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WHEN THE MASTER BOOK of fairy tales is shaken by a wayward human, the stories within are thrown into chaos — and Bella’s quiet village is the first to feel the consequences.

Instead of taming a cursed beast hidden inside a crumbling castle, Bella finds herself hurled thousands of leagues from home. Worried over her sick father but bound by her own concern over a beleaguered, talking bullfrog, Bella grants the creature two days of her help. Imagine her surprise when the frog turns out to be a prince transformed—quite unfairly—by a scheming enchantress. The threads of his fate are now tangled with hers, and breaking the curse will require more than a simple kiss.

As fragments of other fairy tales bleed into their world, Bella must rely on her wit, her compassion, and the strength of her own heart to see this through. The frog-prince who deserves her help may be proud, stubborn, and inconveniently small — but beneath the enchantment lies a man who sees beyond her beauty and is determined to earn her love rather than simply claim her.

Opposites in every way, this couple must overcome class differences, expectations, rank and enchantments if they are ever to find their way to Happy Ever After.

Because in this fumbled tale, love is not chosen by decree.

It is won by sacrifice, humility... and finding the humanity in us all.
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[image: ]


BELLA AND THE BULLFROG is a damaged prince, optimistic heroine, forced proximity fairy tale set in a medieval European town. Achieving their Happy Ever After means discovering self-grit and determination, overcoming stereotypical roles and parental expectations, finding found family, and seeing beyond what the eye normally sees. 
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THE FUMBLED FAIRY TALES SERIES is a collection of reimagined stories by authors who turn fairy tales on their heads to deliver stories that speak to the heart. Inside, you’ll discover bold heroines and unforgettable characters who refuse to wait for rescue, choosing instead to find their own way to a well-deserved Happy Ever After. 

An Introduction to Chaos

––––––––
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IT WAS AMAZING THAT hundreds of years of tradition could unravel in a matter of minutes. At 3 PM, Elder Librarian Beatrice Merriweather poured herself a cup of tea, just like she did every single day at this time. She added two sugar cubes and exactly four teaspoons of fresh cream, then stirred her cup four times to the left, then four times to the right. She decided to take her tea on the upstairs balcony overlooking her library, since the sun was shining and hopefully the unicorns were grazing below the solarium’s window. She wiggled her shoulders to loosen her wings, then flitted straight up, over the railing, and alighted next to her favorite chair overlooking the meadows. Her wings folded crisply against her back, and Beatrice smiled as she sipped her tea and perched on her overstuffed seat. As she’d hoped, the unicorns were there. Rainbows spilled from their glistening coats wherever the sun struck their fur, tempting leprechauns to slide down the colorful arches into pots of gold hidden in the long grasses.

She hummed as the fragrant tea heated her cheeks. Around her, the scent of old, old volumes wafted in the breeze. As Elder Librarian to the Realm of Fairy Tales, Beatrice took her role of guarding the Tome of the Tales seriously. Beloved stories like the ones on the pedestal below her were sacred. The door to the library was always locked. Ancient spells prevented any fairy, creature, fire or inclement weather from touching the Tome. The first two even required her express consent. Beatrice would not even sip her tea near the Tome for fear of disrupting the stories, as any outside influence could affect the characters. Imagine if Rapunzel’s tower got flooded with spilled tea? Without the spell, what would happen if a giant butterfly landed on Jack’s beanstalk and snapped it in half? The outcome would devastate fairy tales for generations.

A gentle breeze rustled the pages of the Tome, and Beatrice watched a page flip with anticipation. When unattended, the stories came to life, filling her library with sounds from their tales. As she watched, Rapunzel’s hair tumbled over the pedestal to the floor, and when the wind turned another page, a wicked stepmother’s evil laugh carried to her. Another flip, and breadcrumbs sprung out one by one as Hansel tried laying a return path for him and his sister to follow home. And as always, a heroine’s lovely song carried to her ears.

Cherished. Cherished and unchanged for hundreds of years, the way they were intended.  

A hard knock on the wooden door beneath her had Beatrice frowning. No one was scheduled to visit today. She set her teacup on the saucer and flitted to the lower level.

“Who is it?”

“Sarnak.”

Her breath backed up on her as she whipped open the door. “Sarnak.” She hastily dropped into a curtsey.

The leader of the Elders inclined his chin in greeting. “Beatrice Merriweather. Nice to see you again.”

“Come in, come in.” She made way for him. “May I pour you some tea?”

He shook his head and indicated a young woman who’d been standing behind him. “I would like to introduce you to my daughter, Winfrey Soleil.”

“Daughter?” Oh, dear, she shouldn’t have said that. It was none of her business that the Head Elder had a child no one was aware of. “How... how nice to meet you.”

“’Sup? Nice digs.” Winfrey ambled into the room, past Beatrice’s second curtsey of the day, ignoring her in favor of scanning the walls of books. “Whoa. Why are they so tiny?”

“To fit them all, of course,” Beatrice said, still hunched. “Millions of books are in here.”

“Winfrey,” Sarnak said in warning, and his daughter caught her breath and whirled to face Beatrice.

“Oh, sorry. No need to bow. Curtsey. Whatevs. We’re good.”

Sarnak let out a restrained breath that barely covered his grumble.

Inhaling as she was released from her reduced position, Beatrice recovered and asked, “What brings you to the library?”

“Glad you asked,” Sarnak answered for Winfrey. “My daughter’s mother is human—”

Beatrice caught an excited breath, already cataloguing the questions she would ask.

“—and therefore she has had little knowledge of our existence. Her mother and I agreed that at age sixteen, she would come here to experience a bit of my world. Our world. At eighteen, she can choose where she’d like to live. I’d like you to show her around.”

“Around? You mean, here?” Libraries were for silence and reflection, not tours.

“Everywhere. Anywhere. She was raised to believe that unicorns, mermaids, dragons, griffins, everything, are all myths. You are the most qualified fairy I know, and I’d like you to teach her about our world though the myriad of books you have here. She is so uneducated.”

“Seriously? I’m right here. I can hear you.”

The girl’s tone had Beatrice trembling. This human was unlike anyone she’d ever met, and though she was terribly curious about her, being the official babysitter to the Head Elder’s only (only?) child terrified her.

“Whoa! Are these the original fairy tales?”

A horrified cry escaped Beatrice when she saw Winfrey— a human!—holding the Book. “Please! Set it down!” Of all the magical oversights! Why had the Ancients not protected the Tome against humans?

Winfrey glanced up from the volume. “Chill. I’m just looking.”

Jolts of worry clogged Beatrice’s throat. She wanted to glance at Sarnak for help but didn’t dare. The human flipped page after page, glancing at the glorious illustrations and skipping over the perfect script.

“Nice pics. Thing about fairy tales, though, is they’re all so fake.”

Oh, dear, was Beatrice about to faint? What was this lightheaded feeling otherwise?

Sarnak chuckled and headed back for the door. “See what I mean? Good luck.”

“Bye, Pops,” Winfrey said as the door automatically locked behind him. “Seriously, though. All these girls pining after men whose only redeeming quality is they have a castle? They’re all damsels in distress, awaiting a man to save them from themselves. So last gen.”

“No, that’s not—”

“It is. Snow White, saved by a prince. Cinderella, saved by a prince. Sleeping Beauty, saved by a prince... who kissed her while she was sleeping. Can we talk about consent here? How entitled can a guy get?”

Palpitations preceded heart attacks, right? Or was this a panic attack? How did one tell the difference? Beatrice didn’t know how much more she could take. Winfrey had to set that book down—gently!—before anything happened to it. “P-please. Just, just set it back down.”

“I mean,” Winfrey said, clearly ignoring her, “none of the girls can even fight their way out of a cardboard box. They just sit there and wait to be rescued. That’s not how life works.”

Almost there, Beatrice thought as she eased closer. She spread out her hands, ready to cradle the book and set it carefully back onto its pedestal. “But that’s how fairy tales work.”

“Maybe they shouldn’t.” Winfrey raised her brow to a devilish angle. “Maybe what these tales need is a Good. Shaking. Up.” And she shook the book hard in time to her words.

The floor slammed into Beatrice’s knees as her jaw dropped. All measure of hope fled from her chest at that moment. The book was silent. Had it ever once been silent?

Raising her eyes to Winfrey, Beatrice whispered, “What have you done?” 

Bella and the Bullfrog:

Beauty meets the Frog Prince
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Chapter 1
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Bella raced across the tower’s uneven stone floor to her father’s cell and clasped his icy hands in her own. “Papa!”

“Bella! How did you get in here? Get out before that beast sees you!”

“Papa, you’re freezing.” Puffs of vapor floated out of their mouths in the crumbling tower. “I’ve got to get you out of here.”

“No. Go, before he finds you.” He coughed, a sound utterly horrifying to witness.

A looming shadow enshrouded them, and Bella turned to behold a behemoth blocking her exit to the stairs. The beast’s giant taloned paw dashed out and wrapped around Bella’s throat, lifting her from the ground. As her feet dangled, she wrapped her fingers between his nails and her skin to give herself breathing room.

“Put her down!” her father coughed.

“What is a beautiful thing like you doing here?” the beast growled, his voice so low and animalistic as to cause her hairs to stand on end.

“Please, let my father go.”

“Intruders must pay the price.”

“But he’s dying. Surely you can see that? Please, let him go.”

“Why should I? He shall only send more people here to interrupt my peace.”

“I won’t,” her father promised. 

“I do not believe you,” the beast growled, the sound deadly and dangerous. 

As another ongoing round of coughing wracked her father’s body, Bella pried one claw away from her throat. Desperation overtook her. “Take me,” she offered. 

“You,” he scoffed, then set her down. “You?”

She gasped as his paw fully released her throat. “I will stay in his place.”

“Bella, no!” her father cried, but an enchanted key floated out of nowhere and turned in the lock. The beast yanked her father out of the cell and spilled him to the ground, then lifted Bella by her shoulders to face him. His eyes glowed red in the darkness as they scanned her body. “I will come back to deal with you later.”

She was thrown onto the pile of straw in the very cell her father had just occupied as the door slammed shut behind her. She spun and reached her hand through the bars. “Papa! Wait!”

But they were already gone. 

“Please let me out,” Bella called an hour later, but no one replied, though she had hoped the enchanted items she had met were still lingering somewhere on the stairwell. She shook the bars on her tower door, but despite being old and rusty, they held fast. She banged her fist twice more, hoping the talking broomstick and pair of manacles that brought up a crust of bread for her were still within earshot. “I’d already agreed to stay. You don’t have to imprison me.”

Silence.

She gusted out her breath and slid down the door. Under the wan wintery light fanning in from the tiny window, Bella made out a rickety chair missing a back leg and the pile of straw that rustled on its own. She hoped it was mice and not rats. Anything but rats. With nothing to do and chilly darkness descending, Bella picked up the chair and set it against the wall for support. If she balanced just right, she might be able to keep her feet and skirts off the ground and remain unmolested by whatever furry vermin stirred in the chamber.

In a lifetime of questionable decisions, this was by far her worst.

“Oh, Papa, I hope you can forgive me for my impulsiveness.” Not that he could hear her. If that looming beast of a creature downstairs were to be believed, her father was on his way home to their quaint provincial village in exchange for Bella remaining in his stead. 

She sighed. Home. Where three men of questionable character and dubious hygiene kept vying for her hand in marriage. She knew she would have to choose one of them eventually, but Bella kept putting it off, much to her father’s dismay. Yes, of course Papa stated he worried about who would care for her when he was gone, but Bella wasn’t ready for that step. She wanted to accomplish something significant in her life—adventure or employment or, best option, start a school where anyone could learn—before she was forced into a wifely role. 

Being imprisoned by a beast in an enchanted castle, however, was not on that list.

The hay rustled some more, and Bella stomped a foot at it in her irritation, hoping to scare the creature away. Instead, something small glittered as it emerged from the mound.

Intrigued, Bella leaned forward. Assuming it to also be enchanted, she said, “Hello. Who are you?”

The item tipped forward in what Bella thought might have been a bow or curtsey. “I am Mrs. Loomis. I was a seamstress here, my lady, before... well, before.”

It was a needle. In a haystack. In a prison tower. “I’m no lady. Just a prisoner, like you.” Except... a needle might be just the godsend she needed to tumble the lock open. 

“Oh, I’m no prisoner. A magpie found me a moment ago and dropped me into that window when I yelled. Scared the feathers straight off it, I did.”

A reluctant smile broke upon Bella’s lips. “I’ve no doubt.” She adjusted her skirts and leaned toward the tiny shard, shocked at how easily she’d adjusted to speaking with enchanted items today. If one were to bend a magical item, would it still hold its enchantment? Or would fashioning Mrs. Loomis into a lockpick be the end of her? Best to err on the side of mortal caution. “Small as you are, think you could wiggle into the keyhole and unlock my door? Or hasten down the stairs to see about setting me free?”

“Oh, no, my lady. The master would have my head.”

“Master? You mean, that beast is your master? Was he once human?” He wore pants with a slit to accommodate his plush tail, and something golden like a pendant had glistened in the tawny fur covering his chest, so in this cursed castle, it made sense. But why keep her prisoner? And why had all three enchanted items insisted on calling her “my lady,” despite her numerous corrections to the contrary?

If a pin could flush white with fear, this one did. “I... must go. Good day, my lady.” And before Bella could snatch her into her grip, the needle dove under the crack in the door and disappeared.

“No, please!” She listened for any reply, but the needle made hardly any noise as it flung itself down the dark, curving stairs.

Alone. Bella removed her arms from her coat sleeves, drew her knees to her chest, and spread her opened coat over herself for warmth, tucking it right up to her ears. She then rested her chin on her knees and hugged herself tight. She was hungry, tired, uncomfortable, and sickened over her unfair imprisonment. Hers and her father’s. What had Papa done more than seek shelter when their horse got attacked? Bella saw the wolf tracks in the frost and knew why Papa had come here; she just didn’t understand that beast’s utter refusal to treat her and Papa as guests.

Bella needed something she could use to break free. The chair would not work. Ditto for the straw. She had nothing to work with in this chamber, though daylight might bring fresh hope. Maybe with a sharp stone she could carve a key from a slat in her chair? She had just closed her eyes to envision her escape when the tower began to shake violently. The rickety chair dumped her to the floor, and Bella flung out her hands to break her fall. 

But she kept falling.

And falling. She screamed, and when that scream ended, she took another breath, ready to scream again. Should she scream again? Where was she? Would this fall ever end? 

The breath raced from her lungs as she squeezed through colorful clouds and never-ending rainbows. Stars, moons, oceans, trees... all a blur. She forced air into her lungs and logic into her brain. No fall lasted forever. 

This one, however, came quite close. 

After long minutes of tumbling, Bella landed softly but awkwardly on her hands and knees in the middle of someone’s home. Bright morning light spilled in from the high windows, and the smell of spring flowers filled the air, as well as cheerful birdsong she did not recognize. She stood and looked around, enjoying the warmth that she rubbed into her chilled skin. 

Where was she? This was not her country; her village currently prepped for the upcoming winter. Another bird made a call that was alien to her. No, not just the bird. This entire place was alien to her.

“Exactly how far did I fall?” she breathed. Or was this a dream? Or magic? Or had that beast returned and banged in her skull, and this was what the afterlife looked like? She pinched her arm; it hurt, so she was not dreaming. Or dead.

At least the landing felt like a matter of inches and not leagues. She stood and shook out her skirts, her nose catching the scent of baked items burning. 

“Hello? Papa?” she called. “Is anyone here?”

Nothing. 

Bella headed toward the oven and grabbed a mitt to remove the pastries that had just overshot their cooking time. She set them on the stove top and saw a kettle also on the flame. She moved that to a cool burner when she noticed the steam piping from the top.

“Is anyone home? Your food was burning.” 

She removed the mitt, concerned that some ill tidings had befallen the home’s occupant and worrying over what may have happened to her father. This home was spacious, round, well-appointed with items that indicated opulence without excessive access to wealth. She peeked for anyone hiding behind the settee and chair, then saw a wide staircase that followed the curve of the room. She called out again and headed upstairs. 

The first bedroom at the top was filled with mirrors. Cheval, wall, and handheld versions were everywhere. 

“Odd,” she whispered into the vacant space, then moved to the second one.

This one was clearly from a youth, as the walls were painted, the occupant’s age showing by the complexity of the artwork the higher up the walls one looked. Three pillows with giant felt letters lined the bed. Bella frowned, pushed them together, and read the syllables.

“Ra-pun-zel? What does that mean?” She studied the painted walls, marveling that every square inch was filled with creativity. “This whole situation is strange.” She headed back downstairs and thought to check outside, as maybe the homeowner was working in the barn, or wandering afield, but she could find no doorway out of this place. 

“What manner of nonsense is this?” She chose a point at the bottom of the stairs and pressed on the wall around the room’s entire circumference before realization set in.

She flung open the lowest window shutters and confirmed her suspicions. “I’m trapped in another tower.”

The ground was thirty, forty feet below. 

If adventure was what Bella wanted, then adventure was what she would have.

“I’m not an inventor’s daughter for nothing,” she said to no one. “But I’m also practical. And problem solving is best done on a full stomach.” She steeped some tea, ate all six brown-bottom pastries, then set about finding the best way out of that place. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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When his mother shoved him and tore off his bed sheet, Riven startled awake. 

“Riven Albert David Helmworthy. You are a disgrace to your crown and kingdom. Get up and get dressed.”

Riven wiped last night’s revelry from his eyes and tried to focus on his room in the brightness of day. “Where is Phillippe?”

“Nursing his head from too much ale.”

In answer to his unspoken question about who would help dress him, his mother the queen tossed his braise and tunic at him. “You have an important guest downstairs—the enchantress. The bells have rung midday and yet here you are, abed with what I can only assume is also a headache from too much ale.”

The enchantress was here. That snapped him awake faster than anything else ever would. But which one? Tilisandre, Goddess of River Waters and Spring Rains, whose hair held all the colors of sunrise? Whose eyes were all the colors of springtime meadows? Tilisandre, who giggled wondrously at his jokes and blushed furiously at his winks? Beautiful, gentle, enchanting Tilisandre, who gifted him his magical mandolin in exchange for a mere kiss so that he might bring joy and music to the world? 

Or Brumenhildr, her older sister, whose hair was the color of anger and whose eyes were the color of punishment? Brumenhildr, who insisted the mandolin come with conditions? Brumenhildr, who gave Riven but one month to complete an impossible task or pay the price?

The request had seemed ridiculous at the time—whether from being mesmerized by Tilisandre, overly plied with ale, or just outright unbelievable he was unsure. But the promise of another of Tilisandre’s kisses had been enough to distract him into agreeing.

It had not been a full month yet since Brumenhildr’s threat. It must be Tilisandre who visited him. Riven shook his head at his mother’s comment as he shoved his legs into his braise. “I was not drinking.”

She scoffed. 

“I was merely playing music.” He spared a few joyful dance steps as he tugged on his royal tunic, then ran his fingers through his hair to unrumple it. No time to summon a royal treasurer for his crown, so Riven opened the small chest on his desk and pinned a blue brooch at each shoulder, then grabbed his cape off a hook near the door and handed it to his mother, turning his back so she could fasten it to the loops on his tunic. 

His mother tugged on his loops harder than the task required. Sarcasm filled her tone. “Of course you were. Thou art naught more than a wastrel like your brother. I should expect nothing less or more from you.”

“Half-brother,” he bristled, hating the despairing commentary regarding Luc that had plagued him his entire life. “And I am nothing like him. I was out playing delightful music,” he insisted. “At The Muddy Toad tavern. I was there all night.” He pointed his chin at the mandolin. “Playing on that.” He pretended to strum the instrument in midair. 
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