for him to wake again. An unusual softness stole into her heart. With his eyes closed, he looked like a small child or a wingless angel. If only the lines of pain from his nose to the corners of his mouth weren't so deep. The warmth in her chest spread through her whole body. If she had to name the feeling, she would have called it pity. But there was no one asking, not even herself. She reached out and caressed his cheek. His eyes flew open.


  “I'm dying, right?”


  “No!” Luna sat up as straight as she could. “The doctor will be here any minute. He'll heal you. I'm sure he will.”


  The smile that tugged at the corners of his mouth was a sad one. “When I'm dead, make sure they'll fetch my second youngest brother. He'll make a good king.”


  Just as the clanking of the steam-car returned, the king closed his eyes and fell into a fitful slumber. Instead of Gustavo's steam-car, an ambulance with the doctor and two male nurses arrived. Luna made room for them. After examining the injured king, the doctor nodded to her.


  “You did well. If his brain isn't too damaged from the crash, he might live.”


  With a special choker and the male nurses’ help, he stabilized the backbone. Only then did they lift the king onto the ambulance's stretcher and carry him into the vehicle. Luna was allowed to ride in the front.


  They drove in silence. As they neared the castle, Luna wondered how well the king would be able to recover with a broken backbone. Also, men had been known to fall down dead several days after they had knocked their heads. It would probably be a wise move to grab her brother and run, as soon as they were back.


  They had barely stopped in the main courtyard when a massive woman in a blue-and-gold dress swooped toward them. The ringlets of her white hair were artfully arranged into a bird's nest (including a stuffed bird), and her gold-rimmed bodice threatened to rip due to her heavy breathing. Disregarding everyone, she pushed aside Luna, the doctor and the nurses.


  “My wee, little darling.” She grabbed the king's hand. “We'll have you up and running again in no time.”


  “I doubt it. His backbone is broken and no one in the world can mend that,” the doctor said, but the woman ignored him.


  “Take him to his bed. Very carefully.” Only when everybody jumped at her command, Luna realized that this lady must be the king's nurse, one of the most powerful women of the court. She tried to slip away in the general commotion to look for Mondo, but the Royal Nurse grabbed her shoulder.


  “You've been with him?”


  Luna nodded, and the nurse pulled her along.


  “Tell me what he said.”


  On the way to the king's bedroom, Luna recounted the few words he had uttered, highlighting his fear of dying and his choice of an heir. The nurse squeezed her arm.


  “You're a capable gal, you know. I want you to stay with him until he's better. One cannot trust the idiots from Court.”


  Luna protested, but the nurse wasn't swayed. She wiped away her worry about Mondo by sending a servant to fetch the boy.


  “He can keep you company and entertain the king when he regains his senses. Kids are a wonderful medicine.” She smiled, and her eyes sparkled mischievously. “I should know, shouldn't I?”


  Luna smiled back, deciding she liked the nurse a lot more than anyone else she had met in the castle.


  The king's bedroom was gigantic, with walls covered in paintings, tapestries and gilded ornaments. The tiny fireplace would surely not be big enough to heat the room in winter, and the four-poster bed was so big, the king looked lost in it.


  While the doctor put the king's neck and the back of his head into a plaster, a second bed was set up in the king's bedchamber, so she could be with him at all times. Gustavo tried to stay as close to the king as possible, but he got shoved out of the way by the nurse all the time. When she bumped into him again, he took a step back, stumbled over the doctor's bag and slammed into the ground. He howled in pain.


  “Oh dear, what happened?” The nurse was all sympathy but Luna detected a mischievous sparkle in her eyes. When the doctor had finished treating the king, he examined Gustavo.


  “Your coccyx has been jolted. That'll hurt a few days and you might not be able to walk very fast. Sitting should not be a problem as long as you use a cushion. Here's a salve. Use it twice a day.” He packed his bag and left the room. Only Luna heard his parting remark.


  “Clumsy fool,” he said. She tried to hide her smile.


  Gustavo shot her an angry glance and snarled. “Do you think your father would agree to you sharing Vincente's bedchamber?”


  “She'll be chaperoned,” the nurse said. “Her little brother will be with her at all times. Now, get out of here. He needs to rest.”


  “Stop ordering me around. As long as Vincente is not well, I am Regent of the Kingdom.” Gustavo straightened and pulled out the king's will Luna had testified for. All of a sudden, her hands felt like chunks of ice hanging at her side. Surely, the royal advisors wouldn't let him rule the country — not even if it was for only a short while. But deep in her heart, she knew they would. Resigned, she turned to the king to start with her duty.


  [image: spacer] [image: spacer] [image: spacer]


  As the hours passed, Luna wiped the sweat off the king's brow, wondering how she had gotten herself into this mess. She ought to grab Mondo and leave as fast and as far as she could. However, the motionless, pale face on the pillow begged her silently to stay.


  The doctor entered again. He'd been visiting every half hour. This time, he brought the Royal Nurse. She carried a baby bottle. Luna stepped back to make room for them.


  “I tell you, the brain must be damaged or he would have woken by now.” He put his bag on the bed, opened it and pulled out a syringe. “I can inject the medicine, but he needs to drink soon or he'll never wake.”


  The nurse smiled confidently, sat down on the bed's edge and put the baby bottle's sucker into the king's mouth. Luna watched, fascinated, how the nurse managed to squeeze some water into the unresponsive mouth. The king gurgled, gasping for air, but his body didn't move at all. It was creepy. Hurriedly, the nurse pulled his shoulders toward her. Since the plaster fixed his neck and head, he turned sideways and the water trickled from his mouth. Immediately, his breathing relaxed.


  The doctor shook his head. “I told you it wouldn't work. I've seen it before.” He sighed and packed his belongings back into his bag. “We need him to wake, and soon, or all is lost. Let's hope that my medicine will do the trick because I'm at my wits’ end.”


  “I'll stay here for a while longer.” There were tears in the nurse's eyes. When the doctor had left, she caressed the king's cheek and smiled, but the smile never reached her eyes. “He's my baby, the son I never had.”


  “I'm so sorry.” Luna didn't know what else to say. Then, she had an idea. Maybe … But wouldn't that be indecent? She felt her heartbeat quicken. She couldn't … not the king … but what if he died? His lips did look rather parched. She braced herself and turned to the nurse. “Would you lend me the baby bottle?”


  The nurse's eyebrows shot up but she handed her the bottle without asking. Luna sucked a mouthful of water, stepped closer to the bed, and bent down. Very gently, she placed her lips on the king's unresponsive ones. My first kiss and the man doesn't even react. How very romantic, she thought as she let a few drops of water trickle into the unconscious man's mouth. At the same time, she very gently rubbed a finger along his throat. As she had hoped, he swallowed. Her lips tightened at the movement and butterflies somersaulted in her stomach, but she managed to repeat the process until her mouth was empty without spilling any water. When she straightened, the nurse stared at her, wide-eyed.


  “How did you know this would work?”


  “I hoped it would,” Luna said. “My mother did that with a very feverish boy a few years back, and he survived.”


  “If he lives, I know who to thank.” The nurse blinked away some tears and squeezed Luna's hand.


  Embarrassed, she gazed at the ground, but she stayed at the nurse's side until a servant came to fetch her for an important consultation with the king's advisors. Then, she fed her charge some more water.


  Several hours later, she eased another mouthful of water into the king, and he dutifully swallowed. By now, she'd done it often enough that she didn't mind this part of her duty any more. Actually, she rather enjoyed the sensation of warm lips against hers. Also, she didn't need to rub the throat any more because he had begun to swallow without the extra stimulation. Tentatively optimistic, she watched a male nurse come in. He was there to take care of the less appetizing functions of a human body. At least she didn't have to bother with those.


  For obvious reasons, she left the room and leaned on the wall, waiting for the nurse to finish. Her mind wandered. What would it be like to be kissed for real? Even though the king was lying unconsciously in his bed, she could feel the warmth of his lips tingle on hers. They were just as she had imagined a man's lips must be. Soft, malleable and with a taste like sweet and sour drops. For a split second, Luna imagined what it must be like if the lips would suddenly kiss her back. A pleasant shiver went through her body.


  Shocked, she called herself to reason. That would never happen. For one, she didn't love the king. She remembered her mother telling her about the hormones coursing her body when it grew into adulthood. Second, the king was intolerable and had acted irresponsibly during the little time she knew him. If ever there would be someone to kiss, it had to be a man who loved her and appreciated her the way she was — someone with tender hands and a smile that would warm her heart.


  The male nurse left the room with a paper bag and nodded at her. She shook off her musings and returned to her duties. When she had fed the unconscious man with broth and made him swallow even more water, she leaned back in a comfortable chair, read a book she had borrowed from the Royal Nurse and looked at her charge in regular intervals.


  She didn't know why, but at one point, she felt compelled to look up. The king's eyes were open, staring at the baldachin of his bed. She put her book aside and bent forward, so she'd be in his line of sight. His gaze traveled to her, but he couldn't move his head because of his plaster.


  “You kissed me.” His whisper was so low, she barely heard him.


  “You must have been dreaming,” she lied with smarting ears. “Can I do something for you?”


  “My body.” His breathing was labored. “Hurts. Can't move.”


  “The doctor put you in a plaster. I'm sure he'll remove it when you're feeling better.”


  The king closed his eyes and sighed. “I'm so tired.”


  “Everything will be fine.” Luna took his hand and stroked it. His fingers didn't even twitch. She reached out and caressed his cheek. A smile flitted over his face, and he fell asleep again. A tear clung to his eyelashes, and something soft tugged at Luna's heartstrings. The king looked so lost and pale in the big bed. She tried not to remember the softness of his lips. No chance; the memory wouldn't be denied. For a fleeting moment she allowed herself to wonder what it would be like if his lips kissed her back. Then, she shook her head. In his right mind, the king would never kiss a simple mechanic. And anyway, she didn't like lunatics. He wasn't even good-looking, with his mousy hair and the sunken eyes. The longing for a kiss was only her hormones mixed with pity. She didn't need a king to be happy.


  On the other hand, the kingdom needed him, so he had to get better.
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  The king didn't wake again, and his breathing became more labored every day. A week passed and nothing much changed. Luna dared to hope that the advisors had gone against the king's will after all, since Gustavo had still not been proclaimed ruler. In spite of everything, the king was still alive although he slept. The Royal Nurse took over her duties a few hours a day so she could catch up on sleep. The doctor looked in twice a day, Gustavo too, and Mondo ran around the castle, reporting to her as often as he remembered. He had the time of his life. Everybody slipped him sweets as long as he told them about his brave sister who practically saved the king single-handedly. Whenever he told her how the servants regarded her, the worry in her heart grew.


  Also, something about the accident bothered her, but as much as she pondered, she couldn't put her finger on it. On the fifth day, she was sitting on the bed beside the king, telling him nursery rhymes to break the silence, when the doctor entered once more. This time, he brought one of the advisors with him. Luna withdrew and let them examine the king. After along time, the doctor sighed.


  “I don't think he'll make it much longer.” He pulled the cover up to the king's chin again. “If he doesn't wake today, he most likely never will.”


  “That's quite the problem,” the advisor said. “If he doesn't wake, we'll have to adhere to his written wishes. What a nightmare.”


  “What about the king's brothers?” The doctor packed his instruments back into his bag.


  “We can't find them. No one seems to know what happened to them after they went gallivanting. It can take us years to find even one of them.” The advisor turned away from the bed. “I knew when he was crowned that he wouldn't make a decent king. Being burdened with a ruler like that upstart Gustavo…” He left the sentence unfinished and put a hand on the doctor's shoulder. “Try to keep him alive for as long as possible. I told the upstart he'd have to wait until the king is dead before we can appoint him ruler. Every minute will give us another chance at finding a solution.”


  Dread froze Luna's thoughts. The advisor was right. If Gustavo became the ruler of the kingdom, bad things would happen. And there was nothing she could do to prevent this. Guilt cut through her like a knife. If only she hadn't repaired the monster, none of this would have happened.


  In the afternoon, the Royal Nurse took her place. Luna tried to sleep, but guilt and a nagging telling her she had been overlooking something kept her awake. Finally, she got up and decided to look for the Royal Mechanic's workroom. Maybe she would be able to understand her unease better if she could see the place where the nightmare started. She took a couple of wrong turns, but finally found it. The door was locked. Fortunately, one of the big gate's planks was loose. It took some tearing, pulling and pushing, but in the end, the opening was big enough for her to slip through.


  Luna looked around the dim hall. The mechanical man was still hanging where she left it, and the two mugs the men had used still stood on the workbench beside Gustavo's will. Luna closed her eyes. Why, oh why had she signed the king's will? She could have refused, but now, she was partially responsible for the mess the kingdom was in. As if it hadn't been enough that her father kept messing things up. She wiped a tear from her eyes. There had to be a way to prolong the king's life. She remembered his warm mouth on hers when she fed him water or broth, and her lips tingled. What would her life be like if he died? Would she miss … she pushed the thought aside. Surely someone would hold her responsible for killing him. After all, she was the one who had repaired the monster. Maybe she could gain mercy if she helped nurse the king back to health. She had to talk to the doctor. There had to be something more she could do. Luna turned to leave when her gaze fell on the mechanical man's skull with the weird contraption.


  No.


  That was as crazy as the drive on the monster had been.


  Impossible.


  Still … what if the machine worked? Her mouth went dry as she approached the workbench. Was there a handbook on how to use it? A few sheaves of paper lay there held down by the brass skull. She picked them up and read through them. On them, the Royal Mechanic explained the handling of his invention. He also described the experiments he had done with the Mind-Machine, as he called it. Obviously he had succeeded in moving an animal's thoughts into his artificial brain which then worked the mechanical man like an animal would if it found itself in a human's body. He then proceeded to return the mind to its original body but found that impossible to do until he discovered that he needed a recently dead body, meaning death couldn't have occurred more than five minutes before the swap. In a next step, he transferred his assistant's consciousness into the brain and back immediately. The assistant had been a little dazed and fled the castle upon recovery, but the experiment didn't seem to have harmed him. The article ended with the announcement that the Master would now get two convicted culprits from the dungeons to see if he could move the mind of one into his mechanical man and then return it to the second one's body.


  Luna shook. Another lunatic, but at least he hadn't been able to finish his second test. Thoughtfully she stared at the golden, gleaming skull. What if this was the king's only chance? She pushed back her hair and grabbed the skull, contraption and all. She'd have to talk to the Royal Nurse and the doctor.
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  Half an hour later, the three of them and the advisor stood beside the king's bed. Two servants set down the mechanical man on a chair beside the fire, and the conspirators waited silently until they had left.


  “Are you sure this will work?” the advisor said for the umpteenth time.


  “It doesn't matter,” the doctor said. “The king's pulse is getting weaker. By my reckoning he's got two or three more hours to live. We've got nothing to lose.”


  Gently Luna placed the sieve-like contraption on the king's head. Countless cables ran from it to a similar sieve on the brass skull that lay on a cushion beside the man. For a second, she wondered what he would feel like once he was inside a metal body. Surely that'd be really strange.


  And no more soft lips. She shrugged off the thought. It is only pity. Pity and hormones, nothing more, she reminded herself, busying herself with double checking the settings on the electrical charger. Then everything was done, checked and checked again. The others shifted uneasily as she reached for the switch. What if the contraption killed the king?


  She closed her eyes. If the experiment wasn't successful, she'd bear the consequences whatever they'd be. At least the nurse had promised to raise Mondo like her own son, should someone insist on punishing Luna. Her index finger toggled the switch. The familiar hum of tamed lightning filled her ears. She counted to ten and flipped the switch back. Only then did she open her eyes to see if everything had gone according to plan.


  A few superfluous sparks shot out from the cranium. Carefully Luna put on her gloves, picked up the skull, and carried it to the mechanical man where she fastened it to the artificial backbone. The skull's eyes fluttered, opened and closed, and opened again. They resembled human eyes surprisingly well despite the tiny cameras mounted inside.


  A tinny voice from the back of the mechanical man announced, “Battery charge sufficient, all systems clear. Initializing brain functions, now.” The mouth moved, and the mechanical man stood up.


  An infernal wail filled the room. Everybody put their hands over their ears except for Luna. She ripped the gloves from her fingers, grabbed a screwdriver and tightened a screw on a box at the throat. The wailing faded. A final tweak, and the piercing noise was replaced by words.


  “What have you done to me?” The mechanical king lifted his hands and stared at them.


  Luna marveled at the Royal Mechanic's skills. Not only did the brain transfer machine work, the mechanical man was also operating as expected by instinctively using his new brain's commands. And the best thing was that the minute steam engine's exhausts were filtered, cooled and then used to simulate a human's breathing. The whole contraption was a marvel.


  “Welcome back, Your Majesty.” The advisor grabbed his monarch's metal hands, blocking the view of the bed. Luna realized that he had done it on purpose. Sidling up to the bed, she pulled the cover over the dead body's face. This wasn't the king any more.


  “Please sit, Your Majesty. The maiden will explain everything to you in a moment, but first I will have to ensure you're fully recovered.” The doctor pushed his patient back into the chair and began asking him a myriad of questions. After he had examined the king's memory, he rubbed his hands. “This worked much better than I had thought. Congratulations, Your Majesty. I attest you are fit enough to return to your duties.”


  He waved Luna closer. “This young lady here not only saved your life after the accident, she also had the presence of mind to use the Royal Mechanic's contraption. She can tell you all about it.”


  Before the king could open his mouth to say anything, the advisor stepped forward and bowed.


  “If Your Majesty will allow, I shall go and inform the court about the happenings. They will rejoice to have you back again so soon.” He bowed and left the room with the doctor, leaving behind the Royal Nurse and Luna.


  “Would someone please explain to me what you did?” The king's metal face was utterly expressionless but his confusion was evident enough. Luna told him all that had happened from the second he crashed the monster. She had just finished when the door crashed open and Gustavo stormed in.


  “Is it true? Has he recovered?”


  “Sort of.” The mechanical king turned and spread his arms. If it weren't for the metallic surface of his body, he would have looked like a real human. “Look what they've done to me.”


  Gustavo's jaw dropped and for the first time ever, Luna saw him lost for words.


  “It sure will take some getting used to,” the king said. “Nursie, could you find me something to wear, please? And don't forget a pair of gloves.”


  “Anytime, my sweets.” The Royal Nurse kissed him on the cheek and hurried off.


  “How are you going to hide that?” Gustavo had found his voice again and pointed to the king's silver face.


  “I'm going to wear my veil, like always,” the king said. “Aside from my closest advisors and Nursie, no one really knows what I look like. They won't notice the difference at all.”


  Soon, the metal king was dressed in the royal colors with the veil draped over his head. Luna thought he was a little taller than before but it didn't show.


  Gustavo shook his head. “I don't know if we can get way with this. If someone finds out you're mechanical, they will start looking for the rightful heir. They'll never believe you're the real king.”


  “All the more reason to keep this between us, right?” The king turned to Luna. “At least I'm still alive. Well done.” He patted her shoulder, and it felt as if he had hit her with a club.


  Luna winced.


  “Oh, sorry. Did I hurt you?” He seemed genuinely concerned, so Luna shook her head. She'd survive, and she didn't want the king to be nice to her anyway. It was better for all.


  “Well, it seems I'm ready for the big show.” The king took Gustavo's arm and looked back at Luna. “You better come along. I am sure there'll be a lot of adjustments to make in the next few days.”
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  The court was delighted to have their ruler back. Luna could see the relief on their faces. The afternoon dragged. More than once, she wished she could leave, but she dutifully noted every too jerky movement or quiver she'd have to adjust later on. Once or twice, she saw Mondo squeezing though the crowd of onlookers, waving at her here and there. She smiled. It was wonderful to see him so happy. And he had gained some weight in the last few days. The Royal Nurse had fed him quite well. It suited him.


  A hand pinched her bottom. She shot round and had to force her hand not to slam into Gustavo's face.


  “Touch me again and I'll tell the king,” she hissed.


  He bent forward until his mouth was so close to her ear she felt his breath on her skin as he spoke. “I am sorry. I never meant to upset you, lovely lady.”


  The warmth of his breath spread through her body like a wildfire. Oh dear, why does he have to be so attractive? She pressed her lips together and chided herself. The man hadn't had a single friendly word for her before the accident. His current interest surely wasn't due to the fact that he had fallen in love. There had to be a different reason.


  “Would you please consider taking your dinner with me?” His hand on the small of her back seemed to burn a hole into the fabric of the dress. Luna swallowed. Against better judgment, she nodded. Now, why had she done that? Gustavo was way too good-looking for comfort, and his character was dubious at best. He undoubtedly wanted to seduce her. On the other hand, he'd been very concerned about the king before they set out on the monster which showed that he had a heart. Maybe she could soften it. Well, no, that was only daydreaming. Still, she decided she would have fun this evening. She didn't get asked out for dinner often and never by someone this good-looking.


  When the audience was finally over, the king feigned fatigue and left his courtiers behind. Gustavo and Luna followed him to his room where he sat on a chair with his arms around the backrest.


  “I feel strange,” he said. “As if I've been dancing for too long.”


  “It's been a long day, and you've been ill for such a long time.” Gustavo put a hand on his shoulder. “You need to rest.”


  Luna didn't say anything. She pulled her roll of tools from a hidden pocket in her voluminous skirt, selected a delicate screwdriver and began tightening nuts and bolts.


  “Recharge necessary,” a mechanical voice said from the back of the king's body. “Please recharge in the next half hour or this body will shut down.”


  Oh my. How am I going to do that? Frantically, Luna searched through the Royal Mechanic's papers to see where she had overlooked the instructions for recharging. Nothing. Only a short and rather smeared note on the last page reading “check energy flow — blue cabinet.” There wasn't a blue cabinet in the workroom, Luna was sure of that. She turned to Gustavo. “Where did the Royal Mechanic live?”


  “He had a mansard right over my rooms.”


  “Can you show me?”


  “Twenty-nine minutes and counting,” the mechanical voice said.


  “Sure, come along.” Gustavo led the way and Luna ran after him. He must have realized there was little time because he moved really fast. She had trouble keeping up. After what seemed like an eternity but was hardly more than a few minutes, they arrived on a landing resembling the one leading to her room. The Royal Mechanic had two rooms both slightly bigger than hers. Every available surface was strewn with papers, so it took Luna another minute to find the blue cabinet. Luckily it wasn't locked. She opened it: To her great relief, a machine the size of a lady's reticule stood there. It was covered in dust and there was no documentation in sight. Well, she'd have to figure out how it worked on her own. At least that was something she was good at. When she pulled out the smooth orb, she moaned under its weight. In the rays of the late afternoon sun, a sapphire the size of her fist glittered in the middle of a setting that was made of silver, gold and brass with a few lines of dark iron threaded throughout. It was beautiful craftsmanship, but too heavy for her to carry.


  “Give it to me.” Gustavo took it off her hands and winced. “Uh, I didn't know it'd be this heavy.”


  “Is it too much?”


  “Nothing's too much if it helps saving a friend,” he said and staggered off. Luna followed, hovering at his side like a worried mother hen.


  They reached the king when the mechanical voice announced, “Fourteen minutes and counting.”


  Panting, Gustavo set the heavy orb on the cushion Luna had placed on the table. She bent over it and examined it thoroughly. As far as she could tell, the sapphire was the central element. It seemed to collect something and send it through a variety of filters and converters to the orb's sides. Well, there was just one thing that could be collected and condensed with a gem: sunlight — and there was not much left.


  “Nine minutes and counting.”


  With Gustavo's help, she carried table and orb to the big window, and the king followed. When sunshine fell on the sapphire, the whole orb began to glow. At first it was barely a glimmer, but it grew brighter with every passing minute.


  “Three minutes and counting.”


  “It's magical.” The king's gleaming eyebrows moved upward, the only movement his face was capable of aside from opening and closing the mouth.


  “It is.” Luna took his hands and examined them thoroughly. As she had suspected, there were thin lines of dark iron embedded in the palms. “Put your hands on the orb, please.”


  The king hesitated.


  “One minute, fifty-nine seconds, fifty-eight seconds, fifty-seven…”


  After staring into her face for a seemingly endless time, he turned to the globe.


  “Twenty-two seconds, twenty-one…”


  He grabbed the glowing orb with both hands, and his eyes turned inward, displaying the silvery backside.


  “Recharging.” The metallic voice was replaced by a clicking sound.


  Chewing on her lower lip, Luna watched the sun sink behind the horizon. The light from the orb dimmed until there was nothing left of the magical glow.


  “Recharging not successful,” the mechanical voice announced. “Charge sufficient for ten hours, twenty-one minutes and forty-three seconds. Please continue charging at the earliest convenience.”


  Luna's knees gave and she sank into the chair the king had vacated a little while back. They did it. Ten hours would last him until next midday. That was plenty of energy for passing the night. They only had to wait for morning to fully charge the king's body.


  “Saved for another day,” the king said, turning to her. “You seem to have become invaluable to me.”


  “I'll always be at your disposal.” Luna's voice caught more than she liked. She wasn't sure if he meant it as a compliment or a warning, but she bobbed a curtsy.


  Gustavo slapped the king on the back. “Well, at least you get to live tonight. That's quite an improvement over last night.”


  “I'd like to be alone now.” The king turned to the window, dismissing them.


  Relieved, Luna slipped through the door, and Gustavo followed her. Before he turned right in the corridor, he winked at her.


  “Don't forget our little tête-à-tête tonight.”


  Luna nodded automatically, wishing she hadn't agreed to that. On the way up to her room, Mondo came running after her.


  “Guess what?” he yelled when he recognized her. “They managed to get the remains of the machine back that nearly killed the king. The police will check it to make sure it wasn't sabo-whatchamacallit.”


  “Sabotage. And with the speed the king was driving at, there was no need for sabotage.” She ruffled his hair. “I've been asked out for dinner. Will you be all right?”


  “Sure. Can I stay at Nursie's for the night? She promised to read me a fairy tale.”


  “That's fine by me.” Luna smiled — the first genuine smile in quite a while. She watched him speed down the stairs again. With a sigh, she climbed up to her room and lay on the bed for a while, pondering the possibilities of sabotage. She had checked and double checked it and seen nothing suspicious. It couldn't have been sabotage. Also, the only one profiting from the king's death was Gustavo and he owed that to a spur of the moment idea. No, the machine had been as safe as a prototype of this kind could possibly be. The king had brought this upon himself through speeding.


  When the tower clock of the castle's church rang eight, she got up to choose a dress. In the last few days, the Royal Nurse had given her seven that had become too tight for her daughter. They fitted Luna perfectly. She picked a dark blue one that complemented her eyes. Her long honey-colored braid would be a nice contrast. And the blue and yellow would emphasize the fact that she was now part of the royal household.


  She found it quite a challenge to close the dress without help. When she was done, she felt utterly out of place in it. The bodice pushed up her breasts so that they looked like apples in a basket. The clock showed half past, hurrying Luna on. It wouldn't be polite to let the king's best friend wait. The skirt was so wide, it filled most of the free space of her little room. She had difficulty turning, and opening the door was a major struggle. In the end, she pushed against the crinolines at the front to reach the door handle which lifted the rear higher than was decent. Luckily there was no one else in the room. She would have liked to change into something more sensible. Up to now, her dresses had always been practical without flourishes and, needless to say, with a skirt that enabled her to open doors without help.


  She found Gustavo's quarters easily enough. They were just around the corner from the king's. Insanely glad for the footman who opened the door for her, she entered. Gustavo sucked in his breath and whistled before he greeted her, kissing her hand. Luna blushed and wished she had chosen a dress with a less daring neckline.


  He led her to a table laid with silver and lighted candles galore. The food was partially hidden by piles of roses without stems. When offered, Luna declined the chair. There was a foldable chair built into her crinoline. Pure genius. It would have been really awkward if she'd had to sit on the high-backed chairs in Gustavo's dining room.


  “I am quite happy that you chose to wear something pretty for a change.” He handed her a plate of sugared rose petals and a glass of dark red wine before he sat. “I knew you'd clean up nicely.”


  Although he probably meant to pay her a compliment, his words sounded as unfriendly as before. Luna's heart plummeted, increasing her desire to flee. Before she could get up though, Gustavo said something that froze her in place.


  “It was quite a surprise, really, when you agreed on this dinner. I could hardly believe my luck.”


  “You like me?”


  “You're beautiful.” He smiled. Luna wasn't sure how genuine it was, although she had to admit that the smile became him. “Far too beautiful to ignore. Even the king noticed, and he usually scorns beautiful women. He thinks they're only interested in him because he's king.”


  He's trying to make me relax, Luna realized, and her heart thumped harder. Could he really be interested in me? The girl that everyone despises? Something must be wrong. She decided not to trust him until he had proven his worth.


  “I'm starving … and not just for food.” His eyes sparkled with amusement as he clapped his hands.


  A flood of servants boiled though a narrow door in one corner of the room, bustling around the seated pair. A special extension was added to the table to allow Luna to reach her food without spoiling her dress. Not that she felt like eating anyway with her feelings in turmoil like this. Still, she did her best to sit still. A servant placed a bowl of soup in front of her. She ate sparingly. Her stomach just wasn't up to it at the moment. Also, she was careful with the wine. She'd seen many drunks, her father being one of the worst, and didn't plan on giving Gustavo the smallest advantage.


  Dinner seemed endless. Gustavo ate with a good appetite and made small talk as if nothing was amiss. Luna did her best to appear cheerful but it was paired with wariness, and she feared he noticed. She didn't touch much of the food. Finally, with the dessert over and the plates and table extension removed, Gustavo offered her a hand.


  “Shall we take a little stroll through the garden?”


  Luna nodded and put her hand on his, feeling ridiculous. We must look like those posh people that sometimes stroll in the park like peacocks. She tried to relax and allowed him to lead her. They left the room through the French doors and walked down a long garden path. The air was warm on her bare skin, hinting at the summer to come, and the blooming flowers’ fragrance filled her nose like an expensive perfume. High above, the moon hung in the sky like a big lantern, illuminating the neatly trimmed hedges and the white pebbles of the paths.


  Talking animatedly about inconsequential subjects, Gustavo chose a twisting path with several turns, obviously trying to confuse her. Luna suppressed a smile. Someone who grew up navigating the maze of the poorer quarters in town had no problems remembering the way. Even if he tried to strand her here, she'd be able to return to her room.


  When they neared the small, white structure of a pavilion, Gustavo shouted in pain. Suddenly, his weight hung on Luna's arm. He cursed, using words that made Luna blush although she had heard similar phrases before. She just had never thought nobles would know them.


  “I twisted my ankle.” Gustavo pointed to the pavilion. “Would you mind helping me inside so I can sit on one of the benches?”


  Luna nodded, and he draped his arm over her shoulders. With her support, he hobbled inside and slumped on a bench, pulling her down close beside him. Before she could free herself to look at the ankle, his lips closed over hers. Fire shot down her spine. This was what she had imagined a first kiss should be like. Pushing his hand into her hair, he pressed her even closer and slipped his tongue into her mouth. He still tasted of sugared rose petals. Luna found it hard to breathe. For a while, the world blurred, and all she knew were the exquisite explosions of fire as Gustavo kissed the skin from the corner of her mouth to the soft spot on her shoulder.


  His arms encircled her so strongly she could barely move. He pushed her back until he was lying half on top of her. She could feel the heat of his body through the layers of cloth separating them, and it brought her back to her senses. Kissing was one thing but this went too far. She wasn't ready for more yet. A cold draft caressed her legs, insisting that her skirt had lifted to an unacceptable angle again. She tried to free her mouth to protest, but Gustavo held her too tight. With one hand he began to untie her bodice.


  “The two of us will have a lot of fun together.” His smile reminded Luna of a cat she'd once seen playing with a mouse.


  “That depends on your definition of fun.” With all her might, she struggled to get free.


  He sat up with a frown. “What's wrong? I thought you liked this.”


  “I do, but I'm not prepared to take it any further just now.”


  “Don't tell me you've never done it before. I bet your drunkard father has had you whoring for him the second your tits showed up.”


  “He'd never…” Luna couldn't form a coherent thought. “I thought you'd…”


  “Oh, come on. Did you really think I'd be interested in more than a little body action? You can't be serious. I'd never consider a woman without a single dime to her dowry.”


  Lost for words, Luna stared at him.


  “Now, shut your mouth and undress.” His face had gained a dangerous gleam. “And just to nip your protest in the bud, you should know that I caught your brother red-handed, stealing a necklace of the king's late mother.”


  A ball of ice built in Luna's stomach, and the part of her mind not struggling to keep up with events marveled at how fast her emotions had gone from tentatively happy to hate in a few seconds. “I do not believe you. Mondo would never steal. What have you done with him?”


  “He's in my custody for now, and if you don't comply, I'll hand him over to Vincente.” His fingers caressed her jaw line. “As I said, you're too beautiful to be ignored. And I always get what I want.”


  “Where is my brother?”


  “Not in the dungeons. Yet.” He reached out to pull her into his arms again, but she evaded his grasp and stood up. I must stay calm. If I can do that, I might still save my brother. She took another step back.


  “Of course, you will understand that I need proof of your claims,” she said, stepping back. The pavilion's open arch was only a few steps away, and with his injury, Gustavo would not be able to follow her fast enough should she have to flee — unless, of course, he had faked the twisted ankle.


  “Be my mistress and you shall have your brother back.” The smile on his face never reached his eyes.


  “I'm not going to share a bed with a man who isn't man enough to entice me instead of blackmailing me. I shall have the king investigate this.” She stood as erect as she could and glared at him.


  “We shall see.” He pushed a hand though his hair and sighed. “I will give you three days to consider. Go now.”


  He didn't have to say that twice. Luna bolted and hurried back toward the castle. If she hurried, she might be able to search his quarters before he returned. Thudump, thudump, her heart went, reminding her of how little time she had. Despite the turmoil in her heart, she remembered every twist and turn of the path and soon ran though the French doors into Gustavo's dining room. Frantically, she opened all the doors she could find. She discovered a privy covered in white tiles, and a narrow room for Gustavo's valet as well as a narrow staircase leading to the kitchens if she could trust her nose. The door on the other side of the room led into a bedchamber as big and luxurious as the king's. Expensive suits, gilded weapons, and stylish shoes filled a walk-in wardrobe to the rim, but there was no sign whatsoever of Mondo.


  When she heard Gustavo's shuffle on the terrace in front of the French doors, Luna hurried out of his quarters and ran. In next to no time, she reached her room. Cooling her hot face with a wet cloth, she racked her brain for Mondo's possible whereabouts. Nothing came to mind. Before she could stop herself, tears ran over her face, and the lump in her throat dissolved into crying. She hugged the pillow and cried herself to sleep.
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  The next morning, a servant fetched Luna to the king when the sun was barely up. Automatically, she wiped the remains of the tears from her face, put on some more sensible clothes and followed the order. All the while, she kept thinking about Mondo. When she arrived in the throne room, she was surprised to see most of the royal court assembled so early. Servants passed slices of bread and glasses of apple juice around. Hastily she curtsied but her heart wasn't in it. There were more important things to do than to tighten a few bolts. She flinched at the sight of a yawning Gustavo who executed a mock bow when he noticed her. Blushing, she slipped behind the lesser nobles just as the king greeted his audience. From the corners of her eyes, she noticed he was wearing his veil again.


  “Yesterday evening, I was confronted with the worst news possible. My youngest brother, Macario, has been discovered dead in the forest of our neighboring kingdom. They say he was a sore sight. His burial will be as soon as his body arrives, and I expect all of you to attend it.”


  A murmur went through the crowd and only died down reluctantly when the king spoke on.


  “Since the whereabouts of Christiano are still unknown, we have to assume the worst. Gustavo, will you come forward, please.” He waved his friend closer.


  Luna's throat constricted, and she wanted to tell him what kind of person Gustavo was, but her throat made no sound. It was probably better this way. For one, the king wouldn't believe her anyway. The friends were too close. And anyway, who guaranteed her the king wouldn't have tried the same if he weren't caught in a metal body? Lastly, she had been the one wearing a neckline that revealed more than it hid. Gustavo's servants would surely testify to that if asked. Then she'd look like a girl striving to marry above her station. Her lips tightened and she watched Gustavo bow to his friend.


  The king pulled him up and turned him to the waiting court.


  “Ever since he came to this court, five years ago — gosh has it really been that long? — Gustavo has been my best friend. Despite his injury, he raced to the castle to fetch help. Without him I wouldn't have survived. I am sure of that. Of course, I shall be a lot more careful from now on.” The king's voice held amusement. “Since he's closer to me than my own brothers, I hereby appoint him Ruler of the Realm. If, against all expectations, something happens that leaves this kingdom without an heir, he shall take responsibility for as long as it takes to locate the next rightful heir in the line of the royal family.”


  More murmurs, and Luna was sure she heard a couple of sighs too. Well, those she could understand. Gustavo wouldn't make a good replacement king. Luckily it was fairly unlikely he'd ever sit on the throne. With his metal body, the king would probably live much longer than anyone else in human history.


  “Hey, he's been calling for you.” Someone nudged her and pushed her toward the front. Slightly confused, Luna walked up to the throne. To her big surprise, the king stepped down from the dais and put a hand on her shoulder.


  “Thanks to you, I'm still alive,” he began. “Therefore, I have decided to name you Royal Mechanic until we find our old one. Upon his return, you will become his apprentice, if you want.”


  Luna smiled weakly. A day ago this offer would have made her dance with joy. Right now, there was only one thing she was truly interested in, but she couldn't ask him to find her brother in front of all the people. She curtsied once more, trying to hide her sadness. When she walked back to her place, she was surprised to notice how many of the courtiers smiled at her. For a moment she wondered why she had become so popular all of a sudden. Then she realized that most of the courtiers wanted to get closer to the king — and she might be the means to this end. She sighed. Why did it have to be so hard living in the royal household? Envy, distrust and intrigues everywhere. Well, she'd stay away from false friendships as best she could.


  The court grew restless when the king called for the petitioners. Never before had he done it this early. Still, they settled down soon and witnessed the king issuing judgments.


  Waiting for the audience time to end was the hardest thing Luna had ever done. Her whole body screamed to hurry and find her brother, but leaving now would have been an affront against court regulations. She was sure that even in her new position she would be punished severely, which would endanger her brother's rescue. But time was running out and she felt as if she was standing on glowing coals. To keep her mind off things, she concentrated on the king's adjudication. To her surprise, he did a very good job.


  An elderly woman had accused her equally aged neighbor of murdering her cat. “She threw it out the window right in front of a chariot. It was run over and died there and then. I demand justice.”


  “I didn't do it on purpose,” the accused said, clutching two kittens against her chest. “I found these kittens and thought they were without a mother, so I meant to pick them up to feed them. But then, her cat attacked like a maniac. I only defended myself.”


  “Murderess. Fiend. Cat hater,” the first woman shouted.


  The second woman hung her head, stroking the kittens’ heads. The king's verdict cut off the insults.


  “It is normal for a cat to protect her young,” he said to the first woman. “The resulting chaos was an accident, and it is evident that your neighbor is very upset about the death of the kitten's mother. Choose one of the little ones to make up for your lost pet.” He turned to the second woman. “You will keep the other kitten and care for it as best you can.”


  “But I never raised a cat before.” The second woman looked panic stricken.


  “In that case, your neighbor will teach you all you need to know.” The king dismissed the women with a wave of his hand. Carrying a kitten each, they walked down the aisle, glancing at each other now and then.


  Luna was impressed. Not only had he found a just verdict, but by forcing the two women to work together for the kittens’ sake, he'd given them the chance to become friends. There's more to him than meets the eye, Luna thought. I should ask him to order Gustavo to give me back my brother. She watched the next cases with interest. The king always found a solution that bore the seed of potential growth. The only exception was the case of a man who'd murdered his wife and kids.


  Finally, the audience was over, and Luna hurried to the king's private chambers. The guard at the door held her back until the king arrived. To Luna's great relief, Gustavo was nowhere in sight. She followed the king into his suite and curtsied. Since it wouldn't do to accuse his best friend of kidnapping right away, she asked, “Have you seen my brother, Your Majesty?”


  “Not in quite a while. Has he run away?” He walked to the recharging orb without looking at her.


  “No, sir. Gustavo claims he took Mondo into custody because he stole something. But Mondo is a good boy. He wouldn't touch anything that doesn't belong to him.” Luna pondered if she should add the bit about Gustavo blackmailing her, but decided against it.


  “Gustavo is a good man. I'm sure he'll look after your brother very well until he sorts things out.” He put his hands on the orb, but it didn't light up. “What's wrong? Why doesn't it work?”


  “Still, I'd like to see him to know that he's well. Can't you help me?” Luna stepped closer. “You need to push the orb so the sunlight falls on it, sir.”


  “But it is, and it doesn't recharge.” He looked at her with his inflexible face. “Fix it and I'll tell Gustavo to bring your brother here.”


  With a nod, Luna crouched to examine the orb. Again, she marveled at the delicate pattern of the brass and iron wires that encircled the sapphire. The sapphire … her eyes widened. A big crack went down the side, splitting the big gemstone in half.


  “Did you accidentally drop the orb, Your Majesty?”


  “No, but maybe the cleaning maid did. Why?”


  “The sapphire is broken, and without it, the orb won't work.”


  “Can you fix it?” There was a desperate note in the king's voice.


  “I'd need a sapphire of the same size and quality.” Gently, Luna extracted the two halves of the broken jewel and handed them to the king.


  He stared at them for a while. Then, he shook his head. “I have many sapphires some of even better quality, but they're all smaller.” He looked at her unblinkingly. It unnerved her more than she cared to admit. “Can't you use a smaller one?”


  To escape his unwavering gaze, Luna turned back to the orb and examined it more closely. The mess of cables looked as if they'd been pushed haphazardly into the sphere. There was no system she could see. So, maybe she could replace the big sapphire with several smaller ones. She pulled the brass cage that had held the sapphire toward her, took one of the stones and adjusted the cage until the splinter fit in perfectly. Turning the newly framed jewel into the light, the orb began to hum. A barely visible light shimmered on the surface.


  “If I had more sapphires and more cables, I could construct a working charger.” She straightened and looked at the king. “But they'd need to be gemstones of the highest quality.”


  “Wait here.” The king left the room, and despite Luna's urge to search for her brother, she stayed. It didn't do to disobey a direct order from the king. Also, he was her best bet for getting Mondo back. When he returned, he put a medium-sized box on the table beside the orb and opened the lid.


  Luna gasped. It held more sapphires then she could ever want, and all of them were cut into the shape of flowering roses. When she caught herself, she nodded. “These will do. Take good care of them while I fetch some brass wires and iron cables.”


  “Ordering a king around, eh?” Although his features couldn't change, his voice sounded amused.


  Luna blushed. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—”


  “I like it. Would you call me Vincente, please?”


  Stunned, Luna stared at the mechanical king. Had she heard right? The court would be furious if a lowly mechanic like her called the king by his first name, but she couldn't decline without hurting his feelings. She didn't want to know what happened in that case. Swallowing hard, she nodded and said, “I'll fetch some cables.”


  Like a flash, she left the apartment and hurried down to the Royal Mechanic's workroom — come to think of it, it was hers now, or wasn't it? She'd have to ask the king.


  “Vincente,” she whispered. The name felt strange but good, rolling from her tongue. She slipped through the small door into the workroom and pulled a lever beside the door. A flap in the roof opened, admitting daylight. Silently she thanked the builders of the room that they had stuck to the customary layout. “Now, where will I find enough cable?”


  She looked around. To her big surprise, the remains of the monster had been brought here. They lay in front of the raised platform like a heap of scrap metal. It should hold enough iron and brass wires to construct a completely new charger, she thought. Tentatively she approached the twisted metal heap. Brass pipes, pieces of iron plates and pieces of rubber were all that remained of the monster.


  If only the king — Vincente — hadn't gone that fast. If only he had listened to her or to his advisors — other than Gustavo, that is. Luna trailed her fingers along the twisted tube of the fork. Nothing would have happened, or at least the accident wouldn't have been that bad. Irritated, she glared at the oil on her fingers. It took her a moment to find a cloth to wipe them, when inspiration struck. She stood stock-still while her brain worked.


  Maybe someone did sabotage the monster after all. But could she prove it? Luna hurried back to the pile of junk and began to work her way through it methodically. It took her ages to sort and straighten the metal, but she made good progress. At the same time, she extracted brass and iron wiring. After an hour she straightened with the result of her search in her hand. The iron tube to the fork's hydraulic system had been cut. There were clearly traces of a saw etched in the silvery surface of the metal. Someone had sawed through it just enough that the hydraulic system would lose oil slowly until it no longer worked. After that, the slightest bump in the road was bound to trigger an accident. But who would do such a thing? Maybe Gustavo? But he'd ridden the monster himself. No one would be that crazy. And he'd never been out of sight long enough to do it while they were on the road. As much as she disliked the man, she had to admit he couldn't have done it. Maybe it had been the Royal Mechanic, but what reason could he have had?


  Nevertheless, it had been sabotage. Luna could barely believe it. What if the sapphire had also been cracked on purpose? Was someone trying to get rid of the king and his friend? She wrapped the iron tube in a cloth, slipped it into her pocket, picked up the wires, and left the workroom.


  She found the king in his bedroom and told him about the sabotage. His jaw dropped and he stared at her, lost for words. It took him a while to recover.


  “But why? My advisors tell me I'm well-liked in court and in my lands.”


  “I do not know, but I suggest we move the charger to a place where no one can find it, once it's repaired.”


  “That might be a wise idea.”


  Despite his calm words, Luna could somehow read the king's inner turmoil from his face as if it had been of flesh and blood. She left him to come to terms with the situation and began dismantling the orb. Ever since she had seen the sapphires, she had known what the new charger should look like.


  A servant entered and bowed. “The Spokesman wishes to see you, Your Majesty.”


  The king left the bedroom, which pleased Luna just fine. During the next hour, she untangled the mess of filters, cables and tubes that had been squeezed into the orb. Through the half closed door, she could hear the king bemoan his fate. By the sound of it, Gustavo failed to cheer him up. In the end, the king's friend left and the king returned to Luna to watch her create settings for the sapphires. It took her another hour. The longer the king had to wait, the more nervous he became. As midday approached, he began to pace.


  “How much longer will it take? I'm feeling the energy drain out of me.”


  “I might need another half hour, but most of the work is done.” Luna placed the glass orb, the cables, filters, sapphires and her tools into the table cloth, picked up the bundle, and stepped through the French doors. “Are you coming?”


  With the king in tow, she walked along the path Gustavo had taken her the previous night. Soon, they reached the pavilion where he had tried to seduce her. As she remembered correctly, it was covered in roses. Just as she climbed one of the pillars with the bundle tied to her waist, the countdown began once more. There wasn't a minute to lose.


  As fast as she could, Luna fastened the sapphires in their new settings as close to the top of the climbing roses as she could. Next, she attached the tubes and the cables. She wound them around the roses’ stems, careful not to prick her fingers. On the ground, she reattached the tubes and most cables to the filters, pushed them back into the orb, and set it down right beside the roots. The countdown had come down to ten minutes already. She waved the king over. As he approached, she connected the last cable and the orb lit up. Greedily the king pulled off his gloves, knelt, and grabbed it. The light vanished, sucked up by his mechanical body.


  Luna sighed with relief. Now all she needed to do was to wait until the king was fully recharged. Then she'd install a switch, so the orb wouldn't be glowing all the time. Covered with a mud-colored cushion, the charger should be nearly invisible for anyone passing by. Oh dear, I forgot the cushion, she thought. With the king's permission, she walked away to fetch one of the ugly brown cushions from a sofa in his suite. On the way back, she accidentally took a wrong turn and ended in front of a pavilion resembling the one where she had left the king. Here, the arches were bricked up, and one wall held a door. To her surprise, a guard stood in front of it. She strolled closer, trying to look like she had to be here.


  The guard stopped her. “No one's allowed in. King's orders.”


  “Did you get it from his Majesty personally?” She cocked her head, trying to look enticing.


  “None of your business.”


  “I was sent to bring a cushion for the prisoner.” She showed it as proof, but the guard only shook his head. She tried again. “Who's in there?”


  He frowned and put his hand on the hilt of the sword at his side. “Go away.”


  Reluctantly, Luna turned and walked away. Instinctively she knew that this was the place where Gustavo hid her little brother. But the guard's claim that the king gave the order confused her a little. She hurried back to the correct pavilion and arrived just as the mechanical voice announced, “Recharge successful. Charge sufficient for twenty-seven hours.”


  The king waited until she had covered the orb with the cushion and some earth before he took her hands. A bolt of lightning shot through her arms, and she ripped her hands away.


  “Sorry. I meant to thank you, not hurt you.” The king shoved his hands back into his gloves, staring at his feet. “I just wish I could repay you for your help. You've saved my life three times already.”


  “That's what a good mechanic is for.” Luna grinned. “But you could help me with something.”


  She led him to the second pavilion and told him her suspicion. He listened intently without interrupting her, which surprised her a lot. Maybe he wasn't half as immature as she had thought.


  “That's quite an accusation,” he said when she finished talking. “Let's see if we can find some proof for it.” Before they turned the last corner, he pulled his veil from a pocket in his jacket and put it over his head. He winked at her.


  “My subjects won't recognize me without it,” he whispered.


  The guard's eyes opened wide when the king approached him. He bowed so deep, his back popped.


  “Open the door,” the king said.


  The guard hurried to comply. Luna shot past him into the semi-darkness of the pavilion. Mondo was lying on a straw mattress on the ground, sleeping. Tracks of tears in the dirt of his face showed how unhappy he must have been. Luna crouched beside him and stroked his hair. He flinched. She shook him. He flinched again but didn't wake. Gustavo must have drugged him. Oh, how she longed to put her fist right into that man's face! She picked Mondo up, rose, and turned to the guard. “I will take him with me. Now.”


  “I will get into trouble if the boy goes missing.”


  “We could lock you up instead,” the king suggested. “I would never lock up an innocent boy in a garden pavilion.”


  “The Spokesman swore he was acting on your order, Sir. Please do not punish me.” The guard stood as straight as he could.


  The king's voice purred like a cat's. “Report back to your commander. If he doesn't believe you, tell him to see me after lunch.”


  At the mentioning of something to eat, Luna's stomach growled. She blushed, but the king didn't remark on the sound.


  “I want you to stay in my suite for now,” he said to her on the way back to the castle. “I will get the rooms beside mine prepared for you and your brother. That way, I have you close when I need you.”


  Luna's heart swelled with gratitude. If Gustavo tried something fishy again, the king would only be a call away. It didn't guarantee that the Spokesman would leave her alone, but he'd surely treat her with more caution.


  Back in the king's bedroom she put Mondo on the sofa. This was a good place to sleep off the drug, and when he woke, she'd be close at hand. Soon a servant brought soup, bread, meat and fruit. He set it down on a small table beside the fireplace and left. Only then did the king remove his veil.


  “You know, I've been wondering who would want me dead,” he said after she finished eating. There was still enough left that Mondo could fill his always-hungry belly upon waking.


  “It's a feeling in my guts.” The king sighed. “The Royal Mechanic would never have allowed me to ride his machine if he had thought it dangerous. He loved Gustavo and me as if we were his sons.”


  His feeling fit in well with Luna's finds, still they didn't really prove much. She decided to approach the subject carefully. “Well … not many people had access to the monster,” she said.


  “The monster?”


  Luna put her hands in front of her mouth. “Sorry. I named the two-wheeled vehicle thus because of the noise it made.”


  The king laughed. It was a warm sound that made her whole body tingle.


  “A fitting name it is,” he said after calming down. “When I think back, there were only the Royal Mechanic's trainees, two boys close to your age.”


  “You're not that much older, surely.”


  “Sometimes it feels like centuries.” He sighed. “But back on topic. The people who had access were Gustavo and me, the Royal Mechanic and his two trainees, my squire … by the way, I haven't seen him in quite a while.”


  The squire — yes, Luna remembered him. And she remembered something her mother had once said. “Is it true that the king can only be served by a member of the royal family?”


  He nodded. “Justin's my cousin three times removed.”


  “Where in the line of succession does that put him?”


  “You think he would…?” The king's eyes widened. “I can't believe it. He'd have to murder his elder brother and his mother too.”


  “Maybe you should check if they have been attacked recently.” Luna didn't like to think that the soft-cheeked boy could possibly be guilty of high treason, but they couldn't rule it out. “What about your advisor?”


  “Gustavo?”


  “No. The old guy who kept Gustavo from becoming Ruler of the Realm.”


  “He doesn't even know the whereabouts of the workroom.”


  They sat in silence side by side, contemplating the options. Finally, Luna sighed and said, “The Royal Mechanic's absence is quite suspect. Either he sabotaged the monster and is hiding now, or he saw something and has been kidnapped.”


  “So, our best bet is to find the Royal Mechanic.” The king nodded.


  A knock at the door interrupted them, and the aged advisor entered. He bowed.


  “I came to inquire what we shall do with your body, Sir. We cannot give it a royal burial since no one knows it died. But we're loath to bury it without proper ceremony either. After all, it's the body of our king.”


  “Give me a day to think about it, will you?”


  “Very well. The cellars are cold enough that it'll keep a few more days.” The advisor bowed again. “Please do not forget the embassy from Northern Meerdia.”


  “I will be there on time.” When the advisor had left, the king sighed. “Sometimes, I wish I were nothing but a normal person. This job turns me into a machine — literally.”


  “You're doing a great job. I watched you handle all those requests at the audience, and was quite surprised to see how well you coped.” Luna smiled at the mechanical king.


  His face swiveled around. The white and pale blue glass balls holding minute cameras that served as his eyes caught her gaze. A tension hung in the air that hadn't been there a second ago. Luna felt as if he could see right to the center of her heart, discovering secrets she didn't know herself yet. Her heartbeat accelerated. It would probably have been wiser not to pay him a compliment. After an eternity that couldn't have been more than a few seconds, the king broke eye contact.


  “We've got two hours to find the Royal Mechanic before I have to see the ambassador. Let's make the best of it.” He rose and held out his hand. When she hesitated and glanced at the door to his bedroom, he said, “We'll ask Nursie to look after your brother. She took a fancy to him.”


  A few minutes later they were walking along a corridor at the topmost level of the castle and looked into every single chamber, from the servants’ quarters to store rooms. The king had covered his head again, and no one dared to question his curiosity. Luna noticed that several servants were quite pleased with his visit, as if he'd paid them a special compliment.


  They worked their way from top to bottom, discovering countless unused rooms, kept in good order for guests. Once they stumbled over a pair making out in an airing cupboard. Laughing, they hurried away from the enraged shouting. Luna doubled up until her sides hurt. The king too had to stop to allow his breathing apparatus to expel the excess of fumes that the quickening of his steam engine heart had produced.


  “I'm sure they don't know the Royal Mechanic's whereabouts,” he said. There was an undertone of amusement in his voice that set Luna off again. She laughed until tears shot into her eyes. Oh dear, if everyone knew how funny the king could be, he'd never get a day's peace. Now she understood why Gustavo liked spending time with the outwardly so serious and boring monarch. Thinking of the Spokesman ended her laughing fit. She pushed the thought aside.


  “Let's get on with it. Time's running out.”


  The king marched onward. “He's either very good at hiding, or he left the castle already.”


  Luna shrugged. “Or someone locked him up in a place we haven't looked yet.”


  When they finished searching the parts of the castle the king wasn't familiar with, he turned to her. “It's time for me to go. The ambassador and his retinue would be sorely tested if they had to wait for me. But it's been a most pleasant afternoon. Actually, it's been the first pleasant afternoon in quite a while.” He took her hand, bowed and gently pressed his cold lips against her warm flesh. “I wish I could truly feel your skin on my lips. It'd make my day.”


  A shiver went through Luna and her throat constricted. Was it possible that the king liked her? Her heart accelerated and she longed to reach out and stroke his metallic cheek, but she didn't dare. She smiled as best she could and cleared her throat.


  “I will keep looking for a while longer,” she said.


  “If you don't find him, we can try again once the official meeting is over. I've got some free time then. By the way, I'd be most pleased if you'd consider coming to the banquet with me tonight.” He bowed one last time and walked away.


  Luna watched him leave. He turned three times to wave back at her before a bend in the corridor took him out of sight. Luna listened to his receding footsteps. Then she went to the kitchen to fetch herself a little snack. She needed all the stamina she could muster to search the rest of the gigantic castle.


  When she asked politely, a kitchen maid fetched a plate of fruit. Luna chose the only fruit she recognized, an apple, and thanked her.


  “No need to thank me. You're entitled to it ever since he made you Royal Mechanic.” She put the plate down on a narrow table near the door. “By the way, could you have a look at our boiler? It's been broken for a week already and my arms are getting longer from carrying so much water. You can't imagine how much water needs to be heated manually to wash all those dishes. The scullery maids and I have been on overtime ever since the boiler broke.”


  Luna meant to decline, then realized that the kitchen would make good hiding place. The king surely didn't visit it often, and there was enough food around.


  “Can I have a look around when I'm done?” she asked. “I've never been to the castle's kitchen before.


  The maid agreed to show her around, but insisted she had to keep out of the cooks’ sight. She then proceeded to tell her castle gossip. Enjoying the maid's cheerful babbling, Luna examined the boiler and ate her apple. A pipe had broken, triggering the shutdown of a safety valve. It was an easy fix.


  “Wow, you're even faster than the old Royal Mechanic.” The awe in the maid's eyes made Luna blush.


  “Would you recognize the Royal Mechanic?”


  “Sure. He's been down here often, always inventing some new stuff for the cooks.” The girl grabbed her hand. “Come on, I'll show you the store rooms first. They're gigantic. I bet you could feed the whole town for at least a week with the stuff stored there.”


  She dragged Luna to a storage vault big enough to house a sperm whale.


  Luna gazed in every crevice she could find. “Have you ever seen the mechanic down here?”


  “Why would he come here? There's nothing to do, and all he ever seemed to be interested in were his machines and inventions.” The girl dragged her through the endless maze of storage rooms, telling her all about the Royal Mechanic and his inventions, peppering her tales with funny anecdotes.


  Luna came along and examined everything as thoroughly as possible. The longer she listened to the girl's tales, the more she suspected that the Royal Mechanic had been kidnapped. He didn't seem like someone who was planning to get rid of his king. But if he had been hidden away, he had to be in the castle. Logic said as much. A traitor set on removing the king would have to be at court. Since he — or she, for it might as well be a woman — had to stay close to the king, the prisoner must be at hand — unless the traitor had accomplices. Was it possible that a whole fraction of the court wanted someone else to rule the country? Well, she could only investigate things one step at a time, and the first was to find out if the mechanic was anywhere in the castle.


  “Say,” she said, stopping and turning to the girl, “where in this castle would you hide something you don't want to be found?”


  “That's easy. I'd hide it in plain sight.” The girl grinned. “I've got a ring of real gold that my mother left to me when she died, and I keep it in a box with the fake jewels I bought for special occasions.”


  So simple and yet so hard. Luna had to force herself not to slap her forehead. “Thank you for showing me around, but I have to go now. I forgot an urgent request from the dungeons.”


  “Oh, are they having trouble again with the lifting jack?” The girl pointed to a narrow corridor at the end of the storeroom they were standing in. “If you go through there and take the third turn to the left, you'll end up right in front of the dungeon master's door. Saves you the trouble of explaining yourself to those stuck-up guards.”


  Luna thanked the girl again and hurried though the corridor. It was badly lit and led steadily down. The third turn to the left took her down a flight of stairs to a thick door with a tiny window. Its shutters were firmly closed with no way to open them from this side. She knocked. When nothing happened, she knocked again.


  “Yeah, yeah. I'm coming,” a hoarse voice from the other side called. “No need to pester an old man.”


  The door swung open and Luna stood face to face with a man barely bigger than her brother. Over his shoulder he carried a sizable axe, and his shoulders were wide enough to drive home the fact that he had the strength to use it.


  “What are ye staring at? Never seen a vertically challenged guy before?”


  Luna caught herself. Her instincts told her she better placate this guy, so she smiled and bowed.


  “At least not one this good-looking.”


  “Balderdash! What do ye want?”


  “The king sent me. I'm looking for the Royal Mechanic. He's needed urgently.”


  “Are ye nee good enough for the job, ey? Well, nee surprise, seein’ ye's barely more then a slip of a lass.” He waved her in and led her down the corridor. The walls had doors on both sides, and Luna wondered how many prisoners lived down here. From all she knew, not many survived long.


  “No need to look disgusted. The ones who made it here earned it. Believe me. That one there,” he pointed to one of the doors. “Raped his own daughter. Got himself caught by the neighbor. And that one,” he pointed to another door. “Murdered his uncle, his aunt and their kids to get his dirty hands on their money. No one down here's without reason.”


  “What about the Royal Mechanic?” Luna asked.


  “Ah, he's a special case. Hasn't been judged by the king, ye see? He came here himself, insisting he's as guilty as can be.” The small man shifted his axe to the other shoulder and searched through a giant key ring hanging on a chain from his belt. “Said he's prepared the king's murder. Seein’ the king's still doing his job, though, no one believes him. He's a little…” He pointed to his temple and turned the finger in circles. When Luna didn't say anything, he put the key he had selected into the lock of the door they were standing at. “I'll fetch him fer ya. T'is nee a sight for a lass down there.”


  Luna waited patiently. He returned a few minutes later supporting a much bigger man who looked rather the worse for wear. His beard held bits and pieces of straw, his eyes were half closed and his body sunken. He coughed, which shook his body and made the jailer moan.


  “What are ye waitin fer, eh? The lad's heavy.”


  Luna grabbed an arm and draped it over her shoulder. He was heavy, but by the look of him he had been much heavier before he came here.


  “I'm going to take him back the way I came,” she said.


  “No way.” The small jailer flitted around her and spread his arms. “You take the regular stairs and sign out with the guards like everyone.”


  “Fine. In that case, you'll have to help me get him up the stairs. There's no way I can do that on my own.” Luna hoped he didn't fancy helping her, and she was right. Grumbling, the jailer led her back to the side entrance. He picked up a paper and pen from a depression in the wall and wrote in big, wobbly letters, “Prisoner 43-6 released into custody of:” He made her spell her name and sign it. Then he opened the door.


  “Bring him back when you're done with him,” he said.


  Anything Luna might have answered was lost in a cough. The mechanic's body shook so hard it was impossible to move him more than the two steps needed to clear the door. It slammed behind them. When the mechanic recovered, he tried to stand on his own but failed miserably. Luna clung to his arm and led him to the stairs to the vaults. He resisted every step with all of what remained of his former strength.


  “Come along, sir. It's not far.”


  “Who sent you?” His eyes swiveled around as wide as a rabbit's looking for the fox.


  “You're safe now,” she tried to soothe him. “The king will make sure nothing happens to you.”


  “The king? He's not dead? The two-wheeler didn't kill him?” He stopped abruptly and stood, surprise etched into his face and something more … Hope?


  So he did know something about the sabotage of the monster. Luna decided to leave it to the king to extract the full truth. Her first goal was to get the ailing man to a safe place.


  “Let's say he's still alive. Whether that means he's still living remains to be seen.” Luna took his arm and led him up the stairs. Halfway up, the strength left him again and she half carried him. It took ages to get the exhausted Royal Mechanic to a place where she could enlist the help of two strong men. Weary, she followed them to the king's rooms. This time, the guard at the door let her in without questioning.


  She was greeted by Mondo who slung his arms around her. “Where have you been? I've been awake for ever and ever already.” He glanced at the old man the two servants gently laid on the sofa. “Who's that?”


  “I've missed you too.” She hugged him tight. “Promise me you'll stay with the Royal Nurse when I'm not with you.”


  “But that's boring. I'm not a little boy any more.”


  “Promise or I'll have to lock you in.”


  Mondo moaned but agreed. Then Luna turned to the servants and ordered them to fetch broth and some clean clothes for the mechanic. At that point the nurse emerged from the king's bedroom and took over, leaving Luna to talk to her little brother.


  She was just recounting her search for the lost Royal Mechanic when the doctor arrived. Mondo slipped under the table, hiding behind the tablecloth. From his hiding place he watched the doctor examine the patient. Luna deliberately turned her back to him. She understood perfectly well why he was skittish. The fright from having been kidnapped would stay with him for a while to come. She would need a lot of patience to turn him back into the merry little brother he had been before.


  “He's of poor health,” the doctor said to the Royal Nurse while preparing a syringe. “It's a marvel he's not dead yet. His heartbeat is irregular and the blood pressure too high. If we move him, he'll probably die. I'm giving him something that might help to stabilize him.” He injected the patient with the clear liquid.


  “I'm sure the king will allow him to stay here until he's better,” the nurse said.


  “That'd be most advisable.” The doctor packed his belongings and turned to go. “Feed him lightly and make sure he doesn't get excited. With good care, he might yet live.”


  Luna swallowed. Dragging the mechanic through half the castle had probably made him more ill than he had already been. However, leaving him in front of the prison door hadn't been an option. She approached the bed, sat on the edge, and patted the old man's hand.


  He smiled up at her. “So, the fork didn't leak after all,” he sighed. “It's a relief to know.”


  Luna didn't want to make matters worse, so she didn't tell him the full truth. There was enough time for that after his recovery. However, she had to know a couple of things. “Why did you cut it in the first place?”


  “For my son.” The mechanic closed his eyes and sighed. “I needed money for the experiments with my mechanical man.”


  “Someone paid you to sabotage the two wheeled steam-car?”


  “I regret that now. When I feel better, I'll destroy the mechanical man.” The mechanic's sigh sounded more like a sob. “Brought me nothing but trouble.”


  At that moment, the door opened and the king stormed in. The second he was through the door, he pulled off his veil. Gustavo followed him.


  The mechanic shot up and gasped. A wobbly finger pointed toward the king and his friend, and with his other hand, he clutched his throat. Fighting for air, he tried to say something. Luna grabbed his shoulders and eased him back into the cushions.


  “I'll fetch the doctor.” The nurse hurried out of the door.


  “Wait, I'm coming along.” Gustavo ran after her. For a split second, Luna wondered about this. It seemed strange that he meant to fetch help.


  “I did kill…” The mechanic's voice was so low she could barely make out the words. With a tremendous effort, he pointed to the king at the door again. “Roberto, my son…” His face went slack and a final breath escaped his lips.


  Silence filled the room while Luna stared at the dead mechanic and tried to understand what had happened. Her shock lasted until the king whispered.


  “Is he dead?”


  She nodded.


  With one step, the king stood beside her and grabbed her shoulder gently. “Put me in his body.”


  Luna stared up at him, not knowing what to say.


  “Please put me into his body,” the king repeated.


  “But his body is fat and not very healthy. You will die.”


  He put both hands on her upper arms and bent until his face was level with hers. “The change will allow me to truly feel your hand, and even if it's only for a minute I want nothing more than that.”


  Instantly, Luna's heart hammered like a steam engine. Thousands of thoughts assaulted her, from a jubilant ‘he likes me’ to a more sedate ‘if he dies, who'll become king?’ She settled on the most pressing problem. “We've only got a few minutes. The instructions were clear that a body can only be used if it has died five minutes ago or less.”


  “And three minutes have already passed. Will you do it?”


  Luna nodded. “But I don't know where the mind-swapping machine is.”


  “It's in my bedroom.” The king let go of her arms and was turning to fetch it when the door opened and Gustavo stormed in with the doctor in tow.


  “I told you he wouldn't live that long.” Gustavo shoved the doctor closer to the dead man. He blinked rapidly, while the doctor felt for the pulse.


  Is he crying? Luna wondered. But the Royal Spokesman had recovered already and turned to the king. “The ambassador asked if you would accommodate his traveling tiredness. He wants the banquet to start half an hour early. The cooks already said they'd be able to make it if you agree.”


  “Yes, yes. Go ahead and arrange things.”


  “Well, I'm sorry to say,” the doctor said, “but this man is gone past what I can do for him.”


  “Get out,” the king shouted and tried to push everyone but Luna to the door.


  “But Your Majesty, the man needs to be taken care of,” the doctor protested. “It will become a hygienic problem otherwise.”


  Luna put a hand on the king's arm and jerked to get his attention. He turned reluctantly. She cocked her head and smiled as best she could. “It's too late,” she said, nodding to the clock on the mantle. He visibly slumped and waved for the doctor to proceed. Standing with his back to the room, staring out of the window, he waited until the dead man had been taken away.


  “It would have been too good to be true.” He sighed and turned. “Will you please accompany me to the banquet? It's starting in…” he glanced at the clock, “…twenty-five minutes. There are some appropriate dresses in your new room.”


  “But Sir, I…”


  “No buts. I might need you in your function of Royal Mechanic.” He turned and faced her. “And I need your support too. You might not have noticed, but I highly value your advice.”


  “Fine. I'm coming.” Luna hid her embarrassment by bending down and waving to her brother. “You can come out now.”


  Mondo shook his head and ducked deeper into his hiding place.


  “Leave him here. I'll let Nursie know that he needs to be looked after once more.” The king clapped his hands and his valet came in. “Please take Miss Luna to her rooms.”
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  Luna marveled at the gigantic bed in the oversized room. The bed alone was as big as her old home had been. In it she could easily evade Mondo's kicking feet. She smiled and turned to the big door of the walk-in wardrobe. Two rows of clothes met her eyes when she opened them. She stared in disbelief. On her right side there were ten different outfits suitable for working as a mechanic: leather leggings and aprons, sturdy boots, linen shirts, and thick vests, as well as belts for storing tools. On her left hung three dresses more beautiful than any she had ever seen. The delicate fabric shimmered in the light of a gas bulb on the wardrobe's ceiling. A piece of paper was pinned to the front of the foremost linen shirt. It read, These were from my younger brother and my elder sister. I had them changed to suit your needs. Hopefully they fit.


  Luna ran her fingers over the dress’ fabric. Which one should she choose? The red, the blue or the green? They all went nicely with her honey-colored hair. After much thinking, she settled on the blue one. When she left the wardrobe with it, a lady's maid was waiting for her. As much as she scorned the idea of having someone to help her into a dress, she ended up being very grateful. There were so many hooks and bows and ribbons and frills that needed to be adjusted just right, she wouldn't have known where to start.


  Twenty minutes later, the maid was just putting the finishing touches to Luna's elaborate new hairstyle when the king knocked on her door. When he saw her, his jaw fell, a gesture visible despite his veil. He stood motionless for quite a while, staring at her. Then he closed his mouth and said, “I knew you were a wonderful person to be with, but I never realized how beautiful you are.” He held out his arm and turned toward the door. “Shall we?”
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  The banquet guests had already assembled in the great hall. When the king arrived with Luna on his arm, the courtiers clapped until he reached the doors to the dining room. Two servants opened them and the crowd streamed in with the king and Luna in the lead. Luna fought down her irritation when a servant adjusted a high-backed chair two seats to the king's left for her. This fussing would take some getting used to. She frowned when Gustavo sat on the king's right. Shouldn't that be the old advisor's place?


  “Your counselor has a bad cough,” Gustavo whispered to the king loud enough for Luna to hear.


  “Have you seen my nurse? I wanted her to look after Luna's brother.” The king spoke without turning to Gustavo.


  His Spokesman shrugged. “She'll find him. I'm sure. Ah, here they come.”


  Everybody, including the king, rose. Luna hurried to follow suit.


  The ambassador — she didn't even remember which country he was from — walked in looking like a peacock. His wide belly was dressed in a tunic with a greenish-blue metallic sheen. It hung down to his knobbly knees, hiding surprisingly thin legs. When he reached the place of honor at the king's left side, he bowed and said a few words in a foreign language. To Luna's surprise, she recognized it as a greeting. Her mother had often talked in the same language. When the ambassador continued, she had no problem understanding him.


  “Our king sends his deepest condolences for the loss of your brothers. It is a major misfortune that both of them fell into the chasm. He assures you that he will do his best to retrieve their bodies.” The ambassador bowed stiffly.


  “He hopes you are well and all the usual bullshit,” Gustavo translated for the king just loud enough for Luna to understand.


  He lied! Why would he lie to the king? Sure, it would be horrible for him to learn about his brothers’ deaths this way but keeping it from him was wrong. He needed to know. Together with the rest of the guests, Luna sat again, determined to tell him the truth as soon as she got the chance.


  They toasted a couple of times and then the first course was served. Luna ate little and watched the king throughout the meal. The longer the evening dragged on, the more sluggish she felt. This must be the most boring duty a king has, she thought when she caught her thoughts drifting once again. She glanced to where the king sat, but it didn't seem as if he was going to leave any time soon. When her eyelids began to droop, the ambassador finally rose, said his farewells and left. Luna found it hard to rise. Relieved, she slumped back into her chair when the king sat again. What was wrong with her? She drank some more of the watered juice they had served her when she had refused to drink wine. Her arms were as heavy as lead when she set down her goblet.


  Gustavo bent to the king and whispered to him. Then he got up. The talk in the dining hall subsided immediately.


  “My fellow countrymen. I, as a concerned citizen, have something important to tell you. This afternoon, I discovered that our beloved monarch…” He reached for the king and ripped the veil from his face. “… has been replaced by a machine.”


  A collective gasp echoed through the room. Luna tried to get up to protest, but her body didn't respond. Drugs! Why hadn't she realized before that she was being drugged? She shot Gustavo an angry look but he didn't even look at her. Gustavo. The man who had pretended to be the king's best friend! He must have sabotaged the monster. It seemed as if he'd had planned this for quite a while. A lot of puzzle pieces fell into place.


  The will … a normal young man wouldn't remember to write a will for an adventure ride on a prototype machine. The way the king had to hide for the outing had ensured a minimum of witnesses. It also reduced the number of people at hand who could help. It was only due to her stubbornness that the king hadn't died at the roadside.


  Next, the absence of the advisor and the missing nurse — they could testify that the machine man, sitting there silently, was still the rightful heir to the throne. Surely the doctor had been taken care of too. The same reasoning was behind her drugging, although she wondered why he hadn't simply killed her. He could have done it right after the accident, claiming she rode the monster with the king, and no one would have been the wiser.


  Luna's mind insisted that Gustavo might have done even more. Considering that he hadn't translated the ambassador's condolences, he had probably killed the king's siblings too. All this to become regent for a while? Luna struggled against her inability to move … but in vain. Gustavo had succeeded in removing the king and in silencing her. Even if he didn't get to be the new ruler, something Luna thought highly unlikely, Vincente wouldn't be able to return to his throne. However, Gustavo wouldn't be able to hold it for longer than it took to find the next royal heir. Was he in league with a distant cousin of the king?


  “I suggest we chain up this abomination and find the culprit steering it.” Gustavo waved for the guards when the king exploded into action. He shoved his ex-best friend, grabbed Luna, threw her over his shoulder, and shot through the servant's door in the back of the room without opening it. Splinters flew everywhere. As they raced along the dimly lit corridor, Luna bounced up and down on the unyielding metal of the king's body. She opened her mouth to shout at him, but she had no control whatsoever over her vocal cords. Blasted drugs!


  After searching half the castle with her in the morning, the king had no trouble finding little-used passages that helped him escape. To Luna's surprise he didn't leave the castle. He hurried up the stairs and down several servicing corridors until he reached his suite. He entered through the servants’ door in the living room and carried her through to his bedchamber. Only then did he take her off his shoulder. Before he could put her down on the bed, something hit him with a resounding crash.


  Since Luna couldn't move, she was unable to break their fall. She slammed into hardwood floor with the king's heavy body on top of her. Her vision blurred and she moaned in pain. Vincente's head rolled over the floor, his eyes still searching her. When the pain cleared and Luna could see again, she noticed Mondo curled up into a ball at the far end under the bed. A pair of dirty boots stomped around the king's bedroom. A pair of boots she knew all too well.


  “Dad,” she tried to say but only a gargle escaped her lips. The boots kicked her in the ribs and she winced again. It was probably best to keep quiet — especially if she wanted to keep Mondo out of sight. She needed her wits if she wanted to keep him out of this.


  The door flew open and Gustavo stormed in. The way Luna had fallen, with her face half to the bed and half to the door, she could see him clearly. He stared at the headless mechanical man and a grin spread over his face.


  “You got him. Well done. Also, the idiots have accepted me as their temporary king the minute they saw my friend's body.” He kicked the mechanical man and it rolled off Luna. “It was a good idea of the old advisor to keep it in the cellar after all. And thanks to the nurse, no one knows the identity of the royal mechanic.”


  Luna perked her ears. With his elated feelings, Gustavo might say more.


  But her father had different interests. “Hand me my sapphires.” He walked over to Gustavo and into Luna's sight. He held out a hand. “They're not in here. I checked everywhere.”


  “I know. It took me quite a while to get Vincente to tell me where they are.” Gustavo knelt beside Luna and stroked her face. “Such a lovely girl you have.”


  She couldn't even flinch and cursed silently.


  “Yours for the taking as soon as I get my sapphires.” Her father put his hands on his hips. “I want them now.”


  “You will take her to your place while I fetch the sapphires. Make sure she's kept well, or you won't see a single one.” Gustavo straightened.


  Luna let out a sigh of relief. “Bastard,” she whispered too low for anyone to hear. Oh, good, I can talk again, she thought when her father stepped over her.


  “Hey, leave the head alone.” Gustavo's voice held an edge.


  “It's made of brass and should bring in some money. Especially if I sell it to a mechanic who will surely want to study the way it works.” Luna only felt her father bend behind her back.


  “Touch it and it'll fry your brain,” Gustavo said.


  Grunting, her father got up again. He lifted Luna and put her over his right shoulder. Then he grabbed a potato sack that clinked with its movement.


  “What's in there?” Gustavo put a hand on the father's arm. “You can't take anything that'll be missed.”


  “It's my insurance in case you don't show up. But rest assured, it won't be missed.” The father adjusted her weight and walked to the door. “It's only one of your dad's gadgets, Roberto. I found it lying around.”


  Roberto? Gustavo was Roberto? The Royal Mechanic's son? Was that the reason for Gustavo's tears at his deathbed? Luna held her breath.


  The Spokesman's voice trembled with suppressed emotions. “My name is Gustavo. He was never a father for me. Despite his documents.”


  “Hey, he sabotaged the machine for you.”


  “Not properly. I owe him nothing. Now, take your things and go. Immediately!”


  Suddenly Luna realized that he was going to take her away from the castle. Her thoughts raced. With the king out of action, the only person she could ask for help was her little brother. But she needed to do it in a way that wouldn't arouse suspicion. And she only had this one chance. Her father had already opened the door to the living room.


  “Put his head back on,” she called to Mondo, hoping he remembered the danger this posed.


  Gustavo answered. “Nice try, sweetheart. But I'm not stupid enough to do that.”


  Luna tried to struggle, but the drug hadn't worn off enough for that. She closed her mouth, pretending to pout. It wouldn't do to let Gustavo know that she hadn't meant him.


  Slowly but steadily, her father carried her through the living room's French doors into the garden, where he walked along a narrow path between two cut hedges. Through gaps in the foliage, Luna saw Gustavo hurry in the direction of the pavilion where she had built the charger for the mechanical king. She cursed silently. It had been so much work to hide it. She hoped he would only take the sapphires and leave the rest intact. How could the king not have known that Gustavo was planning to betray him? If only he had kept the location of the charger a secret … She called herself to reason. Moping wouldn't help. Neither would putting blame on the king. She had to find a way to escape — preferably with the sapphires so she could repair the charger before the king's body ran out of tamed lightning. Her father turned, momentarily revealing the view of the way they had come to Luna. Her breath faltered … Mondo slipped behind a tree barely fifty yards behind them. Craning her neck, she tried to see what he was up to. There he was again, slipping and sliding from one hiding place to the next. It was difficult to track his progress but the stiffness in her neck had by now eased a bit so it was at least possible.


  When Mondo realized she was looking at him, he stood in the middle of the narrow path and pointed through a gap. Her gaze followed his outstretched finger, and her eyes widened. With slow and jerky movements, the king walked along the path Gustavo had taken. The head on his shoulders hung slightly askew but he was gaining speed with every step. Luna relaxed. With his strength on her side, she wouldn't be a prisoner for long. Pretending the drug was still working as well as before, she allowed her father to carry her across the garden and through a hidden door in the wall to the poorer quarter of the town.


  [image: spacer] [image: spacer] [image: spacer]


  Her father dumped her unceremoniously on the dirty floor of the room he had rented at a dubious inn. Luna knew it to be questionable because no one had so much as blinked at the motionless girl on her father's shoulder when he had ordered a bottle of beer. Her father dragged her over the floor and propped her up in a corner. Luna waited until he had settled on the bed with his beer before she looked around. By now she could move her head and shoulders.


  To her surprise, three more motionless bodies sat beside her. All three had potato sacks pulled over their heads and were bound tightly with sturdy rope. She recognized the Royal Nurse by her dress and the advisor by his gangly legs. The third person had to be the doctor. It seemed her father had been quite busy for once. At least the three were still breathing. She wondered why no one spoke. Were they hurt?


  “Hey,” she called to them, wishing she could move her foot enough to nudge the nurse, who was closest to her. “Are you all right?”


  “Given the circumstances.” The nurse struggled to sit straighter but failed. “Who are you and why have we been kidnapped?”


  “Stop talking or I'll get nasty,” Luna's father said in a dangerously low voice.


  Someone knocked at the door. Reluctantly the father got up from the bed, downed the rest of the beer and went to answer. It was the barmaid.


  “Oi, sweety, come in. A beauty like you is always welcome in me room.” Despite his words, Luna's father blocked most of her view of the room. Still, Luna could see enough to tell that the girl was rather feisty. And she giggled artificially.


  “Oh, sir, you're not supposed to pay me compliments,” she said.


  “I'll pay you way differently in just a short while. Just you wait.” The father bent forward but the maid took a step back.


  “I've got no time to dawdle just now,” she said. “I just came to let you know there's someone downstairs to see you.”


  “Tall, handsome, brown hair?”


  “Very handsome.” She paused for effect. “And very well dressed.”


  “Way out of your league, sweet child.” The father stepped through the door and closed it behind him. The click of a key echoed through the room.


  Immediately Luna fought against the drug in her body as best she could. She lifted her hands and feet by inches, knowing that the more she moved the faster the drug's effects would subside. At the same time, she explained to her fellow prisoners what had happened at the banquet.


  “I knew Gustavo couldn't be trusted,” the advisor said. “That's why I opposed the will he presented after the accident.”


  The nurse snorted. “I wonder why he thought he'd need it in the first place — seeing he's the king's cousin.”


  “The king's cousin?” Luna's eyes widened with surprise.


  “Hey, Luna. You there?” Mondo's voice was low but so close he had to be in the room next door. Since she could move most of her upper body and her arms by now, Luna turned and found a narrow gap between the planks that separated the rooms. Her brother's eye peeked through it.


  “Fetch the king, Mondo. Tell him to hurry.”


  “I repaired him, I did. I'm going to be as good a mechanic as you are.”


  “You've done that very well. Make sure Dad won't see you when you leave”


  “He's getting drunk already. Bought himself a full bottle of schnapps. He'll be back with that nasty guy any minute. I'd better go and see where that robot is.”


  Luna opened her mouth to tell him that the king wasn't a robot, but he was already gone. When she heard heavy footsteps from the corridor, she adjusted her sitting position so it looked as if she'd never moved. The door opened and her father and Gustavo came in.


  “I told you I'd get them all.” The father pointed to his prisoners. “Now, give me my payment.”


  Gustavo pulled a bag from his belt and emptied it onto the bed. The sapphire roses sparkled although very little light fell through the grimy window. With one yell of delight, her father hurried to the bed, took a big swig from his bottle, and ran his fingers through the riches. Luna could tell his mind was no longer on the people in his room.


  Gustavo pulled him around and pressed a knife in his hand. “You've been paid, now kill them.”


  “You want them dead?” Luna's father frowned. “One of them is my daughter.”


  “They know who we are and what we did. We can't let them live. Although, I will allow myself some fun with your daughter. She's quite delightful, really.” Gustavo let his gaze linger on Luna for a while. She felt as if she'd fallen head over heels into a slime pit. She shuddered.


  Her father took another generous swallow from his bottle. His voice began to slur already. “Well, I'm not gonna kill'em. I'm no murderer. Do it yourself.” He turned back to the bed, and Luna sighed with relief. Somehow everything would have been even worse if her own father had tried to kill them.


  “Faintheart.” Gustavo bent down, grabbed the knife tighter, and pulled the doctor closer.


  The door slammed open and the king marched in, his head still a little askew. With a single stride, he crossed the room and kicked the knife out of Gustavo's hand. It landed at Luna's feet but she still wasn't able to grab it, although she was slowly regaining her ability to move. A bottle crashed on Vincente's head. He turned and slammed his fist into Luna's father's face. Blood splattered everywhere. Her father slumped to the ground, his face mangled. He stared, unmoving, at the ceiling, obviously dead. Vincente turned back to Gustavo, who was grabbing for the knife, and shoved him aside. A small shape darted past them, grabbed the knife, and began to hack through the nurse's bonds.


  Ignoring Mondo, Vincente bent down to Luna. “Are you all right?”


  She nodded.


  A metallic crash threw him forward, and he braced himself against the wall just in time not to squash Luna. He turned to face Gustavo, who now yielded a wooden club. By the look of the bed, he'd ripped off one of its wobbly legs.


  “You're not going to spoil my plans, Vincente.” He swung the club again. The king evaded it at the last possible moment. While the two men moved cautiously around each other, Mondo untied the nurse's arms and got to work on the advisor's bonds. Luna helped the nurse to free her legs and head as best she could. It helped both of them. Soon the nurse began to untie the doctor, and Luna was able to feel her legs again. They were still a little numb, though.


  “Recharge necessary,” the metallic voice from the king's back announced. “Energy use exceeding limit. Shutting down functions.”


  Worried, Luna noticed that Vincente's movements became less fluid the longer the two opponents circled each other. Gustavo launched another attack on the king, and his prisoners used their chance and hurried to the door. Luna concentrated on keeping Mondo shielded, so she never saw the club. It glanced off Vincente's metallic skin and slammed into her left arm. White hot pain shot through her and she stumbled against her brother. Her arm throbbed and she was fighting nausea. Mondo dropped the knife to support her.


  With a triumphant yell, Gustavo dove, grabbed the knife, and shoved Mondo aside. He flung his left arm around Luna, pulling her close before he put the knife to her throat. In her pain-shrouded state of mind, she was grateful that her sore arm wasn't caught between their bodies.


  “Stop it right there, Vincente. And you,” he half turned to the door where the nurse, the advisor and the doctor stood frozen. “You come back here and sit next to the wall.”


  Luna closed her eyes to keep the bile down. From the pain alone, she suspected her arm was broken. Metal creaked.


  “One step closer and she'll die.” The knife nicked her skin, but compared to the throbbing in her arm it was nothing. Through the fog of pain and dizziness, a tiny voice in her mind insisted she could use this to her advantage.


  “See, the disadvantage of a mechanical body is the fact that it's really hard to kill,” Gustavo said, dragging her closer to the king. “So, how do I do it?” When Luna didn't answer, he shook her, sending waves of pain through her. All of a sudden, she realized what the tiny voice in her mind meant. She stopped struggling and let herself sink into comfortable blackness.


  When she came to, Mondo was kneeling at her side. She looked around for the fighters and found Vincente and Gustavo in a fierce struggle. The mechanical man had put his arms around his former best friend, squeezing the life out of him, while Gustavo hacked at the metal to get to the hydraulic system below. His breathing became more and more labored, and he faltered.


  Luna tried to get up. Luckily, the pain in her arm was slowly abating to a bearable level. She had to help Vincente before the blade found the artificial body's weak point.


  With a cry of rage, Gustavo shoved the knife up through his opponent's jaw into his skull. Tamed lightning sparked along the blade and jumped the small gap of the wooden handle. Gustavo vibrated from the current coursing through his body.


  “Permanent failure, perma…” The mechanical voice trailed off and died.


  Both, Vincente and Gustavo sank to the ground, unmoving.


  “NO!” Despite the throbbing in her arm and the sparks still flickering along the king's body, Luna crawled over to them. Past the numbing pain in her heart, the tiny voice in her mind shouted, “Five minutes,” over and over again, but Luna hurt too much to listen.


  Tears ran over her cheeks. She didn't wipe them off. With her unhampered hand, she examined the damage as best she could. The head was beyond repair. When the last drop of tamed lightning was gone, the king would be dead. Sobbing shook her body. Vincente couldn't be dead. How would she live without him? If only there had been a way to save him. She'd gladly have given her life for his. She pried the knife's hilt from the dead man's hand and pulled it out of the skull.


  Sparks flew, and Vincente's mechanical eyelids fluttered. He tried to say something, but his voice grated and sizzled too much to be understood.


  Luna's heart leapt. There was still a little tamed lightning left. Maybe she still had a chance. Her gaze raked the room. The nurse hung in the advisor's arms like a crumpled potato sack, with the doctor fussing over her. Luna ignored them and focused on Vincente. She needed something, anything, she could use to get Vincente's mind out of the mechanical man. After all, she had studied the Royal Mechanic's mind machine long enough. With the right materials, she could surely reproduce it. Her mind refused to acknowledge the fact that time was running out. Only three minutes left before Gustavo's body couldn't be used any more.


  “Mondo, give me Dad's loot.” Luna pointed to the potato sack on the bed. “Maybe there's something in it we can use to save the king.”


  Mondo obeyed wordlessly, but Luna heard the advisor whisper to the doctor.


  “With His Majesty dead, the country will drift into chaos, especially with the only grown-up man of the family unavailable for obvious reasons.”


  Ignoring the whispers, Luna had Mondo upend the sack.


  “Yes!” A sigh of relief escaped her when she realized that her father had stolen the mind machine. There was no need to rebuild it. As fast as she could and with Mondo's help since she could barely use her left arm, she fastened one end to Gustavo's body and the other end to the mechanical skull. Every one of her heartbeats counted down the remaining minutes. With flying fingers she adjusted the dials to the setting she remembered from the journal. Her hands trembled so much she couldn't turn the switch at first. With the last of her strength, she pushed. The familiar hum of tamed lightning filled the room, underlining a clicking noise resembling a grandfather clock. Whirring and sizzling noises filled the room.


  “Whatever deity is out there … Please, let him live,” Luna whispered and held her breath.


  A mechanical voice came from the mind machine. “Receptacle acceptable. Download commencing.”


  The clicking noise grew louder. A sob from the nurse made Luna look up. The woman had regained consciousness but seemed too weak to move. She stared at the lifeless mechanical man, and tears streamed over her cheeks. The doctor patted her hand.


  “The girl is doing her best to save him,” he whispered. “Don't give up hope.”


  Each of his words was emphasized by another click of the machine. All fell silent, leaving nothing but the clicking noise.


  Then it stopped. For a split second, not a single sound rose in the the room. Nevertheless, their hopeful expectation of five people hummed in the air like tamed lightning. Although Luna's lungs screamed for air, she didn't dare to breathe.


  A long sigh echoed through the room. The dead man's eyelids fluttered and opened. His gaze searched around until it found Luna. A smile spread over his face. He lifted a hand and stroked her cheek.


  “I'll never let you get kidnapped again,” he whispered. He grabbed at his ribs. “Man, why do they hurt so much?”


  Luna's happiness threatened to explode outward, and she struggled to stay calm. Proud that her voice didn't shake, she said, “First, I'm not a man. Second, your former body probably broke a couple of ribs of this one.”


  Vincente looked at his new body and his jaw dropped. It moved up and down several times as if he wanted to say something but not a word escaped his lips.


  “Vinnie!” The nurse bridged the gap between them in record time and smothered the king with kisses and hugs. “Oh, my sweet little Vinnie.”


  He struggled. The picture of former Gustavo being stuck in the massive woman's embrace was so funny, Luna's joy bubbled over. First she giggled and then she laughed. She wasn't even bothered by the pain in her arm any more. She laughed until her face and her sides hurt. The others fell in. Their relief was obvious. Finally, the king broke free from the nurse's embrace. He reached out to Luna.


  “You saved me again.” His eyes were dark pools that threatened to drown her. She tried to look away but couldn't.


  “And the best thing is,” the nurse said, “that you'll stay king.”


  Vincente turned and frowned. “How come?”


  “Gustavo is the son of your father's lost elder brother. I helped his mother, what with her husband missing and all that. It was only for a fortnight. Then you were born so I had to fulfill my duty. She left the kingdom with her son soon after, looking for her husband.”


  “How can you be so sure it's Gustavo?”


  “Well, the late Royal Mechanic was your uncle. He showed me all his documents when I questioned him. He had left because he wanted to be a mechanic and not a king. I kept quiet about this discovery because you would have lost your throne had I talked.” The nurse beamed at him. “Gustavo is your uncle's only child, and his real name is Roberto. He resembles his father a lot. Also, he's got that tiny mole at the back of his neck that your aunt's baby had.” She caressed his cheek. “You'll be my little king forever. Although I do have to admit your new body will take some getting used to.”


  “Which takes us back to the fact that I still haven't thanked you.” The king turned to Luna again and took her right hand in his.


  Her fingers tingled, her breath caught, and she couldn't move. Her whole body ached, and she didn't know why. Surprisingly it soothed her injured arm. The way Vincente was looking at her, she knew he was looking right at the center of her soul. She could hide nothing from him. She opened her mouth to say something, but he was faster. With a small jerk, he pulled her close


  She moaned and turned until his body no longer pressed against her arm.


  “Oops, sorry,” he whispered and pressed his lips on hers.


  Something exploded in her mind, taking the world around her with it. Only Vincente still existed. She slung her healthy arm around him and kissed with all she was worth. He moaned and drew back a little.


  “My ribs,” he whispered.


  “Sorry.” She released him reluctantly.


  “It'll get better with time.” He kissed her again. “I want to live with you for the rest of my life. Will you do me the honor of becoming my queen?”


  Her answer was a long but careful kiss.


   


  The End
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  Bonus Story: A Robber's Tale


  “So, you came to turn yourself in? Why's that?” Werner Vogt, the town's chief bailiff, looked at the skinny youngster in front of him and frowned. The boy couldn't be much older than his own son. Fifteen summers at the most, but his face was nearly as pale as the whitewashed timber-frame walls of his office.


  “I'm a robber.” The youth's gaze darted around as if he expected something to jump him any minute. “I'm part of Redbeard's gang. You'll have to lock me up.”


  “So you say, but can you prove it? I'm not going to incarcerate someone as young as you without significant proof.” Vogt Werner picked up a quill and smoothed a piece of paper on his dark oak-wood writing desk to write down the alleged criminal's testimony. “As a member of his band, you surely know where he hides out, don't you?”


  The youth shivered. “He's probably in hell for all I know.”


  Werner's head snapped up. “He's dead?”


  “Dunno for sure.” The youngster wrapped his arms around his shoulders and hugged himself. “But with that thing coming after us, it's more'n likely.”


  “Boy,” Werner sighed with exasperation, “could you start at the beginning, please? This doesn't make sense at all.”


  The youth nodded and sniffed.


  “A few days ago, Redbeard caught me when I stole a loaf of bread from a tanner in Varenheide. He took me along to their hideout in the forest. It was the first warm place I've been invited to in years. Their larders were full of bread, venison and cheese, even butter. And they had warm clothes.” He fingered the slightly too big tunic he wore over his too short breeches. “So I joined them. I've never eaten as much as during that first night in my entire life. The next morning, Redbeard started…”


  “Wait a moment. How many members are in his band?” Werner dipped his quill into the ink once more.


  “Aside from me? Redbeard, One-Eyed Jack, Franzl, and Simple Joe.” The youth counted on his fingers and finally held up his hand. “Four.”


  Werner finished the last name with a flourish. “Go on with your tale, lad.”


  “As I said, the next morning, we started to plan our next robbery, which was going to be my first. I was a little worried but the thought of a warm place to stay and food on the table every day soon got rid of that notion. We planned for three days, then we were ready for the night's work. At dusk, we had an early dinner. And then, it happened.” He hugged himself closer and rocked his upper body until the chair he sat on creaked.


  “What happened?” Something had clearly terrified this youngster. Werner reached out and put a hand on the boy's shoulder. He used his gentlest voice. “If this is something that might endanger Bremen, I need to know.”


  “The devil came for us that night.”


  “The devil? Don't you think you're exaggerating a little?”


  “It was the devil. I swear!” The kid's eyes filled with tears, and he stared at Werner as if his life depended on the fact that the bailiff believed him. “I swear by all that's holy, by my immortal soul, and by my mother's grave that I saw the devil.”


  The youth's voice was barely more than a whisper but his vow cut through Werner like a knife. He began to tremble. Would he be capable enough to protect the town if the devil himself decided to pay a visit? “No doubt?”


  The youth nodded.


  “What did he look like?” Fear, anticipation, and curiosity tingled through Werner's body in equal measure.


  “He was gigantic, a black shadow up to the top of the window and then some. And the voice…” The youth pressed his hands on his ears as if the sound was still in his head. “I'll never forget the way he screamed his rage at us.”


  “I understand. Can you remember any physical features like his face or dress?” Despite his heavily thumping heart, Werner went through the usual routine. It was best if he got as good a description of the devil as possible. His men's life might depend on it if they had to face it.


  “When the devil crashed through our window, the lantern broke and died, so it was too dark to see much. But what I saw was more than enough.”


  Again, Werner had to reach out to reassure the shivering boy before he went on to describe the creature of this nightmare.


  “His hair was like feathers, not soft downs but the hard, cutting blades of a cockerel. He had several pony tails that lashed out at us. And there was a hard bit at the front, maybe some matted hair or the bone of a victim braided in. I couldn't see it clearly. With it, he attacked One-Eyed Jack until the man's face was covered in bruises as I later saw.


  “The devil's eyes were tiny but they glowed an eerie green. Their slits widened trying to swallow me, so I hid behind a bed-curtain as best I could. I probably cried. Also, he had claws on the sides of his face. When Redbeard tried to hit the devil's face with his club, it ripped away from the rest and shredded the boss’ face. From the tales I heard about him, I knew he'd killed many a man, but he screamed like a little girl and ran as fast as I've never before seen anyone run.


  “The bit below the devil's head was strange, not like a normal neck or shoulders. It had at least four arms but they didn't seem to have hands. Instead, it had gapping jaws with very sharp teeth snapping at everything and everyone. By this time, the devil had broken into multiple parts. I couldn't say how many. From my hiding place, I saw Franzl drop his weapon and run for his life. Simple Joe got knocked around by the devil's hooves. He flew through the hut like a rag doll and smashed into me and my curtain. We tumbled to the ground. Since all of the devil's parts were heading toward us, I fled as fast as I could with Joe on my heels. He was much slower due to his broken ribs.


  “We found the others in a nearby clearing. A little later, Redbeard decided to go back and kill the devil. Jack, Franzl, and Joe tried to stop him. I didn't much care. I curled up in a hollow below a root and vowed to never come back out. But Redbeard grabbed my collar and pulled me up as if I weighed nothing, and he dragged me along to the house. He wanted me to watch out for demons. I probably saw a million between the trees, but it was night and my eyes might have played tricks on me. Regardless, I didn't dare to utter a word. If I had, things might have gone differently…” His voice trailed off.


  Enthralled by the tale, Werner bent forward and patted the youngster's hand. “You're safe now. Neither Redbeard nor the devil will be able to harm you as long as I'm still breathing.”


  Hope flickered in the boy's eyes. “I wet my pants that night. Like a toddler.”


  “I would probably have done so too.” Werner tried to reassure the lad.


  “I couldn't see the fight between Redbeard and the devil, but it must have been horrible. The screams, the crashing and shouting and bumping. It was all too much. I bolted. Never knew whether Redbeard made it out alive. I raced past Jack, Franzl, and Joe, screaming a last warning their way and never stopped until I reached your office.”


  “You've done very well, boy.” Werner considered the youngster for a while. He would need his help to find the way to the house in the forest so he and his constables could verify the happenings, but he couldn't lock him up. Aside from filching food, the boy hadn't committed a crime, and after his scare, he'd surely never again consider anything remotely criminal. Also, he obviously needed some care and attention, something Werner's wife was showering her unwilling son with. Maybe, this boy would be able to ease the tension between the two. He smiled at his own idea and at the boy. “I'd like you to stay with me and my family for a while,” he said. “What's your name?”


   


  The End
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  includes the original and a bonus story


   


  Once upon a time in a world where magic and technology collide with unexpected consequences …


  When Martin helps a pregnant woman to flee from the king’s men, he doesn’t know that the twins she bears will change his solitary life forever.


  What if the Brother's Grimm misunderstood the dwarf in the original tale of "Snow White and Rose Red"?


   


  Get it on Amazon
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  includes the original and a bonus story


   


  Once upon a time in a world where magic and technology collide with unexpected consequences …


  As a mechanic, Tessa lives a dangerous live ever since the new king outlawed technology. Little does she suspect the true reason for this law. But when she discovers a hut in the forest with an obviously cursed inhabitant, she gets drawn into a political intrigue that might destroy not only the kingdom but her family too.


  What if the Brothers Grimm misjudged the strength and intent of the curse on “The Hut in the Forest”?


   


  Get it on Amazon
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  The Original: Beauty and the Beast


  Charles Perrault


  Once upon a time there lived a merchant who was exceedingly rich. He had six children — three boys and three girls — and being a sensible man he spared no expense upon their education, but engaged tutors of every kind for them. All his daughters were pretty, but the youngest especially was admired by everybody. When she was small she was known simply as ‘the little beauty,’ and this name stuck to her, causing a great deal of jealousy on the part of her sisters.


  This youngest girl was not only prettier than her sisters, but very much nicer. The two elder girls were very arrogant as a result of their wealth; they pretended to be great ladies, declining to receive the daughters of other merchants, and associating only with people of quality. Every day they went off to balls and theatres, and for walks in the park, with many a gibe at their little sister, who spent much of her time in reading good books.


  Now these girls were known to be very rich, and in consequence were sought in marriage by many prominent merchants. The two eldest said they would never marry unless they could find a duke, or at least a count. But Beauty — this, as I have mentioned, was the name by which the youngest was known — very politely thanked all who proposed marriage to her, and said that she was too young at present, and that she wished to keep her father company for several years yet.


  Suddenly the merchant lost his fortune, the sole property which remained to him being a small house in the country, a long way from the capital. With tears he broke it to his children that they would have to move to this house, where by working like peasants they might just be able to live.


  The two elder girls replied that they did not wish to leave the town, and that they had several admirers who would be only too happy to marry them, notwithstanding their loss of fortune. But the simple maidens were mistaken: their admirers would no longer look at them, now that they were poor. Everybody disliked them on account of their arrogance, and folks declared that they did not deserve pity: in fact, that it was a good thing their pride had had a fall — a turn at minding sheep would teach them how to play the fine lady! ‘But we are very sorry for Beauty's misfortune,’ everybody added; ‘she is such a dear girl, and was always so considerate to poor people: so gentle, and with such charming manners!‘


  There were even several worthy men who would have married her, despite the fact that she was now penniless; but she told them she could not make up her mind to leave her poor father in his misfortune, and that she intended to go with him to the country, to comfort him and help him to work. Poor Beauty had been very grieved at first over the loss of her fortune, but she said to herself:


  ‘However much I cry, I shall not recover my wealth, so I must try to be happy without it.’


  When they were established in the country the merchant and his family started working on the land. Beauty used to rise at four o'clock in the morning, and was busy all day looking after the house, and preparing dinner for the family. At first she found it very hard, for she was not accustomed to work like a servant, but at the end of a couple of months she grew stronger, and her health was improved by the work. When she had leisure she read, or played the harpsichord, or sang at her spinning-wheel.


  Her two sisters, on the other hand, were bored to death; they did not get up till ten o'clock in the morning, and they idled about all day. Their only diversion was to bemoan the beautiful clothes they used to wear and the company they used to keep. ‘Look at our little sister,’ they would say to each other; ‘her tastes are so low and her mind so stupid that she is quite content with this miserable state of affairs.’


  The good merchant did not share the opinion of his two daughters, for he knew that Beauty was more fitted to shine in company than her sisters. He was greatly impressed by the girl's good qualities, and especially by her patience — for her sisters, not content with leaving her all the work of the house, never missed an opportunity of insulting her.


  They had been living for a year in this seclusion when the merchant received a letter informing him that a ship on which he had some merchandise had just come safely home. The news nearly turned the heads of the two elder girls, for they thought that at last they would be able to quit their dull life in the country. When they saw their father ready to set out they begged him to bring them back dresses, furs, caps, and finery of every kind. Beauty asked for nothing, thinking to herself that all the money which the merchandise might yield would not be enough to satisfy her sisters’ demands.


  ‘You have not asked me for anything,’ said her father.


  ‘As you are so kind as to think of me,’ she replied, ‘please bring me a rose, for there are none here.’


  Beauty had no real craving for a rose, but she was anxious not to seem to disparage the conduct of her sisters. The latter would have declared that she purposely asked for nothing in order to be different from them.


  The merchant duly set forth; but when he reached his destination there was a law-suit over his merchandise, and after much trouble he returned poorer than he had been before. With only thirty miles to go before reaching home, he was already looking forward to the pleasure of seeing his children again, when he found he had to pass through a large wood. Here he lost himself. It was snowing horribly; the wind was so strong that twice he was thrown from his horse, and when night came on he made up his mind he must either die of hunger and cold or be eaten by the wolves that he could hear howling all about him.


  Suddenly he saw, at the end of a long avenue of trees, a strong light. It seemed to be some distance away, but he walked towards it, and presently discovered that it came from a large palace, which was all lit up.


  The merchant thanked heaven for sending him this help, and hastened to the castle. To his surprise, however, he found no one about in the courtyards. His horse, which had followed him, saw a large stable open and went in; and on finding hay and oats in readiness the poor animal, which was dying of hunger, set to with a will. The merchant tied him up in the stable, and approached the house, where he found not a soul. He entered a large room; here there was a good fire, and a table laden with food, but with a place laid for one only. The rain and snow had soaked him to the skin, so he drew near the fire to dry himself. ‘I am sure,’ he remarked to himself, ‘that the master of this house or his servants will forgive the liberty I am taking; doubtless they will be here soon.’


  He waited some considerable time; but eleven o'clock struck and still he had seen nobody. Being no longer able to resist his hunger he took a chicken and devoured it in two mouthfuls, trembling. Then he drank several glasses of wine, and becoming bolder ventured out of the room. He went through several magnificently furnished apartments, and finally found a room with a very good bed. It was now past midnight, and as he was very tired he decided to shut the door and go to bed.


  It was ten o'clock the next morning when he rose, and he was greatly astonished to find a new suit in place of his own, which had been spoilt. ‘This palace,’ he said to himself, ‘must surely belong to some good fairy, who has taken pity on my plight.’


  He looked out of the window. The snow had vanished, and his eyes rested instead upon arbours of flowers — a charming spectacle. He went back to the room where he had supped the night before, and found there a little table with a cup of chocolate on it. ‘I thank you, Madam Fairy,’ he said aloud, ‘for being so kind as to think of my breakfast.’


  Having drunk his chocolate the good man went forth to look for his horse. As he passed under a bower of roses he remembered that Beauty had asked for one, and he plucked a spray from a mass of blooms. The very same moment he heard a terrible noise, and saw a beast coming towards him which was so hideous that he came near to fainting.


  ‘Ungrateful wretch!’ said the Beast, in a dreadful voice; ‘I have saved your life by receiving you into my castle, and in return for my trouble you steal that which I love better than anything in the world — my roses. You shall pay for this with your life! I give you fifteen minutes to make your peace with Heaven.’


  The merchant threw himself on his knees and wrung his hands. ‘Pardon, my lord!’ he cried; ‘one of my daughters had asked for a rose, and I did not dream I should be giving offence by picking one.’


  ‘I am not called "my lord,"’ answered the monster, ‘but "The Beast." I have no liking for compliments, but prefer people to say what they think. Do not hope therefore to soften me by flattery. You have daughters, you say; well, I am willing to pardon you if one of your daughters will come, of her own choice, to die in your place. Do not argue with me — go! And swear that if your daughters refuse to die in your place you will come back again in three months.’


  The good man had no intention of sacrificing one of his daughters to this hideous monster, but he thought that at least he might have the pleasure of kissing them once again. He therefore swore to return, and the Beast told him he could go when he wished. ‘I do not wish you to go empty-handed,’ he added; ‘return to the room where you slept; you will find there a large empty box. Fill it with what you will; I will have it sent home for you.’


  With these words the Beast withdrew, leaving the merchant to reflect that if he must indeed die, at all events he would have the consolation of providing for his poor children.


  He went back to the room where he had slept. He found there a large number of gold pieces, and with these he filled the box the Beast had mentioned. Having closed the latter, he took his horse, which was still in the stable, and set forth from the palace, as melancholy now as he had been joyous when he entered it.


  The horse of its own accord took one of the forest roads, and in a few hours the good man reached his own little house. His children crowded round him, but at sight of them, instead of welcoming their caresses, he burst into tears. In his hand was the bunch of roses which he had brought for Beauty, and he gave it to her with these words:


  ‘Take these roses, Beauty; it is dearly that your poor father will have to pay for them.’


  Thereupon he told his family of the dire adventure which had befallen him. On hearing the tale the two elder girls were in a great commotion, and began to upbraid Beauty for not weeping as they did. ‘See to what her smugness has brought this young chit,’ they said; ‘surely she might strive to find some way out of this trouble, as we do! But oh, dear me, no; her ladyship is so determined to be different that she can speak of her father's death without a tear! ’


  ‘It would be quite useless to weep,’ said Beauty. ‘Why should I lament my father's death? He is not going to die. Since the monster agrees to accept a daughter instead, I intend to offer myself to appease his fury. It will be a happiness to do so, for in dying I shall have the joy of saving my father, and of proving to him my devotion.’


  ‘No, sister,’ said her three brothers; ‘you shall not die; we will go in quest of this monster, and will perish under his blows if we cannot kill him.’


  ‘Do not entertain any such hopes, my children,’ said the merchant; ‘the power of this Beast is so great that I have not the slightest expectation of escaping him. I am touched by the goodness of Beauty's heart, but I will not expose her to death. I am old and have not much longer to live; and I shall merely lose a few years that will be regretted only on account of you, my dear children.’


  ‘I can assure you, father,’ said Beauty, ‘that you will not go to this palace without me. You cannot prevent me from following you. Although I am young I am not so very deeply in love with life, and I would rather be devoured by this monster than die of the grief which your loss would cause me.’ Words were useless. Beauty was quite determined to go to this wonderful palace, and her sisters were not sorry, for they regarded her good qualities with deep jealousy.


  The merchant was so taken up with the sorrow of losing his daughter that he forgot all about the box which he had filled with gold. To his astonishment, when he had shut the door of his room and was about to retire for the night, there it was at the side of his bed! He decided not to tell his children that he had become so rich, for his elder daughters would have wanted to go back to town, and he had resolved to die in the country. He did confide his secret to Beauty, however, and the latter told him that during his absence they had entertained some visitors, amongst whom were two admirers of her sisters. She begged her father to let them marry; for she was of such a sweet nature that she loved them, and forgave them with all her heart the evil they had done her.


  When Beauty set off with her father the two heartless girls rubbed their eyes with an onion, so as to seem tearful; but her brothers wept in reality, as did also the merchant. Beauty alone did not cry, because she did not want to add to their sorrow.


  The horse took the road to the palace, and by evening they espied it, all lit up as before. An empty stable awaited the nag, and when the good merchant and his daughter entered the great hall, they found there a table magnificently laid for two people. The merchant had not the heart to eat, but Beauty, forcing herself to appear calm, sat down and served him. Since the Beast had provided such splendid fare, she thought to herself, he must presumably be anxious to fatten her up before eating her.


  When they had finished supper they heard a terrible noise. With tears the merchant bade farewell to his daughter, for he knew it was the Beast. Beauty herself could not help trembling at the awful apparition, but she did her best to compose herself. The Beast asked her if she had come of her own free will, and she timidly answered that such was the case.


  ‘You are indeed kind,’ said the Beast, ‘and I am much obliged to you. You, my good man, will depart to-morrow morning, and you must not think of coming back again. Good-bye, Beauty!’


  ‘Good-bye, Beast!’ she answered.


  Thereupon the monster suddenly disappeared.


  ‘Daughter,’ said the merchant, embracing Beauty, ‘I am nearly dead with fright. Let me be the one to stay here!’


  ‘No, father,’ said Beauty, firmly, ‘you must go to-morrow morning, and leave me to the mercy of Heaven. Perhaps pity will be taken on me.’


  They retired to rest, thinking they would not sleep at all during the night, but they were hardly in bed before their eyes were closed in sleep. In her dreams there appeared to Beauty a lady, who said to her:


  ‘Your virtuous character pleases me, Beauty. In thus undertaking to give your life to save your father you have performed an act of goodness which shall not go unrewarded.’


  When she woke up Beauty related this dream to her father. He was somewhat consoled by it, but could not refrain from loudly giving vent to his grief when the time came to tear himself away from his beloved child.


  As soon as he had gone Beauty sat down in the great hall and began to cry. But she had plenty of courage, and after imploring divine protection she determined to grieve no more during the short time she had yet to live.


  She was convinced that the Beast would devour her that night, but made up her mind that in the interval she would walk about and have a look at this beautiful castle, the splendour of which she could not but admire.


  Imagine her surprise when she came upon a door on which were the words ‘Beauty's Room'! She quickly opened this door, and was dazzled by the magnificence of the appointments within. ‘They are evidently anxious that I should not be dull,’ she murmured, as she caught sight of a large bookcase, a harpsichord, and several volumes of music. A moment later another thought crossed her mind. ‘If I had only a day to spend here,’ she reflected, ‘such provision would surely not have been made for me.’


  This notion gave her fresh courage. She opened the bookcase, and found a book in which was written, in letters of gold:


  ‘Ask for anything you wish: you are mistress of all here.’


  ‘Alas!’ she said with a sigh, ‘my only wish is to see my poor father, and to know what he is doing.’


  As she said this to herself she glanced at a large mirror. Imagine her astonishment when she perceived her home reflected in it, and saw her father just approaching. Sorrow was written on his face; but when her sisters came to meet him it was impossible not to detect, despite the grimaces with which they tried to simulate grief, the satisfaction they felt at the loss of their sister. In a moment the vision faded away, yet Beauty could not but think that the Beast was very kind, and that she had nothing much to fear from him.


  At midday she found the table laid, and during her meal she enjoyed an excellent concert, though the performers were invisible. But in the evening, as she was about to sit down at the table, she heard the noise made by the Beast, and quaked in spite of herself.


  ‘Beauty,’ said the monster to her, ‘may I watch you have your supper?’


  ‘You are master here,’ said the trembling Beauty.


  ‘Not so,’ replied the Beast; ‘it is you who are mistress; you have only to tell me to go, if my presence annoys you, and I will go immediately. Tell me, now, do you not consider me very ugly?’


  ‘I do,’ said Beauty, ‘since I must speak the truth; but I think you are also very kind.’


  ‘It is as you say,’ said the monster; ‘and in addition to being ugly, I lack intelligence. As I am well aware, I am a mere beast.’


  ‘It is not the way with stupid people,’ answered Beauty, ‘to admit a lack of intelligence. Fools never realise it.’


  ‘Sup well, Beauty,’ said the monster, ‘and try to banish dulness from your home — for all about you is yours, and I should be sorry to think you were not happy.’


  ‘You are indeed kind,’ said Beauty. ‘With one thing, I must own, I am well pleased, and that is your kind heart. When I think of that you no longer seem to be ugly.’


  ‘Oh yes,’ answered the Beast, ‘I have a good heart, right enough, but I am a monster.’


  ‘There are many men,’ said Beauty, ‘who make worse monsters than you, and I prefer you, notwithstanding your looks, to those who under the semblance of men hide false, corrupt, and ungrateful hearts.’


  The Beast replied that if only he had a grain of wit he would compliment her in the grand style by way of thanks; but that being so stupid he could only say he was much obliged.


  Beauty ate with a good appetite, for she now had scarcely any fear of the Beast. But she nearly died of fright when he put this question to her:


  ‘Beauty, will you be my wife?’


  For some time she did not answer, fearing lest she might anger the monster by her refusal. She summoned up courage at last to say, rather fearfully, ‘No, Beast!’


  The poor monster gave forth so terrible a sigh that the noise of it went whistling through the whole palace. But to Beauty's speedy relief the Beast sadly took his leave and left the room, turning several times as he did so to look once more at her. Left alone, Beauty was moved by great compassion for this poor Beast. ‘What a pity he is so ugly,’ she said, ‘for he is so good.’


  Beauty passed three months in the palace quietly enough. Every evening the Beast paid her a visit, and entertained her at supper by a display of much good sense, if not with what the world calls wit. And every day Beauty was made aware of fresh kindnesses on the part of the monster. Through seeing him often she had become accustomed to his ugliness, and far from dreading the moment of his visit, she frequently looked at her watch to see if it was nine o'clock, the hour when the Beast always appeared.


  One thing alone troubled Beauty; every evening, before retiring to bed, the monster asked her if she would be his wife, and seemed overwhelmed with grief when she refused. One day she said to him:


  ‘You distress me, Beast. I wish I could marry you, but I cannot deceive you by allowing you to believe that that can ever be. I will always be your friend — be content with that.’


  ‘Needs must,’ said the Beast. ‘But let me make the position plain. I know I am very terrible, but I love you very much, and I shall be very happy if you will only remain here. Promise that you will never leave me.’


  Beauty blushed at these words. She had seen in her mirror that her father was stricken down by the sorrow of having lost her, and she wished very much to see him again. ‘I would willingly promise to remain with you always,’ she said to the Beast, ‘but I have so great a desire to see my father again that I shall die of grief if you refuse me this boon.’


  ‘I would rather die myself than cause you grief,’ said the monster. ‘I will send you back to your father. You shall stay with him, and your Beast shall die of sorrow at your departure.’


  ‘No, no,’ said Beauty, crying; ‘I like you too much to wish to cause your death. I promise you I will return in eight days. You have shown me that my sisters are married, and that my brothers have joined the army. My father is all alone; let me stay with him one week.’


  ‘You shall be with him to-morrow morning,’ said the Beast. ‘But remember your promise. All you have to do when you want to return is to put your ring on a table when you are going to bed. Good-bye, Beauty!’


  As usual, the Beast sighed when he said these last words, and Beauty went to bed quite down-hearted at having grieved him.


  When she woke the next morning she found she was in her father's house. She rang a little bell which stood by the side of her bed, and it was answered by their servant, who gave a great cry at sight of her. The good man came running at the noise, and was overwhelmed with joy at the sight of his dear daughter. Their embraces lasted for more than a quarter of an hour. When their transports had subsided, it occurred to Beauty that she had no clothes to put on; but the servant told her that she had just discovered in the next room a chest full of dresses trimmed with gold and studded with diamonds. Beauty felt grateful to the Beast for this attention, and having selected the simplest of the gowns she bade the servant pack up the others, as she wished to send them as presents to her sisters. The words were hardly out of her mouth when the chest disappeared. Her father expressed the opinion that the Beast wished her to keep them all for herself, and in a trice dresses and chest were back again where they were before.


  When Beauty had dressed she learned that her sisters, with their husbands, had arrived. Both were very unhappy. The eldest had wedded an exceedingly handsome man, but the latter was so taken up with his own looks that he studied them from morning to night, and despised his wife's beauty. The second had married a man with plenty of brains, but he only used them to pay insults to everybody — his wife first and foremost.


  The sisters were greatly mortified when they saw Beauty dressed like a princess, and more beautiful than the dawn. Her caresses were ignored, and the jealousy which they could not stifle only grew worse when she told them how happy she was. Out into the garden went the envious pair, there to vent their spleen to the full.


  ‘Why should this chit be happier than we are?’ each demanded of the other; ‘are we not much nicer than she is?’


  ‘Sister,’ said the elder, ‘I have an idea. Let us try to persuade her to stay here longer than the eight days. Her stupid Beast will fly into a rage when he finds she has broken her word, and will very likely devour her.’


  ‘You are right, sister,’ said the other; ‘but we must make a great fuss of her if we are to make the plan successful.’


  With this plot decided upon they went upstairs again, and paid such attention to their little sister that Beauty wept for joy. When the eight days had passed the two sisters tore their hair, and showed such grief over her departure that she promised to remain another eight days.


  Beauty reproached herself, nevertheless, with the grief she was causing to the poor Beast; moreover, she greatly missed not seeing him. On the tenth night of her stay in her father's house she dreamed that she was in the palace garden, where she saw the Beast lying on the grass nearly dead, and that he upbraided her for her ingratitude. Beauty woke up with a start, and burst into tears.


  ‘I am indeed very wicked,’ she said, ‘to cause so much grief to a Beast who has shown me nothing but kindness. Is it his fault that he is so ugly, and has so few wits? He is good, and that makes up for all the rest. Why did I not wish to marry him? I should have been a good deal happier with him than my sisters are with their husbands. It is neither good looks nor brains in a husband that make a woman happy; it is beauty of character, virtue, kindness. All these qualities the Beast has. I admit I have no love for him, but he has my esteem, friendship, and gratitude. At all events I must not make him miserable, or I shall reproach myself all my life.’


  With these words Beauty rose and placed her ring on the table.


  Hardly had she returned to her bed than she was asleep, and when she woke the next morning she saw with joy that she was in the Beast's palace. She dressed in her very best on purpose to please him, and nearly died of impatience all day, waiting for nine o'clock in the evening. But the clock struck in vain: no Beast appeared. Beauty now thought she must have caused his death, and rushed about the palace with loud despairing cries. She looked everywhere, and at last, recalling her dream, dashed into the garden by the canal, where she had seen him in her sleep. There she found the poor Beast lying unconscious, and thought he must be dead. She threw herself on his body, all her horror of his looks forgotten, and, feeling his heart still beat, fetched water from the canal and threw it on his face.


  The Beast opened his eyes and said to Beauty:


  ‘You forgot your promise. The grief I felt at having lost you made me resolve to die of hunger; but I die content since I have the pleasure of seeing you once more.’


  ‘Dear Beast, you shall not die,’ said Beauty; ‘you shall live and become my husband. Here and now I offer you my hand, and swear that I will marry none but you. Alas, I fancied I felt only friendship for you, but the sorrow I have experienced clearly proves to me that I cannot live without you.’


  Beauty had scarce uttered these words when the castle became ablaze with lights before her eyes: fireworks, music — all proclaimed a feast. But these splendours were lost on her: she turned to her dear Beast, still trembling for his danger.


  Judge of her surprise now! At her feet she saw no longer the Beast, who had disappeared, but a prince, more beautiful than Love himself, who thanked her for having put an end to his enchantment. With good reason were her eyes riveted upon the prince, but she asked him nevertheless where the Beast had gone.


  ‘You see him at your feet,’ answered the prince. ‘A wicked fairy condemned me to retain that form until some beautiful girl should consent to marry me, and she forbade me to betray any sign of intelligence. You alone in all the world could show yourself susceptible to the kindness of my character, and in offering you my crown I do but discharge the obligation that I owe you.’


  In agreeable surprise Beauty offered her hand to the handsome prince, and assisted him to rise. Together they repaired to the castle, and Beauty was overcome with joy to find, assembled in the hall, her father and her entire family. The lady who had appeared to her in her dream had had them transported to the castle.


  ‘Beauty,’ said this lady (who was a celebrated fairy), ‘come and receive the reward of your noble choice. You preferred merit to either beauty or wit, and you certainly deserve to find these qualities combined in one person. It is your destiny to become a great queen, but I hope that the pomp of royalty will not destroy your virtues. As for you, ladies,’ she continued, turning to Beauty's two sisters, ‘I know your hearts and the malice they harbour. Your doom is to become statues, and under the stone that wraps you round to retain all your feelings. You will stand at the door of your sister's palace, and I can visit no greater punishment upon you than that you shall be witnesses of her happiness. Only when you recognise your faults can you return to your present shape, and I am very much afraid that you will be statues for ever. Pride, ill-temper, greed, and laziness can all be corrected, but nothing short of a miracle will turn a wicked and envious heart.’


  In a trice, with a tap of her hand, the fairy transported them all to the prince's realm, where his subjects were delighted to see him again. He married Beauty, and they lived together for a long time in happiness the more perfect because it was founded on virtue.
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