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THIS IS THE FOREST PRIMEVAL, where the murmuring pines and hemlocks, bearded with moss, stand like Druids of eld, and the young elms sway like sailors in the eleventh hour of a twelve-hour liberty. This is the forest primeval, where golden eyes and white fangs flash silently in the ever-present twilight, and the roe startles and leaps at a rustle in the dry leaves. This is the forest primeval, where it is lunchtime.


In fact, it’s pretty much always lunchtime in the forest primeval, or even in the forest contemporary, which makes more use of open space and natural light, and attracts a younger crowd of predators. There are always big carnivores looking for meals, although some are more finicky than others. Wolves and bears will happily feast on a dead carcass, but the lion and the panther like to kill their own dinner. Dragons, too, prefer fresh meat. And they like it roasted.


There was a very slight movement at the edge of the clearing. Terry thought it could have been a dragon. It was hard to see. The sun was high and bright, and the distant trees cast deep shadows. The leaves had already turned color. In another month the woods would be bare of leaves, but now the foliage was still thick on the trees, and the shadows beneath those trees were dark enough to conceal something big, and the birds in those trees had suddenly become silent. That hinted at the presence of a predator, and not in a subtle way, either. These birds not only refused to sing, they were ready to swear that they had been on the opposite side of the forest on this particular day and had five friends to vouch for them. Away from the trees, in the center of the meadow, a skinned goat sizzled on a spit. Beneath it, a small fire was steadily burning down to coals. On his own side of the meadow, Terry held his lance steady and peered through the trunks, keeping his horse away from the open space and out of sight.


A stout man in a rough leather jerkin was standing at the head of the horse, one hand resting on the bridle, the other holding a bottle with a garishly printed label. “It’s not coming,” he said. “The mix is all wrong, I tell you. Rosemary and mint, that’s what we should have used. It’s a well-known recipe.”


“That’s for lamb, Huggins. This is a goat,” said the young man in the saddle. “This is the recipe we want. Besides, those are magical herbs out there. I bought that seasoning from a first-rate magician. He said dragons go crazy for it.”


Huggins read the label on the empty bottle: Sizzlin’ Sorcerer Barbeque Sauce—Old Family Recipe. “Sure.” He tossed the bottle away. Then he slipped a few paces back, behind the horse, out of Terry’s line of sight, removed a tin flask from a pocket of his jerkin, extracted the cork, and took a hefty swallow. “I was thinking, Sire,” he said. “I was wondering if perhaps you could give me my wages along about now.”


Terry kept his eyes fixed on the woods. The motion he thought he saw had not reappeared. “Huggins, you know there’s no money until the rents come due. Then I’ll pay you. Have I ever failed to pay you?”


“No, Sire.” Huggins had the kind of round, jovial face that inspires immediate confidence in young children and none at all in adults. “But then, suppose—just suppose—something was to happen to you, say, on the way home. After you slay this dragon. Perhaps you fall ill, let’s say. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to leave me financially strained.”


Again there was a flicker of movement among the trees. Terry narrowed his eyes. “Huggins, this unusual concern with my well-being transmits a certain air of insecurity. Am I to infer that my faithful squire lacks faith in my abilities?”


“Not at all, Sire, not at all,” his faithful squire assured him. “You can count on my steadfast loyalty, Sire. If you say you can slay a dragon, I do not doubt you. But then, I expect the other nine knights also had faith in their own abilities. And they…”


“They had squires who stayed sober.”


“Just a little nip to steady my nerves, Sire.”


“By now your nerves should be steady enough to support a billiard table. Put the flask away. And throw some more water on the horse.”


Huggins dipped a bucket into a shallow stream and splashed water on Terry. The knight wore armor, but the armor was covered with wet blankets. “On the horse, Huggins.” The horse was draped with blankets also, brown and gray wool to fit in amongst the trees. But you couldn’t cover the legs, not if you wanted to get up any speed, and Terry knew the horse was not going to survive this day. It shifted its feet, showing its nervousness. Terry patted it on the neck and murmured calming words. Other knights had told him they talked to their horses, soothing the animals, encouraging them before battle, with good results. Terry’s horse rolled its eyes every time he spoke to it, although it was impossible for him to tell if this meant the horse was afraid or if it thought Terry was an idiot. He gave up, and said aloud, “Nine knights in ten years. That’s really not too bad for a dragon this size. It’s fewer than one per year.”


“It’s a hundred percent casualty rate, Sire. In the great and honorable game of knights against dragons, this one is an undefeated champion. You know, Sire?” Huggins went on, as if the thought had just occurred to him. “We can still turn and walk away from this. There’s no shame in it. No one back home knows we came down here.”


“We can’t go back without trying, Huggins. We have our responsibilities. This dragon has been terrorizing the locals for a decade. These honest, hardworking peasants, slaving away in the fields, those innocent young children, cowering in their hovels, all of them living in fear, never knowing if the next moment might bring the dreaded…”


“You never worried about the peasants before, Sire.”


“The reward wasn’t big enough then.”


“What reward? You mean the bounty? It still isn’t very big. Wait for a while. Let it kill a few more knights, and they might start offering real money.”


“Not the bounty, Huggins. There is another reward. The real reward. The hand of the princess in marriage.”


This time both his squire and his horse rolled their eyes. Huggins offered up his flask. “Take a drink, Sire. Maybe it will clear your head. If this is about some girl…”


“Put it away, Huggins. Now. And it’s not some girl, it’s the most wonderful girl in the kingdom. The most beautiful, adorable, delightful girl in all the Twenty Kingdoms. The sweetest, the fairest, the most charming…um…graceful…let’s see…”


“Winsome,” Huggins suggested.


“Win some, lose some, this is no time for philosophy. The princess—whoa! There it is!”


Huggins snapped the flask away from his lips. He ran forward, almost to the edge of the meadow, looked out, and immediately backed up. “Son of a bitch!” He tried to jam the flask into his belt, found as usual that a roll of fat prevented this, and fumbled it into the pocket of his jerkin. He grabbed the bucket and began furiously splashing water on Terry.


Terry watched the dragon. It was a normal-sized dragon, which meant it was pretty damn big. Its shoulders stood as high as the horse, and the body was twice as long. The menacing tail added more to the length. It seemed to made entirely of teeth, claws, and muscle covered with thick scales. It had emerged from the cover of the wood, but was still cautious about going into the meadow, sniffing the air, stalking back and forth along the tree line, turning its head to look at the roasting goat from one side, then the other. A few drops of saliva ran down one side of its mouth. A thin tendril of smoke drifted from the other side.


A face full of water obscured Terry’s view.


He pushed up his visor to wipe his eyes. “That’s enough, Huggins. We’re wet already. Why are you acting so surprised? We’ve been stalking this thing for three weeks. Get a grip, man.”


“Yes, Sire. You said you were tracking it.” The squire already had another bucket of water. He turned around, looking for something else to throw it on. “But in all honesty, Sire, your skills as a tracker aren’t worth spit. Mostly you were just riding around and asking people if they’d seen a dragon lately. And they always said yes. And then they sent us to some god-awful swamp or briar patch, or up some cliff. I thought they were just having you on.”


“You’re not a trusting soul, are you, Huggins?” The knight spoke without taking his eyes off the dragon. It stopped moving and stared intently at the roasting goat. Fat dripped into the fire, causing tendrils of flame to lick at the meat. A puff of fragrant smoke reached the animal’s nostrils. The dragon began slavering. Strings of drool extended from its jaws. It was a thoroughly disgusting sight, but Terry smiled. He had the beast locked in now. It wasn’t going to leave without its dinner.


“Huggins!” he said sharply. His squire had been staring at the dragon with horrified fascination and slowly backing away. “Get the hammer and the horse spike!”


Huggins snapped back to reality. He rummaged in the duffel bags until he came up with a mallet and thick spike. He held them up for Terry’s inspection.


Terry nodded. “Huggins, this horse is going to be injured. I don’t want it to suffer. As soon as you can approach safely, put the horse out of its misery. Do this even before you attend to me. Got it?” Huggins nodded, wide-eyed. Before he could say anything, the dragon charged.


A flock of grouse erupted from the field. Terry snapped down his visor, gripped his lance more tightly, and leaned forward in the saddle. Wait for it, wait for it, he told himself. Dragons were fast. They could outrun a horse on level ground. Let him get the goat. Let him get distracted. The beast was almost at the goat before Terry gave his horse the spurs.


His visor narrowed his field of vision to a bright band of meadow, sunlight, and scaly beast. It reached the goat. Terry heard quite clearly the crunch of teeth through the ribs. Then the only sound seemed to be the thunder of hooves. The dragon grew larger and larger in his vision. It hunkered down over the goat, and Terry aimed the iron-tipped lance at a spot between the shoulder and the neck. He’d been told that if you could get the point through the scales, and if you missed the shoulder bones, you could drive the lance right through to the heart. Then the dragon lifted its head, and Terry switched his aim to the throat. The books all said that the scales were thinner here, and you could get a killing blow to the neck. Then the dragon saw Terry.


Swallow, thought Terry. Swallow, damn you. The dragon had the goat hanging out of both sides of its jaws. If it swallowed, the goat would be in its throat, and Terry would have extra precious moments before the dragon could spew flame.


Regrettably, he was up against a dragon with a strong work ethic, the kind that knew business came first. It dropped the goat on the ground, spread its jaws wide, and roared.


The horse almost turned aside, and that was very nearly the end of it, but it was a good horse and responded well to pressure from Terry’s knees and his hand on its neck. It lowered its head and charged faster. The dragon stood its ground. Terry aimed his lance at the open mouth. And the dragon flamed him.


It seemed to happen instantly. One moment he was staring at an incredible number of incredibly large and crooked teeth. In the next moment he was engulfed in fire. Every inch of his skin suddenly felt like it had been burned raw and dipped in salt water. An instant later the pain filled his lungs. The dragon disappeared behind a wall of bright orange. The horse screamed and stumbled. Terry felt his lance strike something hard. He tried to hold on to it, but the horse fell from beneath him, and he was lifted up and flung away. The orange light vanished. He had a brief glimpse of blue sky. He had a briefer glimpse of tan grass. He got a good long view of blackness.


When he came back to consciousness he was looking at a circle of concerned faces. Someone had removed his helmet. Cool air was blowing across his skin. He greeted them with paroxysm of prolonged coughing, which they seemed to find reassuring, as the oldest man turned around, and shouted, “He’s alive!” Terry heard cheering. There were people streaming across the field—local villagers—Terry recognized some of them from his visit yesterday. Eager hands helped him to his feet.


“Name’s Brimble,” said the oldest man. He was portly, with a neatly trimmed white beard. “I’m the mayor of Dasgut Village. I believe you stayed at my inn yesterday. Take it easy now, son. It tossed you a pretty fair distance.”


Terry got his coughing under control. “Is it dead?” He looked around, but saw no sign of the dragon. Huggins, on the other hand, was coming across the meadow.


“Dead, dead, dead. Yes, sir. We found it in the woods with a lance through its head. A very professional job, through the roof of the mouth and into the skull, just like the books said. You have a nice little bounty coming to you, good Sir Knight. Come on back to my inn, and I’ll get the paperwork going. This is a joyous day for us. For years that dragon has forced us to lock ourselves in our homes. And only eat boiled meat.”


Someone got the idea of ringing the church bell. More people were streaming across the meadow from the direction of the village. Others were coming in from the fields. There were even a couple of soldiers on horseback.


“I’ve already sent a messenger to the king. He’ll be very pleased. He’s been waiting a long time for something like this to happen.” Brimble winked. “I’m sure that as soon as he hears about it, he’ll be running to his daughter with the good news.”


The crowd of people grew, gathering around the two of them with interest and awe. Little children ran out of wattle-and-thatch homes, joined the crowd, and squirmed their way to the front. Terry recognized that a theatrical gesture was called for. He stood up straight. His body felt like one large bruise, but he did his best to strike a noble pose. “And I shall be running to her side,” he declaimed, placing a hand on his chest. “For although the hand of the princess is now mine, my heart shall forever belong to her. My passion burns like the flame of that dragon, my thoughts are with her always. Inseparable, united by love, the beautiful Princess Gloria and I will never part…”


“Jane,” interrupted Brimble.


“What?”


“Princess Jane, good Sir Knight.”


Terry looked at the surrounding throng. No one said anything. In fact, most of the people seemed to be trying to avoid his eyes, except for the two soldiers, who were looking at him sternly. “Gloria,” he said firmly. “Princess Gloria of Medulla. I know her well.”


“Ah,” said Brimble, nodding sagely. “I see where the trouble lies. No, Sir Knight, you are no longer in Medulla. You crossed the border into Oblongata.”


Terry pointed. “That stream is the border. We’re on the Medulla side of it.”


“Not anymore.” One of the soldiers stopped his horse and joined in the conversation.


“That’s right,” said Brimble. “Who would think that they’d finally settle that border dispute after all these years? But they signed a treaty just a fortnight ago, and the border between Medulla and Oblongata shifted about three miles. Our Village of Dasgut changed possession. King Dafoe is our regent now, and Princess Jane is his only daughter. And your bride-to-be, of course.”


Terry looked at him with horror. “Princess Jane Dafoe of Oblongata? Crazy Jane Dafoe?”


Brimble sucked his breath in sharply. He looked nervously up at the soldier, then back at Terry. “Really, Sir Knight, crazy is a most ungallant term. It’s hardly fair to apply it to a simple, warm­hearted girl like the Princess Jane. One might simply say that she marches to the beat of a different drummer.”


The townspeople around them nodded, and Terry heard low murmurs of agreement. “Not crazy, really.”


“Eccentric, more like.”


“Unconventional.”


“Perhaps a bit quirky.”


“Totally batshit,” said the soldier, resting his hand on his sword.


“She talks to animals!” said Terry.


“And why should anyone have a problem with that?” said Brimble. “It’s not uncommon for girls to murmur words of endearment to their little puppies and kittens. It’s rather charming, in fact. And who’s to say that there’s no point to it? I myself had a hound dog like that. A wonderful dog, and very intelligent. He’d look at you and thump his tail, and you would swear he understood every word you said.”


“To dead animals!”


“The ability to commune with spirits should not be gainsaid,” counseled Brimble. “Can you deny that there are some among us whose senses seem to extend beyond our own, who hold powers that cannot be explained by natural philosophy? Does an afterlife exist for beasts as well as humans? Consider that when our animal companions have crossed the void into that nether world, their voices may indeed…”


“Dead cooked animals! Long, involved conversations with pot roasts!”


“Let me explain something,” said the mounted soldier. He was trying to keep a friendly tone, but he wasn’t trying very hard. The way he leaned over Terry, and the way the other soldier pressed in, carried an undeniable air of menace. “When you perform a service to the kingdom, like you just did, and the king offers his daughter’s hand in marriage, it’s not just a tradition. It’s a point of honor, right? You don’t marry his daughter, it’s like you’re disrespecting her. Which is not a good thing. Because if you disrespect his daughter, it’s like you’re disrespecting the king. It’s an insult.”


“And you don’t want to insult our king,” said the second soldier.


“That’s right, you don’t. So you’re going to see King Dafoe and claim your reward, understand? Nice and respectful, like. And to make sure you don’t get lost and accidentally wander off somewhere, we’re going to escort you to him.”


“Because he’s been trying to marry off his loony daughter for years,” said the second soldier.


“Shut up,” said the first soldier. “Now, my personal advice to you is that when you meet the king, you show that you’re real happy about his generous offer of matrimony. Then he won’t be ordering us to defend his honor.”


“Me?” said Terry with surprise. “Meet the…ah, I see the cause of the misunderstanding. You think I slew the dragon. Not at all, not at all. Pardon me for not making myself clear. When I said I slew the dragon, of course I was speaking not for myself, but on behalf of my master, the brave Sir Huggins.” He threw out his arms and gestured expansively across the meadow, where Huggins was approaching, with the mallet and horse spike in his hands.


“Him?” said Brimble, in a tone of voice that people often used when talking about Huggins.


“The bravest and most gallant knight ever to grace the Twenty Kingdoms. There is no other knight that can compare with him. Please don’t let his appearance fool you. He likes to adopt a common manner and dress, so as to humble himself. When you’re as skilled as Sir Huggins, it’s too easy to become prideful, he tells me. Just treat him as you would anyone else. He prefers it.”


“But you’re wearing armor,” said the first soldier.


“It belongs to Sir Huggins. He bade me put it on. He’s very thoughtful that way. ‘Terry,’ he said to me, ‘I slay dragons like other men swat flies, but this one may be dangerous to you, my faithful squire. Take my armor and put it on, that you may be protected. I shall fight the beast without it. Virtue, and the grace of the King, are all the armor I need.’ I tell you, tears came to my eyes when he spoke to me thus.”


“Sure,” said the soldier doubtfully. He tugged on his reins and walked his horse over to Huggins, who was just then coming into earshot. “You, sir,” he demanded. “Did you kill that beast?”


Huggins had unslung his pack and put the mallet and spike away. Now he looked at his hands. “Had to,” he said regretfully. “They’re no good to anyone in that condition. It’s a tough job, but really the only thing you can do is put them down.”


The crowd nodded. The soldier was not convinced. “You put your steel through its head? You and you alone? You swear this?”


“Oh yes.” Huggins patted his pockets, searching for his flask. “Best way to do it. A quick blow, right in the forehead. They hardly feel it. You don’t want them to suffer, do you?” He uncorked his flask, which turned out to be empty. He gave it a look of reproach.


“Um, I suppose not,” said the soldier, who had never really concerned himself with a dragon’s feelings.


“You have to be merciful, you know. They’re just dumb animals. They don’t understand why sometimes we have to kill them.”


“I guess you’re right. Well, sir.” The soldier made up his mind. “Let me congratulate you.” He bowed from his horse.


“Huh? What for? I just did what had to be done.”


“He is modest,” Brimble confirmed to his people. They murmured their assent. Raising his voice, and striding over to Huggins, he said, “And let me, sir, be the first to buy you a drink.”


“Why do—a drink, did you say? Why yes, thank you. I could go with a cool one about now.”


“And I’ll buy the next one,” said the soldier.


“Thank you.”


“The first of many rounds, I’m sure,” said Brimble. He threw an arm around Huggins’ shoulders. “Come on back to my inn, sir, and keep your money in your pocket, for the people of Dasgut will wine you and feast you. Tonight we celebrate!”


“That’s very generous of you,” said Huggins. He looked around for Terry, who had quietly disappeared. “A celebration, eh? Well, you can tell me about it over a pint.”




A LONG TIME AGO, when the world was yet unexplored, and every voyage was an adventure, even the most knowledgeable cartographers would write on the edge of their maps the foreboding words, “Here be Dragons.” Sometimes they drew little pictures to go with it. These words and icons marked the boundary of the known world. From beyond these borders were returned only hints of information, in ships’ logs, in explorers’ journals, in the legends and songs of mysterious natives. Except in the case of the Twenty Kingdoms, that cluster of fairy-tale countries that lay in a broad band between the mountains and the sea. Their cartographers also wrote “Here be Dragons” at the edge of their maps, but they were likely to put it in the center as well. And at the bottom. Or the top, and the sides. Wherever it was needed, because the wretched beasts had a nasty way of poking up where they were least wanted. Which was pretty much anywhere.


It produced a certain amount of tension between the cartographers and the town fathers. The town fathers thought it was bad for business to be associated with dragons. When a new map was about to be released they would send a letter to the cartographer. They would point out that their village had excellent restaurants, that the local brews were superb, that the taxes were kept reasonably low and the streets were kept clean. They would say that the nearby forest was lush and green, and the surrounding farmland was rich and fertile. They would mention the fresh air and the friendly people. They would vehemently deny that the brand-new performing arts center, designed and built by an award-winning architectural firm, was sinking at a rate of four inches per year. All in all, they would say, their village was a wonderful place to raise a family or start a new business, and taking into consideration its many superior qualities, surely it was only fair to disregard that teensy bit of unpleasantness with the dragon?


The cartographer would not be persuaded. He would set aside his reference books, take up his quill, and eventually send back a polite, noncommittal letter saying that all sources of information had been carefully checked, and perhaps enclose a coupon for forty percent off the new edition. Then he would publish his map exactly as he intended. Usually that was the end of the matter. Sometimes the debate grew acrimonious. Sometimes letters would fly back and forth, lawsuits would be threatened, and the cartographer would have to play his trump card. He would hint darkly that if he chose to do so, he could mention things that were worse than dragons.


Invariably that was enough to make his critics shut up. For everyone knew that while the Twenty Kingdoms were lands of magic and enchantment, of gallant knights and lovely ladies, of stone and moss and oak and crystal and wild, fierce, beautiful vistas, they did indeed contain some things that were much worse than dragons.




EVEN UNDER THE BEST OF CONDITIONS, the city of Sulcus was not a pleasant place to live. In the summer it was hot and damp, and in the winter it was cold and damp. It was a good place from which to govern, because it was located nearly in the center of Medulla, but people who were not connected with the palace tended to move to Occipital on the coast, which had nice beaches and a better climate. Occipital, being a port city, also had better night life. Most Sulcuns did not agree with this. They pointed out that Sulcus had the museums, the monuments, the university, the library, and in general was a center of learning and culture. Sulcuns generally thought of Occipitans as frivolous beach-combing deadbeats. Occipitans replied that Sulcuns were boring stick-in-the-muds who didn’t know how to party.


Sulcuns tended to take this personally.


It was a chilly, wet, overcast autumn day all across Medulla, the air heavy with moisture that was too thick for mist and not quite heavy enough for rain. In Sulcus the wind blew the smoke from the chimneys down into the streets, where it added to the murk and mist. In the center of the city the white stone walls of Medulla Palace rose like chalk cliffs above a foggy lake. It was not a day for waiting outside. The streets were muddy, the shop windows were gray with condensation, and in the barren branches the birds fluffed their feathers and eyed Mina with disapproval. The girl was standing beneath a tree, at the edge of a small square near the center of the city. She was the smallest and youngest of the palace maids. She had a coin in her hands and was desperately afraid of losing it. She had knotted it into a piece of cloth, but did not dare put it into her apron pocket, too afraid that the next time she reached for it, it wouldn’t be there. It was her first time out of the palace since she had come to the city. She longed to go into one of the shops, but she couldn’t take the risk that someone might recognize her. Nor could she stand in the street, for fear of being seen from one of the palace windows. So she twisted the coin in her hands and stood with her back to the tree and peered around the corner.


Most of the people who walked past ignored her, huddled into their cloaks and coats, intent on their own business. But several times men slowed down to look Mina over. Nervously, she kept her eyes on the ground and tried not to notice them. Suddenly she became aware of a man standing next to her, staring down at her. He had a crooked mouth and eyes that squinted, and a bundle of coarsely printed booklets under his arm, wrapped in an oilskin. Involuntarily she took a step backward, coming up against the tree trunk. Water dripped on them both. He made an impatient sound, “Tchah.” Then, without another word, he plucked the piece of cloth from Mina’s hand, shoved one of the booklets at her, and walked off down the street with long strides.


Mina hid the booklet under her apron and ran the four blocks back to the palace. She slipped in the kitchen door, grateful that the task was finished, glad to be out of the damp cold, and into the damp warmth of the kitchen, surrounded by smells of cooked meats and the bustle of kitchen maids. Junie, the oldest maid, said, “You’re late.”


“The man was late,” Mina said meekly.


“She’s not late,” said Trixie, who was from Mina’s own town and her best friend in Sulcus. “Did you get it, Mina? No, don’t show it here. Take it upstairs.”


“Brush her hair first,” said Junie to Trixie. “This is an important meeting. We’re having visitors.”


“What!” Trixie was alarmed. She looked to see that the door was closed and took Junie’s arm. “We can’t have visitors! Who else knows about this?”


“Shush, it’s okay.” The other maids were staring. “They’re from the very top,” Junie said. “We can trust them.”


“Who are they? Tell me!”


“Keep your voice down. You’ll know who they are, but don’t say their names. Now take Mina upstairs. If we dawdle too long, we’ll lose the light. I’ll be right up.”


The girls swallowed their curiosity. They exchanged their aprons for fresh, clean ones, and went up the back stairs, up five floors to the highest level of the castle, to a small garret with a window that gathered in a few rays from the struggling sun. There were no chairs or other furniture in the room, merely a few storage trunks, but the girls had stocked it with cushions so they could sit in a circle on the floor. Mina was breathless. It was the first time the older girls had let her in on their secret meeting, and she felt very proud to have earned their trust. There were ten girls here already, five from the kitchen, three upstairs maids, one of the parlormaids, and the gardener’s girl. Balls of wool and spools of thread lay in their laps, and their nimble fingers automatically manipulated knitting needles, darning needles, tatting needles, sewing needles, and crochet hooks. Trixie shot the bolt on the door. Mina gave the booklet to Trixie, who passed it to the parlormaid, who put it in her knitting bag, and arranged herself so that the light from the window came over her shoulder. Trixie and Mina took their seats on the floor, and for a moment the room filled with the rustle of skirts as the circle spread out to make room for them. They waited, looking at the door, until there was a quiet knock.


Trixie got up and unbolted the door. Junie slipped in, followed by four more girls. Two of the newcomers were wearing dark cloaks of linsey-woolsey, with the hoods pulled over their heads, concealing their faces in shadow. Still, everyone knew who they were, particularly since they had their personal maids with them. The circle spread out again to give everyone extra room. The two princesses reached under their cloaks and produced tatting needles, for even those of royal blood were taught that a girl’s hands should never be idle. When they were all settled the older of the two, the princess whose blond hair was peeping out from under her hood, said, “Rowena, you may begin.”


The parlormaid folded back the cover and began to read. “Passion’s Chains—or—The White Slavers of Alhambra. Chapter Nineteen.




Racksturm handed her a quill without meeting her eyes. “You will write them a note,” he said harshly. “You must make them understand what will happen to you if they do not pay the ransom.”


“My family cannot pay it,” she cried desperately. “It will impoverish them!”


He stared out the window, his broad, muscular shoulders silhouetted against the setting sun. “They can sell their land.”


Melanie gasped. Sell Eventide? Sell the only place that she could call home, the only place where she had ever been happy? It was unthinkable. She would never ask her grandfather to do such a thing! Defiantly, she flung the quill on the table. “You may do your worst to me, Sir Racksturm, but I will not submit to your demands.”


He whirled and seized her arms in his powerful hands. Once again she found herself unable to offer resistance, overwhelmed by his sheer strength and will. “You little fool! Can’t you understand? I need that money, for reasons I cannot yet explain.”


His callousness stabbed her heart like a sword, but she held his gaze. “Is that all you care about, the money? Does nothing else have meaning for you, even after…” She nearly choked on the words. “After everything that has happened?”


“Damn you!” Racksturm swore, and then he had her in his arms, taking her kiss, covering her mouth with his and crushing their lips together. His fingers found her bodice and ripped the laces free of the satin cloth, leaving her tender flesh to his mercy. She did not protest, arching her back like a young willow blown by a savage storm, and forcing her breasts against him. Racksturm held her tighter and tighter still, but she felt no pain, only the growing heat within her own body, and the passionate swelling of his…oh!”





Rowena dropped the booklet. “I can’t breathe.” Her face was flushed and her breath came in short pants.


“Loosen her stays,” the Princess Gloria commanded. “Open that window.” She stood up and took Rowena by the arm, supporting her in front of the window until the thoroughly embarrassed maid regained her composure. Cool air blew across them both. “Feel better now?” The girl nodded. “Want to stay for the rest of it?” Another nod. “Perhaps someone else will read for a while. Junie?”


Junie collected the booklet, and the circle settled back down. The clicking of needles resumed. But before she could read a word, there was yet another knock on the door. The group gave a collective sigh of exasperation. “Now what?” said Gloria.


Her maid unbolted the door. A small boy, dressed in blue serge and brass buttons, stood at attention. “Beg pardon, Miss Alice, but her Royal Majesty the Queen of Medulla requires the presence of the Princess Gloria immediately.” He looked in the door. “Hi, Mina.”


“All right, Sammy,” Alice told the page. “You may tell the Queen that I know where the Princess is and will convey the message immediately.” She was not surprised that the page had found their “secret” meeting. Somehow the small boys seemed to know every nook and cubbyhole in the palace. Which was, no doubt, why they were used as pages. She reached out to pat him on the head, but the boy ducked away and took off. The maid closed the door firmly.


The Princess Jennifer sprang to her feet. “Yes! It’s your engagement! She’s going to announce your engagement.” She took Gloria’s hands and pulled her up. “That’s got to be it.”


“We shall see,” said Gloria calmly. She let herself out the door. Alice started to follow, but Gloria sent her back inside. “Please, don’t let me interrupt. Go ahead and finish.” She walked to the staircase, with Jennifer on her heels, then turned around in time to see the rest of the girls streaming through the door. Having dutifully waited an entire ten seconds, they now spread out to carry the news to the castle.


Gloria kept her own excitement in check until she reached her dressing room, where she discarded her cloak and let her afternoon gown fall to the floor. Slipping into a champagne-colored silk sheath, she found her hands shaking too much to fasten the buttons. Jennifer helped her with them. “I wish I could wear my new rose gown with the lace blouse. But I’ve earmarked it for the Autumn Ball.”


“I’m having a black lace dress made for the ball. But my seamstress says there may not be enough lace for it.”


“Every year the dressmakers say that, but every year there’s always enough lace. Don’t worry about it.” The princess held a gold ring against her ear, looked at herself in the mirror, and discarded it for another pair.


“Who do you think it is? There have been so many of them.”


“It’s Terry, of course.” Gloria was certain of this.


Jennifer was not. “It’s not Terry, Gloria. Don’t get your hopes up. He only has a knighthood. He’s not of the nobility.”
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