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1 Once Upon A Time
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Leesa's stomach lurched and saliva was thick in her mouth as her horse approached a twist in the cobblestone road.  They were coming up to the Silver Palace, so called because of the silvery dust that had been added to the granite used to build it.

Her betrothed, Eduardo had lived there once. Eduardo's father. Duke Varmont had undermined the rulers of the wealthy provinces so that he could seize control. In the end, he'd brought destruction down on everyone.

A square building of three stories with windows lining the front, it had been impressive during Varmont's time. She could barely make out the stone gargoyles at the top, crouched on the rim of the roof. 

It was said that the Duke had created a secret room where he hid all his plunder. Treasures stolen from other kingdoms and from ships that wrecked along the rocky coast. It had even been whispered that the Duke kidnapped travelers who made the mistake of passing through the countryside after dark. They ended up locked in the deep recesses of the mansion, held captive for his own pleasures.

Chunks of stone were scattered in front of the double doors. She glanced up at the gargoyles and noticed that one sentinel was missing. How had it fallen? Strange. It hadn't been like that when she'd passed by here a few days ago.  

Suddenly the horse bucked and shook out his mane. Whinnying, he took a few steps forward, then back, as through he'd hit some kind of barrier. "What is it, Miral?" She patted the stallion, attempting to calm him. "Why are you so skittish?" 

Leesa dismounted, then grabbed sugar cubes out of her bag and held them out. Miral took them and licked her hand. 

"I won't be long. Go to the stables. You know the way." She grabbed the reins and led him to a path that snaked along the side of the mansion. "Go on now," she said. 

Miral tossed his mane in acknowledgement and headed down the path, taking the well-worn route to the stables. It had been built to hold a team of horses, including mounts for the Duke's retainers and his sons. This was a well-patrolled road between her home and the nearest town. If Miral was out of sight, no one would know what she was up to.

She glanced up at the sky. Still blue, but it would be sunset in about an hour. She wanted to get what she came for, then head to town before dark. Her contact would be at the pub. He'd promised to pay handsomely for any treasure she found. 

Her heart racing, Leesa picked her way through the chunks of tile and stone strewn over the front walk. The door was closed, but it only took the turn of the silver handle for her to open it. 

The wooden doors had, at one time, been covered with square silver tiles. But they'd been stolen years ago. Most people were afraid of going inside, but snatching the silver off the doors had been easy. 

She stepped inside and made her way across the marble foyer. The checkerboard floor was covered in so much dust it was hard to see what the original colors were. But Leesa knew they'd once been gleaming gold and silver, shining from the reflected light of the overhead chandeliers. Now the light streamed in from windows directly across from the entrance. 

There was something unnerving about hearing her own footsteps across the floor. Knowing that this once luxurious and imposing palace had once overflowed with servants and an impressive court of nobility and hangers-on. 

She checked the areas on the lower level – the dining hall, the kitchen and the ballroom where the Duke's huge throne still sat under a silver cloth of state.  

Her attention was caught by two golden goblets on a marble table. She picked one up and examined it. Heavy. It would bring a good price. She hadn't come here looking for cups, but these would do. She shoved them into the burlap knapsack she'd slung across her shoulder. 

It was quiet, other than the sound of her own breathing – and the thump of her heartbeat. Back out in the foyer, she stopped at the sweeping staircase. The last time she'd been with Eduardo, it had been upstairs in his bedroom. Before he'd left for his last battle. They'd planned to marry when he returned. 

Eduardo had been repulsed by his father and by his older brother, Erokan. She still remembered Erokan's sneer when he'd told her of Eduardo's death in battle. He'd really expected her to marry him. She'd refused, and in retaliation he'd set his troops on her family and allies. When it was all over, she'd lost everything.

Leesa headed up the stairs and stopped at the 2nd floor landing. Eduardo and Erokan's rooms had been on this floor. Dust was everywhere, but otherwise the furnishings were just as they'd been left. Varmont's bedroom, private study and library were on the 3rd floor. Most likely he would've hidden some of his valuables there. She went upstairs to check. The doors to the Duke's room, study and library were open. But the fourth door was closed. The treasure room, perhaps? 

She opened the door and stepped inside. Strangely, this room wasn't as dusty as the others. The air was heavy with perfume. Across from the door was a folding screen decorated with blue and yellow flowers. Behind it she could make out the base of a claw-foot tub.

To her surprise, the entire room had a feminine feeling, from the huge bed covered with blush pink coverlets and plush furs to the gold-trimmed white furniture. Even the jewel-encrusted skylight above her had its own beauty, reflecting colorful sprinkles of light over the pale stone walls. 

A white cabinet with glass doors caught her attention. The shelves held glass bottles of different shapes and sizes. Some had liquids inside, others were empty. What were these? Perfumes? Or maybe potions. 

The Duke used magic. Maybe this was where he'd kept his enchantments. Would they be worth anything? Possibly. But just as Leesa reached out to open the cabinet, the door slammed behind her.

Startled, she spun around. She was alone. Who had closed it? Leesa ran to the door and gripped the handle, expecting the door to open as easily as it had when she'd come in. But it didn't. She pulled and banged on it, but it wouldn't budge. 

She was locked in. 

It was then that she realized the room didn't have windows, other than the glass skylight in the center of the ceiling. It let the light in but it wasn't going to provide an exit. Not like she could've climbed out of a window anyway. Not from three stories up. All she could do now was wait.
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AFTER WHAT SEEMED LIKE hours, the door opened. 

Ducking his head as he entered the room, the gargoyle moved with an ease she hadn't expected. Not that she'd ever seen one up close. His greyish-brown skin resembled granite speckled with silver, like the walls of the palace. Silver leather straps crisscrossed his chest, and kept his thigh-length, silvery skirt in place. His silver sandals had straps that wrapped around his muscular calf. 

Examining his face, she was surprised at how human-looking it was. Well, mostly human. His chin was more pointy than squared, and two curved horns, about the length of her ring finger, protruded from his forehead. Looking up at him, she felt like she'd come face-to-face with an expertly sculpted marble statue.

He wasn't unattractive, as gargoyles went. Attractive or not, she was here alone with this creature and not quite sure what was going on. 

Leesa stumbled backwards, bumping into the bed.  "Who are you?" 

He pulled one of the gold-trimmed chairs from a nearby table and sat. "Shouldn't I be asking you that?" he asked, in a deep voice that reverberated through the room. 

"I'm Leesa. Daughter of the King and Queen of the Roselaga province."

"Yes, and you live in the castle on the hill behind the Silver Palace." He rubbed his chin as he glared at her. "Why did you come here to steal?"

"Steal? I—I—I don't know what you're talking about." 

"The goblets. You took them."

"You have no right to accuse me of stealing." Might as well go on the defensive and see if that worked. "I used to come here when the Duke lived here. I was betrothed to his youngest son."

"I see. So where is he now?"

"He's dead." She lowered her eyes. "Eduardo died in a battle."

The gargoyle nodded. "Your betrothed. Not your husband. That means you have no right to be here. You broke in to steal."

"The door was open." 

"Because the door was unlocked that meant you could come in and take what you wanted?" He snorted. "That is as good an excuse as any, I suppose. Others before you have used it." 

"Then maybe you should lock the door." Leesa perched her hands on her hips. 

"I happen to know that your family was one of the four royal families that controlled this region. Your province was the richest of them all. Other rulers bowed to them.  You have a great inheritance."

"My inheritance is a castle surrounded by burned out farm land and a forest with no game."

"You don't live alone," he replied, as he stretched his legs out. 

"How do you know that?" 

"I watch. You seem to forget where I spend my time." He pointed upward.

"Do watch us at the castle?"

"Would you like me to watch you?" he asked, amusement in his voice.

She'd heard gargoyles could be rude. "You don't own this palace. What right do you have to the treasures? My people could use the riches Varmont hid away in this place."

"I am the guardian of the palace and you are an intruder." He stood up. "Normally I would not have allowed you to get this far. But you're not the average thief. I'm going to let you stay as my guest."

"Stay here?" Leesa couldn't believe what she'd heard. "With you? How dare you hold me here!"

"You're my guest, not my captive. You'll be my guest for the next three weeks."

"What? I can't stay here."

The gargoyle went to the glass cabinet and opened the door. "If you stay, I'll give you some of riches you were looking for.  I'll give you enough to feed your people for the next year."

She hadn't expected him to make an offer like that. "You would do that? Then why not give me the treasures now and let me go?"

He picked up a cut glass bottle and examined the pink liquid inside it. "I'm lonely. It's been a long time since I've had conversation...or anything else." He turned to her. "Do we have an agreement?"

It would solve her problems. But was it worth it? "I've heard that gargoyles eat humans." 

"If that were true, we wouldn't be talking. So, do you agree?"

"How can I be sure I can trust you?" she asked. 

"You can't. But you're the one who was stealing."

"Look, I had a good reason. My people need food. The Duke stashed treasure in here. I wouldn't have come here otherwise." 

He frowned at her. "If you really were betrothed to his son, why don't you know where all this treasure is?"

"He never told his sons. But I know it. He hoarded money." Weary, she sat on the edge of the bed. "If you think I'm lying, let me go."

"You can leave without the goblets." He motioned to the door. "It's your choice."

Unfortunately in a building this size, the treasure could be anywhere. Better to wait it out and get what the gargoyle promised. Then when she returned home, there would be more than enough for everyone. No more scrounging or trying to barter with their last remaining items of value.

"I'll stay. But my grandmother will be worried about me."

"You can send her a message and tell her you went to stay in town. I've seen you travel the road out front. You go there weekly."

It was unnerving to realize he'd been watching her all along. She hadn't thought much about the gargoyles perched on the roof. "Do you have paper?"

"We'll take care of that afterwards."

"After what?" 

"I think you should take a bath."

"What? Are you saying I'm dirty?" 

"No, just sweaty. I want you to be comfortable in your surroundings." He gestured to the folding screen. "Over there."

Watching him to make sure he wasn't going to make any sudden moves, she got up and went to the folding screen. When she pulled one of the panels back, sure enough, the claw-footed tub was filled halfway with water. 

"The water will be cold." 

"It's warm."

"Maybe you should leave," she said. 

"I'm used to watching, so that's what I plan to do." He folded his arms across his broad chest. "Now, Leesa." Smiling, he turned the chair so that it was facing her. 

"You just had the water here waiting for someone to bathe?" she asked.

"It's always waiting in case I have guests. I used enchantments."

She couldn't imagine what guests a gargoyle would have in an abandoned mansion. "Are you a magician?" 

"No, just a gargoyle." He patted his large, sandaled foot on the marble floor. "And I'm becoming an impatient gargoyle. Don't keep me waiting." 
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