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For Gillian, of course, who else?
We’ve been on such a journey together and these fairy tales will always feel like they’re ‘ours’ not mine.
Thank you for everything.
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One



It was the early hours of the morning and even the moon slept, hidden behind thick clouds, knitting a better blanket of darkness around Aladdin than any invisibility spell. He carefully pulled himself up the rope he’d hooked over the side of the wealthy boat, his slim, small body barely a shadow against the mahogany wood.


The Kingdom of the Eastern Seas was a busy trading hub filled with life, traders coming equally from the frozen western climes of the aptly named Barbaric Lands and from the mainland, as people chose coastal travel rather than cutting across other kingdoms and through forests that so often had a mind of their own. There was always a wait for a space in the busy harbour of Port Sinbad, and this vessel from the Meridien Isles was no exception. Tonight, that was serving him well.


It was a hot night and the sea had been mercifully calm for his swim, but he was still glad to be free of the water and the creatures which lived in it as he dropped quietly over the side and crouched, his blade in his hand. He needn’t have feared discovery, for the polished deck was empty, save for one dour guard, sitting under a hanging glass lamp, snoring quietly with an empty wine jug by his side.


Aladdin crept closer, brown eyes thoughtful as the guard let out a satisfied grunt that suggested deep dreams of ale houses and the famous brothels of Sinbad that waited for him on dry land. The man was in no danger of waking. If Aladdin moved fast he could be off the boat again in less than half an hour, which, given how much wine the guard – who was no youth – had drunk, was plenty of time.


Still, Aladdin didn’t move, instead studying the dark hairs that sprouted from the guard’s wine-reddened and pock-marked nose. The fingers linked across the heavy belly were fat as a king’s venison sausages. Both the nose hair and the fingers reminded Aladdin of his father, the spice merchant, and how he would sleep in the old wooden chair by the small fire after a hard day lugging sacks of brightly coloured powders, sugared almonds and other delicacies onto his cart to sell at the covered markets, and then bring home again to their small house, eat the dinner prepared by his wife, and sleep and start again the next day.


His father had been proud of his work even though it had never provided them with more than an honest living. His spices were of the highest quality and he could have sold them for more to the cooks at every castle in the Nine Kingdoms, but he preferred to work in the loud and lively markets where ordinary people bought and sold their wares.


To be a spice seller was a family tradition, he’d told Aladdin when he was a small child. To have the gift to add such flavours to meals was a magic of its own. A little could go a long way for the poor. To bring joy to many, that was his way, and while he might not have been rich, he had a wealth of friends who often brought honey cakes and other sweet treats for their favourite sellers. He told Aladdin that he too would know this joy when he was old enough to take over the business and have a family of his own. He said this when Aladdin was five and too young to know better. By the time Aladdin was eleven his disappointed – and perhaps heartbroken – father had realised that this lazy son of his would never amount to much and, were he to inherit the business, would either run it into the ground or sell it on.


And now Aladdin was fifteen, even though he looked younger, and he knew what his father and mother had never realised. He wasn’t lazy. He was simply differently gifted.


Yes, he decided, as the guard let out another pig-like grunt, this man did remind him of his father. It made his decision easy.


In a swift move, he pulled his sharp blade across the man’s thick neck, too fast for him to even startle. It was a quick and silent death, and very unlike the one he’d given his father a year or so ago. That had been a much messier affair, as had his mother’s. But still, he thought, as he let himself in through the door to the Viceroy of the Meridien Isles’ opulent living quarters, they had been his first. He’d got better since then.


He wiped the blade clean on his wet shorts and set about his task without another thought for the dead guard and his dreams.





Two



It was a warm day, and, once the door had appeared and she felt the full impact of the scent of the plants and flowers that surrounded the white tower, Rapunzel almost smiled with pleasure but then checked herself, keeping her back straight, and expression haughty. Icy and aloof. That was all she would ever show to a visitor, especially a man. Her Aunt Gretel had taught her well. That didn’t stop Conrad’s round and red face beaming at her as he did every time he paid them a visit.


‘I’ve got some fine strawberries growing in my garden, so I put some in for your aunt,’ he said.


‘She probably won’t eat them.’


‘Well, maybe she will, and maybe she won’t. They’re a gift. Better than wasting them.’ Conrad’s eyes always shone with goodness and warmth, however rude Rapunzel was to him. And she was more often than not rude. Or at the very least indifferent. She excelled at indifference.


‘Maybe one day she’ll come down here again herself. Would be nice to see her.’


‘Highly unlikely.’ Rapunzel took the basket of chopped pieces of ash and maple from him, topped with the sack of food items Aunt Gretel had requested. Two rabbits, some fish and a fine cake from the baker. Aunt Gretel had a sweet tooth.


‘Is that everything?’ He’d been paid when they’d placed the order and there was really no need for him to loiter.


‘Got something for you too. It’s under all that wood.’ He winked at her, almost fatherly, his eyes twinkling. Rapunzel had often wondered where he found so much humour. ‘Can’t read myself, but I figure a well-brought up girl like yourself can manage letters. I saw the cover and thought you might like it.’


‘Thank you,’ she muttered, not really sure what else to say. She had plenty of books. Books about science, books detailing the history of the kingdoms, books listing the plants and herbs growing in the forests, books about magic and dragons, books about animals. What other kind of books did she need?


‘See you next week,’ she added, a last-minute impetuous comment, and Conrad, already returning to his horse and cart carrying last week’s empty basket, raised one hand and waved in farewell.


Rapunzel stepped back and as soon as she was clear of the doorway, the door itself vanished, eaten up by the wall, only smooth stone visible where the heavy wood had been moments ago. While this might be a thing of wonder to those who lived in the village, to Rapunzel it was simply the front-door-that-mainly-wasn’t-there, which, when she thought about it logically, was probably the best kind of door to have. Doors that were there all the time were far easier for the outside world to find a way through, and if there was one thing her Aunt Gretel didn’t like it was the outside world.


She hitched the basket to the metal hook hanging on a long rope, and then ran up the winding staircase to the next landing, taking the stone steps two at a time, her long, slim legs enjoying the challenge. When she’d been younger she’d run all the way up and down the tower over and over, just for the fun of it, but now the tower was bigger and there were more rooms and plenty of space for her to dance and do cartwheels and play act, even though she was twenty-one and too old for such things.


When she got to the first landing she cranked the handle set into the wall and the basket rose up towards her. She stored the food in the pantry, which was always much cooler than the rest of the tower, and then took the next three flights up, past her aunt’s bedroom nestled amongst the doors and corridors in the centre of the tower. The structure narrowed the higher she went. She turned another handle in the wall and the basket followed her up and she carried it into the large room that was her bedroom and also served as her workshop.


The wood was all well cut and pliable and she laid it out neatly by type ready to carve and cut and smooth and join together. She’d made so many spinning wheels she could probably build one in her sleep. She looked back into the basket. There was the book, just as Conrad had promised, but it did not look like any volume she’d seen before. It was smaller than the dark and heavy thickly-bound leather tomes in Aunt Gretel’s study and the cover was brightly covered and at the centre was a beautiful girl in a fine dress, held in a very handsome man’s arms.


‘Rapunzel?’


She quickly stuffed the ridiculous looking book under her straw mattress and hurried up the final flight of steps to Aunt Gretel, in her potion room. It was stuffy and warm as usual, with several candles burning for light in the gloom. There were only two windows in the white tower that was their world, one in the kitchen, and one in Rapunzel’s room to let the wood dust escape when she was working, and of course for that other activity that brought them both so much entertainment.


‘Did Conrad bring everything we need?’ Her aunt didn’t turn as she finished applying a drop of dark liquid to the pin of a spindle and placed it down carefully to dry before replacing the stopper on the small vial and putting it back in her cabinet.


‘Yes. And he brought you some strawberries from his garden.’


‘The man’s a fool.’ Aunt Gretel snorted with derision. ‘He thinks I’m lonely. Always has.’ She sat down heavily in her rocking chair, the lines around her mouth pulling into a frown. Her waist and hips had thickened slightly over the years, and on another woman it might serve to make them seem warmer and more feminine, but Aunt Gretel’s cold stare combined with her ice-white hair put paid to any hint of that.


‘Because he’s a man,’ Rapunzel said, her beautiful face twisting into an unpleasant smirk. ‘And men are cruel or stupid or, most often, both.’


‘Good girl.’ Aunt Gretel nodded, pleased, before frowning again. ‘Where are your shoes? Did you speak to him barefoot?’


Rapunzel looked down, her face reddening. ‘Sorry, Auntie. It’s easier to run down the steps without them.’


‘I’ve told you many times, dear. Make them wait. And always look perfect. Perfect and unattainable. That’s the way to keep them weak. To break a man’s heart without so much as touching him. Make them fear you for simply being yourself.’


‘It was only Conrad,’ Rapunzel said quietly. She didn’t like disappointing her Aunt Gretel. ‘He’s an old man.’


‘He’s forty-five, I think. Not that much older than me. Although of course he will grow old much quicker than I. Witches live a very long time.’


Rapunzel said nothing. Both her aunt and Conrad seemed ancient to her.


‘And he loves you, I’m sure,’ Gretel smiled. ‘How could he not? You’re twenty-one years old and so very beautiful.’ There was an edge in her voice – a hunger, perhaps – whenever she mentioned Rapunzel’s beauty that left the young woman slightly uneasy. Was she beautiful? She had very little to compare herself with except the occasional country maid who wandered too close to the tower. They tended to hurry back into the forest, hiding their faces under their caps; the tales of the witch in the tower were enough to keep most of the surrounding villagers at bay. Mainly, their visitors, other than Conrad, were fat pigeons carrying messages, or servants coming to collect secretly ordered items. The only times men came themselves to ask for Aunt Gretel’s help was when they feared their pigeons would be intercepted. It seemed to Rapunzel that no one could be trusted at all, in the Nine Kingdoms. Not even kings and queens.


Rapunzel left Aunt Gretel to her work and went to the kitchen to make them both a rabbit stew, enjoying the summer breeze. She felt unsettled. She’d felt unsettled quite a lot recently, the tower walls becoming somewhat stifling. Perhaps that’s why she hadn’t shown Aunt Gretel the book Conrad had given her. They would usually laugh at the stupid man and his stupid presents, but today she wanted something of her own. For herself.


Sometimes – although she was sure Aunt Gretel loved her in her own way – she felt she only existed as an extension of her aunt’s wishes. Not that she minded too much. From everything Aunt Gretel had told her and shown her in books of war and murder throughout the kingdoms, wars so bad that even the dragons had returned to the Far Mountain and rarely danced and sang in the skies anymore, men really were terrible creatures to be avoided at all costs and the outside world left little to be desired.


No, she told herself as she skinned the rabbit, she was content with her life. She would stay in the tower, and when she was older and had white hair, she’d find a fresh girl to make the spinning wheels and she’d use Aunt Gretel’s store of potions and pretend to be a witch herself. She would live in the tower for ever. The tower was safe.


The day passed in their usual pattern of work and food and then studying in the library, Aunt Gretel quizzing her on the rarest plants in the forest and what spices to blend them with to add nuance to any spell. A love spell was no use without specifics, as many fools had learned. What kind of love was required? From who? Did you want a painful death for an enemy or an easy one for a loved one? Every type of magic had its own scent and flavour, and each required a delicate touch when dripped onto the wood. One drop too many could change everything.


There were two powers women had in the world, her Aunt Gretel had often told her. Magic and beauty. She had one, and Rapunzel had the other. Rapunzel had insisted cleverness must be a power but her aunt had just laughed at that. Only if you have one of the other two, she’d replied. If not, then to be clever as a woman is a curse. Men will not thank you for it.


Only when she finally lay down on her small bed for the night, moonlight streaming bright across the floor, did she pull the strange volume out from under her mattress and look at it properly. The beautiful couple on the cover were dressed so finely it rang a chord deep inside her, and her head suddenly whirled with fabrics of a hundred different colours, and brightly lit ballrooms, and so many people it made her dizzy, the tinkle of another girl’s laugh, and then – as ever – a man in a crimson jacket.


She blinked and the images vanished.


These snatches of memory made her feel strange. Everything from before the tower was a blur. Sometimes, if she tried really hard, she would remember how much she’d cried when she arrived, and how in the end her Aunt Gretel – not really her aunt at all – had given her a potion and the sadness had faded along with the memories of her past. Now it was just them – and she was content with that.


She rarely even looked at the tattered piece of parchment the crimson jacket-clad man – her father, she knew he was her father – had left tucked into her shoe, that Aunt Gretel had never known about. I love you with all my heart and I promise I’ll come back for you soon. Papa. That’s all it said.


Well, he hadn’t come back, and that, along with everything Aunt Gretel and her books had told her about the cruelty of men was all Rapunzel needed to know about love. Even fathers couldn’t be trusted.


She looked back down at the cover of the strange book. How could the beautiful girl be gazing at the man like that, even if, she had to admit, he was very handsome? Surely all girls out in the world knew how awful men were? What on earth could there be to like about them?


She got out of bed, took her pillow and sat under the windowsill, the moon brighter than any reading candle, and, only to satisfy her curiosity that this really would be the most ridiculous story, she started to read.


It was a world of balls and fantastic clothing and expensive carriages and, somehow, she knew what all these things were as if deep down in her memory they had once been a part of her life. As she turned the pages, the room around her faded and she was lost in the world within the words, entranced by the tale.


It was nearly dawn when she reluctantly put the book down with a third of the story still to go. Every inch of her skin was flushed and even though her aunt would be up in an hour or so and their day would begin, and she really should at least close her eyes, she wasn’t sure she could sleep at all. What had she just read? The princess and the blacksmith – well, the things they’d done with their clothes off. When she’d read how they touched each other her body tingled so much she wanted to run her hands over it and touch wherever the blacksmith was touching in the book. She felt on fire.


She’d had moments like this over the past few years, urges she didn’t understand that left her most flustered and wanting to wash in cold water, but now she understood what they were. The need to kiss and touch and be touched. Her head was spinning.


Why had Aunt Gretel left all this out when she’d talked about the battles between men and women? She’d explained to Rapunzel that mating led to procreation. All of that was in the science books and had sounded quite revolting – having a person growing inside you and having to push it out and look after it while the man carried on with life as before – and another reason to live happily in the tower as her aunt had chosen to, but this was something quite different. This wasn’t mating for mating’s sake. This was – well, she flushed a little deeper – this was something she thought she’d quite like. If even half of what she’d read in Conrad’s book was true then sometimes the battleground of men and women could lead to something quite magical in itself, whether you were a witch or a princess or a milkmaid.


She got to her feet and stood in front of the window, the fresh early breeze delicious as it caressed her through her nightdress, teasing every inch of her skin. Her breath caught as the air found its way between her legs. Suddenly she felt like a woman, not a girl, and she closed her eyes and danced with the breeze, as if she was the princess at the ball, dancing with the prince, and knowing the blacksmith was waiting outside the castle, hoping she’d choose him.


Courtly music played in her head, the fantasy dredging lost memories to the surface as she twirled in front of the window. It was only when she heard low voices drifting up that she stopped, panting, her reverie broken.


The sun was coming up, and in the streaking pale yellow glow past the rich gardens of flowers and herbs at the edge of the forest, she could make out four figures – young men – looking up at her. She leaned out, her long, golden hair, having come loose as she danced, trailing part way down the smooth white wall, and the tingle on her skin started up again as she studied them.


Their words didn’t carry, but she could hear their voices, deep and masculine, and they stood tall with broad chests beneath white shirts and their doublets undone, or slung over one shoulder. When they realised they’d been seen, the most confident of the four stepped forward and she saw that while they were handsome, they were also drunk and veering on boorish as they grinned up at her, swaying and leaning on each other.


‘Come down here and dance with me!’ the tallest and perhaps the leader of this merry band called up to her, his hands planted on his hips, standing with his legs wide. ‘We’ll get a sweat on, that much is certain.’


He looked back at his friends who laughed, and as she saw their crudeness the heat from her skin vanished. Did they think they could impress her so easily? Despite how she’d lost herself in Conrad’s book, all the teachings from her aunt had been imprinted on her for years and this arrogance only made her all the more full of disdain for these foolish boys. She smiled coquettishly, twirling a strand of hair.


‘Oh, I wish I could, but until someone rescues me I’m trapped in here. For, you see, I’ve been cursed to stay locked in this tower all my life by a wicked witch.’ She leaned further out, knowing that even from that far below the young men would have a tantalising glimpse of her cleavage. ‘She has a room full of magic spindles and cursed spinning wheels and there are some that might kill you – or worse – should you touch them. And the only way to open the door, is to promise that you will each take your chance with a spindle. Am I worth that? For a dance?’


She watched as their confidence began to ebb away. At first they laughed, and then glanced at each other, none wanting to go first.


‘Surely a witch and the risk of death doesn’t scare you?’ she called down to them as they backed away. ‘To free me? But we must act quickly. For soon the witch will awaken and her vengeance on you for talking to me will be great. She turned the last man she caught into a toad.’


It came as no surprise to her when they started to back away. Most men were cowards, as Aunt Gretel had always said.


‘We are headed to the Eastern Seas to take up life on the ships,’ the tallest of them, not so cocky now, called up, in a much more hushed tone, as he sought cover under the canopy of the trees. ‘But we will come back for you. We promise!’


Rapunzel’s smile turned into an unpleasant sneer, and she went back inside and flopped on her bed, all thoughts of princes and blacksmiths forgotten. The promises of men, as she’d learned from her own father, weren’t worth the parchment they were written on.





Three



The salmon in the river were notoriously difficult to catch for most of the villagers, but Conrad’s nets always provided two or three large fish to eat or sell, and it made him think that Gretel the witch was fonder of him than she allowed herself to believe, because everybody knew that water and witches went together, and this river ran right under the white tower. If Gretel thought him the nuisance she claimed then he would catch no fish at all.


Thinking of Gretel and young Rapunzel locked up in that impenetrable tower gave him a wave of sadness that even the beautiful early morning couldn’t dispel. He’d been emptying his hare traps when the group of drunken young men had gone by, and he’d heard them laughing at how scared they’d been by the threat of the witch made by the trapped beauty, joking about who had been the most cowardly and how would they survive on the Eastern Seas.


Like the rest of the village, Conrad could never quite remember how Rapunzel had come to be in the tower or when she’d arrived. It felt like she’d been there for ever, and that with every season that passed, she was turning into a copy of her aunt – cold and haughty and with a disdain for love and romance and men, all the magic and mess that came with simply being alive. He’d heard the stories of how Gretel had come to build the tower here, and if they were even half true then he couldn’t blame her for disliking men, but if Gretel was beyond hope – and he didn’t believe she was, being someone who always tried to see the positive in every situation – he didn’t want the same for Rapunzel. She was a beautiful young woman and this life was unfair on her. That’s why he’d given her the book. It had cost him dearly at the market, but the trader had grinned and said that the story would certainly make the reader crave love, and so he thought it worth the piece of silver he’d parted with. His shoes could go without being cobbled for a while longer. The forest floor was mainly soft and the weather was mild.


By the time he’d got back to his cabin at the edge of the village the sun was high, the bees were buzzing in the hives, and the scent of fresh blooms welcomed him from his tended gardens. He wished that Gretel would see them one day. The sight might bring her some joy. Perhaps he’d cut some flowers for Rapunzel to give to her aunt the next time he took their provisions.
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