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[image: ] CHAPTER ONE [image: ] Who I Am [image: ]


ONCE UPON A TIME…

There was a prince who was revered throughout the land for being exceptionally brave…
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who was known far and wide for his cool and calm presence in the face of grave danger…


[image: Image]


and who was beloved and adored by all the people of his kingdom.
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This is not his story.
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It’s mine.

I’m Tim.

Come in a little closer so you can have a better look at me.
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You know how, whenever you see a movie or read a story set in olden times, it’s almost always about a dashing prince or a beautiful princess, and you’re supposed to get all wrapped up in their troubles?

Well, there are lots of other people who aren’t princes or princesses, and trust me: we have way more problems than the rich folks do.

We’re called peasants. And being a peasant stinks.

To start with, we’re all really, really poor.

See those clothes I’m wearing? Those are the only clothes I own. I’ve been wearing the same outfit for two years—and it was a hand-me-down from a cousin who wore it for two years before me.

All the princes and princesses live in castles with hundreds of rooms. I live in a hut.

See?
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You might be thinking to yourself, Gosh, that’s awfully small, but it looks pretty cozy.

Well, it’s not. For example, look at the windows….

Oh, that’s right. You can’t. Because there aren’t any windows. Peasants can’t afford fancy stuff like glass. Which means that any animal that wants to get into your house can do it: flies, lice, raccoons, muskrats, wild boars, the occasional dragon…

While I’m on the subject, here are a few other things we don’t have:

Air-conditioning.

Heaters.

Refrigerators.

Televisions.

Internet.

Bathrooms.

Yes, you heard that right. We don’t have bathrooms. No showers. No sinks. No toilets. (All right, I’ll admit, the princes and princesses don’t have flush toilets either, but they at least have separate rooms to do their business and professional wipers to clean them afterward.)

But the worst part of being a peasant isn’t really what we don’t have.

It’s what we can’t do.

See, there’s only one way to become a prince or princess: you’re born into it. That’s it. No one can apply for a job as a royal family member. If you’re a peasant boy, like me, you basically have one option:
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Peasant.

My parents are peasants. So were their parents. And their parents before them. And so on and so on and so on, going all the way back as far as anyone can remember. (Which, given that there aren’t any history books readily available, is about seventy years.) There’s nothing you can do about it.

Almost.

It turns out, there is one way a peasant can change his lot in life. It isn’t easy, though. In fact, it’s extremely dangerous. Ridiculously, terribly, insanely dangerous. But if you’re smart, brave, confident, trustworthy, honest—and if you don’t die in the process—then you might be able to pull it off.

I was willing to give it a shot.

Because, like I said, being a peasant stinks. (Okay, I’ll admit, some people are content with peasantry. Like my parents. And all my uncles and aunts. And all my distant cousins. And most of my neighbors. But it just wasn’t for me.)

So… this is the story of how I took that shot. And how it led to the greatest adventure of my young life—along with plenty of danger and peril and treachery and doom.

It’s a good story, though. I promise. And there are some awesome pictures, too. So settle down, get cozy, maybe make a quick stop to use the bathroom (with your flush toilet, you lucky duck), and I’ll tell it to you.

Right now.






[image: ] CHAPTER TWO [image: ] What Started It All [image: ]


Even though this is my story, it begins with a princess. This princess, right here:
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This is Princess Grace, who lives in the next kingdom over from me. Before this adventure, I had never met her, so I only knew as much about her as you do from looking at this picture. She was famous for being beautiful and lovely and kind. People said that she had a voice like an angel, and that when she sang, woodland creatures would gather around and gaze at her adoringly, although you can’t really believe everything you hear. But she did have quite a good reputation….

And then this happened.
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Princess Grace was snatched away by a monster. And not just any monster. The most horrible, terrible, deadly monster you can imagine.

No, not a dragon. Dragons are powder puffs compared to what I’m talking about.

She was taken by a stinx.

Not a sphinx. A stinx.

A sphinx is a creature with the head of a human, the body of a lion, the wings of a bat, and a habit of asking really terrible riddles.

A stinx is far worse.

It has the left side of a lion, the wings of a bat, and the right side of an entirely different lion who doesn’t get along with the first, so it is always in an incredibly bad mood.
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Also, as you might have gathered from its name, it smells awful. Worse than awful, really. It has the most toxic, terrible, malodorous [image: IQ Booster!] stench of anything you have ever encountered.

(I recognize that you might not know what “malodorous” means. Occasionally I’m going to drop a big word in here and then share the definition. That way, if your parents ever start giving you grief for reading a book with lots of pictures in it, you can tell them it’s actually educational. Then wow them with one of the words you’ve learned. They’ll be so impressed, they might even let you stay up past your bedtime to keep reading. For help finding them, I’ll even throw in those handy IQ Booster arrows.)

Anyhow, “malodorous” means “really, really, really smelly.” Imagine the smelliest thing you can think of, and then triple it. The kind of smelly that could kill a canary. (If your parents challenge you to use the word in a sentence, say “Whenever Mom passes gas, it’s extremely malodorous.” That ought to end the conversation right there.)

So, a stinx has two heads that don’t get along, which makes it very little fun to hang out with, and a smell that keeps anyone from coming within five miles of it. Therefore, they are the most ill-tempered, vile, and nasty creatures that ever lived and are prone to doing jerky things like capturing princesses, knocking over churches, and urinating in the town reservoir.

Of course, everyone in the kingdom was extremely upset that their princess had been captured. Especially her parents.

But the king and queen also saw an opportunity here. If you’ve ever read a fairy tale, you know that the standard way for a princess to meet a prince is to end up in peril. The princess gets captured by a vicious beast, or moves in with a bunch of dwarfs and then eats a poisoned apple—or, if she’s a real drama-queen-to-be, she pricks her finger on a spinning wheel and falls asleep for a hundred years along with the rest of her kingdom. Then the prince comes along and rescues her, they immediately fall in love, and all is well and good.

(I know, I know. It would probably be much more efficient if they just had social mixers, but that’s the way things were done back in my day.)

So the call went out to all the nearby kingdoms to see if there were any dashing, daring, and eligible young princes who wanted to rescue the princess and win her hand in marriage.

Since my kingdom happened to be right next door, we were the first to hear about the situation with the stinx. And our prince was very intrigued.

Remember that prince I mentioned before? The one at the beginning of the book? Here’s another picture of him to jog your memory:
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This is Prince Ruprecht. He’d always had a serious crush on Princess Grace. And his parents, King and Queen Goodheart (who are right behind him) liked Grace a lot too. But not because she was beautiful or smart or strangely attractive to woodland creatures. It was because she was rich.

You see, King and Queen Goodheart might have ruled our kingdom and lived in a really big castle with 164 rooms and personal buttocks wipers, but they weren’t very smart. As a result, they made some really bad investments. Recently, they had blown their entire fortune on a goose that was supposed to lay golden eggs. (It turned out to be just a regular goose. It could have at least made a nice meal—except that the king then traded it for some “magic beans,” which, of course, turned out to just be regular beans and were promptly eaten by a mouse.)

Anyhow, Prince Ruprecht decided to answer the call, defeat the stinx, rescue the princess, and win her hand in marriage (along with all her money).

There were just two problems:

1) Ruprecht was a coward.

I know that, back in chapter 1, I made it sound like he was very brave. But if you read that section again, you’ll notice something: I only said that he was revered for being brave. That doesn’t mean he was actually brave. It just means he had really good public relations.

All the people of my kingdom had been tricked by this. Including me. As you will see, I would eventually learn the truth about Ruprecht the hard way.

2) Ruprecht didn’t have any knights to join him on his quest. Once our knights had learned that the king and queen had blown all their money on a goose, they went to work for royals who could actually afford to pay them.

Having no knights and no courage left Ruprecht in a bit of a pickle.
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But then his sinister adviser, Nerlim, came up with a plan.

Nerlim was a sneaky, shifty guy—and royals always need sneaky and shifty people to advise them. Nerlim was the one who had spread all the rumors that Ruprecht was brave and dashing in the first place. And he’d also covered up the story of the bad goose investment.

Now he came to Prince Ruprecht with a plan that was quite dastardly. [image: IQ Booster!] (Did you notice I dropped another good word in there? “Dastardly” means “wicked,” “cruel,” or “really, really, jerky.” As in: “The dastardly school administrator cut the budget for new books for the library.”)

The plan was also clever and devious. But it required someone they could take advantage of. Someone well meaning and dutiful and trustworthy who they could trick.

Basically, it required a sucker.

Sadly, that’s where I come in.
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