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“Do you have the lizard snot?” asked Grizelda.

“Right here,” said Phrenella, holding up a tiny green bottle.

Midnight thunder rumbled in the distance as Grizelda rubbed her hands together with delight. “Good,” she cackled. “We’re ready to begin!”

The two witches were standing in front of Grizelda’s cottage—a thatch-roofed dwelling hidden deep in the Forest of Wonder. Golden leaves were falling all around them. Between the witches, suspended above a low-burning fire, was a huge black cauldron filled with a bubbling brew. A dozen or so goblins, the strange, green-skinned creatures who did Grizelda’s bidding, lurked at the edges of the clearing.
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“Let the conjuring commence!” cried Grizelda. Rolling up her sleeves, she began to wave her skinny arms over the cauldron.

“Goblins, bring your ingredients!” ordered Phrenella.

As the goblins lumbered forward with the things Grizelda had sent them to gather, she began to chant strange and incomprehensible words. One by one, the goblins tossed their treasures into the bubbling cauldron. The fire made their shadows flicker and dance around the edge of the clearing.

The wind began to pick up. The storm was getting closer.

Phrenella stood near the fire, muttering the names of the things the goblins tossed into the cauldron, as if checking them against a list. “Moondust and mildew, toad tongues, bat wings, fireflowers and wormwood…” These were just the beginning of the list. Soon there were other things, things too strange and fierce to mention.

The cauldron began to boil more fiercely. A smell of fear and sulfur rose from the strange brew.

“No eye of newt?” asked Phrenella at last.

“Eye?” cried Grizelda. “What eye? I’m using the whole thing!”

She pulled a tiny wriggling thing from her pocket. “Behold!” she cried, pointing to the squirming creature. “The dragon-to-be!”

With that, she hurled the newt into the cauldron. Raising her arms above her head, she began a new chant, her words low and menacing at first, then growing steadily louder until finally she was shrieking her incantation.


“Powers of the deep and dark

Grizelda calls! Send me your spark—

Use my hate to fuel this fire;

Let it work my heart’s desire.

Let King lose child, as I lost mine,

Let him drink revenge’s bitter wine.

Raise the dragon, raise him now,

To fill Grizelda’s hate-born vow!”



Suddenly the storm broke. Grizelda erupted in wild laughter as bolts of lightning streaked through the jet-black sky, sending the goblins scurrying for shelter. Thunder seemed to shake the trees where they stood. A shaft of lightning sizzled into the very center of the clearing—into the cauldron itself.

With a tremendous explosion, the cauldron flew into thousands of pieces. For a moment all was silent. Then a tiny creature—something like a lizard, yet somehow… different—scrambled from the wreckage. Rearing on its hind legs, it spit fire at one of the goblins, which ran shrieking into the forest as flames singed its pants.

The tiny dragon gave a piercing cry, then turned and raced in the other direction. Soon it had disappeared among the trees.

“He’s not very big,” said one of the goblins, sounding puzzled.

“Oh, he’ll grow,” cackled Grizelda. “He’ll grow. By spring he’ll be—remarkable!”

Grabbing her broom, she leapt astride it and soared into the darkness. Her shrieks of laughter seemed to hang in the air behind her as she vanished in the wild October sky.
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“No, no, no! I won’t do it!”

The speaker was the Princess Wilhelmina—known as Willie for short, since she was the most willful person anyone in the kingdom had ever met.

“Of course you’ll do it,” said her father, King Mildred.

(King Mildred had never gotten over his unfortunate name, which had caused him no end of trouble when he was a boy. As far as he was concerned, he had been so much kinder in naming his daughter than his parents had been to him that a simple matter such as whom she would marry—or whether she would marry at all—should have been no problem.)

“I will not!” shouted Willie. She crossed her arms and shook her head, causing her long red hair to slide back and forth over her shoulders.

“Why?” asked her mother, Queen Hortense. “That’s what I don’t understand, Willie. I would think you would be delighted that your father is ready to choose your husband. The suitors are getting anxious, dear.”

“Have you seen them, Mother?” cried Willie. “One is old, one is fat, and one is ugly.”

“And they’re all willing to marry you—which is no small thing, considering how pigheaded you are,” said King Mildred.

“You’re the one who’s being pigheaded, Father!” cried Willie. “Why do I have to get married at all?”

“Wilhelmina!” cried the queen in shock. “You’re fourteen years old. You don’t want to wither on the vine, do you?”

“No, but I want to be ripe before I get plucked!”

Her mother sighed. “You need a husband to take care of you, dear, to—”

“Oh, don’t be silly, Mother,” interrupted Willie. “I can take care of myself. I wouldn’t mind getting married someday—if I fell in love. But there’s a lot I want to do first.”

“Oh, really?” asked the king, raising one bushy gray eyebrow. “Care to give us an example?”

Willie’s eyes lit with excitement. “Well, I want to learn to ride a horse… and use a sword. I want to see the world. I want to have adventures. But most of all,” she cried, so excited that she leapt from her chair, “I want to be a knight!”

A gasp of horror rose from the assembled lords. They had been ignoring the argument up to this point; they were more than used to Willie arguing with her parents. But this was beyond anything they had ever heard. One of the maids-in-waiting fainted with embarrassment.

“Willie!” hissed the king. “You mustn’t talk that way!”

“Why not?” asked Wilhelmina, genuinely puzzled.

“Because you’re a young lady, dear,” explained the queen with a sigh. “No real young lady would even think of such things.”

“It’s just not fair!” shouted Wilhelmina, stamping her foot.

“What’s not fair?” asked the king.

“The boys get everything that’s interesting. They get horses. What do I get? Kittens! They get helmets. What do I get? Hairpins! They get swords. What do I get? Embroidery needles!”
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The page boys smiled and nodded. This was the way it had always been, and as far as they were concerned, it made perfect sense.

“Willie, that’s enough,” snapped the king. “You are a princess, and a princess can’t—”

His words were cut off by a cry from the huge doors at the front of the throne room. “Horror and woe!” wailed the voice. “Death and destruction! Horror and woe! Monstrous! Monstrous!”

“What’s going on there?” cried the king. “Guards, go see to it. Willie, sit down. You boys straighten out, too,” he added, gesturing to the pages, who had started giggling and making jokes among themselves.

Everyone turned to the great doors at the front of the room. Two guards marched in, carrying between them a peasant woman dressed in smoking, tattered rags.

“Here she is, Your Majesty,” said the first guard. “The one who was making all that squawking.”

“She insisted on seeing you,” added the second.

“Good Lord, woman!” cried King Mildred. “What happened?”

“It was awful!” cried the peasant. Though her eyes were wide, she appeared to be looking at something far from the courtroom.

“What was awful?” asked the king.

“You’re right,” said the woman, turning slowly toward him. “It was!”

“What are you talking about?” bellowed the king.

“The dragon!” cried the peasant woman.

Then she fell over in a dead faint.
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“Well,” said Willie, pushing up her sleeves and climbing off her throne. “This is getting interesting!”

“Wilhelmina, be quiet!” snapped the queen. “Don’t you know that dragons love fried princess more than anything?”

“Oh yeah?” cried Willie. “Well, let him try me. I’ll pull his teeth out. I’ll knock his—”

“Hush, Willie!” snapped the king, waving a hand in her direction. He turned back to the peasant woman. Several of the maids-in-waiting had rushed to her side and were helping her to a sitting position. One was fanning her face, another lightly slapping her cheeks.

“Now, what is this all about?” asked King Mildred.

“A dragon from the Forest of Wonder is ravaging the kingdom!” cried the peasant. “A fierce, man-eating, house-burning dragon! He’s eight feet tall and twenty feet long! He has a face made of fear, teeth like daggers, a roar that can stop your heart!”

“Well, what do you want me to do about it?” asked the king, looking confused.

“Send a knight to kill the thing!”

The king sank back in his chair with a groan.

“I’ll do it!” cried Willie, jumping to her feet. Grabbing Willie by the shoulder, Queen Hortense pulled her back into her chair.

“One of you pages go fetch the knights,” said King Mildred with a wave of his hand. “Tell them I want them here right away.”

“I’ll go!” cried a dark-haired boy, the shortest of the lot.

The king nodded and said, “Thank you, Brian.”

The other pages sighed and made faces at Brian as he left the room.

While waiting for his knights, King Mildred sent the peasant woman to be cared for by a doctor, told Wilhelmina that she would have to pick a husband by morning, and tried to get the court to settle down. Willie was winding up to argue with him again when the knights came parading in.

The king pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. He only had three knights, and they were the shame of the kingdom, a bumbling collection of fools and clowns who could be counted on to embarrass him in important situations.

“You called, Your Majesty?” asked Sir Pentamon, the leader of the group.

“Yes, I called,” said the king. “I want you to—”

“Dungeon dust!” cried Sir Wexler, the last knight in the line. “I forgot my sword. Go get it, Elizar!”

“Yes, sir! At once, sir!” said a tall, skinny man who had come trailing in behind the knights. He had a bald head and a long gray beard, and he had endured a brief bout of fame the year before when someone had discovered that he was the world’s oldest working squire.

“You were saying, Your Highness?” asked Sir Pentamon as Elizar went running out.

The king cleared his throat. “I have a small job for one of you men.”

Sir Filibuster, the second most senior knight, grinned broadly. “Small jobs are our specialty.”

“I know,” replied the king sharply. “However, this one is a tiny bit larger than usual. I want one of you to go slay a dragon.”

Sir Pentamon blinked in astonishment. “A dragon?” he squeaked. Then, lowering his voice, he repeated: “A dragon?”

“Yes,” said the king, “a dragon. As I said, it’s a small job—the sort of thing you expect every day from a knight.”

He decided not to mention that since the kingdom had had an unusually long stretch of good luck and peace, none of his own knights were used to this sort of thing.

“Well, I would do it myself, Your Highness,” said Sir Pentamon, “but as you probably recall, I have been having a lot of trouble with my back lately….”

Willie snorted, causing Sir Pentamon to glare at her.

The king turned his attention to Sir Filibuster, who looked like a man who had just been told he was going to have his teeth pulled out one by one. “Sorry, Your Highness,” he muttered. “I dislocated my shoulder during jousting practice last week. Couldn’t consider it for at least another month.”

The king growled and turned his attention to Sir Wexler.
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