THIS STORY TAKES place once-upon-a-time; not area time that has come and gone, or atime dia
has yet to happen, or even quite a high-and-far-off (-out) time where so many stonestake place; thisisa
time that never happened but ought to have, in one of those placesthat are called fabulous since, of
course, they exist only in fables.

Because thisisone of thosetaes, it must begin with a proper little verse, something pompous and
frivolous, to set the tone of the thing and to bow to tradition.

That specid once-upon-a-timeishere

When wonders and nostalgic dreams abound
When aggravations of thisworld al leave

And for awhile care knitsup its deeve.

Here you may gather cherished memories around
And merrily indulge, your conscience clear,

The specid whimsy and ddight you found

When younger, in the realms of make-believe.

So much for tradition.

Now that you are in the mood, think of towering powdered wigs and cascades of lace, of adorable
heroines and staunch heroes, of mighty wizards and malefic sorcerers, of perspicacious kings and odious
tyrants, of soothsayers and enchantments, and al the other stuff of faery, for thisisthat
once-upon-a-time, where even witches had a sense of fashion.
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We begin in the darkest pan of the Woebegone Wood, a place known as the Wailing Gorge. Trees
unlucky enough to grow here are festooned with so much mossthat it is difficult to know wheat they are
like underneath. Thereisvery littlelight here, and what small amount of it reaches down through the
overgrowth isamurky color, asif it had run out of breath. A river rushes down from the craggy heightsin
ahurry to get away, and it has very little manners about how it goes. Everything hereis dank and the
andl ismiaamic.

There aretwo sets of inhabitants here. Oneisalarge family of Trollswho roister much of thetime. They
livein the caves behind thefadlsand it israre that anyone seesthem, which is probably just aswell. The
other is an ederly witch (who nonetheless has some pretentions to beauty of a particular sort), her
abominable familiar who is an obnoxious floofy cat, and her servant (more about her in amoment).

AlfreidaBroomtail, the witch, livesin ahut, one of those low-dung hovelswith athatched roof that has
things growing out of it. There are very few windows, al of mem tiny and hard to see through, and
generdly one of themisfull of Liri-poop who spends most of the time polishing his clawvs with histongue.
There are excdllent reasons not to disturb him. Beneath one of the windowsisalarge, rickety table that
takes up most of thewall and about a quarter of thefloor. It is covered with jars and bottlesand vias
and sachets and boxes and small cooking pots that send off various dreadful odors. Thisiswhere
Alfreidaspends most of her timewhen sheis not too busy with her persona toilette. Occasondly she
sweeps everything off the roughhewn surface, and so there are hegps and piles of unidentified debrison



the floor—therats and spiders are very territoria about them. Naturally thereisafireplace, with the
traditiona cauldron hanging on a blackened iron hook over the glowing coals. The hearth isvery nest,
and the smells coming from the cauldron are delicious; Alfreidais much too busy to cook, and thetask is
left to her servant.

For illumination mere are candlesin tilting sconces tacked to the walls wherever there isroom for mem,
and so haphazard are they that their flames appear to lurch around the room, from hearth to door to table
to bed and back to the hearth again. Little wax stalagmites rise under the candles, their relative heights
reveding how long the sconce above has been there.
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Alfreidahersdf isbusy at the table sorting out cobwebs. Sheisafine, scrawny ruin of awoman, with
bones poking at her skin like unfriendly tenants. This afternoon she iswearing asplendid, ancient dress of
arusty, muddy shade that might once have been dark blue. The brocade taffetais shapel ess and without
shine, and the scraps of lace at the corsage and the cuffs only serve to make the whole ensemble appear
more bedraggled. Over the years she has lived aone, she has got into the habit of talking to hersdf. Itis
quite uselessto talk to Liripoop, who rarely pays attention to anything except his own vanity.

"Bats toes, bats toes, where arc they? What dy thingsthey are, oh, yes." With acry she seizesalump of
ajar and pullsthe stopper out. "There. Theretheretherel” Ddightedly she drops some smdl, anonymous
bitsinto the pot Stting by her right elbow. "Now for the kernels of galowsbane fruit!" Her twiggy fingers
hover over the confusion and she clicks them with impatience.

On thewindowsill, Liripoop regards her contemptuoudy. He stretches out his front paws, crossesthem
just s0, and lets his claws out to their full, glorious, scimitar length.

"And now, wartflower. Where's the wartflower. No good reason for it to be missing, that'swhat | say.”
She reaches down, pushing severd containers aside, but finaly stands back in vexation. "There are some
thingsthat don't know when funny isfunny.”

From the distance, the Trolls can be heard singing. They usudly start about thistime every afternoon and
have sometimes kept at it dl night.

"Gruesomefy churnsthe water down

Bringing usvictims, hey-hof Horses and riders washed down
Who smply forgot to say woah! Murky and damp our houses are
Deep inthe dime and mud caves—"

Alfreidagrits her teeth and makes afacein the direction of the horrible song. " Some peopleP she
muitters.

"Whileto the tune of frightened screams Our mummy whimpers and—"
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"Liripoop, can't you—" Alfreida complains, as she dways does.
—raves... Chorus: LoUopping, dobbering—"

"—do something to—"

"—mongrous Trolld

We hide under bridges, we hide in deep holes!

We gibber and scribble—"

Alfreidatakes up the largest bottle she can easily reach and heavesit in the generd direction of the
sounds. The bottle smashes satisfyingly and sends a thin, noxious odor through the room to blend with the
others.



"—our namesin the ooze!
We feast on whomever, whenever we choosel"

"They'll beat it dl night a thisrate!" Alfreida shoutsto the celling. She clgps her hands on her hips and
glaresat Liripoop. "Y ou could do something; you know you could. But there you sit! Some people don't
know what lucky is."

Ever so ddlicately, Liripoop yawns, taking great care to show al of hislong, pointed teeth. Thetip of his
plume of atail gives one ominoustwitch.

"It'sdl very well for you,” Alfreidarailsat him. "All you ever haveto do is St there and wait for the mice
to come. You're not so put upon as others| could name." She reaches for afeatherduster made with
nettles, but does little more than wave it threateningly in the air. (Above her, one or two bats are changed
into snails; one of them drops onto the table and landsin abox of ground ginger.) She knows better man
to get into arow with Liripoop; he knowsit, too.

"Morbidly through the gloom we dosh,

Our thick, icky limbs distorted! Quaking our prey that—"

Asmuch to save face as anything, Alfreida scomps over to the door and pullsit open. "You! Trolls!
Much more noise out
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of you and I'll set the cacodemons onyou!" She sounds moreirritated than sheis. If the truth were
known, she actually looks forward to these afternoon tusdes with the Trolls.

"—ichor we plaster our reeking walls—"

Alfreidadamsthe door and bracesit with her back, the very picture of the chatelaine defending the
cadtle. She glares at the nearest candle and is satisfied only when the little flame quivers and goes out. It
would be too much to say that she smiles, but she changes enough to be pleased. "A body can't get an
indecent spell done without them caterwauling about how specid they are and breaking into one's
concentration. It's a shame they're not so modest as some of us.”

Liripoop blinks very thoroughly.

Beyond the door, the song of the Trolls grows rowdier and abit louder. Alfreida gives up her post and
goes back to thetable. "Wheredid | leave of f?

If thisquestion isdirected &t Liripoop, heignoresit superbly.

She busies hersdlf with sorting out bottles and at last finds abadly blown bottle with awax sed across
the top. With an eager cry, she grabsit and breaks the wax off at once. "Oh, yes, what afine vintage it
isl" she cackles as she pours out the gooey substance into the pot. "Thisisjust what's needed.”

Délicatdly Liripoop gets down from the silI and stalks away toward the hearth where he begins a most
fadtidious grooming of histall.

"Just listen to them. Those Trolls!" Alfreida says sotto voce. Sheistrying to find just the right wooden
spoon to stir her concoction. "No shameat dl, the way they carry on.” Thereis no spoon to be found,
and at last she relents, screeching, "Esmeraldal” (Remember, she has aservant.) She potters over to the
far end of the table, hoping that perhaps she will find what she needs there. "Those Trolls have no sense
of the order of things. What if | should go around trying to be so impressive? Not that | haven't got things
to recommend me."

Liripoop yowls and makes aface that on ahuman would be asmirk.

"l won't have you entertaining those notions,” Alfreidawarns him, but with little force. "In my youth, | will
have you know, | was thought to be most remarkable for my appearance. Even Osgood said—that



wretchl—| wasvery, very
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unusud." Sheliftsagpoon and consdersit, but apparently it is not what she needs, for she putsit down
once more. "But I'm not like those Trolls, not at al. Esmeraldal | know a bit more about conduct and
courtesy, you may be sure of that.”

Liripoop abandons his washing and finds a perfect spot; he gathersal his pawstogether, drops his chin
on them and drapes histail over hisnose. His mad orange eyes do not quite close.

In her zed to find the spoon, Alfreida oversetsthreelittle boxes. They fall to the floor and spill out three
dissmilar dusts. "Exterpation!" Her hands raise up, gathered astightly as her twig-fingerswill permit. She
ison the verge of afine tantrum. "Es-mer-a-dal"

Timidly the door is opened and Alfreidas unfortunate servant comesinto the hut. In spite of thetorn
clothes and smudge of dirt on her cheek, it is clear to anyone with decent vision and haf abrain that mis
isone of the loveliest femaes ever to grace aonce-upon-atime. Sheisfar and glowing; her complexion
is softer and more delicate than arose petd; her hair fdlsin ridiculoudy perfect flaxen waves; her eyes,
fringed with long, sweeping lashes, are die same deep shade as the best Dutch chocolate. At the moment
shelooks on Alfreidawith pretty dismay. "Y es?'

"About time!" Alfredashrieks.
"Y ou told meto give your spiders'—here she shudders, a blossom in the wind—"pedicures.”

"What an abominable creature you are. Y ou made a perfect mull of drowning kittens yesterday and now
this" Her temper flares more brightly. "A spoon! My spell requires aspoon! What have you done with
the spoons?’

"|.... washed them," Esmeralda ventures, not daring to raise her voice above a breathless whisper.

"Washed them? Washed them? What is the matter with you? Don't you know enough not to wash
things? Some peopl e take too much on their judgment!” She stamps closer to Esmeralda, who shrinks
back. "Not content with everything else, you're washing things!™

llBut_ll

"If I want athing washed, | will tell you to wash it, do you understand me? Some people don't know
when to listen. Some people don't know when to let others do the thinking! Some people assumethey're
ableto... to..." Alfreidahas
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turned an alarming shade of puce, and she gaspsfor air. In the sudden silence, the Trolls are beard once
again, more off-key man ever.

"—and scribble our namesin the cozel —"
"A-A-A-a-a-a-gh-h-h!" goes Alfreida, shoving the door closed.
"Mercy," Esmerdda breathes.

"Not from me, you little Wither-head," Alfreidacrows, having found avictim on whom to vent her wrath.
"Y ou've done one thing too many, and you'll have to take the brunt of my punishment for your mistakes.
Y es, yesyesyes. Y ou mink I'm an old soft-hearted creature, don't you? tike some others | could mention,
but 1* 11 have a chanceto learn otherwise.

Esmerddastaresin horror at the witch. "But I've tried to obey you. I've done as you wished, and |
haven't attempted to escape or do you any disservice, just as| promised.”

"And you think | paid any notice of that?' Alfreida scoffs. "What amoron you must think | am. Just asilly
old woman, who only needs alittle cgoling before she changes her mind about everything.” Alfreida



looks down &t Liripoop and coos, "Y ou could tell her athing or two, couldn't you?' The cat does not
respond, whichiswise of it. "Y ou 9y wench! I'll turn you over to the Trallsif you go too far. Youll
discover how well-off you've been with me, if you end up with the Trolls. Some people mink that
reasonableness and lenience is weakness, but that's poppycock. Y ou're in the Woebegone Vfood now,
you pretty nit, and you'd better think twice about what you do and say." Her pebble-gray eyesreved no
trace of emotion, but her faceis stretched out in agrotesque smile.

"But honestly. Mistress Broomtail, | have never wanted to turn against you. Y ou've warned me mat dl
my family's cropswould be blighted if | did, and | cannot be the instrument of their distress." Esmeralda
lifts her hands (the nails, miraculoudy, are clean and unbroken) to her cheeks and starts to weep.

"It is strange that you would try to trick me. | can see through every word, you dizzard. There are some
who might be taken in by you, but not me." She raises her hands ominoudy. "There are some who might
take vengeance on you in other ways."
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"Oh, gracious," Esmerddawhispers.

"Y ou're not going to gel away with that twaddle about your poor papas acres, no, you're not." Her
expression changesto one of the most spurious good will. " Still missing your family, are you? After dl this
time? How sweet."

Liripoop gives aloud cat-snort but shows no other sign of paying attention.

With an enchanting link sniff, Esmerddatriesto stop her tears. "Oh, you cannot know how much | miss
my home and family. It was so wonderful to be there, with my father and my mother and brothers and
ggersand—"

"It sounds too crowded to stand,” Alfreida mutters with an impatient and ominous twitch to the ragged
wigps of black lace at her elbows.

"—and our little dog Slurpy. We were so happy, helping each other and singing nice songsin the evening
while we scrubbed the little cottage clean again.” Her sighisafaint, adorable loss of air through her partly

opened lips.
"Oh, for the use of agenie, just for aminute," Alfreida beseechesthe air, her eyesturned up toward the
smoke-blacked beams of her hovel. "There are some people who could learn atrick or two from a

genie
"But don't you see?' Esmeralda asks. "It was so wonderful because we dl loved each other and helped

each other and we were al happy to do this, and we were al the better for it." She clasps her hands
together as she remembers.

"All the better for it? All the better for it, she says" Alfreidawarnsthe potsand vidsin front of her. "All
the better for what, you great gawk?" She picks up the stopper from ajar and wagsit at Esmerada.

"Y ou ligten to me, you horrible creature. Y ou were none of you happy. Y ou were none of you improving
yoursalves and hel ping each other, you were making sure you got what you want, and that's dl thereisto
it. Therestisalot of goopy tak. Y ou beieve something like that, you'll believe that sweeping up after the
Trolls could befun!" She flings the stopper into the air. "1 don't know. | bring you here, | try to show you
what'swhat, and al you can. doistak about drudgery asif it were somekind of picnic, atreat!”

Here Esmerddatouches her throat with her beautiful fingers. "Don't you know that so long aswe are
kind, otherswill bekind in return?'
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"Ligten to the nonsense,” Alfreida admonishes Liripoop, who pays no attention at all. She shakes her



head as shelooks at Esmerdda. "What kind of fairy talc were you living in? Bah! Bahbahbah! Some
people don't have the firgt notion of the world-** She flounces awvay from the table making an angry
show of hersdf. "Some people don't know why they're liked, what they are worth to die world. No they
don't. Some people think mat they need only look wistful and the world will do what they want. Well, we
don't dl have soft hair and melting eyes and rosy skin like a certain dummy | could name. We don't all

bat our lashes and whisper pretty little thingsto get our way."

Esmerakla cannot bring hersdlf to rebuke Alfreidafor her behavior, though she knowsit isrude. Instead,
she does as her mother taught her. "1'm sure your friends must be good and kind, and treasure you. They
know and appreciate dl your good qualities and think you quite becoming—"

"Me?' Thisisamost more man Alfreidacan ssomach.

"Striking, anyway," Esmeraldaamends. Shelooks away from Alfreida, uncertain now to go on, and not
wishing to give offense to her abductress. "It is very sad, you know. Since you've brought meto this dark
forest, I've not been able to discover anything that pleases you. I've tried to do as you wish, and | respect
your ahilities, and I... | want to assure you that | would not do anything to give you reason to... take the
action you said you might." Sheturns her pleading eyesto Alfreida "Why will you not tell mewhat | am
to do to please you?"

Alfreidasnorts. "Haven't you paid attention to anything I've said? Are you redly asdense asdl mat? If
you think to fool mewith adeep game, you had better change your mind. Y ou do not know what | am
capable of doing, especialy when I'm bored.”

"Bored?' Esmeralda repedts, seizing on what she hopesisaclueto Alfreidas unpredictable behavior. "Is
that it?'Y ou are done here, but for your cat and the Trolls. Oh, | should have redlized." Her eyes shine
wim ingpiration. ™Y ou miss your friends, don't you?1 should never have reminded you of how londly
you've become. Forgive me, please.”

"Forgive something so ridiculous! What an odd idea she has of forgiveness,” Alfreidaremarksto
Liripoop, her scrag-gfed brows moving up and down to indicate something of
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ggnificance. When Alfreidas browswaggle, itisavery bad sgn.

"I do redize that I'm not the best companion for you, but | will try to improve. Tell mewhat you wish me
to study—mnot anything too awful—and | will do my best to learn it, so that | can offer you some
intelligent conversation when we are finished with thework of theday.” Her eyes are growing pensive
now, and she droops where she stands. Her pretty, amazingly clean frock shows off her postureto the
best advantage and her haf-closed lips would appear pouting on anyone |ess patently innocent.

"So you wish to please me? Will you listen to it, Liripoop, the moron wants to please me. How
ddightful." Her toneisfilled with something that Esmeralda does not recognize; it ismalice. "There must
be somelittlething | could think of, if | put my mind to it. What do you say, Liripoop? Isn't there
something that would be smply perfect?”

Liripoop gives adow, studied stretch, then drops his chin back on hisfedt.

For once, Esmerada has the good sense to be gpprehensive. "I didn't mean... | don't want to be a bother
toyou, but if there is something... you might not want to..." Even dithering, sheislovey, which Alfreida
notices with a cultivated sneer.

"Y ou want to please me, and the way you are, no matter what you did, you would please someone, I'm
sure. She reaches out, tapping her long, booked fingernails on one of the metd pots. The noiseislike
pebbles or teeth rolled down ametal washboard. "I'm sure,” she muses, her eyes half closing, taking on
an expression very like Liripoop's. "Yes. But what if you were changed? What then?' The dy eyesdo



not open, but they whisk from Esmeraldas face to the cat's and back again. "What if you were plain?
What if you were ugly? What if you were hideous? What if you were frightful? Do you think anyone
would be glad to have you help them, and make you fed so happy? Not a chance, not a chance. No one
would want you near them, no one! That idiot dog of yourswould bite you if be didn't run bowling out of
theroom." Alfreida cackleswith glee at the dwught, exactly as al wicked witches are supposed to do.
"We'd see what's what then, wouldn't we?"!

Esmerada had turned divindly pae. "What are you say-
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ing? Why should such things make adifference? | am certain mat you have let your disgppointments sour
you, and | am sorry for it. It isn't possible that you could beright." Her indignation isamost as splendid
to behold as her dismay was. "It isjust that you are an unfortunate, neglected, unhappy old witch!"

Both Alfreidaand Esmerddaare stupefied by her outburst, as much because it is a pretty good summary
of the problem than anything ese. Liripoop licks his nosein athorough and studious manner.

"What wasthat?' Alfreldademands ominoudy.

"Oh, dear," Esmerddacries, shrinking back. "What a dreadful thing for me to say to you. What can |
nave been thinking of, to speak of you in that way?"

"It wasn't your family's crops," Alfreidadeclareswith adow nod. "They'll be eating weeds before the
summer isover, you spiteful little worm.”

Esmeraldalooks around the hut, overcome by distress. "I never meant that, never. | was... foolish!
Supid!”

"That you were," Alfreida agrees with spurious good will.

"I'd do anything to make amends. | beg your pardon.” She curtsies, as graceful asawillow bending in the
wind. This does nothing to appease Alfreida, who rolls up her eyesin exasperation.

"What aninny itis. What an aggravating ninny." Her chuckleislow and nasty. "And it expects meto
forgive and forget theinsult. Well, I'm not so blind as some | could name. And I'm not so

namby-pamby.”
"No, certainly you're not. Y ou have great perspicacity,” Esmerada assures her, eager to placate her
captress. Y ou are more |learned and erudite than anyone I've ever met."

"Fine words for someone who should be scratching out bequests,” Alfreidawarns her, then pauses. Y ou
do want to get back into my good graces, don't you. Y ou're not just saying that to convince meyou're
harmless”

Esmeradais not wise enough to be nervous at this sudden change of humor on Alfreida's pan, so she
nods earnestly, the color coming back into her cheeks. "Oh, yes. Y es, it would mean so much to me.
And then my family would not have to starve and | would be able to tend to the chores you have set me
inamanner you will like" She smilesmidtily. Or perhaps sheis merely nearsghted.
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"Indeed,” Alfreida sayswith apermissve wave of her hand. "Well, then 1 will haveto think about it,
won't I T

"Oh, pleasg; yes, please," Esmerada breathes

Alfreida shakes her head and |ooks down once more at her pots. " Some people are remarkably dense.”
She amiiles, ajagged, crocodile sort of smile. "I'll have to give you that chance, won't 1? It wouldn't do for
meto prohibit you. No, not &t all."



"Thank you, thank you," Esmeraldawhispers, al but dropping to her kneesin gratitude. "'l knew you
could not be so cold-hearted to forbid me to have the opportunity to redeem mysdlf in your good
opinion.”

"What mouthfulsyou say,” Alfreidaremarks sweetly. "If you'll just go to the cave and get my grimoire, I'll
seewhat | can come up with for you to do." Sheindicates the door. "Be sureyou closeit firmly. | need
timeto think, and the Trolls are making too much noisefor that."

"Thegrimoire. Yes, | will fetchit. Right away.” She rushesto the door and with some effort tugsit open.
"—in the mold-green moonlight Where horror unknown waits and—"

"SHUT IT!" Alfreidabdlows, and glaresin secret satisfaction at the door. "That will keep her busy white
1 make afew preparations. Something tike this requires planning and concentration, and no one can
manage that with an abominably sweet wretch prattling along about goodness and happiness.” Liripoop
givesalow purr, he knowswhat's coming. "And when she comes back, I'll show her." Alfreidabeginsto
hum, her tone-deaf meanderings painful to everyoneincluding Liripoop, who turns his back on Alfreida
and ignores the whole thing. "What a pretty little cotton-head sheis, no doubt about it. High time she
learned it'sarougher world than she knows. Y es. Y esyesyes. When she comes back, I'll turn her into a
toad." Thisgives Alfreidasuch amusement that she hasto jig about the room in order to accommodate
her mirth. As she goes, she kicksthe occasiond bit of furniture out of her way. "Must have agood open
gpace, mustn't we? Large enough to do the work. Toad magic, now that takes asmallish pentacle.” She
beginsto pace out the lines on the floor, then stops abruptly. "Not atoad. No, that's
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far too easy. An obnoxious thing like her, sheld find someone who likes toads. It must be worse than
that."

Liripoopisnohelpat all.

"What about asickly bat? One of those weak ones, that are dways falling into peopl€'s hair? What
would that cream-puff do when aflightly old lady fainted at the sight of her?' Shelookstoward her cat,
asif expecting approval, but Uri-poop pays no attention. "If not abat, what about something large and
terrible, something redlly unpleasant?' The notion appeasto Alfreidaas she saysthis, and her grinis
unnerving to see. "I think that | might come up with aspell or two that would do thetrick." She hops
experimentdly. "A dip of athing like Esmerddais going to take more man ajot of magic to get up to
sze, but there are some who are thought to be the best around who are not equal to my abilities, not that
| would think to boast of it." Her voice has turned sweetly modest, not avery pleasant thing at all.

Liripoop rolls onto his back and looks up at her in an expectant way, then utters afew strange cat sounds
which Alfreidalistensto attentively. When he has finished this, herollsback into abal and clgps his paws
over hiseyes.

"Why, | never thought about that at al,” Alfreidasaysto him, asif in conversation. "It didn't occur to me.
| must not be completely mysdlf today, to have overlooked such an obviousthing." A speculative gleam
comesinto her eyes. "And there would be rea advantagesto your plan, Liripoop. Y ou're dways
showing metheway, 1 must admit it." Shelooks about among the pots. "What might work best? Tigers
and lions are out—I haven't got the space for them. But there are other things..." She reaches out for
some white powder. "The pentaclefirgt, | think, while | work out what | am going to do with her."
Alfreidakicks afew more bits of furniture into the corners of the room. Other bits of legs and arms of
chairs aready broken there attest to how regular a habit thisiswith her. When she has cleared a good
portion of the center of the room, she wets her fingers and holds them up. "No draft except for the
chimney, and did's to be expected.”

Liripoop rolls closer to the hearth, asif to aid her, or it may bethat heis only exercising good judgment.



"Thefloor will do asitis™ Alfreidaannouncesto the air. She beginsto pace and measure as she goes,
il holding the box of white powder. "I won't need the candles; | won't want
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to keep anything in." Her laughter has degenerated to a cackle. "And then, it's only a matter of choosing
theright form and putting her init." The cackle growsworse. Alfreidais beginning to enjoy hersdf,
something that bodes very little good for anyone other than Alfreida. "The pentacle, the pen-tacle. And
mat disgusting creature!™ It would be too much to say that she actualy skips, but she comes dangeroudy
closetoit. "Shéll be quite hideous, quite, quite hideous. How ddightful it will be."

Asif in protest, Liripoop gets up, stretches, and then leaps up to the narrow stone projection that serves
as amantle above the hearth. He recommences washing histail.

"What would make her fed most awful?' This occupies her thoughts briefly. " And what would cause the
greatest uproar? What would bring al the neighbors running to stare and curse?' Her eyeswiden
suddenly. "I haveit! | haveit! Extirpation, | haveit!" Thistime her hop ismore emphatic. "A dragon,
that'sit. A dragon. I'll turn that syrupy blossom into a horrible, repulsive, ghastly, horrendous dragon,
with scaes and flames. That will cause tonguesto wag, even among the Trolls." The more she
contemplates this, the happier it makes her. She opens her box of white powder and beginsthe task of
marking out the pentacle on the floor. She croonsto hersdlf as she goes. "A dragon, Esmeralda adragon.
Why, there hasn't been adragon in the Woebegone Wood for centuries, and dmost everyone's forgotten
what they'relike. And to have them know that | did it, well, it would be about time for some of them to
redizethetalents| possess are not to be trifled with." She hasfinished about haf the pentacle and she
pausesto look over her work. "Coming along very nicely. What do you say, Liripoop?' The cat could
not be bothered.

Nothing daunted, Alfreida continues with her chores. "Think of it. All the nobility from Addlepate and
Alabagter-on-Gelastawill come riding out here, and 1* 11 have them! What a plate of understanding
charity and help they'll serve Esmeraldal And what / will do to them." Shefindsthis so amusing that she
amost drops die box of white powder. "What funit'sgoing to be! Ah! And what alasting lesson it's
going to giveto aremarkably stupid fuzzy-brain." Sheis glowing more and more enthusiastic for her dire
project; the ramifications ait becoming apparent to her, and me more of mem she recogni zes, the better
shefces. "Those know-H-a0Os
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in Addlepate. Well! Humgudgeon thinks he's the master enchanter in these parts. Fat lot of boasting,
that'sdl he'sgood for. Why, | could out-enchant the whole lot of them, including Humgudgeon. I've got
more imagination than any of them, I've shown that over and over. My skills keep getting better.” She
stops congratulating hersdlf to put the finishing touches on her pentacle. "Therés more evil in my little—"

"... hidein deep holes We—"

Alfreida screams as Esmeralda hastens to close the door behind her, once again shutting out the rowdy
carolling of dieTrolls.

"Will you warn abody when you're coming, you inexcusable dottard? Ail this skulking about makes me
nervy." Alfredaglowers at Esmerada, pouting as she does.

Esmeradais chagrinned, and she blushesrosly. "I'm sorry, Mistress Broomtait. | never intended to
frightenyou.”

Asif it were not bad enough to have been startled, this revelation isamost more than Alfreida can bear.
"Frighten?'Y ou, frighten me? Will you listen to this |oathsome abomination?' Suddenly Alfreidalaughs,



anticipating the revenge sheis about to achieve.

"Mistress Broomtail, I—" Esmerdda says apprehensively, her mouth turning down, but not enough to
mar the shape and curve of it.

"Dont interrupt me," Alfreidaorders. "I'mthinking." So saying, she takesthetimeto wak around the
pentacle once more, as much to congratul ate herself for her cleverness asto be certain she has
performed her magic correctly. "Quite satisfactory, | should think. There are those who would say that it
takes more than the spells and a pentacle to do thingsright, but they haven't the experience that some of
uscancdam."

Thisismore promising man Esmerdda had feared it might be, and so she tremblingly proffersthetome
she has brought. "I have... your book, Mistress Broomtail.”

"BookT* Alfreidaturns and abruptly snatches the volume from Esmeralda. "It bad better be the right
one," shewarns as she startsto open it. In fact, she owns no more than three books, and the other two
are nothing like her grimoire, one being asmall volume on herbs, and the other a dissertation on manners
and fashion now mote than Unity yearsout of dale.
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"Ah. Wéll, you can get tilings right on occasion, can't you, especialy when you're told just what to do.”

Esmera da can think of nothing to say in response, and so for achange she remains silent. Her handslie
againg the folds of her sprigged mudin skirt, joined delicately. Somehow or other she has managed to
keep her shoes clean and they till have atrace of polish to them. Shelooks wistfully toward Uripoop,
wanting to pet him, but afraid of what he might do, since he has shown himsdf to be disinclined to
attention from her in the past.

"I'm amogt ready,” Alfreidaannounces after she peers at the various containers on her table. 'l have
everything | need, | think."

"Do you want meto leave?" Always before when Alfreida has been about to do magic, she has ordered
Esmeralda out of the hovel, no matter what the time or the wegther. 1t being adank afternoon with

promise of agdid night, Esmerada cannot help but look longingly at the hearth where the fire il hasa
littlelifein it and the cauldron bubbles.

"Oh, no. Nonono. Wouldn't think of it. Y ou ought to seewhat | can do when I'minfineform. Thisisas
good atime as any. But"—she points to the center of the room— "1 want you to stand there. For your...
protection.” Her giggleislike shards of ice diding over metd.

Liripoop opens his eyesindignantly, then assumes his usua inscrutable pose.

"Isthere any placein particular | should stand? | don't want to interfere,” Esmeradda says. Sheis
concerned about this sudden change of demeanour on Alfreida's pan. She knows that she ought to trust
others, but for once she has trouble convincing hersdlf of this.

"Y ou seethe star? Well, you go and stand in the middle of it, so you'll be safe.”
"Thisfive-pointed one?' Esmerddaasks, ill unessy.

"Perfect. Now don't move, and don't speak, and don't do anything unless| tell you to, all right?' Once
again shegigglesand, if anything, it isworse than before.

"| scuffed one of the points. Should | fix it?" Esmeraldalooks at the pentagram, not wanting to disobey
Alfreida, but worried that there might be some hazard if UK pentagram is not correct. Alfreida has often
railed at her when magica thingswere not just so.

"Urn?" Alfreidamurmurs, looking up from the book. "Oh,
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| see. Wdll, yes. You can fix it. Make sure it comesto anice, sharp point. Y ou do that." She goes back
to struggling with the book, which isvery large and unwiddy, which istraditiona for important grimoires.

Esmeralda sets the comer of the pentacle to rights, then moves back again, standing quietly and adorably
a the center. She lowers her eyes demurely.

"Where would they put dragon in abook like this?' Alfreidawonders aloud as she turns the pages.

"Under Z>," Esmeralda says, grateful now that she has the protection of the pentacle. Sheisvery much
afraid of thingslike dragons and wyverns and gryphons. Sheisadso afraid of witchesand Trolls, but that
isanother matter.

"What ahepful littlewretchitis," Alfreidagrumbles as she fingersthe pages. "Ah, yes, hereitis. Under
D," She peersat the page. "Whilst hopping on the rytefoote thou dost repest: Latchetail ryscr... Ahal
That'sgot it. Herewe go." She puts the book on the one clear space on the table, canting it out
precarioudy, then reachesfor various bits of powders and dried oddments, strewing them about. All the
while she chants, turning first this direction then that, describing strange shapesin the air with her skinny
fingers. Her voice, never soothing, becomesincreasingly strident. Thereisalight in her eyesthat more
hardened souls than Esmeraldawould find disturbing.

"Prigin kardapest dinguremer gpenlau!™ The words of the spell are strange to both Esmeralda and
Alfreida, and neither of them knowsif they are pronounced correctly. They sound sinister because they
are 0 very unfamiliar, which causes more apprenension to fill Esmerdda. Alfreidaisinspired by what she
issaying, and goes into the second pan of the spell with consderable verve.

Theair inthe hove, never very clear, becomesfirst dingy and then sunk into gloom. Strange flickers of
acidic green and orange move aong the beamslike St. EImo's Fire. There are sounds that cannot be
identified coming from the walls, and rustlings move dong the floor asif the place were being invaded by
hoards of invisblemice.

"Ceba pontigerdig yepwig. Lesegho hapdoff kopasil yepwig. Shybid esterkring tillctet pantu!”
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The chant goes on, growing so loud that it dmost competes with the carousing Trolls (to give the Trolls
their due, they fell sllent when the spdll began. They may be Trolls, but they are not totd boors).

And what is happening to Esmeralda? Sheis so terrified that she can hardly bring hersdlf to breathe. Her
amsfed giff asold ice, her forehead is o hot that she would not touch it if she could, for fear of raising
blisters on her fingers. There are soundsin her earsthat have nothing to do with what Alfreidais yodding
outside the pentacle. Her feet ache and itch in ways she has never felt before. Enormoustearsroll from
her perfect eyes and she bidsfarewell in her mind to home, family, heard), and Slurpy.

Alfreidais prancing and legping now, throwing hersdf into the ritud so frantically mat she redizesthat
tomorrow shewill be one mass of sorejoints and sour digposition. Y et for the moment sheis caught upin
the spell as much asthe object of her corybantic frenzy. She boundsinto the air, tossing the last of the
herbsin the general direction of the pentacle. Then she spins giddily around the entire pentacle
(widdershins, of course) and ends up before her fire, panting and triumphant.

Theair in the hut crackles and fizzes. Four new, distinct and incompatible stenches are released from the
pentacle. Strange, obscuring cloudsroil up, turning various noxious colors asthey go. Jars and boxes
skitter on the table and a strange stretching groan fills the room.

Pop! Whirrr! and fingerslengthen, turning into talons, growing long, glistening claws. Toes thrust through



the ends of shiny shoes, more claws gppear. Golden hair lifts and twines, stiffening asit goes, turning into
two twisted, arching hornsforming a perfect vaentine over melong, green, scaed snout. Hummmm! Zip!
Ping! Joints shorten, reach, change, shift. Esmeralda gasps and atiny puff of smoke clouds out of her
mouth. Skin hardens and shines, ssgmenting into scales.

Alfreidahowlswith delight asthe last of the colored mists fades away and the hovel isonce again quiet.
"l didit! / didit!" shecrows.

Liripoop blinks dowly, kesping histhoughts to himsdif.

"I'll have to make sure that those idiots in Alabaster-on-Gelastafind out about this. They'll want to know
mere's adragon about. And Humgudgeon will want to know that
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Alabagter-on-Gelagtaknows." She actuadly rubs her hands together in malefic anticipation.
In the pentacle, the huge brown eyes of the dragon continue to shed perfect tears.
Interlude

A SHAPE GOES out from the Woebegone Wood, a Shape that is many things, abit of soot blown
againgt the sky, perhaps abird no one has been before. Sometimesit drifts, sometimesit lurches,
sometimesit tumbleswith thewind, but ways, aways, it goestoward Addlepate, carrying something
with it, and beneath it, where its shadow passes, the Woebegone Wood fals silent.

Complication Number One

IPHUMGUDGEON DC, Protector Extraordinary of Addlepate isknown for anything, aside from
malice, it is caprice. He likes nothing so much as exercising hisright to have an absolute whim, one that
every minion of hiscourt will havetolegpto
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indulge or face the consequences. Humgudgeon isashort, pudgy man who isinevitably called handsome,
sinceto say anything elseisto woo disaster (see the consequences, above). He has been known to order
hiswhole court to pack up and move in the middle of the night, and take them all, without warning, to
visit anoblewho is currently enjoying the dubious advantage of hisfavor. These Protectoral Progresses
aways cause chaos, which is precisaly what pleases Humgudgeon the most. He prides himself on the
amount of upset he can bring about, which can be adangerous thing in aniler, no matter how much fun it
might seemto be.

At the moment, he has ordered the court to go away on apicnic, never mind the rain, and hasthe
afternoon free to contemplate new mischief. For that purpose, he has gone to his study where he can
recline on the cushion and sp from various cups while he turns various schemes over in hismind,
consulting hisraven from timeto tune, for like Alfreida, he hasafamiliar. He prides himsdlf on his
decadence, and at the moment isdoing it in the effete style.

The Shape has dmost reached the castle where Humgudgeon is plotting. It has made good time and has
farmer to go. It circles around the towers and findly beginsits descent.

"Yes, well mink of something for them,” Humgudgeon muses, taking more of whatever-it-isin the gold
cup. "A tagty little plague, perhaps. There's much to be said for plague. It is such acomplete disaster,
brings everything to ahat. Y ou may prefer calamities abit more solid and theatrica," he goeson to the
raven. "Fires and floods and the rest of them, but you're wrong, my dear. It devastates me to say that you
arewrong, but thereit is. Thereis no poetry in your notion. Ruins should be poetic.” He touches hisdark,
greasy hair and smoothsit back from his brow. "Those poor dears, ill thinking that my attentionis
elsawhere, occupied with other matters. But Alabaster-on-Gelastawill meet its doom, and al in good



time. | will relishit. Oh, yes, it isawonderful thought." He becomes positively jovia ashe goeson.
"Think of it, my dear. People dying, the nation bankrupt, commerce hated, agriculture nonexistent, the
King in chains—imagine Rupert in chains, won't you?—the entire court turned to corpses or paupers
over night. Pretty, very pretty.” Hefills another cup with agreenish substance kept in ajar of chalcedony.
"And (hat wizard of his... something will have to be done about
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him. There's atemptation to do the obvious and chop off his head, but that lacks finesse. Y ou must
appreciate how necessary finesse can be to enterpriseslike this. Truly, you must.”

Theraven isnot particularly impressed, but unlike Liri-poop, who aways permits himsdlf to express his
disdain, the raven remains silent and vaguely preoccupied. Then something outside UK narrow window
dtractsits attention, and it pointsits beak toward the opening, not daring to make a sound as the Shape
passes quite near. Theraven remainsvery 4ill, asif listening.

Humgudgeon is drinking from adifferent goblet, and hisloquacity continues. "I've consdered the
possihility that he has protected himsdlf. Rupert isabit of an ass, but you cannot be too careful with kings
who keep wizards. Y ou see, | don't underestimate the brilliance of Sgmund Snafflebrain. | redlize he's
talented. Some would say he has genius, but that may betaking it abit too far. It's dways hard to imagine
geniuswithout malice, isn't it?' Heturnstoward the raven, who has been looking out the window. "There
is something bothering you?' An edge has comeinto hisvoice, just ahint of condemnation for the lack of
attention the raven has given him, and ordinarily it would be enough to cause the bird to become attentive
again (otherwise, there are consequences). However, thistime, the raven takes amoment before he
looks again in the generd direction of the master of the cadtle.

"Am | boring you?' Humgudgeon asks, in obvious and dreadful sarcasm.
Theraven makesalow sound. Nervoudy it preensthelong quillson itswings,

"Is there something you'd rather do? Would you prefer that | work these problems out on my own, so
that you need not be interrupted in whatever it isyou do?' He waits, filling the silence with more of the
liquidin the cup.

Outside the Shape hovers and then departs, speeding away in the direction of Alabaster-on-Gelasta.

It takes alittle time for Humgudgeon to finish what isin the goblet, and when he raises his beady, piggish
eyesthey are decidedly muzzy. "I've givenit alot of thought," he says, not getting al the syllables quite
right. "1 know that it is Sigmund we must defeet before anything can be done about Rupert. Always get
the wizard firdt, that's my motto. Doubtlessit is Sigmund who isthe true power in Alabaster-on-Gelasta.
'l
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find out how he does whatever he's done, and then Rupert's rule will be ended, and | can begin my
occupation. Y ou want to know how | am going to do this, now that you're giving me your notice, my
dear? I'm not going to give them away to someone as unreliable asyou. That would befoolish, and | am
never foolish. He toasts himself with yet another goblet and drinks. Thelace a hiswrist becomes stained,
and some of the threads are easten away, asif what isin the goblet isfaintly corrosive.

Before Humgudgeon can quite finish the goblet, thereisaknock at the door. It is urgent, amost
desperate, and avoiceis heard caling out through the planking: ™Y our Maeficence! Y our Mal eficence!™

"| gave orders| was not to be disturbed,” Humgudgeon calls out, showing histeeth in an expression that
isanything but asmile. Y oure disturbing me."



"A thousand pardons, Y our Maeficence. If it were not amater of life and death...” The poundingis
renewed and Humgudgeon glares at it.

"Whose life and death?' he demands, casting an irate glance a the raven. "All right. Enter. But this had
better be worth the disturbance or you will suffer for it."

The enormous door groansinward on ancient hinges and aman in thewreck of amilitary uniform with his
wig askew sumblesinto fall a Humgudgeon'sfeet. "Y our Ma eficence, we have tried to follow your
orders, but... Tottering-in-the-Vfold hasfallen to vanda hoards. The Umbrous Stronghold is besieged!
Wetried!"

"How very distressing,” Humgudgeon says, carefully drawing hisfeet back so that the poor fellow before
him cannot touch any part of him.

"The city was sacked, the ships were sunk, the castle was razed and they gave the marsha a bloody
nose." With each new eement of disaster, the man in the shredded uniform triesto get his head lower
than it was. By the end of hisrecitation, hisforehead ison thefloor.

"Dear me." Humgudgeon reached for afan and snapsit open. "Downwind, vartlet.”

Obediently the man drags himsdf dong the floor to adifferent vantage point. Thefood is gone, the water
ispoisoned, thefires are spreading and it isthe fleaseason,” he informs Humgudgeon in aquaking tone.
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"You'remost darming,” Humgudgeon says, fanning himself with vigor and raising an eyebrow inthe
direction of the raven.

Finally the poor fellow raises his head. "Wd|?" he beseeches.
"Wdl?" Humgudgeon echoes, astonished that the man should still be there.

"Y ou're the Protector Extraordinary. Do something!" Thistime when he lowers his head to the stones, it
is because he has dmost fainted.

"What?' Humgudgeon demands. " Surely you don't expect meto go there, actudly put mysdlf in danger,
do you? Do you?' Hefinds the man's audacity quiteinvigorating if completely ridiculous.

The messenger Sghs. "But—"

"Gracious, it's sounds dreadful there. Why would | deliberately go someplace where al those mishaps
are occurring? | wouldn't dream of it." He gives an indignant snap to hisfan.

"But Y our Maeficence, think!" He clasps his hands together and extends them toward Humgudgeon,
who daps them away with his closed fan.

"I have thought. | know that it would be agreat mistake to go anyplace where the vandals are wrecking
castles. Thisiswhere | prefer to be." He reaches out for another goblet and takes a deep drink. Of
course hewould not consider offering ataste of anything to the prostrate messenger.

"Then aspdl or two, Y our Maleficence. Y ou must do something, Y ou cannot |et them perish without
lifting afinger.”

Humgudgeon's lower lip thrusts out farther than it had been. "That'sdl you can think of isn't it? | spend dl
my time being Protector Extraordinary, and then when the going gets difficult, you want meto take care

of you, of everyonein Addlepate. Y ou none of you think of me, do you?' He takes another sip from the
goblet, looking awvay from thefigurelying at hisfeet. "It isn't the least bit fair of you."

"But we're your subjects, Y our Maleficence," the wretched messenger protests.

"And preciouslittle good you've done me," Humgudgeon reminds him. "Getting killed and burnt and
sacked like that."



"Savethem, | imploreyou, | beg you," the messenger cries out, once again reaching to touch
Humgudgeon'sfoot.
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"Don'l do that," Humgudgeon orders, getting out of range again. He looks toward the raven. "Well, my
dear, what do you think? The problem isthat if | do this once, make an exception for you, they will all
expect it later, and then | will be stuck with having to save them dl thetime. Y ou see that, don't you?'
Sowly hereaches out his hand and makes an arcane gesture. Thereisasmall manifestation like alittle
whirlwind that fades quickly. Humgudgeon sighs. "There. One spdll, as you wished. But that'sall I'm
going to do. Don't ask me for another thing." Humgudgeon is often sulky and thisis one of those oftens.

With arelieved whimper, the messenger |oses consciousness, but not before he chokes out his thanksto
the Protector Extraordinary.

Now that the messenger is out cold, Humgudgeon takes a chance and nudges him with histoe.
"Goodnessme," he saysto himsdf when the messenger does little more than twitch. He dides sdeways
and leanstoward a concealed door not far from his mound of cushionsthat has been serving for athrone.
"Chumley," he beckons.

The concedled door bulges, then swings open, and Chum-ley shamblesinto the room. Heislargeand
lumpish and may be distantly related to the Trolls: Heis a creature of Smple pleasures and smpler mind.
He makes a sound that isa grunting kind of laugh that no word existsfor, but for the sake of having an
indication of it, will be caled "hurm." As he lumbers toward Humgudgeon, he goes"Hurm. Hurm. Hurm."
inakind of anticipation. "Magter want Chumley? Master cal Chumley. Chumley play now? Chumley
want play.” Thisisafarly complex conversation for Chumley and hetires of it quickly.

"Of course, dear boy. Y ou must be dlowed to play. Growing boys need plenty of recreation.” He drinks
from yet another goblet before indicating the messenger in the tattered uniform. " See this? Y ou may have
thisto play with."

"Hurm. Hurm. Chumley want play with him. Hurm. Him play toy." He lurches toward the unconscious
man, then bends over to prod him with one spade-like hand. "Hurm. Want more play.” He pokes harder,
then leans down, and grabbing the unfortunate messenger by an arm and aleg, proceedsto haf-carry,
half-drag him toward the door he came from.

"Y ou may do just asyou wish, dear boy. But take him
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away. Heisdreadful clutter whereheis"

Chumley ishappy to oblige. "Chumley—hurm—take. Chumley play." And with these ominous words, he
vanishes and the concealed door is once again closed.

"A-ara-ahhh yes." Humgudgeon shakes hishead dowly. "You seehow it is, my dear," he proteststo the
raven. "Not amoment passes but they make the most incredible demands on me. Theré's nothing | can
do to stop them. Thank goodnessfor Chumley. | don't know what | would do without him. I have other
consequences | might employ, but most of them are exhausting. Chumley issmplicity itself." Hetastes
something in one of the smaller goblets, spits out what he hasin his mouth and emptiesthe rest on the
floor. "One cannot help but wonder where they dream these things up. Whoever sent that to me will have
something to answer for, | promiseyou.”

From behind the concealed door there comes asingle, ghastly breaking sound, and then a heavy thud.
Humgudgeon choosesto pay no notice to this. He selects another goblet and continues. " There's nothing



| can do to stop these slly demands, though I've certainly tried. Y ou favor drastic means, | know," he
remarksto the raven, "but that's messy and not neat. Y ou must perceive the need to be neat. Theré'sno
point in dedling with them if it only servesto make mattersworse. If | am to decimate my country, it
ought to betidy, so the rest will not become too upset. Still, I can't let them bother me dl thetime, so it
might become necessary to find other means. It isn't the least practical to spend at my timeworrying
about finding away to keep them from taking up al my time. No advantage in an arrangement like that. |
require sometime for mysdf, don't I? Of course| do, my dear." Herefills his current goblet and drinks
from it with red satisfaction. "Thisismore likeit. Whoever sent thisone will have some sort of favor from
me, perhaps | will take my court to vist him. That would be an honor.”

The raven flgps around the room once, croaking afew times, and then returnsto its perch where it
wagglesits head severd times as ravens often do, then busiesitsalf with setting its feathersin order.

"I do wish you would learn to speak,” Humgudgeon complains. "It's so inconvenient having to decipher
those sounds of yours. Til attend to it shortly. But acreature like you, truly, you should be able to speak.”
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Just then thereis another knock at the door and aterrified voice cals out, ™Y our Maleficencel Y our
Maleficence!"

"Go away," Humgudgeon answers.

"It'simportant, Y our Maeficence!" the voice protestsin desperation. ™Y ou could be in danger!”
"Goodness" For Humgudgeon, thisisacurse word. "In danger?'

"Yes, Your Maeficence!”

"Oh, dl right. Y ou may comein. But this had better be red danger, or you will answer for it." He setshis
current goblet asde and taps the tips of his pudgy fingerstogether. ™Y ou may enter.”

The door yawns open and aman staggersin. Heis disheveled, one of his eyes has been impressvely
blackened, hisright arm isin amakeshift ding and heis breathing heavily. ™Y our Maeficence," he pants,
trying to bow properly.

"This had better be asimportant as you say,” Humgudgeon informs him with asmile. Tap-tap-tap go his
fingers

"Y our Maleficence, the townspeople are revolting!”

Tap-tap-tap. His smile becomesagrin. "Of course.”

"It'sgoing on right now!" the man inggts. "The magigtrates sent me. They're afraid they'll be lynched.”
"They dwaysare," Humgudgeon remarks, adding, "'lynched, | mean."

"Even now thereis till achance to save some of them. The poor haverunriot, and are tearing their way
through dl the shops and are calling for blood. They say they are sarving and that you are atyrant.”

"How perceptive," Humgudgeon murmurs.
"They have sworn to bring you down," the man goes on, less certainly than before.

"Must they do this? Every spring, it's the same complaints, the sameriots.” Helooks at this second
messenger. "New magigtrates, of course, but that's to be expected.” He sighs. "1 haveto let them havea
little fun, haven't 1? Still, afew magistrates areasmall priceto pay." Heleansback on his cushions.

"Y ou don't understand. They say they will hang usdl. They say they will pull down the castlewalls. They
say they will blow up the city. They say they will fill the riverswith blood—"

"Yes, yes," Humgudgeon interrupts thisrecitation. "It's
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the same old thing. I've heard it hundreds of time. How far out of hand hasit got?"
"They'rein al the Sreetsand—"

Thistime Humgudgeon is not about to indulge the messenger. "How close are they to the cadtle, that's
what | want to know."

The messenger blanches. "Not far. Near the fish market, when | broke away from them.”
"That's south,” Humgudgeon muses.
"Hurry. If you don't do something, they'll al be hung!" die messenger exclaimsrather wildly.

"That's hanged,” Humgudgeon corrects him gently. "How fast would you guess they were moving,
consdering there are so many shopsto wreck therein the fish market?”

"l... I don't know. I... | didn't stop to—" Hisvoiceis getting higher and higher.
"Would you say they had reached the taxing booth?' Humgudgeon inquires.

"Probably," the messenger dlows. His eyes move uncertainly about the room, asif he expectsit to be
invaded a any momern.

"Then | suppose | will haveto do something.” Humgudgeon yawns at the notion. "If they are so
rambunctious, I'll have to teach them alesson, again." He pushes himsdlf up on hisebow and beginsto
mutter strange and clashing syllables under his breath while making disturbing passesin the air with his
hand. The room grows oddly dark and there are strange spots of brightness that hang in the air after his
hand has moved.

"Y our Maeficence—" the messenger beginsuncertainly.

"Hush!" Humgudgeon orders. "'I'm concentrating.”

A few more passes, afew more bits of light, and then something strange zips out the window.
"There," Humgudgeon declares with satisfaction as he leans back on the cushions.

Outside a sudden noise like an underground explosion or a collgpsing, crowded sports arenafillsthe air.
Screams and howls and shrieks erupt, and then suddenly fal silent.

"There," Humgudgeon says, regarding the messenger with abemused expression. "That's better."
The messenger stares back in horror. "But you killed—"

"They breed like rabbits, dear fellow, like veritable minks.
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They won't missafew." Ashe speaks, asngle brick hurtlesthrough the window. "How annoying,”
Humgudgeon snaps. "1 thought I'd got them dll. Tiiat's easly remedied.” He makes afew more passes,
and once again something forms and leaves the room.

"Don't—" the messenger protests, trying to stop the thing Humgudgeon is sending out. Ashetriesto
grasp the thing, a shudder goes through him, and he drops, twitching, to the floor. Beyond the window
thereisaydp and the rumble of faling masonry.

Humgudgeon watches the messenger. "Mercy. | don't know my own strength.” He reaches for agoblet.
"Well, perhapsit's better thisway." He takes adeep drink, then calsout, "Chumley.”

The conceded door creaks open and Chumley lurchesinto the room. "Hurm. Hurm. ‘Nother play toy for
Chumley?' He looks down with schoolboy chagrin at his enormous, splayed feet. " Other play toy broke.
Chumley broke other. Hurra."



"Y ou redly must learn to be more careful, Chumley,” Humgudgeon telshim, not too severdly. "It isvery
difficult for meto get you new play toysdl thetime. Truly, dear boy, you ought to try to be more gentle
with your toys." In spite of the reprimand, Humgudgeon cannot help smiling as he admonishes Chumley.

"Chumley sorry,” he says contritely.
"You'd better be, or | won't give you thisone." He indicates the quivering messenger.

Poor Chumley isabout to burst into tears, being basicaly soft-hearted under his crudeness, and heis
often seized with fits of sentimentality, and never more so man when offered new toys. "Chumley
promise. Chumley not bresk play toy."

"Seethat you don't. Or not too quickly, in any case," Humgudgeon ingtructs him. "Very well, dear boy.
Takehimaway."

Chumley'sfaceiswreathed in ddighted smiles, which isamost unnerving sight. "Got new play toy!
Chumley got play toy!" He grabs the ankles of the second messenger and beginsto drag him toward the
conceded door. "Chumley play. Hurm. Hurm. Hurm." And with the last "hurm™ heis gone, and the door
closesbehind him.

"Y ou see?' Humgudgeon asks his raven as he selects agoblet at random. "Never amoment'srest. | tell
you, my dear, there'sjust too much to do. This Protector Extraordinary posi-

A BAROQUE FABLE
29

tionisnot a al the marvelous station so many think it is"" He dides back againg the cushions, making
himsdlf verj comfortable. "Now, if | were Good, like Rupert, that would be different. Any fool can be
Good. It requires no ability at dl, no esthetic, no gifts. But Bad... my dear, it takesrea planning and
purposeto be Bad." With thisrevelation, he beginsto sng:

"And thething of it isthat I'm evil | am vileand dimy and bad; | am given to tortures Medieva With
results most lamentably sad, so sad. It is hard to imagine more malice Than's contained in the muck of my
mind; 1t would soon overflow thewhole palace If | hadn't an outlet outlined.

"Let metell you it takes dedication
And ataent sent up from below

With years of true edification

For evil to flower and grow, and grow,
It'san honor, it's proud and it's lonely
Tochampiondl that isill:

I'll hold out to thelagt, yes, if only
Tomakemysdf eviler ill!

"And when you consider the sacrifices I've made, my dear. So many, many sacrifices” Humgudgeon
observesto hisraven. "The poor things. It's enough to make you lose faith my dear, when you see what it
isthat gets ahead in the world." Hefinishes off the goblet and isannoyed to find that al but two of them
are empty. Heisabout to ring for a servant, when the door opens and asinister figure insnuates itself into
the room.

"Y our Maeficence," whispersthe Spy. That isdl the name he has. Once he might have had another, and
for awhile he had anumber, but al that has faded from hismind. Now heissmply the Spy.

"What? Who said that?' Humgudgeon demands. He grabs hold of one of the goblets so he will have
something to throw, should it be necessary.



The Spy dides out of the shadows and revea s himsdlf in ashabby travesty of court dress. Hisbow is
shabby, too. "Itisl,
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Y our Maeficence. | havereturned.” Heis able to make this s mple announcement seem fraught with
ggnificance

"Wdll, why don't you speak up? What do you want?' He stares as the Spy comes closer. "Oh. It'syou."

Heturnsto hisraven. "l told you we'd see him again, my dear. Y ou doubted, | know, but my threats are
effective, you see" He setsthe empty goblet aside and chooses onethat isfull as he leans back. "Well?'

Terrible news, Y our Maeficence," the Spy begins. "I shudder totdll you.”

Humgudgeon grins. "Terrible, you say?"

"Youll befurious,” the Spy saysuncertainly.

"Furious?' Humgudgeon is postively delighted.

"I'm afraid so, Y our Maleficence. It isquite, quite dreadful.”" Thisadmission shameshim and he avertshis
eyes.

"Gracious, how bad isit?' He settles himself back for agood denunciation.

The Spy, however, hedges. "I followed your instruction to the letter, Y our Maleficence. Y ou must believe
that | did. | would not attempt to fool you. | watched the Crown Prince, the Duke of Wappor, the Count
of Murmoor, the eldest daughter of the Baron Onguent, the one-eyed verger, and the second stable

boy." He starts to pace nervoudly. He is often nervous.

"Wd|?'

"l intercepted their messages, | opened their letters, | crept through their parties, | hid in their closets, |
waited beneath their beds, | perched in the trees, I—"

"Marvelous" Humgudgeon breathes.
"—Dbribed the Chamberlain, the Chatdaine, the Senes-chd, the Pursuivant—"

"Yes" Humgudgeon interrupts gleefully. "Yes, of courseyou did. All as| instructed you. The question is,
Spy, what did you discover?'

The miserable Spy averts hiseyes again. "Nothing," he sayswhen he had got up enough courageto
speak.

The good humor which had filled Humgudgeon evaporates dmost at once. Hiscomplexion turnsa
distressing shade of plum, very ripe plum. "What?" he thunders.

"| tried, Y our Maeficence," the Spy protests quickly, al but going down on his hands and knees. His
manner isabject. "l tried everything 1 knew, and ill | couldn't find anything. I'm sorry, so sorry, Y our
Maleficence. It won't happen again,
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| promiseyou, Y our Maeficence—"

Humgudgeon interrupts his babbling. "Chum-ley!" he bellows at thetop of hislungs.

The Spy turns an even more sickly shade as the concedled door begins to swing open on groaning
hinges. "No. Wait. Wait, Y our Maeficence. Don't do this. Don't. Please. | know | can still be of useto
you. Give me achance." He reached out and grabs the skirt of Humgudgeon's brocaded coat, kissing it



fervently.
Chumley loomsin the door. "More play toy? Want more play toy. Hurm. Hurm. Play."

"I'll go to Alabaster-on-Gelasta,” the Spy vows, speaking even faster than before. "I'll spy on Rupert. I'll
find out what thewizard's secretsare. | will. Redlly | will. I'm subtle, Y our Maeficence. I'll get the truth
out of Sigmund Snafflebrain. Youwait, I'll doit." He looks desperately toward Chumley, whoislicking
hislips. "And I'll darm them. I'll dream up some story about enemies and invasions and treechery. I'll get
them worked up and frightened and ready to jump. I'll bring in real chaos." He cringes as Humgudgeon
reaches out to touch him.

"Chumley want play now. Like new play toy. Hurm." He comes afew steps closer.

The Spy hastried to take refuge behind Humgudgeon, and he speaksin awail. "I'll plant the seeds of
anarchy. I'll corrupt the army. I'll suborn the palace staff—"

Humgudgeon sighs with boredom. "Never mind, Chumley. Not thisone. At least, not yet. Maybe next
time, if hefaillsagain." Thislast threat isbrazenly directed at the Spy, who dropsto his knees, weak with
gpprehension and relief.

"No play toy?' Chumley asks, despondent at the news.

"No." Humgudgeon makes awave of his hand, which Chumley sadly obeys, leaving the Protector
Extraordinary alonewith the Spy.

"Ah... thank you, thank you, Y our Ma€ficence.”

Humgudgeon alows the Spy to kiss his hand, then leans back once more. "It was nothing. And
remember, if you do not ddliver al that you have promised, and soon, Chumley will be waiting for you.
Think of thisasadday, astay of execution, asit were. And strive to do asyou've said you will." He
empties one of the goblets and stares hard at the Spy. "If you do not succeed, Chumley will be waiting
forhis
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new toy. And you know how hard boys his size can be on their toys. Don't you. Keep that in mind, dear
fdlow. It redly ismost important.”

The Spy bowsadmost double. "Yes. | will. | certainly will. Y ou have my word on that, Y our
Maleficence." He has not yet summoned the nerve to get to hisfeet, but he does make akind of crablike
movement toward the door.

"You will leave for Alabaster-on-Gelastaat once. Today, in fact. | want you gone by sundown."”
Humgudgeon is taking some measure of satisfaction on the Spy's acute discomfort.

"Asyou say, Your Maeficence. Y our word is my command. | hurry to obey you. | certainly do.” He
inches hisway toward the door.

"Y ou will mastermind the downfal of King Rupert and mat wizard of his. | expect you to do thisquickly."
Hetakesthelast of the goblets and Sartsto drink from it. "And on the way out, you might tell them to
send up some more drinksfor me. All thismagic and planning makes methirsty. Seetoit, won't you,

Sy?

"An honor, Y our Maeficence. An undeserved honor.” He has made it hafway across the room now and
someof hispanicisleaving him. "Isthere anything e s=?"

Humgudgeon yawns. "Y ou will also do your best to get rid of Queen Hortensia. Sheis more than even |

"My pleasure, Y our Mdeficence," the Spy assures him, now at the door.



"Go, Spy," Humgudgeon says swestly.
The Spy getsto hisfeet and bows deeply. "I am gone, Y our Maeficence.”

Asthe door closes, Humgudgeon leans back, looking in the generd direction of the raven. "If he
succeeds, Rupert will at last bein my power. If the Spy does hiswork well, | will reward him. That'sthe
least | can do. Service should always be rewarded.” He chuckles with the innocent pleasure of aboy
pulling wings off of flies. "What shdl we give him? Therack?' Hewaits for the raven's response, but
thereisnone. "A little severe, don't you think? No doubt you prefer the strappado, but | must disagree. It
lacks subtlety and it'sfar too quick. Thissort of thing must be done carefully, with loving artistry.” He
gghsagain, thinking of the fun hewill have. "If he gets past the peasants revolt, hell bein
Alabaster-on-Gelasta by Wednesday week. That gives metimeto think and
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to prepare something new, especidly for him. | know hell appreciateit. Aninvention al my own."
Humgudgeon al but bounces with excitement. "A wonderful, varied, impossibly dow torture.” He Sudies
the raven. "Y ou may be right, my dear. Such atreat might be too good for him. I would hardly want to
wadteit." Hisattention is caught by anew sound asthree liveried servants arrive, bearing enormoustrays,
each laden with avariety of gobletsand bottles.

"Now which do you think," Humgudgeon asks angdically, "has the most posion?”
Another Interlude

THE SHAPE RIDES on the breezes, now looking abit like ahawk, now more like a beautiful and
deadly orchid plucked by the wind from it arboreal moorings. Sometimesit spins, other timesit coils
lazily on fingers of the wind. It passes over Addlepate and across the Dubious Marches to the pleasant
and fertile plains of Alabaster-on-Gelasta. Although there appearsto be no actual courseto itswafting, it
inevitably ends up circling the castle of King Rupert, coming to rest for alittlewhile on the sl of the
largest window of the Wizard's Tower, where it crouches, leeching some of the brightness from the early
afternoon sunlight.

A Series Of Developments

EVERYONE AGREES THAT Sigmund Snafflebrainis brilliant, athough they have an assortment of
reasons for thinking so. His perspicacity is reputed throughout the world; there is some debate about his
methods. Undoubtedly Sigmund knows everything and eventualy he may reved it dl. However, heis
possessed of an attention span rather less than a sentence in length, which makes worming things out of
him next to impossible.

TheWizard's Tower in the castle of King Rupert of Alabaster-on-Gelastaisamarve to behold, not only
for the amazing variety of thingsit contains, but the tota randomicity of their arrangement. Sigmund
potters around in the room quite blissfully, comfortable and content with the disorder. Hiswizard's robes
are velvet, of abenefic green color. Mismatched cuffs and jabots of lace are hisusua ornaments and he
wearsatruly ridiculous periwig which most often is askew. He stares out the window after the Shapein
an absent-minded way (thisis not significant: he does everything in an absent-minded way), and after a
while, sartsto talk to himself, which he usualy doeswhen heistrying to concentrate.

"In the notable suggestion of my worthy colleague concerning the... the... concerning the..." He glances
toward the window in avagudy expectant way, then starts again. "'In the notable suggestion of my worthy
colleaguel have... in hand?... | have... uh... havereceived... hum... have rewound?' He clears histhroat
and has another go at it. "'In the notable suggestion of my worthy cal... Inthenotab... In ... the... the...
Hum!" He claps once, asif the air might contain hislost thought. "I know there was something | haveto...
to... remember. Confound it! Gone again! There was
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something ... some... thing... | had to ... whatever." He shakes himsdf asif he were just coming awake.
"Wherewas|? Oh, yes?.. .Oh, no... .Oh, well." Heis philosophica about these lapses, which issensible,
congdering how frequently they occur. He wanders over to his astrolabe and stares at it with delight and
an amost tota lack of recognition. As he folds his hands under his chin the better to gaze &t it, the door
to his study opens and avery handsome and upright young man comesinto the room. (Do not think it
odd that he does not knock—no one knocks on Sigmund's door because often as not he will forget to
answer it.)

"Good day, Sigmund,” the young man says briskly, being an energetic sort of fellow. Hisclothesare
elegant and rich and arranged with great perfection. Everything about him bespeaks resolution and
purpose. "What have you discovered today?"

"Who'sthat?' Sigmund asks as he looks around. "Oh. Now | seeyou... and I'll have your nameina
minute... ahem.” He peers sternly at the young man. "Seeyou every day... don't I?... don't 172... seeyou?"

The young man puts one foot on the only safe three-legged stool in the room and bracesone arm on his
knee. He tucks hislace-trimmed tricom under hisarm. "Prince Andre, Sigmund.”

Sigmund wags afinger at him in admonishment. "Y ou didn't haveto tell me. | knew you at once... ...
once.... | remember you wdll... seeyou... every... day." Finally athought he has been searching for quite
some time surfaces and he beams as he cries out merrily. "I haveit! | enchanted it! 1 enchanted it!”

This causes Prince Andre to raise his brows, he hasrardly heard Sigmund speak so emphatically.
"What?' heinquirespolitdly.

"What, what?' Sigmund asks, an expression of pleasant anticipation on hisfeatures.
"What did you enchant?"

Sgmund blinks. "Did | enchant something?'

Prince Andre knowsit is usdessto protest. "Y ou said you did.”

"Ah. Andwhen did | say that?' Heisclearly intrigued.

"Just now," Prince Andre says patiently.

"Did!?...! wonder what | meant by it?'
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Now Prince Andre cannot help but be awee bit exasperated. "I don't know."
"Do/ know?' Sgmund askswith genuineinterest.

"Youdidn't say," Prince Andretelshim with alittle |ess cordidity than before.

"Oh... then perhaps| havea... a... you know ... a... secret. That'sit." He gives his attention (such asit is)
to Prince Andre. "By the way, what are you doing here? Have you... been herelong?'

"No, not long," Prince Andre admits. "I am here to find out about the Woebegone Wood."
Sigmund istaken aback. "Whatever for?"

"Thereé'sadragon loose in the Wood, or so I've heard. There was a merchant who called at the castle
only thismorning," Prince Andre goes on with growing enthusiasm, "who said he had had it from two
men-at-arms, who swore it was true. Can you imagine? A dragon!™



"Yes." Sigmund nods after athoughtful moment. "I canimagine adragon.” He stares off into space. "A
dragon? With scales and flames and... things? ... that sort of dragon?... hum?"

"That iswhat | have cometo ask you," Prince Andreinformshim.
Sigmund folds hishands under his chin. "And what havel said?"
At this, Prince Andrew permits himsdf to sgh. "Y ou've said nothing so far.”

"That'sodd,” Sigmund declares, turning away. "1 thought we'd been saying ... some... thing..." Thisisa
dangerous sign, for thereisno telling how long it might take to get Sigmund back on the subject again
once he wanders off it.

"About the dragon..." Prince Andre begins, trying to catch Sigmund's attention. ™'Y ou were going to tell
me something, weren't you?'

"No doubt,” Sigmund saysin apuzzled tone. "No doubt | was... | often do... but it escapes me.. ,just
now... Don't trouble your head about it; | don't.”

"Yes," Prince Andre saysto himsalf with ahint of disgppointment. "l redize that.”

Sigmund brightens again. "It will come back to me... lways does, you know... not dl at once, but it does
come back to me."
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Ancther person comesinto the study in the Wizard's Tower: Prince Andre's sster, the Princess Felicia
Sheisjust as pretty as aPrincess should be, dl rigged out in rose and silver. Her sack-back dress
glistens, her petticoats are afroth of silver lace, her cuffs are edged in rose and silver, and the corsage of
her dress has the most ddlicate and tantalizing little ruff of slver set with peridot. Her shoesare silver
brocade with rose-colored buckles. Her very fair locks are gathered up into an artless knot, threaded
with long roseribbands. At her throat isa small choker of diamonds and more peridots. Only the
discontented downward turn of her rosebud mouth indicates sheis not pleased with her state.

"Theré's another onel” Sigmund exclaims. "Don't bother to tell me... | know who you are... and I'll have
it..ina..a—"

"Why, Felicia," Prince Andre saysin some surprise. "What are you doing here?"

Shelooks at her brother in languid dissatisfaction. "I have just been told about the dragon in the
Woebegone Wood. My, but it sounds dull.”

"What sounds dull?" Sigmund asks with ashow of interest.
"It sounds dull," Prince Andre responds without thinking of what heis saying.
"Oh... well... then theré's no hopefor... it." Sigmund shakes hishead sadly.

Prince Andrefindsthisabit more difficult to follow than most of Sigmund's conversational meanderings.
"For what?'

"For it. No hope at al." Hiseyeis caught by a stuffed blowfish and he examinesit in rapt silence.

Princess Felicia sinks down on the single bench in the room. Her skirts and petticoats frame her
charmingly. "l wish | knew what the dragon wasredly like. | suppose dl dragonsarejust like everything
else, each the same as the other.” She opens her silver lace fan. "How boring. Poor dragon.” With a
wistful sadness, she addresses Sigmund. "Is the dragon so very uninteresting? Royd Mama said you
would know."

Sigmund is distracted from the enthralling blowfish. "If she said so... I'm sure | must... know. But | can't
seem to... remember... just now... to remember... to remember... about the... about the... the..."



"About thedragon,” Prince Andre interjects.
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"Thedragon?' Sigmund turnsto Prince Andre in astonishment. "What about it?"

"Isthere one? Isthereredlly adragon in the Woebegone Wood?' Prince Andre asks, doing his best to
contain histemper.

"Of coursethereis,” Sgmund says, turning dightly huffy. "What havel jugt... been ... you know... telling
you?"

"I must confess, | wasn't quite sure,” Prince Andre remarks.

"What did you... think | meant?" Sgmund asksin confusion.

Luckily, Princess Fdiciatakes to musing doud, or an even more frustrating argument might have got
started between Prince Andre and Sigmund. "I thought that perhaps for once things would be different.
That thingswould be exciting and thrilling. | should have redized thet things are never different.” Her
downcast eyes are free from tears, but they have that aged and hollow ook that only the young can
achieve.

"Not... not different things... | thought it was dragons. Dragons... not dif...ferent things." Sigmund looksto
Prince Andre for an explanation.

"Itisdragons, Sigmund,” Prince Andre agreesin aresigned voice.

"Oh. Well. Then that settles'it." He beams at the Prince and Princess asif they had dl accomplished
something remarkable.

But Princess Feliciais unaware of this. "I thought that it would belike this. Dragons are dull. What do
you want onefor, anyway? What good isa dragon?"

Prince Andre stands even straighter. "Well, it isaPrince's duty to catch dragons. It's expected of us."

"But why? What would you do with it if you caught it?" She folds her fan again, petulantly gazing down a
the toe of her shoe.

"I'd keepit, | suppose,” he answers, with less certainty than usual. It is clear that he has not considered
this before sheinquired.

"After dl... duty,” Sigmund reminds them. Since neither Prince Andre nor Princess Feliciaare avare heis
paying attention, they are both disconcerted by hisremark. Y ou know... aPrince and dl that... must go
after dragons... hisduty.”
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"AH right," Princess Feliciasulks. "But even if you got one, what would you do with it once you had it?
You can't keep it here at the palace. There's no space for it. Dragons must take up acres of space. Royd
Papa never caught one, and we haven't the room."

"We could make room," Prince Andre says mulishly.
"But where? Y ou know aswell as| do, Andre, that—"

"l don't know," Prince Andre says shortly. "I guess we could keep it in the mews. There's plenty of room
back of thewyvern's cage."

"Yes" Sigmund says, grinning impishly. "Keep it inthe mews... in the mews.... to, you know... amews
him." This, luckily, is Sigmund's only pun, and he one appreciatesit. He shakes with laughter while the
Prince and Princessremain obstinately slent.



In thisjuncture, another figure sdliesinto the room: Queen Hortensia. Sheis an impressive woman, not
so much dressed as uphol stered. Her panniers would provide comfortable seating for aparty of three,
her towering wig is festooned with jewels and ornamentsin such profusion thet it is astonishing that she
can wak upright. Her tall cane has avery large champagne-colored topaz at its crown. Sheisawoman
whose lifeisaseries of avaanches, avdanches of senghility, of sentiment and temperament that often
make for avkwardnessin her family. She catches sight of her two offspring and flings out her arms. The
cascades of golden lace that fall from her elbows sweep out in an darming manner, dmost snagging some
of the unidentified goodies that Sigmund has collected. "My preciouslittle petuniag! | thought | might find
you here"

Sigmund looks up while the Prince and Princesslook at anything but their mother. "Ah. Your Mgesty... it
isYour Mgedy, isn't it?"

"Yes, Sigmund,” Queen Hortensasaysin the most purple tones. "It isl. You may rise. Indeed,” she adds
criticaly, "you may bow." Even Sigmund is not so absent-minded that he would dare to ignore such an
order. He claps one hand to his periwig to keep it on while he bends double to honor her. "Now you

may rise," Queen Hortensa says when sheis satisfied. "Now, my precious Royd Darlings,” she coosto
her children. "What have you been doing? It's been over an hour since I've seen you."

Prince Andre assumes his briskest manner. "Royd
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Mama," he says, coining to attention before her. "Thereis adragon in the Woebegone Wood. | should
very much liketo go and catchit. | fed it ismy duty asaPrinceto do so."

Queen Hortensadirects her question to the wizard. "Sig-mund, is the cresture truly adragon?’
"What creature, Y our Mgjesty? There are al sorts of creatures... al sorts ... not all dragons... not—"
She cuts him short. "The creature in the Woebegone Wood: isit adragon or isit not?"

"Now?' Sgmund inquirestentatively. "Yes. Now." For emphas's, she taps the floor with the point of her
tal cane,

"Of courseitis, now." Sigmund smiles a Queen Hortensiain the mildest way.

Prince Andre legps at his chance. "There, Roya Mama, do you see? Thereisadragon. | shall go and
catch it, as any Prince would want to do. It will be wonderful. | will be ahero. Y ou will be proud of me."
His expression is more hopeful than confident.

"Do nothing rash, my dearest child,” Queen Hortensatels him as she puts her hand to his cheek (this
attention brings him the most acute embarrassment). "First we must request leave of your Roya Papa. It
isfitting mat you should be granted his mandate before undertaking such a venture. Surely Royd Papa
will decide what's best to be done. He isthe King, remember.”

Thisisnot promising, but Prince Andre bows, doing his best to conceal hismisgivings.

Princess Felicia plucks at one of the folds of Queen Hor-tensia's voluminous skirt. "Royad Mama..." she
fdters.

Queen Hortensaturns and beams at her. "What isit, my azure-eyed azalea?'

The Princess does not even bother to look disgusted. "I think 1 might like to go with Andre when he
hunts the dragon. Life hereis so very, very dull. | am surethat the dragon isdull, too, but it will bea
different sort of dull, at least.”

"But my own swext littlelilac,” Queen Hortensiaexclaims, "why do you want to do such athing? Y ou are
not bred to such trids, and there is no earthly reason for you to expose yourself to the unpleasantness of
such aventure. The Woebegone Wood is aterrible place, without any comfortsat al. Here you are



surrounded by caring servants and a devoted family. Nothing is denied you. What possible attraction
could
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adark, filthy forest hold for you, when you can have the delights of this court to fill your days?"

"I don't know," she sighs. "No attraction, probably, but for alittle while it might be different.” Once again
she opens her fan.

"Y our Roya Papashd| condder it," Queen Horteosainforms her, which most usualy means'no." "Far
be it from meto rule on such an important matter. | am your mother, and for that reason, | know my
judgment might fail me through the dictates of my heart. Y our Royal Papas stern good sense will prevall.
Hewill tell you what isto be done, and you shdl abide by hisedict. Now then, Sigmund.” She rounds on
himwith authority.

"Oh, yes, indeed, yes, thereis adragon in the Woebegone Wood," he says at once. "Certainly... to be
aure... thereisa...a.."

Queen Hortengais not willing to tolerate much of this. "What isthe dragon like, can you tell methat?"

"Thedragon?' Sgmund peersinto the middle-distance. "The dragon is... dragon-like. Y ou know... likea
dragon. Scales, flames... dragon things... seen one dragon and you've seen them dll.. .dragons, that is.”
He shrugs. "This one can't be much different.”

"Wdl enough,” Queen Hortensa says at her most decisive. "'l want you al to come dong with meto the
Throne Room. We shdl ask Toby to decide. Thisisavery grave matter, and the King must be the oneto
ruleuponit." She herds the other three toward the door, then stands imperioudy as they begin their
descent of the winding stairs. Asthey pass Sigmund* s private quarters, he dmost gets away, for he sarts
to wander off toward his Stting room, his manner even more abstracted than usud.

"Sigmund!" Queen Hortensiasaysin stem rebuke.

"Oh." He gives her abemused stare. "Y ou're still here. | thought... you know ... you had ... lft." He
makesapeculiar gesture. "It'smy familiar...."

Prince Andre laughs. "'Y ou've never had afamiliar, Sgmund.”

"No..." he agreesvaguely. "But perhaps ... | ought to have... afamiliar...." Hedlows himsdf to be
directed down the gtairs, the Prince and Princess ahead of him, Queen Hortensiabehind him.

Thisisapaace of mirrorsand windows, sothat itis
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aways very bright and pleasant. There are dmost no dark corners and even the dungeons—unused for
severa decades except to store wine—have good-sized windows and fluffy comforters on the snug little
cotsinthecels.

To run ahead of thelittle group and get to the Throne Room before the Queen and her party do, takea
short cut acrossthe terrace and dip in past the King's Page Francis (or Frances, no one seemsredlly
certain about this), who isdrousing on a highbacked chair.

There are two thronesin the Throne Room: oneis quite imposing and covered with gilt whereit is not
damask and brocade. The other isadmost an easy chair, and it is here that King Rupert, looking
something like a cross between the King of Hearts and Santa Claus, is seated. Hiswig is about the only
imposing thing about him, and it is topped with asmall, tasteful crown. In his hands he holds knitting
needles; on the left Side of the throne there is an enormous bal of yarn, and on the right, a heap of



whatever-it-isheisknitting thistime.

Near the throne isamiddle-aged man, portly and good-humored, dressed in a conservative coat (narrow
skirts, no elaborate lacing) and unpowdered wig. Thisis Eustace, who isthe fifteenth Officia Torturer of
Alabaster-on-Geasta, the officing having passed from father to sonin adistinguished line. Since
Alabagter-on-Gelasta gave up on torturing in his grandfather's time, Eustace haslittle to occupy himself
but the invention of newer and better instruments of torture, and it is one of thesethat heistryingto
explain from the plans.

"See dieimprovements, Y our Mgesty. It isamuch more efficient design, amarked improvement over
my last effort. These levers here make the pincers open and that pulley there does the stretching. Do let
me construct one and try it out, if only to seethat it works properly. | promisel won't hurt anyone.
Much." He hasto add thislast, because he has greet faith in hisinventions.

King Rupert does not respond, but he does say, "Knit one, purl one," to indicate heislistening, after a
fashion.

Eustace is used to this, and he goes on with determination. "Oh, please, Y our Mgesty. I've never had a
chance to experiment with any of my designs. Never. And | would so like to have the chance. How do
you know your confidence in meisjudtified if you do not put meto thetest. It quitefills mewith worry,
the notion that you will need me to torture someone
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someday and | will not really know how to go about it."

"Knit two, purl one, knit one..." King Rupert looks up at last. "L et methink about it, Eustace.”

"All right," he says carefully. King Rupert has said this before and so far he has not had opportunity to
practice his craft. Torturing has been the family businessfor fifteen generations. If | never torture anyone,
how will | uphold the family honor?'

"Knit one. Wéll, your father never had the chance, either,” King Rupert says reasonably. "He became
philosophicd intime. Y ou might try philosophy, Eustace.” He resumes hisknitting with more
determination.

"Very wdl, Your Mgesty," says Eustace, who knows when he's beaten. He gives half abow and
withdraws from the Throne Room.

"Purl two, knit one, purl one, knit two and repeat to the end of the row. Busy hands are happy hands,
eh? Francis?' He does not wait for an answer, but sings alittle ditty about his own approach to being a
monarch.

"If ever | amonarch see who happily isreigning Without ahobby to hisname, I'll say that heisfeigning;
For ev'ry monarch surdly is entrgpped in his position And without a hobby it can be a serious condition.
Oh, happy isthe monarch who Knows very muck asal of you That he needs something more to do— A
harmlesslittle hobby.

"Some English Kings I've read about are worthy of
attention: One had aknack of having wives, another, of
dement ion.

And every French King has his own peculiar excesses: Some care for fishing in dry lakes and somefor
wearing

dresses.

Oh, happy isthe monarch who Finds good escape and entre nous Thet little something extra, too: A



harmless|ittle hobby.

"So every single afternoon while on the throne I'm sitting
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I'm not precisdly al done—you see, | have my

knitting.

Affarsof sae canjog aong with none of my devisng While sweaters, mufflers and the like come from
ny

improvisng.

Oh, happy isthe monarch who Though not exactly destined to Discoversthat hisderring-do Islessfun
than hishobby.

"Knit one, purl one, knit two. And avery good ideathat is. The world would get on very much better if
more monarchsfollowed it." He settles back on the throne, prepared to spend the rest of the day
working on hislatest cregtion.

But it is not to be. Queen Hortensa, the Prince and Princess, and Sigmund have reached the Throne
Room at last, and Queen Hortensia nudges Francis (or Frances) awake with the end of her cane.

Francis (or Frances) stumblesto his (or her) feet and proceeds to announce: "Her Magjesty, Queen
Hortensa Winnifred Penelope—"

"Never mind that. Toby-—" Queen Hortensia surges forward, arms outstretched, alace handkerchief
clutched in the hand that does not hold her cane.

"HisHighness, Prince Andre Victor Halli—"

"Don't bother,” Prince Andre says, following his mother toward the man on the throne.

"Her Highness," continues Francis (or Frances), determined. "Princess Felicia Augusta Lactic—"
PrincessFdliciasighs. "Please.”

Onefigureremains at the door, and Francis (or Frances) approaches him cautioudy. "Sigmund
Sneffiebran?'

"Oh, yes, yes... yes, itisJ. Yes, indeed. Or at leadt..." he continuesless certainly, "I think itis.”
King Rupert calsout, "Y ou needn't, Francis. Don't |et us bother you."

With thisfor permission, Francis (or Frances) retires once again to the chair and dumpsdown init,
half-adeep dready.
Before Queen Hortensa can launch into what istraditiondly along harangue, King Rupert saysto her,

"Now, my love, what do you want of me? Knit one, purl one, knit two, purl one, knit three, purl—you've
made me drop atitch.”
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"We have just now come from a conference with Sigmund,” Queen Hortensaannounces, calling out,
"Sgmund!”

"Hello, Sgmund,” King Rupert says as he attemptsto pick up the gitch again. Y ou can't help me with
this, can youT"

"|.... don't think... magic for knitting... no,” Sigmund says, athough he comes much nearer and beginsto
ingpect what King Rupert has done thusfar. "Interesting,” he muses.

"Y our dear children were with him asthey are with me now," she goes on ominoudy. "Children!”



The Prince bows, the Princess curtsies, and they say in dmost the same voice, "Hello, Roya Papa.”

"Toby!" Queen Hortensiagoes on in portentous accents, "you will never guess what they were
discussing.”
"The dragon in the Woebegone Wood," King Rupert says, keeping up hisknitting.

"How did you guessthat?' Queen Hortensiademands, irritated to have the wind taken out of her sails.
"Widl, you shdl never be able to imagine in athousand years what your darling son and Heir to the
Throne wantsto do."

"Hewantsto catch it,” King Rupert says quietly.

Thisis more annoying to Queen Hortensia, who had planned to spend afair amount of time dragging out
the suspense of thisreveation. "Y ou're very clever thismorning, Toby. What have you been doing with
yoursdf?'

"Knitting," he says patiently and obvioudy. "But | wastold about the dragon earlier, my love. What else
would happen but that Andre would want to catch it? That iswhat Princes do, after all. Right wrongs,
rescue maidens, catch dragons, you've said so yoursalf. Any Princeis bound to think of thisasagolden
opportunity. You'd scarcely think him acredit to usif he didn't want to catch the dragon, would you?
Knit one, purl one, knit two, purl two and repesat to the end of the row. Would you?' Over the years, he
has devel oped his own way of dedling with Queen Hortensa.

"Yes, yes, of courseyou'reright, dear Toby," she agreesin someirritation. "But misis not the question.
We are not talking about Princesin generd, but of Andre. Y ou must redlize that the venture is dangerous.
He might be attacked by that savage beast. Or by other mongtersliving in the Wood."

"Oh, isit savage?' King Rupert asks Sigmund.

Sigmund looks up. "Savage? Oh ... yes... | think so...
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savage... usudly are, you know... savage ... dragons are.”” He gives abedtific amile.

"There, you see?' Queen Hortensia pounces. "How can you let your only son, your precious child, the
hope of your whole kingdom, go into the Woebegone Wood where there are who knows how many
dangerous and vile and disgusting creatures. He will meet with certain disaster. It isnot to be borne,
Toby; itisnot." She brings her lace handkerchief up to her eyes.

"Knit two, purl two, yarn over, knit one, purl two and so on to the end of therow.” ThisisKing Rupert's
way of refusing to get involved in Queen Hortensas emotiona avaanches.

"Y ou aren't listening to me, Toby," Queen Hortensachideshim. ™Y ou are ddiberately ignoring me and
the peril wedl face. How | must suffer because of you." There are few things she enjoys more than
uffering.

"Now, now, Hortensia" Unlike his spouse, King Rupert has never come up with anickname for Queen
Hortensia. "It isvery affecting, of course. Y our sensihilities must positively rev—rebe at the thought of
the anguish and worry you would fed while Prince Andreisaway, but you have known since hisbirth
that he has a Prince's duties and obligations. Indeed, you, my love, have been the one who has constantly
reminded him of thiswhen he desired to undertake diversonsthat were not consistent with his place and
rolein life”" Having stopped Queen Hortensafor the moment, he signds his son. "Andre, come here."

"Roya Papa?' Herardly bows, but helikes hisfather, and so heinclines his head.

"What your mother saysis quite true. Dragons are fierce things and the Woebegone Wood is an
unfriendly place. If you arelooking for aromp, it is not the place for you. However, you are a Prince and
you should get in some Princely deeds before you try being King. So if you want to go, it isup to you."



King Rupert beams at Prince Andre. "If I'd had the chance when | was aPrince, | would have goneina
shot, but don't et that influence you. Dear me, no." He chuckles quietly to himsdif.

"Sire, you overwhelm me," Prince Andre says, pressing histricorn to his heart.
"l do?' King Rupert is startled and pleased. "Well,
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remember that. Y es, yes, do remember it, if you will."

Whilethe King is so well-disposed, Princess Fdliciastepsforward. "Royal Papa,” she ventures prettily,
"if itisquitedl right with you, | would like to go with Andre. Nothing exciting has ever hgppened to me. |
think hunting dragons might be a bit exciting, at least it will not be the same dull things I've done every day
of my life. | could carry aspear, or make sketches for atapestry, or something.” It would be too much to
say that color mountsin her cheeks, but there is atouch more animation to her than usud.

"Could you? Why, that would give you a splendid hobby, wouldn't it? Tapestries, that'sthe thing! By dll
means, you should go. If Andre saysyou can, you should go." Heisfairly bouncing with enthusasm now,
and helooks from his daughter to his son.

Princess Feliciaturnsto her brother and looks pleadingly at him. "Oh, dear Andre, will you take mewith
you?"

Prince Andre is not eager to be wheedled by his sister, and so he makes none of the objections that
spring to hismind. Insteed, he replies, "Why, certainly. It might be very dull with only acook and asquire
for company, though. I wouldn't want you to be bored.”

"I can be bored anywhere," Princess Feliciareminds him with atrace of pride. "Everything bores me."

AH thisistoo much for Queen Hortensa Her bosom swells and she turns her eyestragicaly upward,
clasping her hands together on her tall cane. "1sno one going to listen to me? Are my preciouslittle
blossomsto be torn from me, il tender and untried, to be flung into the hazards of the world without a
mother to protect them? Must | endure this? Does no one care for amother's torment?”

King Rupert reaches out, haf rising from histhrone, to pat her joined hands. "V ery commendable,
Hortensia. I'm sure your torment does you greet credit.”

This overwhdms Queen Hortensia. "How crud! Oh!™

"Remember how it wasthefirst time Andre's hair was cut, my dear. Y ou must not let these things distress
you s0. Y ou will make yoursdlf miserable and cause our children unneeded worry if you succumb to all
your fears and doubts thisway. Try knitting. It makes awonderful difference,” King Rupert promises her,
then he regards the Prince and Princess. "Well, | leaveit to you children to work it out with Sigmund.
Youll
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want to plan carefully and to anticipate problems. That's what hunting dragonsisall about. Y ou'd best
plan to take Leander with you. He's a superb crumpet maker and you can't trek off to the Woebegone
Wood without a good supply of crumpets, dear me, no. Not the sort of thing you can expect to find
there, fromdl | hear." He picks up hisknitting needles again. " Crumpets are just the things. Leander will
look after you very wdl." With thislast announcement, he resumes his hobby. "Knit one, purl two, knot
two, purl one, knit one, purl two and so on to the end of therow."

"Roya Papa," Princess Fdiciainquires, "what are you knitting thistime?"
King Rupert holds the mass of knitwear out for them to admire. "1 haven't the dightest idea. Fascinating,



intit?’
Sigmund concursin hisown way. " Strange... Sgnificant. Very ... dgnificant.”
"Oh!" criesKing Rupert, ddighted at having done something significant at last. "Of what?'

"l don'... quite know ... but Significant... oh yes,... very... 9g... nif... i... cant..." It isclear that something
has distracted him, and while he is attempting to recover himsdlf, the door to the Throne Room opens
and Professor Ambi-copernicus strides into the room.

Professor Ambicopernicusis an Exotic. Inthe midst of dl this Baroque and Rococo, heis Byzantine. His
clothes are seven hundred years out of date and he wears them with considerable dash. Hisdalmaticisa
deep blue velvet, embroidered with al sorts of mystica symbals (the Professor actualy made up afew,
s0 asto look impressive). His surcote is of bright red brocaded silk. Histurban (of course hehasa
turban) is of scarlet and gold cloth, fastened with an enormous pin of emerdds and tourmalines. Under
hisarm, he carries a huge tome on his specia subject; heisthe Court Astrologer.

Francis (or Frances) manages to make the announcement. "Professor O. Ambicopemicus!” That done,
he (or she) goes back to deep.

"Your Mgesty! Your Mgesty! A word with you. Thisisvery important.”
"Redlly? So many important thingsin oneday," King Rupert says, taking his sest once more.

"l have just discovered that today Mars and Mercury form atrine with Jupiter. And do you know what
that means?' He
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raises up hisbook asif prepared to use it as aweapon in an argument.

"No. What doesit mean?' King Rupert asks, leaning forward with interest.

"l don't know either. | haven't the dightest idea. | was hoping you might have anction. | know itis
significant of something."

"Sgnificant!" King Rupert saysenthusadticdly. "Likemy knitting!™

"No ... not the ... samething... not at all... the samething... no." Sigmund has not got anyone's attention.

With an effort, Professor Ambicopemicus opens his enormous volume and reads quickly. "Here! |
believe | havefound it. 1 may reved what the starstell me. ‘It isaday for great ventures!™—here, the
Prince and Princess exchange glances—"'A day for great deeds. A day for wonderful discoveries. A
time of surprises. An opportunity for growth. A climate of change. A timeto pay taxes." Thisnot only
brings the Professor up short, everyone else in the Throne Room (and awake) is taken aback.

"Taxes," exclams Sigmund. "l knew.. .there was something... | hadn't... done... taxes. That'sit... taxes."

Professor Ambicopernicus (whosefirgt initial, do not forget, is O) angrily tears off the bottom of the
page. "Nonsense. There are no good daysfor paying taxes. How did that get in there." He closeshis
book with as much of asnap asavolume so big will produce. "But Y our Mgesty should be advised that
today isthe best day of all daysfor great ventures, for changes, for enterprises, for adventure, for—"
"Hunting dragons?* King Rupert interjects.

"Why," Professor Ambicopemicus muses, "l suppose 0. Thereis adventure and enterprise in dragon
hunting. Thereis nothing in the starsthat would forbid the hunting of dragons.”

"Then we must set out thisvery day!" Prince Andre declares. "There are athousand thingsto attend to. 1
must make my plans.”

Queen Hortenda brings one trembling hand (and lace handkerchief) to her bosom. "Oh! Oh! So soon!”



Princess Felicia, warming to the excitement, drops acurtsy to her parents. "I shall go and find a shawl.
Perhaps| shal gather lilies. Perhaps 1 will take my Iute, to while awvay
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the tedium of the journey. | will certainly be bored." She follows her brother out of the Throne Room.

King Rupert gazes after them. "That'sit. Run dong, Felicia. Y es, that's smply splendid. Good to see
young people likethat, full of vigor and romance; ready to forge ahead into life, meeting challenge and
adversity with shining eyes. What joy! Ah, youth! Ready to grasp the world by the horns. Oh, yed™

From the door of the Throne Room, Prince Andre calls back, "l shall send Francisto the kitchen. | must
Speak with Leander.”

Francis (or Frances) rouses at once and stumblesfor the door, amost knocking over the person
gpproaching. As he (or she) leaves the room, he (or she) announces. "It isthe Officia Torturer again,

Your Mgesty."
"Eustace! Just amoment. We are sorting out so many things.” King Rupert motions the man forward.

Prince Andre continues from the door, "L eander will be my squire, for Armand can't be trusted in afight.
Y ou remember what happened at the Tournament last spring, and if hewill quail at ajoust, who knows
what he might do in real combat. No, Leander isthe better choice, and he will be able to tend to usand
make our crumpets, aswdll.”

"Your Mgedty..." Eustace begins, trying to get aword in edgewise. Heis holding amode in hishands, a
terrible thing with saw teeth and winches and spikes. "It is urgent.”

King Rupert does not pay him any mind. "That's splendid, Andre, smply splendid. Wonderful. Off you
go, children." He sighs with contentment as he watches Prince Andre and Princess Felicia depart to do
their packing. "Did you seethat, my love? They're both of them brimming over with excitement. It does
my heart good to seeit.”

Queen Hortensa has just one word for so calous areaction. "Beast!"
"Wel, no..." Sigmund corrects her after considering the accusation. "Not.. .just at present.”

"You'll want alittletime to yourself, my dear,” King Rupert suggests to Queen Hortensia. "Y ou have had
asaries of shockstoday and your senshilities are no doulbt riven with anguish. | wouldn't want to impose
on you while you quiet your apprehensions. Much better if you have agood cry, don't you think?' Heis

hopeful that she will accept his advice, and he hurriedly saysto the others, "After al these developments,
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| fedl the need of alittle refreshment. Let usall go and have strawberries and candied violets on the
terrace. We will have an opportunity to bid the Prince and Princess farewell when they depart, and we
will be able to enjoy the splendor of the afternoon. That'stheidea" He looks from Professor
Ambico-pernicusto Sigmund to Eustace. "Do join me, won't you?"

Eustace holds up hismodel more emphaticaly. "But, Y our Mgesty, | wanted you to see—"

"Yes, yes. I'll look it over once we've had our snack. Come along. No doubt it's awonderful invention.
All your inventions are o thorough, Eustace.” He carefully wraps his knitting needles with yarn so that no
gtitches will be dropped, and setsthem on the throne asif they might stand in for him in his absence. He
waits while the others approach, and then he links arms with Sigmund (more to keep the wizard with
them than out of any specia favor) and wakswith them toward the tall, open windows that lead to the
terrace.



Which leaves Queen Hortensiato hersdlf, consumed with emotion. Her song pours out of her, mournful
and gticky.

"Alas, dasthetragic day | never thought to see

My sweetest babies, unaware, are being reft from me;

And leave me here done, done, with just thissmple

song: Oh, won't somebody tell me where, wheredid | go

wrong?

"It isamother's cruel estfate to be deserted so, And every mother bows her head to what al mothers
know, And so I'll languish dl the day and dl the nighttime

long: Oh, won't somebody tell me where, wheredid | go

wrong?

"Asflowersin agarden grow with tender loving

care | thought to raise my children so, and now to my

despair—

"Thetime has come for usto pan, and more, to say good-bye!
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ril bravely hold my head upright and fight the urgeto

cry, Whilein my heart adoleful dirgewill ring with bells
ding-dong: Oh, won't somebody tell me where, where, where did |
gowrong?'

Thereisno satisfactory answer to this question, and so Queen Hortensiagives hersdf up to her suffering,
and retiresto her chambers, where she can indulge herself completely.

Prince Andre Prepares

PRINCE ANDRE's QUARTERS are done in the princely spartan style, which isto say that whatever he
hasisin the best of taste, and he does not have too much of it. Hisgear isall properly stowed. In one
cabinet, hisboots are set out, rank on rank, toeslined up, and flawlesdy glossy. In acloset, everyone of
his coats hangs wrinkleless, arranged by color so that they form a sartorial rainbow. Beyond the coats,
the waistcoats and shirts are displayed, shirt rack over the waistcoats. Lace jabots and cuffs are set
meticuloudy in drawersthat arejust theright Sze for them. All hisunderthings are discreetly folded and
tucked away.

Itisrarefor Prince Andre to notice this. He takes such things as order and vaetsfor granted, aswell he
should. Thisoccasionistypica: he bursts through the door with an expansive gesture and cals out
"Armand!" before the echoes have died in the hall.

Armand, who is as neat and as fussy asthe well-cared-for clothes, hastensto answer the call. He bows
S0 very gracefully that aless magnanimous Prince might bejeslous. ™Y our Highness?' he says, ebleto
imply that heiswaiting bresth-

A BAROQUE FABLE
53

lesdly for the very least request Prince Andre might make, so that he can have the honor of fulfilling it at
once. Heisatrifle overdressed for aservant, but thisis not unusual in princely vaets.



"Pack acasefor me, Armand. I'm going dragon hunting!” He smileswith ferocious delight. "Roya Papa
sadyes”
"Dragon hunting?' Armand says, his suavity deserting him as hisvoice bresks.

"Yes; in't it wonderful?' He pulls off his brocaded coat and tosses it nonchaantly to Armand. Ashe
removes hislace cuffsand rolls up his slken deeves, he expresses his aspirationsin song.

"Bravery.l that'sthe thing

TurnsaPrinceto aKing! Teachesfoolsto bewisel

Cuts abrute down to size! Vdor! that's the way

Toforgeon every day! Girdsyour loinswith grest might

Whenit'stimefor afight! Courage! noble thought

When adragon isfought! Makes a Prince free from fear!

But it won't, no it won't happen here! It can never, never, never, never, never, never, never,
never, never happen herel”

"Very profound, Y our Highness," Armand remarks, struggling to make arecovery. Heis staring into the
clost, trying to determine what is proper for Prince Andre to wear while heishunting (shudder) dragons.

"Isit?" Prince Andre asks, begining to fed that he might at |ast be coming into his own.

"Very," Armand promises him, mentaly ruling out the rose-colored silk and turning his attention to a coat
of ddicate mauve.

"Then it's probably a good thing for meto go on this dragon hunt, if it can teach me to be profound. I'll
probably have need for alittle profundity when it'smy turn to rule." Some reticence comes over him, asif
he has committed asocia solecism. "Not that | expect to rule for years and years
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and years. All the same, it's best to be prepared.”

"Indubitably,” Armand murmurs; he has been saving up "indubitably” for weeksand isthrilled to be able
touseit at last.

"Stll, dragons are...”
When Prince Andre does not go on, Armand suggests, "Fierce? Dangerous? Intriguing?'

"A bit of dl that," Prince Andre dlowswith asdf-effacing smile. "I think that's part of the chalenge. |
know about quests and all therest of it, but dragons, well, they'rein a class by themselves."

"It soundslikdly," Armand says, finaly taking abeige coat from the hanger. He scrutinizesit, and fingers
the finewool crepe, hoping silently that nothing happensto the material. He decides that an ecru shirt
would be the best choiceto go withiit.

"Yes," Prince Andre goes on, warming to his subject. "It is certainly agood thing to hunt dragons. There's
nothing likeit." He has got both his deevesrolled up and he now tosses hisfrothy lace jabot aside. "I'll
need something more severe. Not silk shirts, but linen. Not brocade coats, but woolen ones. And the

wai stcoats ought to be plain. Nothing fancy except the qudity of the fabric and the cut. Y ou'll know the
right thing, Armand. Y ou dways do." Hislaughter iswarm and eager. "l want to set out in perfect form. |
want everyone to remember that | went about my dragon hunting in proper attire.”

"Naturaly,"” Armand agrees, horrified & what iscoming.
"Thisisabit awkward," Prince Andre goes on with less verve than before. ™Y ou see, Armand, I'm redly



very much afraid thet... well, that | won't be able to take you with me.”

"No?" Armand asks, turning to Prince Andre, hardly daring to trust his ears. "Not take me with you?"
"I'm sorry." Prince Andre comes and lays his hand on Armand's shoulder in consolation.

"But..." Armand begins, then has the good sense to stop himsdlf. "Why?'

Prince Andre does not give adirect answer. Instead, he strides about his chamber, one hand on his hip
asif touching asword. "Y ou see, Armand, you're amost superior valet. You'reirreplaceable. If anything
happened to you, I'd never find anyone half as accomplished as you are, or as conscien-
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tious. | can't ask you to risk so much on aventurelike thisone. If it were adiplomatic missonor a
ceremony or even areception, then | wouldn't hesitate to say you must come. But we're going to the
Woebegone Wood."

Armand quivers a the mention of the place. "Y our Highness, you're very brave."

"If I'm nat, I'll be sureto find out soon.” He favors hisvaet with a hearty smile. "And that's an essential
thing for aPrince to know."

"Yes," Armand mutters, till reding inwardly with relief. He hasto control the giddinessthat threatensto
burst outingiggles.

"But you, Armand, you need no such test, and | smply cannot bring mysdlf to ask you to take that risk.”
Heregards hisvalet steadily. "Y ou aways render the most excellent service. | know that without you, I'd
never get theright shirt with dieright breeches and coat. But I'd never forgive mysdlf if you cameto harm
because of my ambition to hunt dragons. Y ou do understand, don't you?"

"Of course," Armand says at once, not caring for anything but the reprieve he has been granted. It
matters not ajot to him that Prince Andreis concerned about his conscience—all that mattersto Armand
isthat hewill not haveto go to that unspeakable place. "Y our Highnessis most considerate.”

"Not at dl," Prince Andre demurs with awave of hishand. "Y ou certainly redize that it would be very
bad policy for me to demand that my servants do risky things for me. It isn't good ruling to behave that

way."
"Quite," Armand agrees, wanting to encourage Prince Andrein this vein of reasoning.

"S0." Heresumes hisbracing manner. "1 don't know how long I'll be gone, and that might be something
of aproblem for you. Still, do your best, and | give you my word that I'll try not to disgrace you.”

Armand managesto give an appreciative bray of laughter. "Asif that were possible, Y our Highness."

"I can't be as confident of that asyou, Armand,” Prince Andre saysin athoughtful tone. "Who isto say
what might transpire in the Woebegone Wood? Theré's dways arisk when you're hunting dragons, no
matter what you may hear about it."

"Indeed," Armand says, swdlowing hard.
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"But you need not worry, Armand,” Prince Andre assures him, his manner as gracious as possible. "Y ou
are going to remain here, away from the dangers and therisks. If were fortunate, there can be glory for
the work, but it'swrong to count onit." He achieves amodest smile.

"You'revery good, Y our Highness,"” Armand declares, with abow for emphasis. It is hard for him not to
admit that the last thing in the entire world he wishesto do isto court glory by hunting dragons. He would



rather volunteer for one of Eustace's experiments than trek off to the Woebegone Wood.

"Ah, Armand, you are avaet of impeccabletact.” Thereisatwinklein hiseye as he saysthis, and a
moment later, he begins to unbutton his shirt. "I'll need something neat but sporting, | think. I'll depend on
you to sdlect the right thing for me. Be sure to pack something | can change into when | return with the

dragon.”

"Something with afestive touch?' Armand recommends, once again staring into the closet and studying
the contents.

"It soundsided! Have the bags ready in an hour, will you? | know you candoit." In the next moment, he
isgoneinto his bedchamber, pulling the door closed behind him to leave Armand to the business of
preparing hisluggage for his dragon hunt.

Very briefly asour expression flits over Armand's tranquil festures. Then it is banished, and unruffled
cam once again composes his countenance as he takes severa items from hangers and beginsthe
packing he has been ordered to do.

Princess Felicia Prepares

EVERYTHING w PRINCESS Fdlicias quartersis slver and rose. The mirrors—and there are lots of
mirrors—are dl caught up in frames of silver with paejeweed inlaysthat sparkle more than the glass.
Her chiffonier and armoires are of cherry and
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rosewood, and carved so extravagantly with flowers and vines that the whole place fed s like a bower
frozen by art.

Blanche, Princess Felicids maid, is as pretty as die room: her light auburn hair curls naturaly around her
very pretty face, she wears her white-and-rose-striped dresswith flair, and she moveslight as
thistledown through the chamber. Sheis sublimely unaware of the Princess's petulance and boredom.

Princess Felicia hersdf coniesinto the room, her lovely head drooping. She lifts her eyes and regardsthe
charming gpartment with alook that approachesloathing. She sighs.

"Good afternoon, Y our Highness," Blanche says, making a perfect curtsy. "'Isthere anything you require
of me?'

"Yes" Princess Fdlicia crosses the room to abench in the window embrasure, She settlesonto it
plucking idly at her silver lace petticoats.

Blanche picks up her amazingly floofy featherduster and setsto work on the dready pristine furniture. "Is
it anything immediate?"

"Yes," Princess Feliciasays, her perfect lips set in amoue of dissatisfaction.

Bright and bouncy and obliging, Blanche continues her dusting. "Will it take very long?"

"Perhaps," Princess Feliciaanswversremotely. "I am going with Prince Andre to hunt dragons.” The way
she says this suggests that she is being sent to the dungeons without her supper.

"Dragons! Gracious! How exciting!" Blanche has stopped her dusting and now clutches her featherduster
to her bosom. "Aren't you thrilled?’

Princess Felicia does not deign to answer.

"When do you gtart, Y our Highness?' continues Blanche, who is used to Princess Felicias sillences.
"Thisafternoon,” Princess Felicia says, staring down at the toe of her rose satin dipper.

Blanche istoo well-behaved to screech, or she certainly would have at this announcement. "This



afternoon, Y our Highness?'

"That iswhat Prince Andre wishesto do,” Princess Feliciasayslistlesdy. "But Andreislikethat. HE'S
awayswanting to rush out thisway. It's one of the most boring things about him."

It isnot Blanche's place to agree or disagree, and sheisa
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good, sensblemaid. "And you are going with him?"

"Y es. Royal Papagave hispermission just now. | suppose I'd better get ready, and you'd better pack for
I’m"

"Of course," Blanche says, starting to do what on anyone less graceful and pretty might be called bustling.
"How long will you be gone? Where are you going?"

"Days and days, perhaps. But days are al the same, soit hardly matters.” She looks up, her eyesfixed
on some distant place that none of the mirrors reflect and the windows do not revedl. "Isn't it dreadful,
the way everything isadwaysthe same?' And she continues her complaint in song.

"If only the sky were other than blue

Or the trees were other than green Then | wouldn't care much if the weeks ran through

All the monthsin the order they've been. If only the clouds weren't whiter than sheep

Or the brooks didn't sing the same song Then | wouldn't care much that the mountains are steep
Or the hours are equaly long. If only each day weren't followed by night

Until they add up to ayear— Even if it could change, and | think that it might

It could never, never, never, never, never happen

here. It can never, never, never, never, never, never, never,

never, never happen here.”

"What does a Princess wear on adragon hunt?' Blanche wonders aloud as soon asit is polite to speak.
"Clothes" Princess Feliciaexcdamsin despair. "Clothes™

"But which ones, Y our Highness?' It is areasonable question, and any other Princess might have a
reasonable answer for it, but Princess Felicialooks up, her enormous eyes awash with tears.

"Doesit matter, Blanche? They're dl beautiful and fit perfectly, and none of them have asingle surprise
about them. Every dressislike every other dress, with deeves where the arms are. Why are dresseslike
that? Why must the skirtsfall from thewaist? What if they were sewn on at the cuffs?*

During this outburst, Blanche has opened two closets and
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an armoire, staring thoughtfully at what shefinds. "'Y our Highness will want your riding habit, won't you?'

"Wewill ride, | suppose. It hasto be done. Wewill not fly, or sall, or burrow. Always, werideto cross
theland, or are drawn in coaches. It'sthe same every time." Shefixes her tragic gaze on the windows.
"We never do anything new."

"Hunting dragonsis new," Blanche carefully points out as she sdlectsthree ravishingly beautiful riding
habits and startsto lay them out for packing.

Princess Felicia shakes her head. "Hunting is not new. Dragons, that might be different, but the chances



arethat welll chase after it whileit triesto get away, and ether it will get away or wewill catch it, since
that'sthe way hunting goes." She gives her head a shake and her pale ringlets bounce and shine
delectably. "Still, the dragon might turn on us. That would be different.”

"Oh, Your Highness!" Blanche protests, visbly shocked.

"It would be something new, to fight adragon.” She gets up and looks wistfully around her. "1 wish it
weren't al so boring.”

"Y our Highness," Blanche says, to let Princess Feliciaknow sheislistening (though, infact, sheian't).

" Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter: you'd think that there was another order that might come up.” She
trails her fingers along the leading of the glass panes. "The days of the week are dwaysthe same, and the
months.”

"| expect that it's easier for most people that way," Blanche ventures as she beginsto fold one of the
riding habits. "Would you like to wear this one when you depart?' She holds up alinen habit in the paes,
rosest pink with military lacing and epauletsin Slver.

"It'sasgood as any of them,” Princess Fdliciadlowsin adispirited way. "And the hat as well, perhaps.
Roya Mamawill probably insst on the hat.”

Queen Hortensawould undoubtedly insist on the hat, thinks Blanche, but she says, hardly pausing in her
folding, "Whatever you prefer, Y our Highness."

"I would prefer to put apillow on my heed, or agoding, or blueberry tarts, anything but a hat. Everyone
wears hats." Sheismaking circles on the glasswith thetip of her finger. "If | did that, everyonewould
think I'm peculiar, because they don't know how bored | am.”
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"A difficult problem, Y our Highness" Blanche declares, not bothering to look up.

"How easily you say that,”" Princess Feliciachides her gently. "1 wonder: are you ever bored?"

Thistime Blanche does give Princess Felicia her atention. " Sometimes, | suppose, when I'vetime on my
hands and no way to fill it. An afternoon can be boring, or arainy day, but it never lastslong, do you
see? There's dways something new going on, and then I'm not bored anymore. Folding clothes can be
boring, but | don't haveto doit dl thetime, and so it'snot.”

Princess Felicia gives a soft, heart-rending sigh. "That's the difference, | suppose. Y ou can go on, you
can banish your boredom because you are bored by trivia things. /"—she continues with afleeting hint of
satisfaction—"am bored by greater things than that."

"Yes, Your Highness, | know." Blanche tries to make her tone commiserating, but it comes out atrifle
too briskly for that.

"And now you're getting bored with me," Princess Feliciaobserveswith an air of fatdity. "That was how
it began for me. | was only bored by little things, and then | saw that there was moreto it than that." She
comes over to where Blanche has started fol ding the second riding habit. "Do you dwaysfold them the
sameway?'

"Yes, Your Highness," Blanche assures her.
"How can you bear it? Wouldn't you rather do every one adifferent way?"

Blancheisableto laugh thistime. "Goodness, no. That wouldn't suit meat dl, and Y our Highnesswould
look a perfect quiz when you dressed.”

"A quiz? Being aquiz now and then might beinteresting. If | did it regularly, it would be boring, of
course," she adds.



"Naturdly," Blanche says, doing her best to keep from giggling. "There, Y our Highness—that's two done.
Why don't you leave meto finish the packing. It's abeautiful day. Why don't you walk in the garden for
an hour or s0?" With Princess Felicia out of the room, Blanche is sure mat she can get much more of the
packing done.

"It'sawaysabeautiful day," Princess Feliciamourns. "Still, awalk is better than waiting. Perhaps 'l find
something new."
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As Princess Fdiciawaftsforlornly out the door, Blanche givesasigh of rdief and gets on with her
packing.

Meanwhile, On The Terrace.

GOOD ASHISword, King Rupert has taken Eustace, the fifteenth Officid (and Hereditary) Torturer;
Professor O. Ambi-copernicus, his astrologer; and, naturally, Francis (or Frances) out onto the terrace.
It isdonein marble with aRococo railing around it, like the very best cake decorations. Beyond that is
the garden, vast acres of perfectly kept beds of lavishly blooming flowers. King Rupert has sent word to
the kitchen mat he and his companions would like a snack, and requested that Leander the
crumpet-baker should be the one to bring the snack—King Rupert wantsto tell him about the dragon
hunt himsdif.

Eustace, persistent as dways, has brought hismodel out with him and has st it in the center of the table
where he, the Professor and the King are seated. "1've spent years perfecting this, Your Mgesty,” heis
saying urgently. "Years. It's by far the best design I've ever come up with. No one anywhere has anything
likeit. With this device, no other ruler would be able to torture half aswell aswe could.”

"Urn," King Rupert muses, trying to find the best way to keep from hurting Eustacesfedings. "I can tell
that itis... innovetive."

"Itis Yes, itis" Eustace says, beaming.

From somewhere off in the garden where he has wandered, Sigmund can be heard making an
exclamation of discovery. It isunredigtic to assume his attention will last long enough for anyone on the
terrace to learn more about it. King Rupert, who is used to this, wavesin the direction of the
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sound in vague encouragement before addressing Eustace again.

"l can understand your enthusiasm for the design, but, regretfully, | can't possibly let you try it out on
anyone. From what you describe, it would be quite painful.”

"That'sthe point of torturing, Y our Mgesty: it's supposed to be painful." He looks at the Professor,
hoping he will say something in support of this new device. "And thiswould do it very well."

"It certainly seems s0," King Rupert agrees, putting the tip of onefinger very gingerly on the most
prominent spike. "Gracioud! It's sharp.”

"It hasto be sharp, Your Mgesty," Eustace says, knowing that King Rupert isnot likely to approve of
that.

"Um," says King Rupert again, thistime more remotely.
"l promise'd only useit on an enemy," Eustace vows, making alast-ditch stand for hisinvention.

"| understand that," King Rupert tellshim. "Y ou'd hardly want to use thison afriend. But it would be a
guarantee that the enemy would aways be your enemy, and you might never learn to like one another.



No, Eustace. | hate to disappoint you, but | doubt that you'll have the chanceto useit. I'm very sorry. |
know how sincere you are, and there's no doubt that you have the greatest skill. | do recognize your
abilities, and | vauethem. That'swhy | truly believethat | must not let anyone use your invention.”

Philosophically downcast, Eustace takes the modd off the table and setsit beside his chair. "Asyou wish.
Your Mgesty."
It aways troubles King Rupert to see his courtiers dispirited. "Come, come Eustace. Don't let this upset

you. Why, you're an excellent torturer, you know. | have no doubt that you're the finest torturer in the
entire history of Alabagter-on-Gelasta.”

Somewhat soothed by this, Eustace till cannot keegp from reminding King Rupert, "But, Y our Mg esty,
I've never tortured anyone—how can you be sure?!

"Thereisthat,” says King Rupert, who has anticipated this protest. "But you're dways ready to, and you
are certainly prepared; goodness, yes, no doubt about that. And that's very important, you know. Y es,
indeed. Preparednessis everything when it comesto torture.”
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Professor Ambicopemicus includes his own commiseration. "And the art, these days, is much neglected.”

Eustace nods. 'Times have changed. In my grandfather's day, now, that wasthetimefor torturers.” He
smilesin fond reminiscence, for he has heard the stories since he was atoddler and has passed them on
to hisown children. "If it wasn't the Warl ocksin the Woebegone Wood, it was one of the Humgudgeons
or Truculins over in Addlepate. Quick as awhisker, they'd be on therack. Or laid over ahurdle. Or
spread out on agrill. Sngp! Crunch! and neat asapin." He sighs. "Those wonderful days have gone
forever."

"Itsalogt art, | fear. Y ou do well to recal—" Professor Ambicopemicus begins, but isinterrupted by
Francis (or Frances), who becomes suddenly dert.

"An Ounergoth Mercenary, Your Mgesty," he (or she) announces, and then finds a comfortable spot on
the terrace railing where he (or she) can relax in the sun.

As soon as Francis (or Frances) is out of the doorway, the Ounergoth Mercenary strides onto the
terrace. Heisferocious: heisencasad in heavy armor and hefairly bristleswith wegpons. Hislong
mustaches quiver with importance. He bows, clanking, before King Rupert. (In fact, thisisredly
Humgudgeon's Spy, doing his best to follow his master's orders.) "King Rupert, legendary hero of
Alabaster-on-Gelasta, your fameis spread far and wide!" he declaresin stentorian tones.

"Hasit?' King Rupert responds politely. "Wadll, that's most interesting. My fame, eh?”

"It wasinevitable," Professor Ambicopemicus says ponderoudy. "The starsreved that it could not be
otherwise"

Sigmund has wandered back to the terrace, and now he peers a the Ounergoth Mercenary. "What is...
| dont think ... I know him... do 1?7

"None of therest of usdo, Sigmund,” King Rupert saysto hiswizard. "That is not to say you don't."
"No," Sgmund agreesvagudly. "It in't... isit?"

Redlizing that this might lead to embarrassment a best and disaster at worst, the Spy blunderson. "The
peace and prosperity of Alabaster-on-Gelastaisthe marve of al theworld. Rulers everywhere seek to
emulate your success.”

King Rupert's expression remains unruffled and cordid. "If you say so, I'm sureit'strueand | am
flattered."
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Saizing the opportunity, the Spy sinks down on one knee, his wegpons jangling around him. "But thisis
not flattery, Y our Mg esty. For there are those who are envious and greedy”—unbidden, the image of
Humgudgeon comesto his mind, and he suppresses a shudder—"and they covet your wedth and the
graciousland you rule. Even now, they plot to mass and march on your borders, to pounce! on you and
your happy and fortunate subjects.”

"Do you know anything about this, Sigmund?* King Rupert inquires.

"Pouncing?.. ... no..." He has been staring a something that might be alarge, dark butterfly sailing over
the

Desperately the Spy goeson. "Thereis danger, great danger.”

"If so many of my neighbors are distressed, | suppose mereis,” King Rupert saysthoughtfully. "I'm
surprised they haven't spoken up. It'swhat they usually do. We exchange missions and after awhile, we
work matters out.”

The Spy continues, "Diplomacy!" he scoffs. "When thereis so much to lose, diplomacy is not sufficient.”
At last heisback on histheme. "That iswhy | have come. | offer myself asthe leader of your armies
againg thefoes of Alabaster-on-Gelasta.”

King Rupert reaches out and pats him on the shoulder. "That'sredlly very kind of you—you're most
consderate— but I'm afraid | haven't got any armies.”

Doggedly the Spy perssts. Y our reserve soldiery, then," he recommends, telling himself that such an
army would more easily be subverted to his purposes and the will of Humgudgeon DC.

"I'm sorry, but | haven't any of those, either,” King Rupert gpologizes.
"None?' the Spy asks, hisvoice cracking. "Not even a Pdace Guard? Y ou must have a Palace Guard.”

Seeing how distressed the Ounergoth Mercenary is, King Rupert triesto offer some comfort to him.
"WEell, thereis Francis, of course.”

"But thisisdreadful!" the Spy cries out, baffled and for once quite Sncere. "Y ou are unprotected and
naked to the blows of your enemies.”

King Rupert looks around him, asif to locate enemies,
A BAROQUE FABLE
65

then tells the Ounergoth Mercenary, "I have Sigmund and Professor Ambicopernicus, and of course
Eustace. They help out occasiondly.”

"Y our magicians. Y our torturer!” It isthe Spy'sturn to look about, in case he requires an escape route. "'l
had forgot about them. They will keep you safe. Naturaly.”

"If that'swhat | need them to do, | imaginethey will," King Rupert saysdmost merrily.
"I never thought of that," the Spy admits, dready fearing Humgudgeon's consequences.

"If you want to help me, asyou say, you might go along to those enemies of mine, the ones that want to
mass at the borders, and remind them about the Professor and Sigmund and Eustace. 1'd redlly
appreciate that." He beams at the Ounergoth Mercenary.

The Spy, who is more used to Humgudgeon than to King Rupert, reads all sorts of sinister intent into that
congenia smile, and helurchesto hisfeet. "Yes. Naturdly. | surdy will." He beats hisretreat, caling out
as he attempts to make one last bow, "I'll tell them about the magicians and the torturer.”



As s00n as the Ounergoth Mercenary has floundered off through the garden, King Rupert permits himself
amild frown. "Enemies a the border. Dear me,"

Seeing an unexpected opportunity in this, Eustace leans forward. "'l could go along with the Ounergoth
Mercenary and find afew of them, Y our Mgesty. | could try out my new device."

"Dont beslly, Eustace. There's no point in making them angrier than they dready are. Sigmund will
come up with something." Heraises hisvoice. "Won't you, Sgmund?’

From his place near therailing, Sgmund answers. "Hum? Oh ... yes. Come up with... something.... But
it's... you know... asecret. Yes. That's... ... secret.”

"There. Y ou see? Nothing to worry about. Y ou know what these rumors are like, Eustace. Some
traveler sees two or three men with swords—bandits or hunters, perhaps—and tells another traveler,
who tells another traveler, and by the time the word reaches here, the few men have swolleninto an
armed tide of enemieswhen it was nothing more than amistake." He nods to himself with satisfaction.

"But perhgps Humgudgeon—" Eustace begins.
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"Oh, Humgudgeon," King Rupert says shaking his head. "No doubt he'sitching to go to war with
someone. He's like that, you know. They dl are, over in Addlepate. All of them, Humgudgeons and
Truculins, have been like that. Nothing seemsto change them. They're jealous and spiteful, but they have
such trouble with their people and their court that they rarely can do more than try to hang onto
Addlepate, let done war with their neighbors. The current Humgudgeon is no different than therest. And
his people trust him no more than they'd trust his ancestors or aweeping crocodile.

"But that would mean that he might actualy attempt to..." Eustace pauises, a alossfor words.

"He might want to," King Rupert corrects him gently, "but gracious me, wars are expensive! And | can't
see Humgudgeon sacrificing even the smalest of hisamusementsto pay for awar.”

Francis (or Frances) does not move from his (or her) place on thewall, but announces, "L eander the
crumpet-baker.”

An astonishingly handsome young man conies through the door bearing alarge tray that has many
tempting edibles st out on it. He bows incredibly gracefully, in spite of his burden, and then spegksina
voice resonant and plaintive as avioladagamba, "Where would Y our Mgesty like meto put this?'

"Oh, here on the table, Leander. That way we can al shareit." He motionsto Professor Ambicopernicus
and Eustace to move a bit closer. "It looks quite splendid. What's this? Candied violets in whipped
cream! My favorite"

Leander does as heistold, with e egance and deference that would be enviable in afavored knight, let
aone ahumble crumpet-baker. His golden locks shine where the sun strikesthem, hislarge blue eyes are
framed with lashes so long and thick that most girls and afew horses might weep with vexation to have
them. The only thing that mars his beauty isa smal smudge of flour, but sinceit subtly emphasizesthe
attractive cleft in hisnoble chin, it can hardly be called aflaw. Assoon asthetray isin place, Leander
steps back and waits in respectful silence.

"Thisisgrand, Leander," King Rupert tells him as he surveysthe array before him. "And strawberries,
too, at thistime of year. The Knights of the Golden Trowd do aremarkablejob, don't they?'
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"That they do," Professor Ambicopernicus agrees as he reaches for one of the mushroom-shaped
padtriesthat isfilled with brandied custard and dusted with nutmeg and sugar. "Ddlicious,” he says around



the goodie.

"Isthere anything else Y our Mgesty would do me the honor of commanding?* Leander asks asKing
Rupert motions to Eustace to pour the teaiinto the porcelain cups as beautiful and fragile as petals.

"Yes, yes. Now that you mention it, | believethereis." Heis about to explain when Sigmund appears a
theterracerailing again, his periwig even more askew, and an expectant twinklein hiseyes.

"Ah!" Sgmund exclams. "Pomegranates and kumquatsl Wonder.. fill." With amazing agility, he vaults
therailing and hastens over to the table, drawing achair behind him.

"Fine, Sigmund. Join us, yes, by dl means, join us" King Rupert gesturesto hiswizard, athough such
invitation is unnecessary and unnoticed by Sigmund. "Now, then, Leander. What have | told you?'

"That there is something you wish to commission meto do, Your Mgesty. | am eager to know what
honor you are willing to bestow upon me.”

King Rupert pops acandied violet into his mouth, then says, chewing hisway through the words, "Y ou
may change your mind about the honor when you know what it is. Neverthdess, | will tell you that my
son Prince Andre has decided to hunt dragons.”

"What estimable enterprisel” exclaims Leander, hisblue eyes dight with admiretion.

"Um," King Rupert says. "And since hisvalet is not aman to enjoy treks through the Woebegone Wood,
Prince Andre has designated you as the man he would like to have accompany him." He reaches for
another candied violet, holding one hand under it to catch any drips of cream.

"Prince Andre has requested me?' Leander cries out, one hand rising to his chest. "Oh, how
ovewhdming.”

"Itis, isn't it?" King Rupert nods. "Y ou, being a crumpet-baker can tend to the food for the Prince and
the Princess”

"The Princess?’ Leander repeatsin hushed accents.

"Yes. Why, Princess Feliciahas said that she wishes to accompany Prince Andre. She seemsto think she
would enjoy dragon hunting. Marvelous, isnt it, the way that young peo-
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pie spring at the chance to do great deeds.” King Rupert looks at the other men gathered around the
tablefor their confirmation.

"It isto be expected,” Professor Ambicopemicus saysin aportentoustone. "The starsindicateit.”
"And... theres the secret,” mumbles Sigmund as he ingpects another kumquet.

"The Princessisto accompany the Prince?' Leander asks, asif not believing what he has heard.
"That'stheticket!" King Rupert says, merrily sdecting acandied tangerine for variety.

"What courage! What sterling character!” Leander inssts.

"Just s0," King Rupert says. "Wadll, that is how things are. Prince Andre wants to be off this afternoon, so
you'd better run along and pack. Don't forget the crumpets. And you might want to include afew of the
candied violets. They're smply delicious.”

Leander bows deeply, clearly much moved. "Sire, it ismy greatest aspiration to serveyou in dl things. To
permit meto participate in thisroyd adventure fills me with such emotion that mere words do not suffice.
My being is suffused with a gratitude and an gppreciation so total that every breath | take while on this
expedition will beto utter silent thanksto Y our Mg esty for this greet favor you have deigned to bestow
uponme."



King Rupert listensto about half of the effusion, then directs his attention to the garden, where Princess
Fdiciahasjust arrived in the company of three of the Knights of the Golden Trowe . He waves, saying,
"Why, there's Princess Felicianow. Hello, Felicial™

All turn toward her, and so no one seesthe look of adoration that crosses Leander's glorious features.

"Hello, Roya Papa," Princess Feliciaanswers. "1 thought | might pick some flowers, but they dl look the
same. Petalsand leaves, dl of them.”

King Rupert claps once with enthusiasm. "That'sared chalenge for you, then, Felicia. Y ou keep
looking. Y ou'll find something, I'm sure.”

"Ah, Princess Fdlicia," Leander breathes as he stares after her, "could | but long for you."

"Princess Felicias Venusisin Cassiopia," Professor Ambicopemicus announces. "Shewill succeed. Itis
predestined.”
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"Y ou hear what the Professor says, Felicia?' King Rupert callsto her. "You keep at it. It'sin the stars."

While Leander gazes at her and the party on the terrace tastes and munches, Princess Fliciaat last finds
apaticularly fine daffodil, and pointsit out to the Knights of the Golden Trowel. "I think | likethisone. It
looks different than the others, at least alittle bit.”

The Firgt Knight bowsto her, saying, "Why, yes. It isthe perfect thing for you. Only the loveliest of
flowersarefit for Y our Highness™"

The Second Knight drops to one knee before her. "Quite, quite right. Only the most perfect arefit for
PrincessFdicia”
The Third Knight holds out hisarmsin agesture of total abandonment. " And nothing would give us more

pleasure than for you to haveit; you must believe us, but..." And since what is coming next is bad news,
the three Knights hum notes to each other so that they can soften the blow with song.

"But it's much too pretty to cut.”

Princess Fdliciahas good enough manners not to sigh too obvioudy. "Never mind, then. I'll seeif | like
something else better.” Sheturns her head and says, more criticaly, "How tedious; dl those roses ook
likeroses"

Ontheterrace, Leander daresto spesak to King Rupert. "Y our Maesty, | wish to beg aboon of you."
He has gone back on hisknee again.

"A boon? Goodness, it's been months since anyone's wanted a boon. What isit, Leander.”

"It isnot for mysdlf," Leander vows. "Danger and hazard mean nothing to meif they are endured in your
service. But for so exquisite aPrincess as Princess Fliciais, the mere thought of risk must be tantamount
to the greatest terror. How can | serve Y our Mgesty if | cannot promise with my life's blood to guard
her from al unpleasantness. For that reason, and that reason aone, | beseech you—"

"Beseech aswel|?' King Rupert says, astonished.

"Y es, beseech,” Leander sayswith growing fervor. ™Y ou havein your court wizards and magicians of
great power. Surely one of them could find away to perform aspell that will guard the Princess Felicia
from any and al dangersthat might beset her upon thisquest.”
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"Um," King Rupert says, consdering. "Sigmund, what do you think?"



Sigmund looks up from alittle plate of jellied rosehipsin honey. " Spdl? The Princess ... the Wood...
But... not at al possible ... no ... after al, the Woebegone Wood... you know... not possible... to... to..."

"Throw aspdl over it," King Rupert finishesfor him. "Wdll, | think it might be better theway it is. No
sensein facing danger if itisn't red, isthere? Eh, Leander? That meansthat I'll depend on you to see that
nothing happensto her. You'l do that for me, won't you?"

"Oh, Your Mgesty, yed though it cost memy lifel”

"Excdlent,” King Rupert says, adding, "Since you're leaving soon, you might want to tend to your
packing.”

"Of course," Leander vows with aflourish of hisright hand and abow that nearly causes hisbright hair to
brush the marble marquetry of die terrace.

"Grand, amply grand,” King Rupert says, leaning back in his chair, content with himsdlf and the world.
The only thing helacksto make his pleasure completeis hisknitting. He looks from Sigmund to
Professor Ambicopemicus to Eustace and back again. "Does your heart good, doesn't it, to see die
young peoplein such finefettle. Why, to see Princess Feliciaamong the flowersis enough to make
anyone pleased. Prince Andre isturning out to be amode Prince, which bodeswell for
Alabaster-on-Gelasta™

Francis (or Frances) stirson therailing. "TherésaPlad Friar in the garden, Y our Mgesty."
King Rupert rubs his hands ddightedly. "A Pad Friar? Send him over."
"King Rupert wishesto seeyou, Friar,” Francis (or Frances) cals out, yawning the last bit.

A moment later, in answer to the summons, the Friar appears. Heisin aplaid habit, of cerise and
mustard. Itisavulgar plaid, but it isthe best the Spy (for it isthe Spy, back again for another try) could
manage on short notice. He moves toward the terrace, dmost tripping over die hem of the habit, whichis
dightly too long for him. He makes what he hopesis aproper religious gesture and says, "May the
blessngsyou deservefall squarely upon Y our Mgesty's head.”

"Well, thank you," King Rupert saysat hismost benign. "That's very kind of you."
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Thereisan awkward pause while everyone stares at one another, and then the Spy gathers hiswits and
begins. "I am making apilgrimageto... to the unfortunatesin Addlepate. | thought that in order to prepare
myself for the ordedl, t would gather inspiration herein Alabaster-on-Gelasta.

"Fascinating,” King Rupert says, then nudges Professor Ambicopemicus. "Isnt it fascinating?!

"Anything that fascinates Y our Mgesty isdeserving of greet attention. There are stellar precedentsfor it.”
He has not lifted histurbaned head from the array of succulent cheeses he has been consuming, but that
gpparently bothers neither King Rupert nor himsdlf.

"Yes," the Spy goes on with great determination. Heis not about to be Sidetracked again. "Ordinarily |
would regard Alabagter-on-Gelasta as an example to shinein the world, but as soon as| came into your
previoudy perfect kingdom, | redlized that aterrible change had occurred.”

"A change?' King Rupert interjects, adding to the others. "This ought to interest Felicia”

"A terrible change,” the Spy continues. "Everywhere thereis doubt and mutterings. The peopleareina
furor of worry."

"It isnot the proper time for worry," Professor Ambicopemicus advises both the Plaid Friar and King
Rupert. "Thereisnothing of worry inthe dars.”

"Could it mean an uprising, do you think?' Eustace asks, his expression hopeful.



"There can be no doubt of it," the Spy says, taking full advantage of Eustace. "I was much
disconcerted—in my heart of hearts, | was troubled—to hear these sentimentsin your kingdom which
has ever been ahaven to those who love the happy life. Since there can be no questioning the prosperity
around you, Your Mgesty, it appearsto me that what hasfailed is spiritudity. Y ou have no idea how
much happiness can undermine spiritudity.”

"Oh," cries Eustace in glegful anticipation, "there may be doubtersin that case. Do you think they might
need my... guidance?'

"I'm sureit won't be necessary, Eustace, though it was good of you to think of it,” King Rupert responds.
"Heartwarming, isn't it?" he asksthe Plaid Friar, "having atorturer who is as eager as Eustace?”’

"Yes," the Spy squeaks out.
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"But, Your Mgesty," Eustace objects, pulling his new-design thumbscrews from the capacious pocket of
hiswide-skirted coat, "1 could use these. They're ready to go."

The Spy makesa sound that iscloseto "Yipe!"

"Eustace, Eustace, put those away. Y ou're upsetting the good Friar, who has done us the compliment of
letting us share his company. That's hardly the way for acourtier to act. Remember, heisaspirituad man
and hisFriar'smind ison other things." He smilesat the Friar. "Isn't it?"

By thistime, the Spy has conjured up dl sorts of unpleasant visons. Heis convinced that the Officia
Torturer ison to him and prepared to pull and pinch the truth out of him at any cost. Heis certain that
behind King Rupert's bland exterior lurks asoul asruthlessasit isdevious. The magicians only serveto
make thewholeimpressonworse. "I.... You... that

Is—"

"Men in Orders don't wish to know about the redities of the world. That's why they'rein Orders, you
see. Itisn't kind of you not to respect that, Eustace." He gives his attention to the Friar again. "It must
have been difficult, even distasteful for you to come here. And | appreciate your efforts, Brother. You
have shown great persstence, and that isavirtue, isn't it? It isacredit to you that you're willing to come
to me with your concerns, but I'm sure that the Stuation isn't nearly asbad asyou fear it is.”

The Spy isat aloss once again. " Perhaps—"

"Men who have devoted their livesto the study of religion often forget that most of usaren't ableto
measure up to them, and so are often bewildered and puzzled by the way that their lives unfold. No
wonder that they ask questions that for a more enlightened man would seem dangerous and seditious.
But, you see, | have no desire to keep my subjects from speaking their minds. No doubt you, from the
advantage of your learning, misunderstood.

"But—" the Spy protests.

"To one unused to our customs, | daresay we seem very harum-scarum to you, lacking dogmaand
orthodoxy aswe do. Still, we do get dong in our own way. There's no point in disturbing the people
now. Gracious, what atime we should have of it if wetried." King Rupert laughs at the notion. "No,
Brother, were probably not capable of your leve of advancement.”
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In the garden, Prince Felicia has discovered a hydrangeathat is dightly more perfect than the others.
"What about that one?' she asks the Knights of the Golden Trowe.

The Spy atemptsto avoid the digtraction. "It'snot a—"



King Rupert regards the Friar with sympathy. "I am sorry that our ramshackle ways disturb you. You
must admit that everything you have been trained for is more stringent than what we have here, and that
must make it hard for you to understand us. Let me assure you that there is nothing to be concerned
about. Good Friar, were dwayslikethis.”

"No, not that one," Princess Fdliciaingtructs the Knights, "the other one. Thetallest one.”
The Firgt Knight touches the stem of the hydrangeareverently. "Thisl The most beautiful!"
The Second Knight bowsto Princess Fdlicia. "It isalmost as beautiful asaPrincess.”

"l don't understand,” wailsthe Spy.

The Third Knight lowers his head. "The only one you should have, dear Princess, but..." He sgnasthe
others and they make a preparatory hum for amore elaborate musical disappointment.

"But it's much too pretty to cut!"
The Spy, now thoroughly confused, demands "What was that?*

"Why, just my daughter and the Knights of the Golden Trowd. They look after the garden for me, and
they have done so for quite awhile now. It didn't seem fair to keep them about with nothing to do, and
Alabaster-on-Gelasta has been at peace for so long now that... well, you see my problem.” King Rupert
beamswith resignation.

"Knights" the Spy ydps.
"Don' let them bother you. Brother. Members of your Order must sing about things from timeto time."
"Arethey deranged?' the Spy asks, lowering hisvoice to do so.

"They are picking flowers. Surely you can see that for yoursdlf." King Rupert selects an untouched dish
on thetray and holdsit out. "Cherriesjubilee?"

"Picking flowers?' the Spy asks, the words coming out higher and higher as his panic increases.
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"Why, yes, it gives them something to do. Would you prefer gpricots?' He waits, hisface solicitous.
"l... see.. ." the Spy says, in an effort to Steady his nerves. "Knights who pick flowers.”

King Rupert is delighted that the Friar has understood at last. "' Precisely! Quite so, good Brother.”

"Youdo ... see?' Sgmund marvels as he stares out at the garden. "I can't... not from here.... Out of
sight... the Princess.... Very odd. Very... odd."

The Spy fed swhat little control he possesses dip away from him, and he redizes that if he does not
retreat at once, he will be undone. The vivid impresson that Eustace's thumbscrews made is quite fresh
with him, and it takes almost no imagination to fed them digging into hisflesh. He makes another odd
gesture that might be a benediction, and steps back from the table. "I must thank Y our Mgesty for this
audience. It hasbeen mog... informative. But | believe that it istime for me to continue on my way to
Addlepate to comfort the afflicted there."

King Rupert haf rises. "Oh, gracious, Friar, you needn't leave a once." Heisreaching toward the tray to
offer another of the comegtibles.

"No, no. Your Mgesty ismost kind," the Spy ingsts desperately, "but | must. Truly, | must.”

With good grace King Rupert acceptsthis. "Well, you know best, I'm convinced of it. Religious men are
aways morein tune with their actions, or o I've been led to believe. Addlepate. That certainly shows
heroic devotion on your part, Brother. | hope you'll be good enough—but that's to be taken for granted,
you being in Orders as you are—to give my regards to Humgudgeon when you see him.”



"17?" the Spy Sartsguiltily. "See Humgudgeon?' "Come now," King Rupert admonishes him gently, "you
redlly ought to call on theruler of the place you vist. After dl, you've been willing to visit me, havent
you? And it's only courteous to do the samein Addlepate. | admit that Humgudgeon is occasiondly a
trifle"—here he pauses while he searches for the most tactful word—"unpredictable, but he will receive
you, Brother."

Completely nonplused, the Spy bows again. "Oh, | will call upon him. You'reright, Y our Mgesty. It's
part of my duty. | will make every effort, anceyouwishit.”
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King Rupert looks disappointed. "Gracious, you make me sound atyrant. If you prefer not to meet with
Humgudgeon, I'm the last man in the world to compel you to act in away contrary to your conscience.”

"Very... commendable,” the Spy blurts out, showing more of the whites of hiseyesthanisnormal.
"Humgudgeon. I'll make apoint to cal on Humgudgeon. I'll bear amessage to him, if you wish."

King Rupert consdersthis carefully, then shakes hishead. "I don't think I'll trouble you with such atask.
Deding with Humgudgeon is awkward enough without reminding him that his Protectorate isnot as
thriving asit might be. Heand | haven't agreat deal in common, you know, and he sometimes takes the
most cursory inquiries amiss. It would gppall meif you had to endure any unpleasantnessfor my sake.
You'retoo kind to suggest it."

"Asyou wish," the Spy blathers, seeking for the chanceto leave.

"Thank you very much for caling on me." King Rupert lifts hishand to wave a the Plaid Friar asthe Spy
boltsfor the door, the skirts of his habit gathered untidily in his hands.

"Not at dl. Blessngsand joy fal from heaven squarely on Y our Mgesty.”
King Rupert accepts thiswith ddight. "Why, how good of you, Brother. I'm most gppreciative.”

Asthe Spy rushes through the Throne Room, he dmost collides with Prince Andre, who has changed
into hismost noble riding habit and is now coming in search of hisfather. He looks after the fleeing Spy
and then tucks histricorn under hisarm and bows to King Rupert. "I have just been to the kitchen, Roya
Papa. Leander is preparing for our departure. He was full of praise for your alowing him to come with
Fdiciaand me"

The Spy, who isamost out the door, hdtsin histracks. He has overheard enough to gain his attention.
Whatever is going on might be sufficient to return him to Humgudgeon's good graces (such asthey are)
once again. Carefully he moves back across the Throne Room toward the terrace.

"A mogt industrious crumpet-baker,” Professor Ambico-pemicus states with obvious gpproval.
"He'sagood felow,” Prince Andre concurs. "It's much better that he's going with us than Armand.”
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"Pardon me," the Spy interjects as he ingnuates himsdlf back onto the terrace, "but what isthis endeavor
that has you all so excited. It would be a pleasure for meto add my blessing to the undertaking.” He
consdersthe last word especialy

apt.

Prince Andre, who has paid little attention to the Plaid Friar, declares, "If we are underway this
afternoon, we should be in the Woebegone Wood by this time next week."

"Splendid!" King Rupert exclams. "Simply splendid. How marvelousfor you, Andre.”
"The Woebegone Wood?' the Spy asks of no onein particular.



King Rupert turnstoward the question. "Oh, thisis no concern of yours, Brother, though it iskind of you
toinquire. Just what | would expect of so spiritual aman. Andre hereisgoing after hisfirst dragon. Isn't
thet exciting?'

"Then many, many blessings on the venture. May you triumph over your adversaries and bear yourself
with courage and... succeed.” He makes his spiritua gesture again, then rushes away, plotting to get more
information before he returnsto Addlepate.

"Wasn't that good of him?* King Rupert asks the others, not expecting an answer. "Coming back to offer
his blessing for the dragon hunt. Now, that's not the way most Friars behave. Thiswas most courteous.”
He has eaten dl the candied violets and now has started on the scones with ginger marmalade. He eats
carefully, dmost daintily, so that he will not get sticky goo al over hisred damask coat.

Out in the garden, Princess Felicia has come upon abed of spider mums, the great big kind, and she
points to the most exuberant of them. Thisone, then, if you don't mind. It looksdl right.”

TheFirst Knight nods vigoroudy, hiseyesaight with pride. "A superb choice, Y our Highness. What
impeccable taste you have, what sensitivity and aesthetic standards.”

"Truly, impeccabletaste," seconds the Second Knight as he bows to Princess Flicia "It is quite the best
flower here, Y our Highness, and it shows how keen your eyeis, that you sdlected that flower over al the
others”

Once again the Third Knight dropsto hisknee. "The only onein the entire garden truly worthy of your
notice, die only one grand enough to bloom in your presence, and it would be
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thefinest flower to giveto you, but..." Thereisanother round of humming and establishing of pitches, and

thenthey are at it again, in avery eaborate apology, Snging with energy and artistry in order to make
Princess Feliciafed better.

"But it'smuch too pretty to cut!”

Princess Fdliciaendures thiswith the best humor she can manage, which isto say that she looksfaintly
more bored than she did before. She motions to the Knights of the Golden Trowd to follow her, saying
to them asthey disgppear in the vicinity of the Nilelilies, "Never mind. I'll jut look at them." King Rupert,
who is munching on his second scone, motions Prince Andre closer to him. "Make sure you take plenty
of crumpets. It wouldn't do to run short. Scones don't travel nearly aswell as crumpets. The crumpets
areyour best bet."

"Leander will take care of the crumpets, Royd Papa,” Prince Andre says, helping himself to apickled
baby beet. "Hetold meto leave dl that to him, so | have.”

Professor Ambicopernicus, who isinvestigating an aromatic cheese, remarks as he has done before,
"Leander isaremarkable fellow. His starsreved anoble nature.”

Sigmund nods in agreement. " Good thing in a crumpet-baker ... nobility, that is.... nobility... not sars...
no..."

Prince Andre glances back toward the Throne Room, saying reflectively, "Did you say that the Plaid
Friar isgoing to Addlepate?!

"Yes, so hetold me" King Rupert replies. "Heis on a pilgrimage to Addlepate and was kind enough to
dop and vist."

"Who'd want to go to Addlepate?' Prince Andre wonders aoud, aswell he might.

"Want to... go there?" Sigmund responds unexpectedly. "No one wants... to go to Addlepate.... Not the
thingtodo ... not a dl... after al, Humgudgeon ... not the thing..."

Since no oneis ever sure when Sigmund has actudly finished speaking and when his attention has been



diverted, no one worries about interrupting him. Professor Ambicopernicus says, "The stars are afflicted
in Addlepate.”
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"Dear me," King Rupert says, histhird scone hafway to hislips. "How very unfortunate. Humgudgeon
and afflicted

gas."

Prince Andre takes a decisive stance. "When | am King, | will arm the kingdom and destroy Addlepate.
That won't befor along time," he adds hagtily, "and that will give me years and yearsto prepare.”

"Oh, gracious!" King Rupert protests. "No, Andre, you mustn't. Believe me, itisfally. If you destroy
Addlepate, there are those who are bound to object. It never fails. Even those who absolutely detest
Humgudgeon will not like you if you arm againgt him. And then, if you managed to destroy Addlepate,
there would be someone € se you might have to destroy because they might want to destroy you, and
then where would you be? It'sa spird, my boy, aspira. Forget about fighting Addlepate. Think about a
hobby. Content yoursalf with catching dragons. Y ou might want to rescue amaiden or two. That'sa
much better way to live. Oh, yes. Far better than battling Addlepate.”

Sigmund raises afinger to get Prince Andre's attention. "Not so ;.. you know ... hectic.... Dragons are
much better ... much better.... Know where you are with adragon.”

"But think of the way that Humgudgeon behaves! Of the abuses he has commited on hispeople! It gdls
meto hear of it." Prince Andreis not as easily persuaded as some Princes are.

King Rupert puts his scone down. 'That's the problem with rulers like Humgudgeon—to do something
about them, you almost dways have to make yourself worse than they are, and wheré's the point to that?
Knitting may not solve many ills, but it createsfew of them. Consder that, Andre. Y ou find a hobby that
pleases you, that'sthe answer.” He picks up his scone and gobblesit.

"Still," Prince Andreinggts, hisfine jaw thrust out atrifle farther than usud.

"There's plenty of timeyet. Y ou catch that dragon of yours, and you try out ahobby or two, and by the
timeyou're King, you'll know what'swhat." He looks &t the tray. "We seem to have run out of scones.”

Eugtace, who has been listening to Prince Andre with rapt attention, shakes himself and hasthe presence
of mind to say, "Shadl | go to the kitchen and bring some more?’

King Rupert turnsdieideaover in hismind. "No," he says
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reluctantly. "They're probably all busy helping Leander prepare for the departure. Hardly thetimeto
bother them with scones. They'll make more tomorrow, with currantsif | remember to send word intime.
There aretwo custards there, and ajelly with marzipan. That ought to suffice until supper, don't you
think?"

"Asyouwish, Your Mgesty," Eustace says, most of his attention once again on Prince Andre. He wants
very much to give hisown opinion of Prince André's ambitions, but isworried that they might offend King
Rupert. The dilemmamakes him dightly queasy, the way amoth must fed after one too many assaultson
alamp.

"Goodness!" King Rupert exclaims suddenly. "'I've quite forgot to teli the court consort that you areto
depart. They aren't ready. They haven't anew fanfareto play for you." King Rupert is already halfway to
hisfeet and looking about for Francis (or Frances).



"I'd rather have anew fanfare for my return,” Prince Andre says, trying very hard not to sound smug.

The appropriateness of this strikes King Rupert at once, and he sits down as abruptly as he rose. " Of
course! Your return!” He chuckles. "Very sengble of you, Andre, and tactful, aswell. Lesslikely to
distress your mother, and that"— King Rupert does not actudly sigh, but thereisamovement to his
shouldersthat isnot ashrug—"is something that iswise to do. Don't you agree?”

"Yes," Prince Andre says baldly and with grest feding. "Then that's settled. Y ou depart with the same old
fanfare. Y ou return to something new. I'm certain that Horace will be glad of the timeto prepare. He
always likes afew days, Horace does, to work out a new piece and run histrumpetersthroughit.” He
picks up abeautiful little bow! filled with smooth, golden custard. " The stables?'Y ou've talked with diem,

my boy?"
"Immediately after you gave me permission to hunt the dragon,” Prince Andre says. "They are readying
the horses now, and amuleto carry things."

"What agrasp of the problem!" King Rupert rgoices. "Not like mein that way at al. All you haveto do
istell methat | must leave by acertain time, and I'm in amuddle. Make sure to take your weapons. No
saying what you might need when hunting adragon.”

Francis (or Frances) gets up and ambles over to the door of
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the Throne Room. After amoment be (or she) saysto King Rupert, "Thistime he says he's a parapatetic
philosopher,

Your Mgesty."

And sure enough, it isthe Spy back again. He wears along robe that might once have been scholadtic,
and carries an enormous and ancient tome entitled One Hundred Seventy Thingsto Do with Dead Fish.
He bends|ow before King Rupert, his robes fluttering around him and his mustache dl but faling off.
"King Rupert of Alabaster-on-Gelasta, it isaprivilege for meto meet you at last, philosopher that you
ae

known to be."

King Rupert greets him with adight, familiar wave. "Back so soon, en? Mogt enterprising of you, redlly. |
am impressed. Well, what may | do for you thistime? | aready know about the enemies at the borders
and the uprisings and doubts of my subjects. What more has happened to distress you?”'

The Spy might lack good sense, but heis pluck to the backbone. He shakes his head mournfully, listing
ashedoes. "1 will not remonstrate with you, Y our Majesty, because that would not be philosophica.”

"Not at dl," King Rupert agreesamiably.

"Still, as onewho has studied much, | can't keep al my ponderingsto mysdlf, whichiswhy | have come.”
The Spy looks uneasily at the other men seated at the table, asif he expects one of them to explode.

"And very good of you. What do you wish to be called? It is so hard to think of atitle that a philosopher
might like." He pauses expectantly, and when he has received no answer, he says, " Perhapsit'sjust as
wdll not to bother, wouldn't you

think 07"

"... Yes" saysthe Spy when he has decided that it is not aloaded question. He clears histhroat. "It is
appropriate for monarchs to take stock of the state of their kingdoms. Every teaching available can be
put to good use by amonarch, if heiswilling to improve hismind.”

"True; very true," Professor Ambicopernicus says.
"And..." the Spy says, wanting to keep some semblance of control of the discussion thistime, "and



without such reflection, amonarch can take the wrong view of things. He can find himsdf in very
hazardous circumstances because he is not able to perceive what the redlities of hisposition areina
philosophica light. There are aspects of ruling that requirea
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philosophica approach—no doubt you agree. Your Maesty.”

"Mogt certainly,” King Rupert declares. "And there are some Situations that are more.. .philosophical than
others." He has taken histeacup in hand and has added milk, lemon and sugar to it. He regards the
peripatetic philosopher over the rim and adds, "Isthat dl you wanted to say to me?'

The Spy recovers quickly, determined to make the most of this opportunity. "There are many things that
have occurred to me, and that | would like to discuss with you. Foremost in my mind ismy concern for
your gpparent disregard for potentid disasters. In your view, it would seem that you bdievethat aKingis
mogt effectiveif heisinactive”

"Itisasensbleway of ruling asany,” King Rupert sayswith an amused shrug that nearly oversetshis
teacup.

"No, no," the Spy protests. "Thereisno point in ruling if you do not rule.”

"What apeculiar attitude for a philosopher, peripatetic or otherwise,” King Rupert muses. "I'd imagine
you'd be the one most likely to agree with what | do. Or don't do, as the case may be."

"Y et condder your activity. If you were to be a stronger presence, you could bring about changes!” The
Spy makes an extravagant gesture that sends the dags of his deeves flapping like ascarecrow in a tiff
breeze.

"Why would | want to do that?' King Rupert asksin amazement, and explainsin song:
"/ supposethat if | listen to your sage advice and
coundil,

| will rapidly percelvethat dl my kingdom isamess But ifl hasten to ignore you with your words of
worldly

wisdom There's achance that well continuein our blissful

happiness. Since you tell me of the forces and the evilsdl around

me Let meingtantly inform you that I've never cared for

war

If perhgps| took aninterest in my armiesand my taxes | might find it to my liking, but right now if sjust a
bore. So you redly must for give meifl ill prefer my knitting
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No doubt I'm ev'ry bit as smple as my hobby would

appear But the thought of waste arid pillage turnsmy roya

bones to sawdust And though such things have surely happened, they

can never happen here!

They can never, never, never, never, never, Nnever, never, never, never happen herel”
The Spy, now dmaost wholly demoraized, cries out, "What's going on?"

Sigmund answers him. " Singing, you know.. very good thing... Snging... good...”



The Spy, aware of Sigmund's reputation, stares hard at him. "What do you know about this?*
"This?" asks Sigmund, apparently trying to sort out which "this' the peripetetic philosopher means.

"Thid" the Spy inags, then goes on in amore courteous manner. "Y ou're said to be awizard of ability.
We must have much in common. Surdly King Rupert isn't the foo—innocent he seems?”

"Good King..." Sigmund sayswith as much decision as he ever says anything. ™Y ou know, good...
subjects happy, kingdom prosperous... whatever else are Kingsfor?... Kings..."

"It must be your doing!" the Spy says, because he has come to this concluson himsdlf. "Sinceyourea
wizard, and very powerful from dl I've been told, you must be the one who is protecting this kingdom
and that smpleton”"—he nodsin the direction of King Rupert, who has amost finished histea—"and

assuring the prosperity.”
"Powerful 7" Sigmund repests, paying little attention to the rest of what the peripatetic philosopher has

said. "Oh ... | suppose | must be... if | keep the kingdom... that is, protect is... takes powerful wizardry to
do that... you know?... to keep... that is..."

"What have you done?' the Spy interrupts, thinking that Sigmund istrying to get him off the track
ddiberately. "Y ou cantdl me, for | haven't any magica powers.

Sigmund beams at him. "Could 1?... Redlly?... But it's ... you know... asecret. That'sit... a... secret.”
"Andre, my boy," King Rupert callsout, "shal we plan
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your departure for an hour from now?"

"Fine" Prince Andre replies. "Everything should be ready by then. An hour is plenty of time."

"It isan auspiciQus hour,” Professor Ambicopernicus interjects.

The Spy isill attempting to get information from Sigmund. "What have you done for King Rupert? What
protectshim? A spel?’

"l enchanted it!" Sigmund sayswith ddlight.

"What? The kingdom? King Rupert?' If the Spy can worm this one bit of intelligence out of Sigmund he
will be ableto return to Humgudgeon without disgrace (and without consequences).

"l can't remember..." Sigmund admits cheerfully. "And besides... it'sasecret.”

"Wdll," says King Rupert as he puts down histeacup and gets up from the table, "1 can't spend the whole
day injallification. | really ought to get back to my knitting. Come, Francis." He wavesto the Page and to
Prince Andre and Princess Felicia "Come by the Throne Room before you leave, children. Well have
that fanfare then.”

"Yes, Royd Papa," Prince Andre and Princess Feliciaanswer in unison.

"Wonderful!" King Rupert exclams. "How exciting." He addsto the others, "Finish up without me. No
need for you to stop on account of me." He saunters toward the Throne Room, whistling the refrain he
had been Singing earlier to "never, never, never, never” (et cetera).

The Spy isgresatly confused, but determined not to lose his opportunity with Sigmund. He knows now
that heis closeto the secret, and it fires him. If he had antennag, they would be quivering. Taking the
chair that King Rupert has vacated, the Spy drawsin close to Sigmund, their knees dmost touching as he
says, "Y ou've arranged something, haven't you? Y ou're planning something that the rest know nothing
about."

Sigmund congdersthisin apleasantly vacant way. "'l may be," hedlowsfindly. "l suppose... | could.”



"What isit?" the Spy demands.

But Sigmund's atention has drifted to other things. "Must go..." he says as herises. "Haveto... make
something for ... the dragon-hunt.... The Prince... the Princess... Must go." He starts across the terrace,
but the Spy pursues him.
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"Thedragon hunt. That's not what'sredlly going on, isit? Theresmoreto it than that, isn't there? What
arethey redly doing? Y ou can't make me believe that al they're after isadragon—in thisday and age!”
His scoffing gainsabit of Sigmund's attention.

"...No-0-0-0-0," he says, very dowly. "Not al."

"Then what are they actualy doing?' What are they hunting?' He hastaken hold of Sgmund'sarm andis
shaking it, asif theinformation might fal out of him.

"Cant..." Sgmund says, his attention once again drifting away, though he does have one last, provocative
hint to add. "That would... betdling."

As Sigmund wanders off, the Spy isleft, aggravated, trying to come up with an excuse for detaining him
again. He scuffs hisfoot on the complicated inlaid pattern of marble and shakes his head dowly.

Professor Ambicopemicus, who isfinishing up the last of his snack and watching the Spy, speaks up. "It
must be avery trying day for you."

"What?' asks the Spy, caught off-guard.

"Y our tenacity. Most remarkable. No doubt your stars are very fixed. And al those costumes. It shows
great perdgstence and invention to manage so much in solittletime.” He taps his turban. "Permit meto say
that | find your versatility amazing.”

The Spy takestwo steps back, asif he had been offered anest of scorpionsinstead of a compliment.
"I.... don't understand,” he says lamely, trying to hold on to the few shreds of dignity and professonadism
left tohim.

Professor Ambicopemicus apparently does not redlize the shock he has caused the Spy, for he continues
in the same unctuoustone. "'l know | haven't the ability to do so much mysdif. I'd be reluctant to attempt
it. And you, you appear and show usal how it'sdone. A great achievement, sir, believe me."

"Y ou know?" shrieksthe Spy, dl trace of control leaving him. "Y ou let me trap mysdlf!" He looks about
wildly, expecting to find guards or some other armed officer coming for him. He blunders toward the
table and hisfoot catches on something. He bends down to look and his heart goesleaden in his chest.

"Y ou haven't seen this, have you?' Eustace, the Officid
A BAROQUE FABLE
85

Torturer asksin ddighted innocence. At last he has found anew and appreciative audiencefor his
invention. "Will you let me show you how it works? | haven't had the chance to test it out on anyone, but
I'm sure you can—"

The Spy lurchestoward the terracerailing, dl but falling over it in his haste to get away. He can dready
fed the pincers and pullies and teeth doing their work on him. "What isthat?' he croaks.

"My new rack. It has many features never included before, if you'll only Iet me show you.”
"New rack!" the Spy bleats.
"The designissuperb, | give you my word. But | haven't found anyone to help me perfect it." He getsup



from his chair and advances, holding out his hand.

Thisistoo much for the Spy, who flings himself over the railing and goes careening through the garden,
waliling. "No. No, no! You can't do thisto me!"

Watching his erratic progress between the roses and the bougainvillaea, Professor Ambicopernicus offers
hisopinion. "Wrong risng Sgn; it'sobvious™
Eustace stands by the railing, his attitude downcast. "It's such agood rack, too. The best I've ever done.”

Professor Ambicopemicusiswilling to commiserate with him. ™Y ou persevere very well. Wedl have our
triasto bear. Every one of usmust dedl with one greet disgppointment in life. Even 1:1 lost my onetrue
love many years ago, and have had to live with the heartbreak dl thistime. It remains as acute aswhen
wefirgt parted.”

"That isdisgppointing,” Eustace agrees, then brightens, as anew notion occursto him. "If you're suffering,
maybe you'd liketo try my rack?"

Although Professor Ambicopemicus pretends not to have heard this offer, he finds an excuse to go back
into the Throne Room, leaving Eustace to solace himsdlf with the rest of the custards and jellieswhile
waiting for the ceremony to mark Prince Andre's and Princess Felicias (and Leander's) departure on the
dragon-hunt.

The Departure

PRINCE ANDRE WEARS awide-skirted riding coat of tooled burgundy leather, a ssimple waistcoat of
plum-colored satin, alinen shirt with alace-edged cravat tied in the least extravagant manner. Hisfine
wool britches are the same shade as the coat, caught below the knee with plain brass buttons. His boots,
s0 polished that they ook more like jet than leather, come just to the buttons. His spurs are stedl,
glittering. He carries his sword and tricorn in the same hand.

Besde him, Princess Fliciaisrigged out in alinen riding habit of awhite that approaches blueness. There
are rose buttons (dozens and dozens of them) in adouble row up the front of the jacket. The skirtis
voluminous, sweeping around her like the froth of awave. Her chamiseis of palerose pink, and abit of
itsruffle shows at collar and cuff. She carries ariding crop and the most adorable white hat with atall
pink ostrich plume, which perches on her fair curls. Sheis quite dashing, from thetip of the plumeto the
toe of her white kid boots.

"Well," says King Rupert with satisfaction as his children bow and curtsy before him. "Thisisfine, very
fine. You're both amarve to the eyes.”

"Thank you, Roya Papa," they say in unison.

"A pity | haven't an Order of Knights—I might send one or two aong with you, just in case. But it's been
50 long since weve needed them; generations, in fact. And the Knights of the Golden Trowe can't be
turned into fighting men &t thislate date." Heisknitting again, the strange, shapeless mass of stuff
garnered near hisfeet like avery shaggy dog.

"It's better thisway, Royd Papa. | wouldn't want help catching my dragon.” Prince Andre stands very
draight. "It is proper for a Prince to hunt his dragon aone.”
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"Precisgly S0 ... yam over, knit two." King Rupert smileswarmly & his children. "Wdll, then, off you go.
Y our mother istoo overwrought to bid you farewell. A pity, but..." He shrugs.

"Give her my duteous greetings,”" Prince Andre says very carefully.



"And mine" adds Princess Fdicia

"The very best of luck to you. Horace iswaiting in the courtyard with his musicians to see you off. Good
fortune. Good hunting.” He pauses. "And to you, afsweH, Lender."

L eander goas down on one knee to King Rigttt- "Oh, Y our Mgesty, | cannot thank you enough for "mis
»wftunity to serve you, and to devote mysdlf to the wetf«ee of die Prince and die Princess, no matter
bow humble the office Jfifi. To havethis respongibility cmfidt be aburden, but & rattfltfnv-ilege that
anyone could aspire>toattain.” -

"Dm," says King Rupert, peering at Leander over hisknitting needles. "Seeto it that they have plenty of
crumpets, that'sthe ticket." He pauses again. "Isthere anything el se I've forgot to do?'

"Wdl," Prince Andre says, blushing faintly and furiouswith himsdlf for blushing, "I thought thet aKingly
blessng..."

"Of course, of coursel” King Rupert cries. "Y ou're quite right Andre. And to think it dipped my mind
entirdly. Consder that you haveit. It goeswithout saying." He puts his knitting aside and comes down

from the throne and the dais. He clears his throat, then kisses Princess Fdlicia on both cheeks, and then,
more awkwardly still, Prince Andre. "That should do it, don't you think?"

"Thank you, Roya Papa," his children say in unison.

Not certain how best to speed Leander on hisway, King Rupert gpproaches him (Leander istill on his
knee) and holds out his hand. "Good fortune, Leander."

To King Rupert's profound embarrassment, Leander seizes his hand and kissesit, vowing, "'l will give
everything, even my life, to discharge Y our Mgesty's commission.”

"That'sfine, Leander; fine" says King Rupert, tugging his hand away. He had not intended to do more
than shake hands, and Leander's display leaves him perplexed. He motionsto Francis (or Frances),
saying, "Escort them to the courtyard, theres agood fellow. Wave to them for me. I'd
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come mysdf, but I'm so behind on my knitting..."

"Good-bye, Roya Papa," Prince Andre and Princess Felicia say together, bowing again beforeleaving
the Throne Room.

King Rupert watches them go, hisexpression atriflewistful, asif he might once have wanted amore
enterprising hobby than knitting. Then he picks up the needles and counts the stitches to remember where
he was before he setsthe next loop of yamin place. All indl, hetelshimsdf, avery satisfactory day.

An Audience With Queen Hortensa

THE TORMENTS AND agonies of the day have driven Queen Hortensato her chambers, and shelies
there now, sorawled on her chaise tongue in an enveloping robe of golden tissue, with so many ruffles
and flouncesthat she looks more asif she should be hung in awindow than left on abed. Her two
chambermaids, Magnolia and Pansy, are within reach, but not so close asto give the Queen occasion for
another outburst.

From somewhere below, there conies the sound of afanfare, nothing remarkable, but competently
played. Thisisfollowed by amuffled cheer.

"Ah!" cries Queen Hortensia, clasping her hands to her bosom and wriggling asif impaed. " So soon they
aregone!”

Magnoliatiptoes toward the door, hoping to have afew minutes respite in the outer room, but it isnot to
be.



"l cannot bear it," Queen Hortensia sobs stentorioudy. 1 cannot! My soul isrent!™ She flings up one of
her hands. "How can | bear it!"

Pansy, who has been holding severd vidsin her hands, sghsin what might be sympathy but is more
likely exasperation. Shelooks &t the various concoctions she can offer and
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"They are being sent into the most ghastly danger, where they are sureto And ruin and degradation and
death. That my precious buds should cometo such apass” She walows onto her side. "Nothing can
cdmme," shethreatens. "Thereis no surcease, no succor for me."

"Very sad, Your Mgesty," Pansy says softly, hoping to distract the Queen.

"Sadl" she expostulates. That isapuny word for this calamity, this disaster, this catastrophel ™ Her
emotion brings her dmost into asitting position, then she collgpses back onto the day bed with amoan.

Magnoliaand Pansy exchange glances, but remain prudently silent.

"What isamother to do?' Queen Hortensiademands of the air in the most tragic tones. "I have carried
them under my heart, | have nurtured them and tried to guide their footsteps, and then thisl They are gone
from me with no more feding for the suffering | endure than if they had trod on an insect in the garden.”

Both chambermaids have been with Queen Hortensialong enough not to be unduly alarmed by these
dramatic protestations, but neither of them isinclined to indulge Her Mgesty any longer than necessary.
Pansy, being more forthcoming than Magnolia, approachesthe chaise. Y our Mgesty," she begins, and
hardly draws a breath for fear that Queen Hortensig, given the least chance, will be off on another tirade.
"Perhapsif | send word to HisMagesty..."

Queen Hortensawaves her away abruptly and mumblesinto the cushions.
"Surely someone must be ableto help you?' Pansy persists.

"No onel" Queen Hortensga declaimsin her more histrionic manner. "I am deserted and donein my
travall”

"Y our Mge—" Pansy begins, hoping to head off the flood, but to no avail.

"I have never questioned the demands of fate. It cannot be done. But | am prostrate with grief that so
drastic amisfortune has been visted upon me. If | had not been given the sengbilities that plague me, no
doubt I would be as the others, laughing and singing and smiling as Prince Andre and Princess Feliciaride
off to certain destruction, al onawhim!”
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Unwisdly, Pansy pointsout, "They might befine, Y our Mgesty. Therés no saying that Prince Andrc
won't catch the dragon. He may be the victor."

Queen Hortensaturnsto her with an expression of loathing. "How can you think thet, you idiotic girl?
He'saPrince, gently, carefully raised, guarded and protected from every mischance. What can he
possibly know about hunting dragon?Y ou have heard, | trust,” she continueswith icy sarcasm, "that
dragons are dangerous, that they have long, pointed teeth and breathe fire. Y ou are aware, aren't you,
mat such creatures have been known to ravage whole countries and to destroy nations? What can a
kindly, good, noble Prince like my darling Andre do against such amonster?’ She puts her soggy
handkerchief to her welling eyes. "Heislost to me, completdly lost. 1 will next see him on hisbier, and
the rest of my lifewill be blighted. Doubtless the terrible monster will take Princess Felicia captive and



keep her for its vile amusements, and when sheis beyond madness and pain, it will dispose of her. My
treasured little flowers will wither before they have fully blossomed. | am overcome with grief.” Thislast
assartion is hardly necessary, but it provides an excellent opportunity for more lamentation.

"Oh, Your Mgesty,” Pansy commiserates, "you must not give up hope. Prince Andre hasn't been gone
for more than half an hour. He and Princess Feliciaare not yet beyond the banks of the Gelasta. No
matter what dangers they face, they do not face them yet."

"Ah," Queen Hortensasighs, saying in her darkest tone, "to have less acute sensibilities. To beless
afflicted with a sengtive nature. | have often thought that those with blunted sympathies and cloddish
nerves do better in the world than those of uswith more findy tuned temperaments.” She regards Pansy
with curiogity and distaste. "How can you stand there, fresh and neet, while the Heir to the Throne
departson hislast journey? Why aren't you prostrate with misery?'

"Your Mgesty is progtrate with misery aready, and we would not serve you as we ought if we were as
overcomeasyou are." Pansy dipsacrisp little curtsy.

If thereisimpertinence in this, Queen Hortensaistoo caught up in her own emotionsto be aware of it.
Her lower lipstrembles. "Such loyalty. | had not realized..." She makes a halfhearted attempt to stiflea
sob, then gives way to yet another torrent of tears.
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"Your Mgesty. . ." Pansy saysafter abit, leaning forward. "L et us bring someoneto you. Tell uswho
canadyou.”

"No one!" the Queen exclams comprehensvely. "'l amn wholly bereft!"

"Would Professor Ambicopernicus help?' Pansy perssts. Shelooks quickly a Magnolia, who till hovers
by the door. "Would you like to talk to Sigmund?’

"They cannot help me. They cannot return my children to me. They cannot save them from the disasters
that await them on every hand."

"Your Magesty . . ." Pansy says, abit of her exasperation cregping into Iwr voice now. "Y ou cannot let
yoursalf be cast down thisway.,Y qu must keep a-good face, for the sake of the™ o o ' ee

"TJdw King!" jeertX \JC" Hortensawitft agreat sneer. "He isthe one who has permitted this to happen.
He gave my precious babies permission to hunt the dragon. Every misfortune that comes of this
ill-concelved adventureis on hisbead. Why should | do anything that would permit him to forget for an
ingtant that he has condemned his own exquisite offspring to a hideous death.”

"Y ou are harsh with him," Pansy says, and wishes asthe words are uttered, that she had bitten off her
tongue.

"Harsh with Toby? Ridiculous! He isthe onewho is heartless and crudl. He has doomed his children and
me to untold agonies." Queen Hortensialet out along, undulating wail that lasted aremarkably long time.
"What has he done to me, the monster that he is? What has caused him to fed thisway, to neglect every
agpect of parentd authority, to show himsdf calous and pitiless, ruthless, scheming, conniving, unmoved
by uxorid woe."

Pansy knows from the past that when Queen Hortensia starts using words like uxorid the situation is
critica. She draightens up. "'l am going to bring Professor Ambicopernicusto you, Y our Mgesty. He will
read the stars for you, and show you mat the fate of your children may not be asdire asyou fear.”

"That cannot be," Queen Hortensia sniffs, "but it isgood of you, and you areagood, smplegirl, aren't
you?'Y ou cannot begin to comprehend the depths of despair into which | have plummeted. Still, I will



listen to the Professor if hewill wait upon me. That much is possible”
Rdieved and satisfied, the chambermaid curtsies and
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makesfor the door with dispatch. "Find the Professor, will you, Magnolia?' she whispersto the other.
"I'm hoping | can find Sigmund. Someone hasto talk some senseinto the Queen before she works
hersdlf into one of her statesagain.”

Magnolianods. "I'll doiit, but I think it will take more than an astrologer and awizard to keep Her
Magesty from strong hysterics." The two chambermaids sigh together, and Magnolia says, expressng
both their sentiments, "Most of the time she's easy enough on us, and we're fortunate to have the rough
side of her nature asrarely aswe do. The King, poor dear, gets more of thisthan we."

Oncethey are outside the door, Pansy venturesto ask, "Do you think that anything will happen to the
Prince and the Princess?'

Magnoliaconsidersit. "I doubt it. If there were real danger, or too much danger—dragons must be a bit
dangerous, 1'd think—I don't think the King would have permitted them to go off asthey did."

By now they are a the top of awide marble saircase. "Well, good luck to you. Sigmund might be
anywhere; the Professor is undoubtedly in hisstudy.” Pansy wavesto Magnoliaand starts along the
gdlery toward the Wizard's Tower while Magnolia goes down the stairs and across the hall where
Professor Ambicopemicus has a private sudy on the far sde of thelibrary.

Of course, Magnaliareturns to Queen Hortnesia's gpartments far sooner than Pansy. She has areluctant
but determined Professor Ambicopemicusin tow.

"Uncanny!" declares the Professor as he hears the hoots and weeping from the figure on the chaise.
"How long has she been like this™

"Hours," Magnoliasaysin aresigned tone. "Ever since the King said that the Prince and the Princess
might go hunting dragons.”

"Dear, dear," Professor Ambicopemicus says, touching histurban asif to reassure himsdlf that hishead is
on properly. He advances across the room and addresses the Queen in a solicitous and hearty manner.
"Y our Mgesty. How do you cometo be so afflicted—you, of dl women?"

Thisisthewrong question, asthe Professor realizestoo late: Queen Hortensiais primed for her favorite
subject and she once againis off in full cry. "How eadly you say that!
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How easily you assume that because | was bom to my gationin life, that all my sensibilitieswere
relegated to adistant part of myself. How little you understand what it isto be as sengtive as| am and
gill have to bear the burdens of magesty. Think of how it influences me, this avesome position and power
that requiresal the magnificence of my birth and al the charm of my manner, but deniesmethefull
expression of my innermost temperament.”

"A difficult ordeal, most assuredly,” Professor Ambicopemicus says, attempting to recover some vestige
of hisauthority.

Thisisnot what Queen Hortensawants at dl. "Y ou, who have given yourself over to study cannot
imagine, in your wildest fancy, what | have to suffer every hour of my waking life. | am buffeted about as
aflower in thewind, I am uprooted by demands of state that crush the range and color of my spirit. |
have the tenderest of mother's emotionswelling in my breast, and they are constrained by what | am
expected to do as Queen. | yearn to enfold my most adorable children and to protect them asthetigress



does her cubs, yet as every feding cries out for this, the King abrogates my very just insstences and
sends the Prince and the Princess, as exposed and helpless as infants thrown to wolves, to the
Woebegone Wood where there is—we have our information on excellent authority—a dragon, perhaps
more than one, whose entire purposein lifeisto bring the most hideous death and destruction to my
treasured darlings!" Queen Hortensia's handkerchief is soaked, her eyes have blushed the same shade as
the climbing roses outside her window, and her body quivers and trembles with every complaint. She
turns her head away, momentarily exhausted, and weeps her voluminous-though-silent tears.

Now that there gppears to be an opening, Professor Ambicopemicus clears histhroat and sets about
putting the Queen more at rest. He fingers one of hisdeeves, asif it might contain adove or other
entertainment, but it turns out that thisisjust a nervous habit (and the Professor has good reason to be
nervous). "Your Mgesty," he begins, feding safe enough with her title, "I have listened to you with great
sympathy. Y ou are known to be of adelicate and sensitive nature, and it is not astonishing that one as ...
asrefined in breeding and persona proclivity asyou are might experience more distress than
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many others at such atime asthisone.”

"Itisvery true," she murmurs, the words partly muffled by the pillow she haslain on.

"Yes. Those of uswho are privileged to know you are aware that you have an elegance of personthat is
only areflection of the exemplary distinction of your true self.” Over the years, Professor Ambicopernicus
has learned as much about tact as he has about astrology. As he himsaf might tell you (if you caught him
in acandid moment), the two are often the closest of companions. "Queen Hortensa, let me speak
openly with you." This, clearly, isnot one of his candid moments.

"Please," Queen Hortensia beseeches him in her autocratic way.

Professor Ambicopernicus clears histhroat again. "I have taken the liberty of reading the starsfor Prince
Andre and Prince Fdlicia, and | have cometo you to tell you what the starsreveal.”

"Ah!" Queen Hortensia cries, a picture of dejection and dashed hopes.

"But Your Mgesty," Professor Ambicopernicus goes on, "do not be disconsolate. It istrue that there are
dangersto be faced by your children, but you must recall that they have more than their condition to
protect them. It istrue that they have never faced such extreme dangers, but..." He waits, wanting to be
certain he has her attention, for heis hopeful that the ploy heis putting into play might work. "Y our
Magesty, you underestimate them, for they have not only their highborn life to draw upon, but their
breeding aswell. If they were the children of peasants, or even most barons, then it would be anear
thing, | must agree. But these are not the brats of crofters, they are your children. The blood of your
family isinther veins, and with so admirable and intrepid aline, how can you think that they are unableto
face dangers? It isknown that your father was aman of the utmost mettle and one that showed great
fortitude in hiskingdom.”

True" Queen Hortensa sniffs, lisening carefully.

"And | need hardly speek of al your ancestors, for their deeds, their exploits are the hallmark for Kings
the world over." Thisisredly pushing it, but Professor Ambicopernicusis certain that he knows Queen
Hortensawel enough to pull it off. "Y ou are the flower of that family, and you have
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achieved awell-deserved cdebrity in theworld.”

"I have some reputation, | understand,” Queen Hortensia says coyly, using the pillow to dry her tears.



"It could not be otherwise," Professor Ambicopernicus sayswith honesty. "A woman, a Queen of such
eminence, of so great dignity and grandeur, you are the center of this court. Y ou show how grest isyour
magnanimity in many things, and the concern for your childrenisnot the least of it. In thisyou reved the
mother in the Queen, aproclivity that is perceived by many with the strongest impression.” Professor
Ambicopernicusis not above alittle sarcasm from timeto time.

"Do you redly think so?' Queen Hortensa asks, brightening noticegbly. "1 had not known, | confess, that
| had so gresat arepute.”

"Y our natureis modest, Y our Magesty," Professor Ambicopernicus says smoothly, keeping astraight
face. "Y ou are not one to seek out the praise of others or to demand aggrandizement the way that many
another hasdone.”

"Yes," Queen Hortensasays darkly, plainly thinking of some of those other over-aggrandized ones
Professor Ambicopernicus undoubtedly means. " There are those without an appropriate sense of merit,
arent there?'

"Yes, Your Mgesty," Professor Ambicopernicus says, beginning to believe that he hasturned thetide at
last.

"Y ou areright to remind me of the strength of character that is part of my blood. Toby isadear, and |
am completely devoted to him, for a sweeter man does not breathe upon the earth, but | must admit that
heisnothing in dignity to my father and my uncleswho had amuch better understanding of the
responsbilities of their position. They would never have dlowed any of their children to set off inthis
ramshackled way to hunt dragons.” Thereisawarning trembling of her upper lip, and Professor
Ambicopernicus hastens to try amore fruitful approach.

"Y our Mgjesty, you know that King Rupert depends upon you utterly, and is always aware of how much
he owes you. King Rupert isaman who recognizes the profound debt that he owes to you, hiswife and
Queen. It isnot gpparent to those who do not know him, but your keen eye has, naturaly, seen through
his pretense. He is as apprehensive as you are as to the fate of die Prince and the Princess, but it is not
fitting for himto reved it. Heisasmuch avictim of hisrank asyou are.
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Y our Mgesty, and heisforced to show an untroubled face to the world. Y our support and sympathy at
thistime would mean much to him, but heis not ableto ask it of you, for that might give you a greater
burden, and it is always King Rupert's desire, because he treasures you, to spare you as much anxiety as
possible." Professor Ambicopernicusfinishes misin arush, and waits to see what Queen Hortensawill
make of it.

"Heisasweet man," Queen Hortensarepedats. "And it does him credit to realize how precarious my
nerves are. Those of uswho have such fragile nerves are often misunderstood by others, but Toby is
aware that this comes from the sengitivity of my nature.” Sheissitting up now, still holding the pillow, but
her expression islesslike abad painting of the Tragic Muse and more like a statue of one of those
formidable Roman matrons.

"Just s0," Professor Ambicopernicus says by way of encouragement.

"l ought to offer solace to him, oughtn't 1? And he could offer histo me." She smilesabit, her eyes
growing moist at the thought of anew audience.

"Y ou know how it pains him to see you overset. When King Rupert isthe cause of your distress”
Professor Ambicopernicus says hurriedly, "it doubles his suffering, for he blames himsdf for bringing the
least affliction to you." He hopesthat thiswill dissuade her from seeking out King Rupert to show another
range of her emotions. "He has as much to bear asyou—" Thisisamgor tactica error, and heredizesit



as he hears Queen Hortensia give avehement sob.

"No one—no one—isasoverset as| am. No one can approach the inexpressible anguish that consumes
me! Thereisno onewho can fed the depths of despair that engulf me!™ Sheis proud of this, and her
announcement is stentorian and emphatic. "1 have endured more than any mother has ever endured. | am
riven with grief! My babies are gone from me, and they are doomed!"

"Y our Mgesty—" Professor Ambicopernicus begins, invain.

"I must beleft done! Go! The sight of you reminds me of their peril and drives meto the point of
madness!” Back sheflings hersdf onto the chaise, her pillow held tightly to her bosom as she weepsand
moans.
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Professor Ambicopernicus bows and starts toward the door. In part heis delighted to be leaving, but he
had wanted to make more progress with Her Mgesty then he was able, and he finds the whole
encounter galling.

"Ahal" saysavoice from the outer door, and Professor Ambicopernicuslooks around only to find
himself facing the vague and friendly face of Sgmund Snafflebrain. "You'e... | know ... who you are.”

Professor Ambicopernicus * s patience has worn down to the nubbins and he has used up his diplomatic
quotient for the day. "If you don't, you ought to," he snaps, and pushes out of the Queen's apartments,
leaving Sgmund staring after him.

Pansy and Magnoliatake Sigmund by the hands, one on each side, and they lead him in to visit Queen
Hortensia, who has worked hersdlf into another semihysterica state. Magnolia says respectfully, "Y our
Maesty, hereisthe wizard to talk to you."

"Send him away!" Queen Hortensiaorders.

Anyone e sewould flee a such amoment, but Sigmund seems only mildly curious. He nodsto the maids
and then addresses Queen Hortensia "Y ou're feding badly,... are you? Crying... | should guessyou ...
you know ... fed badly."

"Leave medone!" shrieksthe Queen.
"Why ... done... children gone..."
Thisbringsfor another bellow of woe. "Gol" "If... you like, then. ...But they'redl right, you know...."

"Who?" demands Queen Hortensia, wanting to berid of Sigmund, but still unableto risst what might bea
tidbit of gossip. And who can tdl when Sigmund might remember it again.

"Y ou know... see them around here... young... hunting dragons now. You ... know." He toddles toward
the door.

"Prince Andre and Princess Felicia?' crows Queen Hortensia.

"... No... They'renot... here. Haven't seen them... not now." Sigmund regards her in the most kindly and
bemused way.

"Of coursethey're not herel” Queen Hortensa says. " They're hunting dragons.”

"They are?' Sigmund is completely enthralled to hear it. "When did they... you know... do that?*
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"Today," wails the Queen. "And you said, or you seemed to imply, that they're going to be dl right.” She
fixeshimwith her most penetrating stare, which has caught the attention of more distracted men than



Sgmund.

"If 1said that," hetells her once he has considered her words (at least that is what he appearsto do, but
with Sigmund you never know), "then it must be so. | don't. . . you know. . . . He."

"But you didn't say for sure." Queen Hortensia protests, annoyed with hersdf for becomiBg embroiled u
one of these endless and frustrating go-rounds >rrtfe.

Then | may not te. Still, | did £%**m a. . .powder . . . very effective, ihc powder.” He rriftw jjontfrf feint
in the direction of the door.

might beimportant V'v .

"UmT" says Sigmunal

"What about the powder you gave to Prince Andre and Princess Fdlicia?' Her basilisk gaze would
transfix him if hewerethe least aware of it.

"Isthere something about it ... | should . . . you know . . . know?' He awaits her answer with rapt
interest.

"Thereis something about it / should know," she saysformidably. "Y ou will tell mewhat you have done,
wizard, or you will regret your silence bitterly, ! promise you.”

Sigmund blinks a her, in the dow ddiberate fashion of aresting cat. Then he smiles at Queen Hortensia,
apparently oblivious to her threatening attitude. "For protection . . . you know . . . powder . . .
protection.”

"A protective powder? Isthat what you gave them?' Queen Hortensa demands. Goneis her languishing
and lamenting; in their placeisthe most militant motherhood. " Are you saying that my precious babies are
sfe?!

"They have. . . powder," he saysin an affable tone of voice.

"A magic powder to protect them?' hoots Queen Hortensia, launching hersdlf off the chaise and
advancing on Sigmund with great determination.

"...Possbly. It ... might befor ... protection. | ... diink | might ... do that." He belatedly remembersto
bow to her, and does so now with what passes for aflourish.

"If you can promise me that my adored and adorable offspring are under your care and protection, then
al isforgiven."
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She dmost opens her armsto him, but that would be going much too far. She compromiseswith giving
him her most syrupy smile. "I should have redized that you would not permit my cherished darlingsto be
lost to me through mdice and stupidity.”

"Oh?" says Sgmund with interest.

"You, of al the court, have the power and the wisdom to save and protect them. If any harm should
cometo them, | will be certain who isto blamefor it. Y ou will find that | do not readily forgive lapses of
so momentous anature. But it isfolly,” she goeson in aplummy voice, "to assume the wors, or so you
havetold me. | have permitted the delicacy of my congtitution to overcome me, and you are right to
remondrate with me."

It is usdless to speculate how much (if any) of this Sigmund has been able to follow; he beams a Queen
Hortensaand says, "Alwaysgoodto ... to ... beof..."

"Y our serviceto meisgratifying,” Queen Hortensa declares, then she raises her hand and snaps her
fingers. "Magnolia. Pansy. | will want my grande toilette in the puce satin. At once.”



The two maids curtsy, glad to have something to do and inwardly grateful to this change in mood.

"Y ou will return here within the hour,” Queen Hortensiagoes on to Sigmund, "then you will accompany
me to the Throne Room where| will solace Toby in hisdespair.”

Sigmund bows again; hismind is aready on three other things and unless Magnolia or Pansy go to find
him, itisunlikely that he will remember to come to the Queen's gpartments within the hour or at any other
time.

"There, there," Queen Hortensasaysto Sigmund, fegling very cordia now. ™Y ou may be at ease. Y our
fathfulnessisvaued herein Alabaster-on-Gelasta. We are aware of your gifts." Her manner is growing
grander by the moment.

"Gifts?' Sigmund asks, startled out of his severd reveries. "l didnt... think that... gifts... powder, yes,
but... no gifts... did I'?

Queen Hortensia chortlesindulgently. " So clever," she murmurs as Pansy comes and takes Sigmund by
the elbow and |eads him toward the door.

"Thank you," shewhispersas sheleaveshiminthe hal.
"... You know..." Sigmund responds, blissfully unaware of why heisbeing thanked.
Y et Another Interlude

THE SHAPE WHICH had hovered near Sigmund's Wizard's Tower now flaps away from the dazzling
white castle of King Rupert. It curvets on the breeze, diding now to the north, now to the west,
sometimes riding upward, sometimes hurtling down. Looking up, you might think it was a broken kite or
an escaped and wayward bit of scarecrow that rides the air, going its vagabond way toward the
Woebegone Wood.

Oodles of Adventure

ON THEIR FIRST night of travels, Prince Andre and Princess Felicia (with Leander) stay with Baron
Varve, who has been lathing hisfields and thusisin an earthy and festive mood. The resultant feasting,
partying and roistering leave his entire company worn and rather fragile the next morning so there are
relatively few members of the Baron's household up to see Prince Andre and his pretty, petulant sister
(and his crumpet-baker) on their way. Thismakesit possiblefor their departure to be fairly swift, with
nothing more than afew exchanging of compliments and one or two valedictory speeches beforethelittle
hunting party isthrough the gates and on itsway.
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By nightfall, they reach the very borders of Alabaster-on-Gelasta, and redlizing that hospitdity might bea
chancy matter once they leave the borders of their kingdom. Prince Andre and Princess Fdliciadetermine
to vist the Rapskalion Fort, which is perched on the cliff abovethe Gelasta. Thereisaferry to take them
over theriver the next day, and as Prince Andre points out, it would be doing the Master of the Fort a
favor to show him somedigtinction for al hisyears of service,

"Years" marvelsPrincess Feliciaasif hearing of an especidly cruel sentence.

"Roya Papaappointed him when you were ill atoddler,” Prince Andre adds. "Never had any trouble
from him about anything."

"He probably withered away from boredom," sighs the Princess, and does not notice the adoring glance
of Leander.

Her prediction proves false. "Goodness, gracious me!" cries out the Master of the Fort (King Rupert's



greatgrandfather did away with the Guard when he did away with the Army, and so Master of the Fort
was dl thetitle that remained for the position) as he comes out of the Great Hall to welcome hisvisitors.
Heisasmdl, squat man with abald pate and merry, penetrating eyes. He bows and calsfor hisbutler to
present himsdlf at once.

"We are on our way to the Woebegone Wood," Prince Andre explains to the Master of the Fort when
that worthy asksto what he owes the honor of this unexpected arriva.

The Master of the Fort nods sagacioudy. "It'd be that dragon, | suspect. Assoon as| heard, | said to
Horton there" —he cocks his head in the direction of the butler—"that we'd soon see activity. And here
you are, as | thought you might be."

Prince Andre finds himsdlf liking this portly, shrewd man. "It'saPrince's duty, after al.”

"Very true, but you'd be astonished to learn of the number of Princes now-a-days who pay no attention
to such things. Tournaments and festivals, that's al they hanker for. 1t's good to see that you recognize
your obligations™

Since any response would lack humility or be mendacious, Prince Andre merely bows his head, which
pleases the Master of the Fort even more.

"Wdll," hegoeson, "I have to warn you that we haven't much fancy to offer you. We set afair table, and
therés more

102
Chelsea Quinn Yarbro

than enough food for months and months, but if you're hoping for more, I'm at aloss. We haven't any
troubadours or jugglers or dancing bears for entertainment. | know afew songsand | play the cnimhorn,
and Horton can balance adish on hisnose, but that's about it."

"It's more than satisfactory,” Prince Andre says, for like al Princes, he has been trained to have beautiful
manners.

"Youreagood lad,” the Master of the Fort declares, leading Prince Andre and Princess Feliciainto the
Gresat Hdl, with Leander following behind. "The groomswill take care of your horses#nd Jhe mae, md
you can have atour of the Fort, if you want'to ingpect it. Well sit down to supper in an hour or two if
Horton can get die cooks to stop being flustered long enough to put something in the oven.”

. Princess Ffticiamakes aface, but Prince Andre accepts the offer with good grace. "'I've never
ingpected aFort before," he saystruthfully.

The Master of the Fort bows dightly. "Not that there's much to inspect. Long ago there were fortified
walls and guard towers, but they were dismantled to make homesfor the peasants and to improve die
ferrys acrosstheriver. About al we do now is examine cargos and keep arecord of who has been here.
However, Horton and | do what we can to keep the place running.”

"Y ou mugt certainly do an excellent job,” Prince Andre remarks while Princess Feliciayawns.
Horton takes L eander to the kitchen to help ouit.

By thetimethey al retire to bed, Prince Andre and the Master of the Fort are on very good terms, and
Princess Feliciaisready to shriek with ennui. In the kitchen, Leander isracking hisbrainsto think of
some particular treat to serve the Princess in the morning.

The Magter of the Fort accompanies them to the riverbank and sees them off while giving the transport
sum to the ferryman himsdlf. "'If you come back thisway, well try for alittle more festivities," he promises
Prince Andre, then kisses Princess Felicia's hand. "1 am enchanted.”

"Yes," Princess Fdicia agrees glumly as she steps onto the ferry and looks toward the opposite shore.



"A finefdlow," Prince Andre observes asthey begin die crossing. Hissister glares at him but says
nothing.

Behind him, Leander trugglesto keep from spesking; it is
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not seemly for him, amere crumpet-baker to address so illustrious a person as Princess Fdlicia. He
contents himsalf with staring & her, filling his thoughts with the most delicious and impossible dreams.

Thistime, when night comes, they are far enough beyond the borders of Alabaster-on-Gelasta that
Prince Andre decidesit would be more prudent for them to passthe night at the best posting inn they can
find. "For you can't be certain," he saysin hismost adult and rega voice, "that there aren't rascals around
ready to do us harm.”

"What could harm us?" Princess Feliciaasks him with hauteur. "*No one would dare to speak to us, let
atone Jouch us" Shewaits 4er her brother to contradict her, vAaohVbe obligingly does: : : *v v" -,
"H" we stumble upon our enemies, then you may-be certain that they will want to interfere with usin
someway. Thatiis * what enemies are supposed to do. If we were smplefolk, wed be eft alone, but
sncewe're Royd, it changes everything." Prince Andre cannot conced his satisfaction in this statement,
and for afledting ingtant, heistruly hismother's son.

"Then welll say were smplefolk. That would be different,” Princess Fdlicia decides with what passesfor
enthusasm in her dull, dull world.

"Oh," Leander interrupts, daring to raise hisvoice to his august companions, " Princess Fdlicia, no matter
what precautions and preparations you made, no one could possibly believe that you are less than you
are. Y our beauty and your bearing reveal to the meanest intelligence that you are of eevated nature and
rank. A streetsweeper need only glimpse the toe of your shoe to perceive your position and rank. There
is nothing you might do, though you donned sackcloth, that can ater your innate nobility."

"Leander hasapoint,” Prince Andre says, thinking that their crumpet-baker might have madeit in far
fewer words.

"But I've never been apeasant, and it is bound to be different from being a Princess," she protests, then
gghs. "l didn't think to have Blanche pack anything pessanty.”

"Do you have anything peasanty?' Prince Andre asks, startled at the notion.

"Well, | do havethat charming shepherdess gown, with al the knots of ribbons and thelittle silk flowers,
and the niched
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lace all around the corsage. It's quite fetching inasmpleway." She hestates, then adds, 'l even had a
crook made for it, and tied it with wide ribbands of satin. Roya Mamadidiked it, but Roya Papasaid it
was charming.”

"I do not believe that shepherdesses often wear lace and slk flowers, Y our Highness," Leander saysina
self-deprecating tone. "I have never heard of any that did. It's because they take care of sheep, | suspect.
| am told they nibble everything."

"Oh," Princess Feliciasays. "It doesn't matter, snce | didn't bring it with me. | should have."

"That doesn't bring usto aposting inn," Prince Andre reminds them with rare pragmatism. "Theroad here
isin relaively good condition, and that should indicate that there will be aninn somewhereaongit.” He
pats the snowy neck of his dedtrier, reflecting that only aredly good posting inn would have groomsthere
who could take proper care of their mounts and their tack. "Keep a sharp lookout, you two."



"' will. Your Highness," Leander says, for once without embel lishment.

Just asthe sun is blazing down the sky, setting the world aglow with firelight colors, Leander spotsa
high-walled building, and pointsit out to the Prince and the Princess. "Thereisasign hanging in front of
it,” he adds. "It shows aknight fighting adragon.”

"An excdlent omen!" Prince Andre calls out. "What better indication.”

"We have had nothing but good omens,” Princess Feliciacomplainsin alistlessway. "It might be niceto
have a bad omen, for variety."

"No one can want abad omen," Prince Andre says, going on to say, "Every man setting out on a quest
searchesfor omens, and truststo their accuracy and fiddity."

"And Prince Andre," Leander joinsin, "is of so sterling character and so firm purpose that it is not
amazing that the omens are favorable to his project. Enterprise of this scope truly marks the Prince, for it
shows him to be aware of the exdted demands of hisstationin life, and prepares him for the burdens and
glory of Kingship, whichit ishisfate to assume. | am thankful indeed that your illustrious father was
willing to permit me to be witnessto this most wonderful venture, and to observe the superior wit and
Srength of this most upstanding young man.”
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By thetime Leander has finished this outpouring, the little party has reached the gate of theinn. Prince
Andre raps once on the stout wooden door, and is pleased when the landlord, a saturnine figure with an
unctuous smile, appears and bows low to them.

"Welcome, travelers, to the Knight and Dragon. Who do | have the privilege to address, and what am |
to be honored to do for them?"

Prince Andre introduces himself and his sister (and, as an afterthought, Leander), and explainsthat they
require lodgings for the night, and a decent supper.

"At once!" the landlord avers, clapping loudly for grooms and ostlersto aid the travelers. "We so rarely
see anyone from Alabaster-on-Gelasta™ Although thisis said with cordidity, it hasasiniger ringtoiit.

"Merchants, surdly,”" Prince Andre suggests.

"We have no merchants here," the landlord informs him with asniff. "The lowest we permit here are those
inthe employ of courts. A herad or apage or perhaps a secretary might find lodging here, but never a

"l see," says Prince Andre, who does not.
"Y ou must be dreadfully bored," sighs Princess Felicia "Only nobility and royalty.”

Thinking that thisisajoke, the landlord makes awheezing sound that is hisversion of laughter. "Very
witty, Your Highness" hetdlls her, not quite winking.

Princess Felicialooks away, along-suffering shinein her eyes.

"Where are you bound?" the landlord inquires as he bows them into hisfront parlor (after making sure
that Leander has been started on hisway to the kitchen). His smileis as smooth as an undertaker's.

"We're dragon hunting,” Prince Andre informs him with justifiable pride. "We're off to the \WWoebegone
Wood."

"Very commendable," saysthe landlord, signaling to two white-garbed waiters. "I will leave you to
peruse the menu, and will return with the port and cheese at the end of your repast.” He performs his
most servile bow, then withdrawsto asmal room not far from the kitchen where he hissesinto the
shadows.



"Am| to leave?' agravelly voice whispers back.

"It's Prince Andre and Princess Felicia, dl right,” the landlord says hurriedly in an undertone. "They're
going to the
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Woebegone Wood. Tl your master | expect my usual reward for thisintelligence.”

"Yes" muttersthe Spy (for it isindeed the Spy, who has been following thelittle hunting party sincethey
crossed the Gelasta), wondering what reward Humgudgeon would be willing to part with even for
religbleinteligence.

"I will make sure they leave late in the morning, to give you alonger start for the capital,” the landlord
adds. "Their dinner will be lavish—I'll seeto that, and I'll tell the cooks to subgtitute hemp for the
pardey." He actualy rubs his hands together in anticipation.

"Thanks," the Spy says, worried now about the frugal mea he has already consumed.
"Slegpwell, Spy. | want you to be fresh in the morning.”" Without waiting for areply, he damsthe door.
Left inthe dark, the Spy passes his hourlike minutesin endless fretting.

By the end of the medl, Princess Felicia has actually giggled and admitted that the cherriesin dark rum
sauce taste good. Sheleansback in her chair, the faintest of smileson her perfect lips. "'l never thought
that you could be amusing,” she confidesto her brother.

"That's because you're such a sour-puss,” Prince Andre answers with the teasing asperity he last used
when both were a decade younger.

"l am not," she objects, ruining it with alow burst of laughter.

Behind them, thereisafaint knock on the door, and amoment later, Leander dipsinto the room. "Oh,
Y our Highnesses, | hopethat | am not too late to be of assstanceto you.”

Both Prince Andre and Princess Fdliciastare at him, bewildered.

"What's the matter, L eander—crumpets not ready yet?' Prince Andre inquires archly. ™Y ou disappoint
me, Leander."

Princess Felicialooks at him, gently critical. ™Y our hair hasflour init."

"I have been at my work. That ishow | discovered the perfidy of the landlord and his unprincipled
schemeto bring you into danger." He comes nearer the table and bows to the Prince and the Princess. "l
am sncerely loatheto tell you that the landlord has shown himsdlf deserving of odium.”
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"There aren't enough candles, that's true, but that's hardly reason to say he deserves odium," Prince
Andre sayslazily. "Sit down and have aglass of thisexcelent port, Leander.”

Instead of taking Prince Andre up on this very generous invitation, Leander dropsto his knee between
the Prince and Princesss chairs. "l fear that | have failed you in your hour of need. | am aware that you
areuffering—"

"No such thing,” Prince Andre chuckles.

"—uwithout knowledge. And it fills me with chagrin to know that had | been more forthcoming and
vigilant, | might have prevented this terrible evepr/'One of tfc wefl-shaped hands creates havoc aniid>ius
glistening red--g*i carls. 'Too latedid | discover That'ti>e cooks were under .iwtoctJons to prepare your
evening med in an unorthodtfc * ay, fed to season the dishesTvith the leaves of teoStveBOiuuu.ife'



"Poison?' Prince Andre askswithout acarein :»*eworld. "No onewould dareto poison us." "e* "

"Not poison, as such, but pernicious, nevertheless. The cooks were ordered to put into your seasonings
the leaves of the hemp plant, which causes lethargy and lassitude to claim those who edt it." He grabsthe
hem of Princess Felicias pae mauve riding habit and kissesit with fervor. "That you, dearest Princess
Fdicia, should be exposed to the vile dchemy of this plant disgraces me more than anything | can
possibly imagine. Y ou, who are the most sengitive and elevated of women, ought never to be subjected
to this ungpeskable affront.”

"Tell me, Leander,” Prince Andre interrupts, tapping Leander on the shoulder. "Precisaly what has
happened and why are you upset?

"l have explained dready, but if you ingg, | will make the effort to be more specific and concise. |
deplore obfuscation." He rises and clears histhroat, standing very much the way a misbehaving student
might face an irritated professor. "Thelandlord hereis practicing some form of duplicity, for he, benesth
his facade of amicability, is preparing to send word of your sojourn to enemies of your father and his
kingdom. To further the cause of this agent, the landlord has caused hemp leaves to be added to your
food, thereby creating in you soporific good will that reduces your attentiveness aswell asimbuing your
emotionswith alack of discernment and clarity that can only serveto distort your experiences." He claps
his
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hand to his chest, and alittle puff of flour explodes under theimpact. "If only 1 had discovered this
treachery sooner, then you might have been spared the ordeal of consuming the leaves, but now that you
have, 1 am determined to make up for your lack of keen observation by doubling, nay, trebling my own!"

"Doyou dwaystak likethat?' Princess Feliciaasks.

Leander istaken aback. He opens his mouth, blushes furioudy, then says, "I dways strive to express
mysdlf succinctly and articulately, Y our Highness. Have | said anything—anything a all—to displease
you? | would rather wander the world in forgotten ignominy than to cause you one instant of discomfort.”

"He doesdwaystak likethat," Princess Feliciainforms her brother, needlessly, since Prince Andre has
heard it dl, too.

"What have | done to bring about this dissatisfaction in my words?' He looks from brother to sister and
then back to brother again. "Hastheat vile herb insinuated itsdlf into your thoughts so that every perception
isdigtorted and inaccurate?' He snatches up one empty dish and liftsit asif to hurl it into the blazing
fireplace. But thiswould be most improper conduct for a servant, and he recalls himself before he can do
anything so inappropriate. He clears histhroat. "1 must beg the pardon of both Y our Highnesses. 1 am
behaving inexcusably.”

"Areyou?' Prince Andre asks, histone dmost as bemused as Sgmund's.
"I might have done willful damage to the property of thelandlord,” he admits.

"No harminthat," Prince Andre declares after consdering for amoment. " Servants are always dropping
things. Royal Mama says s0." It isan indication of how far gone heisthat he actualy quotes Queen
Hortensa

"But the landlord might not likeit, and it wouldn't be the least unusud," Princess Feliciasays, gill looking
at Leander with acertain speculaive glint in her eyes.

"I should have supervised the cooking,” Leander goes on, cagtigating himself with awill. "I should have



lived up to my responsibilitiesto Y our Highnesses and Their Mgegties. 1 should have redlized that once
beyond the borders of your happy kingdom, there were risks, some subtle, some more

obvious. | havefailed to defend you after giving your esteemed and Royal parent that | would.”

"Y ou had* no reason to suspect anything,” Prince Andre sootheshim. "I didn't think anything would
happen here. Not that | know exactly what has happened, but actudly, | fee uncommonly pleasant.” And
in proof, heleans back in his chair and props his hegls on the edge of the table.

"Itisthat herb," Leander ingstswith vehemence. "It iseuphoricinitsmdignity.” Hewatches, aghast, as
the chair teeters, and then crashes over backward. "Y our Highness!"

"Goodness, Andrel" says Princess Felicia, giggling.
Amid the wreckage of the chair, Prince Andre guffaws. "Roya Papawould never believe thid"
"Roya Pgpamight not notice," Princess Feliciaobsarves, giggling ill.

"Let me help you up, Y our Highness," Leander offers, bowing over him with remarkable grace. "It isnot
seemly for one of your station and dignity to liethere.”

"No one can see but you and my sister, so where'sthe harm?' Prince Andre asks, but being a
well-mannered Prince, Sits up, tailor-fashion and surveysthe ruin of the chair. "Remind meto leave the
landlord alittle something extrafor damages when we leave.”

"Little though he deservesit,” Leander sayswith great fedling. "To have subjected Y our Highnessesto
this humiliation—" He grinds histeeth and holds back the tidal wave of words that threstens to bresk
forth. "1 will degp on amat in front of your doorstonight, so that no further mishap can occur. That
landlord should be whipped at the cart-tail for doing this dastardly thing."

Princess Fdlicialaughs ddicioudy, her voice low in her throat. She watches Leander with more
attentiveness. "And then?'

Since neither Leander nor Prince Andre are privy to her thoughts, both are bewildered by what she has
sad. "What isit, Felicia?' Prince Andre asks with agreat show of concern.

"Oh, nothing, nothing at dl." Shelooksat the two of them and smirks.

"If you're up to your old tricks, Felicia, | warn you that | won't tolerateit,” Prince Andre informs her with
sudden imperious dignity.

"Y ou're both so funny," she says, and quite suddenly gets
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to her feet. "I'm degpy,” she announcesto theair.

"L et me escort you to your chamber, dear Princess Felicia," Leander saysat once, dl but leaping to her
sde, hiseyesluminouswith adoration.

"l canfind my way. It'swhere dl bedchambersare, isn't it? Upstairs. There's nothing new in that." She
wanders toward the door, then stops and looks back at her brother, who has got asfar ashiskneesin
the rubble of the chair. "We set out tomorrow morning?”’

"Atfirg light," Prince Andre says, athough he sounds a bit dazed, asif the shock of falling over
backward were only just now affecting him.

"Have someone wake me, will you? | never pay any attention to birds—all they ever doissing and
twest. If they would roar or bray or roll like adrum | might notice them, but—" She shrugs and opensthe
door to find the landlord bent over with hisface near the keyhole.

"Y ou despicable cur!" Leander expostulates between clenched teeth (no mean trick, when you cometo



think about it). "Eavesdropping!"

Thelandlord gives an odious smile, hisbow egregioudy servile as he attempts to finesse himsdlf out of his
predicament. "Y our Highnesses...." —he looks from Princess Feliciato Prince Andre, hoping for some
sgn of encouragement, though there apparently is none—"thereisaterrible, amost unfortunate
misunderstanding here... | redize how it appears. It appearsthat | was listening to your conversation, and
spying onyou. If it weretrue, well, it would be more than reprehensible of me, asyour admirable servant
implies. But there are other explanations, however unpaatable,” he maintains, hoping to mink of one
while he wafflesfor time. A man in my position cannot be too careful, Y our Highness. Aninn of thisson,
catering only to the best travelers, must take measures to be certain that unworthy persons do not take
advantages of my esteemed guests. It has happened before, | hate to admit. Do you understand what |
amtrying to say?' He hardly understands himsdlf, but there is dways the chance that they will give him
the benefit of the doubt, or be so confused as not to question him.

"Thissniveling cowardiceistypica of obsequiousrogueslikeyou!" Leander bursts out, raising his hand
asif to drike the landlord, the epitome of righteousindignation.
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"Give him amoment, Leander," Prince Andre recommends. "Maybe he does have alegitimate reason to
ligen. Thisishisinn, it it?"
Princess Feliciafolds her arms and theetrically concedlsayawn.

Recognizing astay of execution when he sees one, the landlord plungesin a once to what isamost the
truth. "l often, in my line of work, have to entertain guests who, though well-born, are not redlly the sort |
would chooseto stay here. It makes aman cautious, after atime. |... | dso have anumber of obligations
to meet—there are those who are willing to destroy theinn and mewithiit if | don't do them an
occasiona favor—and afamily to support. In these uncertain times... And then there are rulerswho have
shown me somefavor, in their ways. For this, they expect... they are entitled to afew extraservices. The
Count of Murmoor isone of my occasond patrons... from Addlepate, you've heard of him, | suppose.
He has aretinue that would better be kept in akennel than an inn, but while the Count is here, they
behave aswell asthey are able because the Count inssts on it, and he's the most unpleasant one of them
al. So from timeto time, asinsurance, you might say, | do what | can to... help him out, and then, when
he stays here, theinn and my staff areleft in relative peace.” He wrings his hands, but whether from
genuine distress or mere effect, even he does not know.

"Y ou say that the Count of Murmoor stays here from time to time?' Prince Andre asks, choosing that
information to pursue.

"Once, perhapstwicein ayear. Heismad for hunting.” The landlord reflects sourly that the Count of
Murmoor ismad for everything.

"And what do you do for him?"' Prince Andre goes on. He may be smiling like ablissful idiot, but he has
not forgot everything he learned.

"Oh," thelandlord begins, and seesthat Leander is till prepared to cosh him if he does not cooperate.
"He wants to know who stays here, and what they are doing. He doesn't aften do much about it, but he
wants to know. He's very jittery about strangers.”

Princess Felicia casts avery bored glance at her brother. "Do you mind if | get somerest, Andre? Thisis
nothing more than court intrigue.” She does not wait for his permission, but
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goesto the door, her light, floating walk ajoy to behold.



"Princess Fdlicia," Leander datesto say to her, "you show your superiority in this pose of unconcern
while you are exposed to danger, and | admire your fortitude more than words can express. Be assured
that | will guard you through the night; in asmall way, that will bein compensation for permitting you to
bevictim of thispoltroon’s culinary duplicity.”

Coming from anyone e se but Leander, Princess Feliciawould find such sentiments overblown and
cloyingly tedious. But spoken with sincerity by aclearly besotted young man who is as beautiful as
Adonis, the words take on avitality and sparkle that piques her interest. "How very kind of you,
Leander," she says, and isrewarded with alook of hopel ess-but-incendiary passion.

"Fine, fine, get agood deep,” Prince Andre tells her with what seemsto Leander to be atotal lack of
respect and concern. "I'll talk to you in the morning. I'm sorry now we didn't decide to bring a carriage,
but it seems s0 usaless to take one hunting dragons. If we had a carriage, we could travel and deep at the
sametime”

The landlord nods, not to agree but to attempt to convince Prince Andre that he is on the Princés side.
"You'reavery young man, Your Highness," he says, asif thisaccounted for everything.

"Not so young," Prince Andre counters. "Still, there are things that are acomfort on journeys, and ! can't
deny that a carriage would be one of them.”

"I might be able to provide one," the landlord suggests, thinking of the price such avehicle would fetch.

"No, no; good of you to offer, but well continue as we began.” He hasfindly got to hisfeet, and ashe
continuesto talk, he kicks bits of the broken chair into the fireplace. "Why would Murmoor want to
know what I'm doing? What would it matter to him?"

"That's not for meto say, Y our Highness" The landlord is beginning to hope that with luck, Humgudgeon
might be left out of it entirely, and the Spy need never be mentioned.

"Y ou might guess. | don't want to find myself held for ransom. My Roya Mother would never let me hear
theend of it." He shakes his head thoughtfully. "Who did you send to Murmoor? Does he kegp aman
hered| thetime?'
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"Y our Highness forgetsthat | was apprehended before | could act,” the landlord says, making aserious
mistake.

"If that isthe case," Leander saysin dreadful accents, "then who was the man you sent on hisway shortly
after Their Highnesses arrived? There was a sinister person lurking here; you spoke with him and sent
him on hisway. Who was that person and what nefarious purpose did he have?!

The landlord is not sure what nefarious means, but he knowsthat it doesn't matter. "Heis one of
Humgudgeon's spies.” The name of the Protector Extraordinary sticksin histhroat like abit of eggshell.
"The place crawls with them when Humgudgeon's displeased.”

"Humgudgeon,” Prince Andre muses. "What might my dragon hunt mean to him? Hes not likely to want
to hunt it himsdf, ishe?'

Under other circumstances, the landlord might laugh at such anction, but he cannot bring himsdlf to do it
now. "He likesto hunt other things, Humgudgeon does,”" the landlord remarks, implying many nasty
possihilities

"l see" Prince Andre says. "Then we'd better be careful, Leander.” Hewinks at his crumpet-baker.
"Never know what he might decide to do to us."

"ItislikeYour Highnessto make ajest of peril," Leander saysheavily. "Would that | possessed your
insouciance, but apprehension deprives me of any capacity for levity."



"Too bad,” Prince Andre tells him before |ooking once more at the landlord. " So you told Humgudgeon's
spy that we're here. What good does that do Humgudgeon?”

"Nothing does him good &t dl. HisMaeficence isn't interested in doing himself or anyone esegood.” The
landlord sniffs as much from snobbery as from sdf-pity.

Prince Andre paces around the room, fegling very pleased with himsdlf. "And so we are warned, but
neither the Spy nor Humgudgeon knowsit. That could be to our advantage, 1'd think."

With amarvel ous and unusud brevity, Leander confirms himsdlf to a one-word response: "How?"

"I don't know yet," Prince Andre admitswith astunning lack of worry. "I'll find out in duetime.” He
pauses, staring at thefire. "1 had hoped that there might be bandits on the road. | wanted to get some
practice fighting before | hunted the dragon, but it hasn't happened, hasit? And well reach the

114
ChdseaQuinn Yarbro
Woebegone Wood by tomorrow, or so I'm told." He points the landlord out the door.

"How could Y our Highness say such athing, when you have your Sster in your company? Sofinea
Princess must be protected and shielded from dl the buffets and blasts of misfortune.” Leander stands so
very sraight that it is strange that he can remain upright at al.

"She might think alittle misfortuneisinteresting. Goodness knows that everything €lse so far has bored
her." Prince Andreis not able to sustain this (or any other) thought for very long. He yawns as thoroughly

asacat. "l think I'd better get some steep* . Dinner is catching up with me." He ambles toward the door.

"I wHrbring apallet and deep before Y our Highnesses doors. Rest assu*d that you will be protected.
More shame to methat any mishap has befdlen you." He starts after Prince Andre, then looks at the
remnants of the chair. "The landlord will want thisreplaced.”

"WEell give him the money," Prince Andre saysloudly, confident that the landlord has gone no farther than
the hal. "In the morning before we leave."

"Heisawretch!" Leander sayswith greet feding.

"If you had the Count of Murmoor staying at your establishment, you'd be awretch, too," Prince Andre
says, refusing to go dong with Leander's denouncement. "Men of Murmoaoor's cut are more trouble than
they're worth.” In the doorway, he waves to an unseen person. "I thought you'd still be here,” Prince
Andre cals out, addressing the landlord. "Add that chair to the bill in the morning.”

Thelandlord bows double, looking alittle like a clothes hanger. ™Y our Highnessistoo kind."

Prince Andre beams at him and saunters toward the sairs, very well pleased with himself, and for the
moment not caring why.

A Digression

WHILE PRINCE ANDRE tugs off hisboots and fals, till half-dressed into bed, and Princess Felicia
dawdles over her bath in the deep tub of rose-scented water, the Spy is hurrying through the night,
exhausted, uncomfortable, terrified and determined. If anyonetold him that Prince Andre at thisinstant
believesthat the Spy is having more adventures man he himsdlf, the Spy would assume that the Prince
and anyonetelling him are crazy. To kegp himsdlf moving, he sngsan anxiouslittle song:

"lamredly inapickle,

Inapickle inapickle; My onelast furtivetrickle

Of hope hasfaded now. If | don't do something quick I'll Be completely in apickle: I'd make my fate less
fickle



But I'venoideahow, | amtruly inapickle
Inapickle inapickle And | wouldn't giveanickle

For my chances by tonight Perhaps an unexpected trick'll Change my unrelenting pickle To achuckle
and atickle

If I just candoitright.”

With any luck, the Spy reckons that the exigencies of the rhyme scheme will keep hismind off hismore
pressing problemsfor awhile.
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In the Woebegone Wood.

ALFREIDA BROOMTAW isvery pleased with hersdlf. Her initid disgppointment at Esmerdda's
unpromising size as adragon has been eclipsed by the news that no less a person than Prince Andre
himsdlf is coming to hunt the dragon. That information has had her prancing for joy for thelast day and a
haf, and now she stands near the entrance to her hut, regarding Esmer-ada, who is chained to an
enormous, drooping tree not far away.

"Liripoop informs methat that insufferable Prince will be here by tomorrow night. Just imagine that, you
scay ninny!" Her laughter has become more cackle-like recently, and she has taken to doing a hopping
dance step when she thinks about what is going to happen to the Prince. "They thought that | wasn't
accomplished enough to be given aposition at some court or other. Well! I'll show some very stupid
heads that there's more skill and talent here than a dozen sorcerers and conjurersrolled up and
packaged." (cackle, cackle.)

Esmeralda can no longer speak, but she has il retained her sweetness of expression that occasionaly
drives Alfreidato distraction. Now she gives the witch along, reproachful stare, her heart-shaped homs
gligening like adented halo over her long, green snout.

"And you can stop looking like that, you great green dod-dard. Y ou're just as sappy adragon asyou
were a person— yech!™ She stamps her feet, and little, mote-sized monsters are spawned by the action.
Alfreidaignores them, hands on her hips. " See that you give them a proper scare when they arrive to hunt
you'—Esmeraddadraws up her delicate scaled forefeet in dismay—"or you'll have more to worry about
than an energetic Prince with a spear or two."
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Esmeradalowers her adorably hideous head, and a puff of smoke issuesfrom her mouth, which aways
happens now when she sighs. Miserable, squamous, mute, Esmeralda till would inspire pity in al but the
most hardened hearts. She rocks back, balancing hersalf on her tail, her chain clinking with every
movement.

"What aridiculous creature you are," Alfreidarails at her. " Some people don't know when to take a
transformation serioudy.” With that she turnsaway smartly, going back into her hut and damming the
door behind her.

L eft to hersdlf in the afternoon gloom, Esmerddawould like to give vent to tears, but they do not come
easly anymore, and when they do, it leaves her with a headache because of the fire at the back of her
snuses. Instead, she makes alow sort of crooning whimper, which is as close as she can cometo
gpeech. She has been telling hersdlf for severa daysthat thisisbearable, but has had more difficulty than
usud convincing hersdf of it. Sheisin the middle of trying to persuade hersdlf that Prince Andre would
not realy want to hurt her when she sees amovement by her feet and shuffles back.



Liripoop stands there, looking up at her with mad orange eyes. He has been missing for afew days
(Alfredaindgsthat it was because heisjedous of the dragon) and has returned only thismorning. He
parades back and forth in front of Esmeralda, histall held doft in an enormous plume. Heis purring
loudly and hiswhiskers are fanned out impressively.

For some reason she cannot explain, Esmeraldais pleased to see the cat. She decidesthat it's londliness,
for most of the time she has assumed that the cat didikes her intently. Shetriesto bend down, to get a
closer look at the visitor, but has not yet got the knack of bending forward with al those scaes. Witha
squack of dismay, Esmerddafdlsto her sdeand lies, thrashing helplesdy.

Liripoop comes up to her, rubbing his head against her chin, an expression of utmost bliss on his broad
fdineface

Very carefully, so asnot to scare or startle him, Esmeralda brings up one taloned foreclaw and
ever-so-gently beginsto scratch him behind the ears.

At the Dragon Hunt

OVER THE TOPS of Jhe treesthat hunker in the Woebegone Wood, the sun rides high and shining.
Under thetrees, die\jjght is.anemic and mottled, .asif faling through die njurk has contaminated it. Ever
since Prince Andre and the hunting party entered the Wood, there has been a disturbing silence among
them, possibly resulting from a reluctance to make their presence known.

That isnot to say that Prince Andre does not continue to ride as splendidly as ever, or that any aspect of
his outward demeanor has changed; if anything, he sits straighter in the saddle and keeps his destrier
moving at asmart trot, forcing Princess Feliciaand Leander to keep up and not ask questions (which he
isnot able to answer). He has one hand braced againgt his hip, the other holding the reins with negligent
ease, asif hewere out for nothing more than ajaunt around the palace grounds. But his destrier's ears
are a an unhappy angle, and he minces dong asif unsure of hisfooting, acertain indication that
everything is not so perfectly under control asit might appesr.

At last thereisawidening in the rutted and overgrown road, and Prince Andrereinsin and turnsto the
two behind him. "There; you see? | told you this morning that wed find a clearing where we can have a
camp. Thisisjust what we want. Leander, Fdlicia, we will camp here, close to the road so that no matter
how far afield we chase the dragon, well be able to find our way out of the Wood easily.” He swings out
of the saddle, his movements showing that heisabit stiff from so much timeinthe saddle at atrot. "lsan't
this pleasant? The trees al around us, casting deep shadows..." (Well, perhaps the shadows aren't
pleasant, but they cannot beignored and
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Prince Andre is determined to make the best of circumstances.) "There's abrook nearby, | think. Don't
you hear running water?"

Leander dismountsaswell. "I believe that thereisariver not very distant. | hear the sound, too." By
gppearances, heisnot nearly as iff as Prince Andre, which ishardly fair, snce Leander has been riding
amule of cantankerous temperamen.

"But thisisexactly like therest of the Wood," Princess Felicia protests. "It'sal nothing but trees.”
"That iswhat Woods are made of, Y our Highness," Leander tells her, hoping to console her.

"I know." She Sighs, not yet dismounting. "And it'sall so boring. Why can't Woods be made of feathers.
Or ribbons? Or cake." She gives Leander along stare. "I require ahand down, Leander,” she reminds
him, thinking it vastly annoying that she has had to mention something so obviousto him.



At once Leander abandons the mule and hastens to her horse, securing the reins, and then offering her his
assistance in getting out of the saddle. "It isatreasured privilege to be able to perform thistask for Y our
Highness"

Princess Felicianods to him as she goes on, "Woods need not be made of trees, need they?Itis
unimaginativeto limit them to trees. All thesetrees are very tedious.”

Prince Andreis determined not to have his enjoyment dashed by hissister. "Fdicia, you knew what it
would be like when you asked to come with me. Y ou can't claim to be surprised now.”

"No, | can't,” she agrees dolefully. "And that's the trouble, don't you see? | dways know what things will
be like. Woods will be made of trees; meadows will be green with grass; snow will turn the world white
in thewinter; rain will get thingswet. Thingsare so dull.”

"But," Leander says, offering Princess Feliciaatouch of excitement, it may be that this cam meadow, so
gtill and grassy, might conced unrealized dangers, or itsvery tranquil-ity might [ull usinto a state of
inattention that might bring about terriblerisks.”

"What sort of risks?" Princess Feliciaasks him, regarding him with an attitude approaching interest.

"They're sill unknown, Y our Highness" Leander sayswith deference. "That isthe danger, that we cannot
anticipate what they may be."
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"Oh," she says, resigned to disgppointment.

Prince Andreis striding around die clearing, ingpecting it. "L eander, you set up the camp for us, thereésa
good fellow. | want to get the lay of the land and seeif | can discover something about this dragon.”

"Do nat, | pray you, put yoursdf into danger,” Leander cautions him.

"But that'swhat I'm hereto do,” Prince Andre reminds him in his most reasonable manner. "It isonly right
that | face some danger while hunting a dragon. That's the whole point.” He triesto keep histone
confident and lighthearted, but there is something daunting about the idea of being in danger now that he
isactualy in the Woebegone Wood and the inadequate light is already beginning to fade for the day.

"Onemorething, Your Highness," Leander saysto Prince Andre. "What isto become of the Princess
Fdicia? Surdly you do not intend that she should remain here, unprotected? A delicate and cherished
Princess cannot be treated asif she were a sergeant of infantry. It isnot appropriate to regard her in this
cavdier way, for it would mean that she might have to endure ordedls that her refined nature could not
sugtain." Heisholding asack of provisons, and his attitude is so Sncere that in anyone e se less noble of
attitude and bearing, he might appear slly. Leander is so earnest and o ridiculoudy handsome that his
overblown sentiments seem quite reasonable.

"Felicidsasengblegirl," saysPrince Andrein amanner that Leander finds calous. "And you're here,
aren't you? You'll look after her."

Leander reaches down for the most imposing utensi| in his supplies, and hoists hislong-handled skillet
(which he uses when he makes crumpets) asif it were apike or spear. "That'strue, and it honors meto
think that Y our Highness would entrust the care of Her Highnessto me. | hopethat | may be worthy of
the confidence you reposein me."

Princess Feliciagives Leander along, speculative look. "Leander," she says, asif theword werein some
foreign and romantic language. Thereis something interesting, dmost (dare | say it?) exciting about
someone preparing to defend another from unknown dangers.

"Rest assured,” Leander saysto Princess Felicia, "that until the last breath hasleft my body, | will defend
you, dear Princess Felicia. If you believe this declaration to be unseemly, the
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vow of oneforgetful of hisstationin life, | beseech you to consder the circumstances and recall that were
we not here, in the mouth of who-knows-what hideous fate, | would never speak so to you, for | am well
aware that you are high above me. Yet | trust that you will not be appalled at what | say to you in this
place. You arethe treasure of al Alabaster-on-Gelasta, and no one can meet you without succumbing to
the charm of your grace and your character.”

Prince Andre has not been listening to this effusion, and now he breaks the mood by remarking, "If | am
going to be able to start hunting, it would be best if you'd unpack my gear. | want to be ready at first
light. A medl, ahot cup of tea, and then it will betimefor bed. Before ahunt, it'swisest to get plenty of
rest, so that you're ready to face the chase and the beast in the morning." He keeps astrong tonein his
words, but little as helikes to admit it, even to himsdlf, his nerveis not quite what it was.

"Butit'sdill light," Princess Felicia protests.

"Well, you're dways saying that things ought to be different; then going to degp whileit'sill lightisa
good ideg, isn't it? Because it's different. Besides," he goes on more reasonably, "by the time Leander has
set up the camp and made amed, it probably won't be fight anymore, and you won't mind getting ready
to deep." He glances toward L eander, hoping that the crumpet baker will add his support to the
argument.

For once Leander has almost nothing to say, although he does sigh deeply as hetethershismule. "I will
gart with Her Highness's pavilion, so that she may retire from thisdismd place, if shewishes. The
pavilion is much more attractive than this clearing, if | do not offend Y our Highnessin taking the liberty of
mentioning it.”

"Mentionit al you like," Prince Andre offers, glad that Leander has not said anything in direct opposition
to him. "Y ou're probably right. What do you plan to give usthis evening? | warn you, Leander, that |
have a hearty appetite with this adventure facing me.”

Leander is busy with the bundle of cloth and sticks that, when assembled, make the Princesss pavilion.
He pausesto say, in amost respectful tone, "Thereislittle hereto ad me, and so | have determined to
keep the farelight. | have asoup of turtle and pureed spring peas to begin, then smoked fowl
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stuffed with currants and raisins, around of cheese, the fresh herbs | have gathered dong the
way—athough none of them, | fed | must add, have come from this sinister Wood—for seasonings and
sdlad. For dessert, there are candied oranges, and, of course, crumpets.” He makes a gesture to show
how inadequate he fedsthisto be, but how helpless heisto changeit. "Simple fare. Y our Highness."

"Excdlent!" Prince Andre enthuses. " Just what's needed when hunting dragond!” He rubs his hands
together, determined to keep up morae. "Y ou seethere, Felicia, wereto have asmple meal in aforest
glade. That isn't your everyday occurrence, isit?"

"No," she admits, looking at Leander and then turning away.
"And tomorrow morning, bright and early, after the dragon | go. Leander, make sure that Hyperion here

gets an extrameasure of grain." He pats his destrier affectionately, and the horse arches his snowy neck,
preening. "Hes afine mount for any man.”

"A superb animal," Leander agrees, but convinced that the white horse is better for show than work. "l
will seethat heis brushed before you ride tomorrow.” That, he reflects, is one of the problems of
light-colored horses—they are forever in need of cleaning.



"Tell me, Leander,” Prince Andre goes on, becoming more voluble, "have you seen any sgnsof a
dragon? Did you notice singed branches or overturned trees as we entered the Wood? Were you aware
of any trace of sulphur on the air? Were there clawed footprintsin the road?'

"l brought up therear," Leander reminds him, "and | was not in aposition to notice." He has got the
pavilion out of itswrapping and isnow trying to sort out al the bits and pieces. He hastried to find the
least unpleasant patch of grass on which to pitch the Princesss pavilion. Thisisafrusirating choice, snce
the entire meadow seems vastly unpleasant to him.

"True, but something might have caught your eye." He takes another turn around the clearing, then
decidesto address hissister again. "Are you enjoying your adventure so far?'

"l haven't had oneyet," she sayslistlesdy. "I have been uncomfortable and | have met some peculiar
people | might not otherwise have known, but that is hardly an adventure.
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Stll, itislessdull than staying at home at the pal ace, where there's nothing but amusements and Roya
Mamafussng, so that makesit moreinteresting, | suppose.” She hasfound one of three boulders poking
up out of the ground, and has seated herself on it, the very picture of beauty in distress. She forgot to
bring her lute and the last thing in the world she wants to do is sketch anything, and so sheisleft to
commune with her own thoughts.

"Doesn't that strike you as promising?' Prince Andre asks, puzzled by her (as he has been for the last
seven or eight years).

"Nothing strikes me as promising. Promises are as dull as everything else. They have no surprises” She
looks around to see that her pavilionisnow half up and that Leander is placing alightly faded white rose
over theawning at the front. "It's sweet of him, of course, but so predictable.”

"Y ou mean the pavilion?' Prince Andre asks, more perplexed than ever.

"No, slly; therose" She stares off into the Wood. "Do you suppose that anything hideousis lurking out
there? Do you think that there are monsters and other unbearable creaturesin the Wood?' Her lips part
with anticipation.

"Therésadragon,” Prince Andretdlsher.

"Y es, but mightn't there be other beasts?* Her eyes glint with hope.

"l...imaginethereare," Prince Andre says, fatering. It isone thing to hunt something aswell-known asa
dragon, and quite another thing to be pursuing who-knows-what in atangled and unfamiliar Wood.

"It would be too much to hope for, wouldn't it?>—to see one of them." She noticesthat her pavilionis
standing ready for her. "I think I'll lie down for alittle while. When supper isready, I'll be out.” Shehasa
light, floating way of walking, and shetripsto her pavilion asif she were crossing adancefloor. Asshe
reaches the doorway of the pavilion, sheturnsand very nearly smilesat Leander.

The effect of thisamileisthat Leander pends the next three or four hoursin amagica haze, lessthan half
his attention on hiswork, or hislocation, or his sworn responsbilities. In hismind he sees himsdlf proving
himself worthy of Princess Felicia, accepted by King Rupert asaworthy suitor (hisimagination fals short
of convincing himsdlf that Queen Hor-
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tensamight approve of him), and beloved by Princess Feliciaherself. Asaresult, he puts both coriander
and dill in the crumpet batter, but that, he decides, won't be noticed.



Their medl isstrangely silent, for now that most of the light hasfaded, and the flickering of the campfire
dispelslittle of the engulfing dark, conversation seems a chancy thing. No matter what any of them have
sad before, each isglad to retire to their pavilions (Leander's pavilion islittle more than an oversized pup
tent) and hope ardently that deep isnot far off, snce the cracklings and soundsin die Wood grow louder
asthe night deepens.

Once the darkness has taken hold, the Trolls (last heard from outside Alfreida Broomtail's hut back in the
first chapter) come out to frolick, and, as you might expect from their earlier antics, they do it in song.

"Long leggity beasties are hopping about

And the Wood is a-thrumming with trouble:

Y ou can tell from the ogre's most terrible shout

And the clatter oftum-bl-ing rubble!

Foul mongters are cregping and seeping around

In adime that's sublime when it's goosh on the ground
With a sob that's a blob of a hideous sound
Likethelaugh of anidiot child.

" Soft dithering squeamies al flop through the night Leaving tracks that are dripping with ichor That glow
full of poison, awonderful sght Which we Trolls gather up for our liquor. And the night isaight with an
odious green Of the kind that you find in aswamp thai is seen Through the murk, and there lurk many
monsters so mean That they better had never beriled.

"Incredible horrors dl chortle aloud

Like achorusthat's fresh out of Hades

And the music's enough to make every Troll proud
(Save occasional doubtsfor the ladies).

Though the place where they raceisasgrimy asink
And their cry like aguy who's had poison to drink
Stll they swear thet their lair isacomfortable snk
That we're never dlowed torevile.
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"So happily dobber and lollop dong
Andjoininthe chorusto jibber.

In the dankest of nightswewill burst into song

If you likeit, well cal you afibber.

And in anguish well languish awash on the road
Inaway to dismay every frog and each toad.

Then weveraved al depraved when the night never showed
To theworld that were wholly defiled!"

By morning, Prince Andre, Princess Feliciaand Leander are dl convinced that they never want to hear
another minuet indl therest of tharr lives.



"I'll need my lance and my spear and my bow, with &t least two dozen arrows,” Prince Andre tells
Leander asthe crumpet-baker saddles and bridles Hyperion. "1 think that I'd better be prepared for the
wors."

"Most perspicacious, Your Highness," Leander declares as he tightens the girth a second time.

"And something to eat, Snce it may be hours before | return to camp. | rely on you to look after my
agter. She'sfilled with the dismds again thismorning. Don't bother yourself guessing why—none of us
ever knowswhat sets her off. Feliciais one of those sorts of girls, or so Roya Mamasays.”

"I would never claim to have greater knowledge than any member of your esteemed family, Y our
Highness, however, it gppearsto me that asfine and sengitive agirl asthe Princessis, sheisworthy and
requiring of the utmost support and tender care. To relegate her sengtivitiesto caprice—and it appears
that you do so, dthough | trust | migudge you—isadisserviceto her and to al of you in your family,
who are known for their acuteness of fedling.”

Princess Felicia, who has overheard every syllable of Leander's outburst, smilesto herself.

"You didn't grow up with her, Leander; | did. She'sabeautiful girl and sheisaswell-bred as anyoneyou
might hope to meet, but it doesn't change the fact mat she goesinto these states. She says she's bored,
but | ask you: how can that be possble?!

"I don't wish to dispute the matter,” Leander says iffly and mendacioudly.

"Notimefor it, evenif you did." Prince Andre dings hisbow over his shoulder, takes one last look
around the camp,
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and addresses Leander once more. "Give me afoot up, will you?' He does not wait for an answer, but
raises his booted leg, trusting Leander's linked hands to be there to boost him upward.

"A safe hunt, Y our Highness," Leander says as he steps back from Hyperion, who is snorting with
excitement.

"Thank you," the Prince answers quietly as he turns his mount toward the imposing shadows of the
Woebegone Wood.

Princess Felicia pokes her head out of her pavilion and waves afine embroidered handkerchief after her
brother, asif shooing away mosquitos.

Catching sight of her, Leander clasps his hands together and triesto find the nerve to speak to her.
"Good morning. Y our Highness" heisableto say.

"Good morning, Leander,” is Princess Fdliciasfriendly answer.

It might not be the most promising beginning, but both Princess Feliciaand Leander are not displeased.
Prince Andre lets his white destrier canter where the ground appears to be even. Heisafinefigure, riding
well and dressed so gppropriately by his standards that he looks quite out of place in the Woebegone

Wood. He makeslittle attempt to be cautious or quiet in his advance, believing that it is correct to give
the dragon full warning of hiscoming.

Alfreidawatches him from her vantage place in the degpest shadows, shaking her head in disgust. "Some
people,” she mutters, "don't know when to be quiet.”

Behind her, Esmera da shrinks and wishes she could make hersdf even smaler than sheis.

"Hemight aswel send in aherd of cattle, for dl the gedth he's showing,” Alfreidagoes on with her
complaints. "He's blundering about, disturbing everything in the Wood. Well be hearing about thisfor a
long time to come, you mark my word." She cackles suddenly, asif delighted with the notion. "Everyone



will remember that it was my magic that brought this noisy Prince into the Wood, that / was the one who
caused dl thefuss. Not that I'm boasting, mind you. There are some people who would take advantage
and set themselves up as specid, but | have more humility than that.”

Esmeralda gives asqueak that Alfreida decidesto take as afavorable comment. ™Y ou've been my
servant long enough to appreciate me, and you might try to flatter me because you
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know how powerful | am. But—" She breaks off as Prince Andre turns toward the place where they are
hiding.
"Get back, you great hulking boy!" Alfreidahisses. "I'm not ready to see you yet!"

Thisisamost more than Esmerada can stand. She puts her long, pointed snout between her front claws
and shivers little gusts of smoke coming from her nogtrils.

Alfreidadaps her. "None of that! | won't have you sniv-ling! Y ou're the one who's supposed to be
ferocious, not that overgrown child on the white horse." Shefolds her scrawny arms over her scrawnier
chest. "Y ou're a disappointment! Some people can't do anything the way they ought to!"

Since she cannot answer, Esmeraldaonly shivers, which pleases Alfreida.

"You little usdesswimp!" Alfreida castigates her with rare glee. ™Y ou think that you can escape me by
degrading my spdlls, don't you?Y ou assume that you are excused from doing your work for me. Well,
that's not theway of it, my little ninny. Y ou'll do asyou'retold or you'll get turned into a soft-shelled crab
inthe middle of agroup of turtles. Then you'll know you ought to respect me. How can you think you're
permitted to behave in thisirresponsible way? Y ou're worse than afool!" Venting her spleen has aways
been one of Alfreidasfavorite diversions. "Y ou get ready, and I'll tell you when to art.”

Esmeralda comes as close to swooning as adragon can.

"Get ready, you horrid creature. | want you to frighten him out of the few wits he has. As soon ashe's
close enough, | want you to roar and blow flames at him—Iots of flames, do you hear? What an ungainly
dragon you are, to tell the truth.” She braces her hands on her hips and rocks back on her hedls. Since
sheiswearing an ancient and evil-smelling pair of dancing pumps, thisis a hazardous maneuver, and she
amost loses her balance. ™Y ou're going to surprise him, do you understand that?*

"Ho!l Dragon!" Prince Andre cals out, hoping that his bravado will keep up hisfaltering courage. It redly
isavery dark Wood.

"Y ou're enough to infuriate a bladder-bat, and that'sthe truth of it!" Alfreidarails. "Why aren't you doing
your bregthing exercises so you can flameat him."

"Dragon!" Prince Andre shouts, more firmly. "1 have come
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to do combat. | will fight you, dragon!™

"Ligento him!" Alfreida gasps, cackling once again, her confidence a its height. "Listen to that fool!"

To Esmerdda, Prince Andre does not seem the least bit foolish—rather, he isfrightening and gargantuan,
animage, if not out of anightmare, at least one out of adream. She whimpers again, wishing now that she
had not been quite so cooperative with Alfreida when the witch ordered her into the pentagram.

"Beware, dragon!" Prince Andre ydls, drawing his sword and swinging it with asatisfying swoosh
through the air. "'l will triumph over you, dragon, as any Prince worth his st should! Prepareto do
battle! No quarter asked or given, dragon!”



Worse and worse, thinks Esmerddaas sheis consumed by misery. Either Alfreidawill turn her into
something more ghastly than she aready is, or the Prince will find her and lop off her head for atrophy.
With asqued of dismay, she bolts from the thicket where Alfreida has been hiding, and makesfor the
Wailing Gorge asfast as her scaled bandy legs can carry her.

An undersized dragon hasn't a hope in the world of escaping a highbred destrier, and Hyperion,
responding to the clap of his master's spurs, is off after her with an dacrity that pleases Prince Andre and
makes Esmeralda even more miserable than she dready is.

"You!" shrieks Alfreida, watching the dragon scuttle away, " show some spunk! Flameat him!™

Esmerddais searching desperately for aplace to hide. Anything with morns (which glance off her scales
but rip a Hyperion) or tanglesis her haven, and she bolts from bush to shrub to berry patch to brambles
asquickly as she can.

"Ho! Dragon! | seeyou!" Prince Andre shouts energetically, shifting hisweight in the saddle so that
Hyperion can stretch even farther with each galoping stride.

Alfreidabustles after Esmerada, aswell, screeching at her. "Y ou dimwit! Y ou're the dragon! He'sthe
Prince! I'll turnyou into atadpoleif you don't fight! Til give you to that lout Humgudgeon!" Her laces,
awaysin tatters, are getting more abuse than usua during her pursuit of the dragon (and, by association,
die Prince), and in notime at al, sheis more disheveled than the most pathetic rag picker.
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"Dragon!" Prince Andre cals as he circlesaparticularly large patch of hawthorn. "Where areyou?' Heis
on thefar sde of the patch when he sees Esmerada scoot out of the hawthorn, heading for astand of
nettles. "Dragon!" Hissword dicestheair as he takes off in chase.

"Get back there and flame at him, you prissy thing!" Alfreidarails, waving her amsin theair. (Above her,
three unsuspecting homed owls sprout pigs snouts and an extra pair of wings, like the wings of huge
tropical beetles) "Get in there and fight! Some people forget what can happen when they defy their
betters.”

Although dl three participantsin the hunt are unaware of it, they have been making ahuge loop and are
now coming up on Prince Andre's camp from the opposite direction to the one he took when he | ft.

Hearing the approaching commoation, Leander looks about for the means to defend his adored Princess
Fdiciafrom whatever danger might be coming.

"Isit the dragon?' Princess Feliciaasks as she comes out of her pavilion, breathtaking in ariding habit of
the rosiest peach color.

Asif in response, Esmeraldas long scaed head pops out of athombush.

"Itisadragon,” Princess Fdiciasayswith satisfaction. "It looks just as| thought it would. My goodness,
how boring."

"Come back, coward!" Prince Andre bellows, now losing al patience with the dragon. Thisis not going
the way he had assumed it would.

Inaflurry of twigs and leaves, Esmerada bursts from cover and divesinto aclump of poison sumac.

Leander comesto stand at Princess Felicias side. "Do not | et the terrible sight frighten you, dear
Princess. Repose your trust in me, for | am sworn to protect you with my life”

"I have you, dragon,” Prince Andre shouts as he guides Hyperion round and round the poison sumac.
"Y ou can't get out without getting caught. | will catch you, dragon.”

Esmeradais panting, so that little spurts of flame singe the poison sumeac; die vegetation startsto



smolder. Sheisamost in fiat despair, for there seemsto be no place she can hide now where the Prince
will not find her, and then... She sighs deeply and half die poison sumac legpsinto flame.

"That bush will bum down around you, dragon, and I'll
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have you." Prince Andre can be excused for the bit of gloating heis doing, since he hardly expected to
succeed so essily.

Alfreida, who hasfinaly amost caught up with Prince Andre, takes astance and beginsto make
powerful and mystical passesthrough the air, her spell coming out in gasps and Sarts as shetriesto catch
her breath.

Taking advantage of the conflagration. Prince Andre moves around the poison sumac to the one way the
dragon can escape. Heis eager to see the dragon up close, and to be able to show hisvaor in the
capture. It is hardly properly modest for a Prince to admit it, but Prince Andre is delighted that Princess
Fdiciaand Leander are going to be able to see histriumph.

"Some people are being complete dunderheads!™ Alfreida cackles, prepared to do something positively
reprehensible to the dragon. She draws back her hands, € bows up, anaughty glint in her small, sunken
eyes.

Thisistoo much for Esmerada, who legps out of the burning clump of poison sumac, dashing toward the

safety of the camp, her head down, her tail dragging behind her with fatigue. With every exhausted step,
sheimagines she can fed the cut of Prince Andre's sword.

Horrified at the Sight of the monster charging the camp, Leander takes up his skillet, holding it at the
ready, prepared to bash the dragon with al hismight in order to protect Princess Felicia. Heis certain
that the dragon intends to ravage the Princess, and is equally convinced that heis going to die defending
her.

Prince Andreisright on the dragon's hedls. He spurs Hyperion on, his sword hi one hand, thereinsin the
other.

"Prepareto be transmogrified!" Alfreidaannounces, paying little attention to anything but the fleeing
dragon.

As Esmeradaflees through the camp, Leander blocks her way, his skillet dready descending as he cries,
"Save the Princess!”

Metd clangs on meta as Prince Andre's sword deflects the murdurous skillet. " Spare the dragon!™ he
shouts.

Too worn out to move, Esmeralda sinks to the ground, her long neck stretched out straight, her legs
splayed out to die side.

This sudden change causes Alfreidas spell to go awry. Beyond the edge of the camp, atree convulses
andtiesits
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trunk into aknot, shedding leaves and limbsin the process. Alrreida slamps her foot with annoyance.
"Not you" shetellsthe tree with contempt. " Some people!”

"L ook therel" Princess Feliciatdls Prince Andre and Leander. The two young men are staring at each
other, both baffled.

"What do you supposethat is?' Prince Andre asks when he has swung around in the saddle sufficiently to



seewhat hissgter ispointing at.

"It looksjust like awitch,” Princess Fdiciatellsthem, and then, very picturesquely, shefaints, faling into
the lavish spread of her skirtslike the slamen of an especidly perfect flower.

"Ahal" Alfreidabursts out, revving up for another go at thelittle party. Her elbows flap ominoudy and her
eyebrows are waggling like dancing caterpillars. "Warbul! Warbul! Muy-dop! Demential Ratisrati—"
Whatever she has planned is never known, for at her first utterance, Prince Andre springs from the
saddle calling to Leander to join him. "Y ou get the left arm,” he orders as he stridesforward. Having
dedlt with adragon with such facility, heis now convinced that he can handle dmost anything he might
encounter in the Woebegone Wood.

Alfreidalets out ahigh, keening wail of outrage. She kicks, but thereislittle she can do with her feet but
cause bruises. Once her hands and arms are confined (and they are) sheis not capable of magic, whichis
50 gdling that she can hardly beer it.

Asthey drag Alfreida back to the camp, Prince Andre pauses to take agood look at what they've
captured. "Y ou know, | believeit isawitch, Leander. Feliciawasright. A witch and adragon, dl in one
morning. Not bad for afirg-timetry," He glances around. "Is there any rope handy? It might be best to
secure her hands.”

But Leander, catching sight of Princess Felicia, abandons Prince Andre and, seizing his killet, hagtensto
her sde, fanning her as he knedlsbeside her. "Y ou have fainted, dear Princess.” He continuesthe
killet-fanning with one hand, and with the other, daresto take her nearest hand in his. "Princess, o dear
Princess Felicia, forgive me, though | shal never be ableto forgive mysdlf. | failed to assst you in your
hour of peril. | shal count myself the most despicable of mortasif the
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least harm has come to you because of my inability to protect you as you deserve to be protected.”

This outpouring of emotion pierces Princess Felicias stupor. She opens her eyes and blinksin pretty
confusion.

"Y ou haverecovered. You are safe. My joy iscomplete.” At last he sets his Killet aside.

Prince Andre hasfinaly succeeded in typing up Alfreidas hands so that she can do nothing more than

mutter and hop in fury. Hegrinsat hissister. "Get up, Felicia; therésagood girl." Hefedsmore
affectionate toward her now than he has at any time since they set out from Alabaster-on-Gelasta.

"But | was so frightened, Andre. There was afigure, | saw her, so very appdling, thet |..." Shefdtersas
she catiches Sight of Alfreida. Her hand liftsto her forehead and she wavers. "Oh! Thewitch!”

AsLeander rushesto support her, Prince Andre shakes his head indulgently. "Don't you dare, Felicia."
"Don't ruin everything,” Princess Felicia pouts.

"Oh, dear Princess Fdlicia," Leander entreats her, "do not be too condemning of your valiant brother. He
has faced a dreadful creaturethisday.” To emphasize this, he points out the dragon, lying prone not far
from the Princé's pavilion.

Princess Feliciaistoo annoyed at Prince Andre to agree. Instead, she turns a melting look on Leander.
"And you faced it, too. It was so0 brave of you. | haven't seen anyone be so brave before. Y ou didn't
even haveahorse. | will never, indl my life, forget the sght of you standing there, your skillet upraised,
fending off the monster. Oh, why are you a mere crumpet-baker and not a handsome Prince?”

"Dear Princess," Leander says, his voice muffled with feding; hismanly heart isbroken. "If only it were
true”

Princess Fliciais not used to being thwarted in her desires, and she is not about to accept the idea now.



"If you try hard, perhaps you will better yourself in time. Roya Papawill certainly show you some favor
for your vaor here. Intime, who knowswhat you might attain. | mysdf will devote much timeto bettering
you."

"Itisso much morethan | deserve," Leander says humbly, gazing at her in rapture.

Prince Andre watches them for abit, and then gives his attention to his dragon (he has dready started to
think of it as"his"). He waks over to where the dragon islying, now
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tucked tidily into amore comfortable and modest position. "Why, what alittle thing you are," he says,

and is surprised that this does not dishearten him as much as he supposesit ought to do. "No wonder you
ran away from me. Y ou, chased by agreat hulking Prince like me." Helaughs, making it clear that he
does not want to darm the (his) dragon. "Just look at you—you're no bigger than achild's pony. Not
even that big." He wantsto pat her, the way he would a pony, but he hesitates. "It's hard to believe
you'rereally adragon, being so littleand ... sort of delicate. Poor thing,” He drops down on one knee so
that he will not loom over her. "Don't hang back; | won't hurt you—Word of aPrince."

Esmerddais hopeesdy enchanted by her splendid captor, athough sheis very painfully aware that he
cannot know that sheis not realy adragon, and will probably never know it. She will have to go through
life being, at best, his pet. She makes a strange, squeaky sound, and two perfect smoke rings come from
her nodtrils.

"You'resafe" Prince Andre says at his most soothing. ™Y ou don't have to worry anymore.”

Worry a this stage isthe furthest thing from Esmerdda* s mind: lovestruck misery ismuch closer to the
truth. 1f she could spesk (which she can't), shewould cry out to him, telling him how much she admires
him, how grateful sheisfor hisrescue, how she never, in her most romantic dreams, pictured afiner
Prince than heis. She can only make a series of hisses, squeals and grunts, and none of them seem
appropriate, so sheforces hersdf to be slent.

"I'll seeif Leander has something you can eat. | suppose dragons do eat, don't they? And not just
Princesses." Helaughs again, to indicate this was nothing but ajoke.

"Some people think they can fool you," Aifreida shouts from where Leander and Prince Andre havetied
her. "And youre silly enough to believe them, you wretched thing. Not harm you. Y ou're safe. Do you
hear him? What nonsense he talks. Next helll be trying to convince you that he wants you for apet. You
know what Princes do to dragons, don't you? Don't you? Y ou insufferable, overgrown worm.”

"If you come with me, dragon, I'll have Leander make crumpets, and you may have one, if you wish,”
Prince Andre cgjoles her.

"And what will Leander put into his precious crumpets,
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eh? Some people think they can get away with murder. And who would care what happensto a scrawny
dragon?' Alfreida begins her most avful cackle yet.

"Thewitchistrying to frighten you,” Prince Andre saysto his dragon, keeping histone tow and even.
"Sheisjedlousthat you're going to have crumpets and she'snot.” He starts toward the rekindled
campfire, looking back over his shoulder from time to time to seeif the dragon isfollowing him.
"Leander, let'shave teanow. It'salittle early, but after aday like today, a cup of tea and some crumpets
would be very welcome.”

Leander, who has been gtting with Princess Feliciaand therefore has paid no attention to anything else,
shakes himsdf. "What? Did Y our Highness call? Isthere something | will be honored to do? | am ready,



asaways, to serve Y our Highnesses." His gaze turns back to Princess Felicia

"Yes, very fine. Well, if it will honor you to make tea, we'd appreciateit,” says Prince Andre, with a
touch of asperity.

Leander continuesto regard Princess Feliciawith adoration. "Will it please you, dear Princess, to havea
cup of tea? It will be brewed as perfectly as| know how to brew. And a crumpet as well? Oh, my hopes
will befulfilled if you will but dlow meto do thishumble thing for you."

"Would you really do that for me?" Princess Feliciaasks, periloudy closeto Smpering.

"That, and as much more asit pleases you to alow. Perhaps you will bewilling to let metie the laces of
your boots, or hold your cloak." He saysthis with audacity, amazed a how bold he has become.

Princess Fdliciapostively dimplesat him. "1 don't know why, but | find you very refreshing, Leander. By
al means, let us have teaand crumpets. | know that yourswill be the finest crumpets made, sincethat is
likeyou. It isgetting on toward evening, as Andre has said, and it must be teatime. We will haveto eat
to sustain oursdvesthrough this dark night.”

From somewhere far in the distance, there comes the first lugubrious sounds of the Trolls, preparing for
another evening of revelsand song.

"Softly inthefading day Engulfing darkness snatches
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"Oh, dear Princess Felicia," Leander implores her, "you must not be afraid. The dangersare dl around
us, but they will not prevail. | will protect you; I will defend you to my last breath.”

"How origind of you, Leander. How interesting. How charming.” Princess Fdliciaisdl but cooing.
"Asthefind, dimming light

Qualils over mongroustrees

Before the great invading night

And our catches, songs, and noisy gleed™

"Do you hear that, Esmerdda?’ Alfreidademandsin arising scream. "The Trollsare coming. They'll be
near very soon. Do you know what that means, you little snirt? Some people are al aonein the Wood
without protection. Thereé's no oneto look after you—"

"Now the darkness coversall
Asrightnessturnsto greater wrongs—"

"—intheway that sickening idiot |ooks after that insufferable Princess.” Alfreidais undaunted by the
Trolls singing; after dl, she has had plenty of experience with them. "Before, when you were dl pretty
and golden, even that lunatic widgeon with the frying pan would have legped to defend you, never mind
the Princess. But there heis, mooning—"

"To celebrate, we caterwaul
Our glees and catches and our songs!"

"—over that dreadful girl. Who of al these will help adragon? A puny, ugly dragon at that. Some people
are supid, incurable optimigts.”

Prince Andre has listened to thiswith some confusion. Heis aware that Alfreidawould like nothing better
than to confuse them so that she might turn thisto her advantage. At the sametime, heis puzzled by what



the witch hasrevedled in cagtigating the dragon. Esmerada? What sort of nameisthat for adragon? He
goesto his pavilion deep in thought, and
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emergesalittlelater with alargejar in hishands. "Sigmund gave methisbefore | left. He said that we
might need it."

Leander glances at Prince Andre. "What isit?"

"He said that it'samagic powder. | gather I'm supposed to put it all around our camp to protect us. That
seemed to be thejigt of it, but you know how Sigmund is" He saysthislast philosophicaly. As he opens
thejar, he callsout to his (Esmerada?) dragon. "Comeinsidethecircle. You'l be safe here, little
dragon.”

Esmerdda hesitates, her mind divided. Thereisawaysthe chancethat Alfreidaisright (galing thought!)
and that sheis placing her neck on the chopping block. But there is no one she would rather have chop
off her head than Prince Andre, and so, with alittle fiery snort, she runsinto the camp.

"And what can happen inddethat circle, en? He's a Prince, you're adragon, remember, you barmy
thing? Y oureat hismercy, you niggling fool!" Alfreidaisworking hersdlf into astate, quivering with such
intengity that the tree to which sheistied threatens to come down around her.

"My dragonisalot safer here with me than sheis out therewith you," Prince Andre declares, tired of
having his motivesimpugned. He noticesthat Hyperion is pawing the ground and snorting, shaking his
welt-shaped head with obviousirritation and disgpproval. "Stop that,” he orders hishorse. And then, ina
milder tone, he says, "Y ou dready helped catch my dragon. It shouldn't bother you now."

The horse clearly reserves judgment on that, but he does become calmer.

"Some people are very deceptive, Esmeralda. They lead you right into the trap and then there's nothing
you can do." Alfreidais making much more noise than the Trolls are, infuriated that her hands are
confined and that she istherefore as helpless as most people in the Woebegone Wood.

"And some people,”" Prince Andre snaps back, "aretrying to frighten my dragon into exposing itself to
danger.”

Alfreidagives ashower of cacklesin arange that any coloraturawould blink to hear. "Y ou know theré's
danger! Y ou admit it! Then what about me, eh? What about me?’

"Youreawitch," Prince Andre reminds her tactfully. "Fend for yoursdlf."
A Sidetrip to Addlepate

THINGS HAVE CONE from bad to worse in Addlepate, which delights Humgudgeon no end. There
have been three thwarted rebellionsin the last two weeks, and heis still wreaking vengeance on everyone
who hasthe least association with any of the conspirators. Vengeance is one of Humgudgeon's favorite
sports. He has spent the better part of the day (and he certainly thinks of it as the better part) in the
dungeons with his engines of torture and the latest batch of unfortunates. Now heis back in his Throne
Room, reclining on the great mound of pillows, and reviewing his progresswith hisraven.

"It isamazing how determined they are,”" he sayswith insouciance, the diversons of the torture chamber
having restored what passes for good humor in him. *Nothing but denids, denids, denias, my dear, until
thevery last. It'sashame they can't be used more than once. | could be so much more inventive that
way, and you know how 1 liketo invent.”

Theraven isslent, which encourages Humgudgeon to continue.

"Y es, there are SO many ways | might expressmy genius, if | had agreater range for my abilities.
Destroying parts of Addlepateisal very well, but after awhile, theré's arepetitive qudity, don't you



agree? Fire, flood, plague, famine, ruin, war, it'sal so much the same. Think of what | could accomplish
if I had the scope of my imaginingsto draw upon!™ Thisvisonis clearly the most captivating he can come
up with, and he dwells on it in sllence while he nibbles minced dates. "1t istime for my winel" he says
suddenly, and reaches out to sound the gong near his hand.

At once, three serving lads hurry into the Throne Room. One of them isin tatters, for he has dready
tasted Humgud-
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geon'swrath that day. They al bow so deeply that if their legs were shorter, their foreheads would hit the
floor. "Y our Maeficence," they say in chorus.

"Wine, my minions. Wine," Humgudgeon orders with awave of hishand.

They hurry away at once, not only because they know it is best to respond with aacrity, but because
they are glad to be out of Humgudgeon's presence—it is much safer out of his presence.

"Yes, thewinewill inspire me. | fear, my dear, that | grow stale. | know you doubt that,” he says swestly
to hisraven, "and | don't question your good sense, gracious no! but you will alow that it has not been as
exciting herethelast few daysasit was earlier in the week, when there were more rebelsto be deslt
with."

The serving lads rush back into the Throne Room carrying agigantic tray on which arelaid out avast
array of bottles, cups, chalices, urns, jars, glasses and crocks. They set this down beside the welter of
pillows, bow double again, and wait to be dismissed, each of them dreading the next few moments.

"That isdl," Humgudgeon saysin hismost languid tone, enjoying their distress. Y ou may dl go. At
once."

In obedience they rush from the room, fedling lightheaded.

"lsn't fright wonderful ?' Humgudgeon asks hisraven as he reaches for the most el@borate chalice on the
tray. "They've probably coated the ingde with something nasty. Shal wetry it?" Without waiting for an
answer, Humgudgeon fills the chalice with half the contents of avery old, cobweb-encrusted bottle. "The
bouquet ismarvelous, isn't it?"

The raven makesasingle loud croak and fals slent.

"Y es, my dear, thereis much to be said for being a despot. One gets the very best of everything, and as
long as my magic holds up, they can do nothing to me." He drinks deeply, letting the potent liquid dide
down histhroat. He smiles, mouth closed, as he recognizes yet another poison in the wine.

From the door there comes a series of soft but insistent raps.
"I'm not receiving," Humgudgeon calls out mdliftuoudy. "Go away."

"I must spesk to you, Y our Maeficence," comes the quiet voice beyond the door, filled with urgency.
Thevoiceisafamiliar one: the Spy hasreturned.
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"Y ou must not,” Humgudgeon disagrees. "In fact, | order you not to."

"But | have information, Y our Maeficence," the Spy protests, knowing that heistaking hislifein his
hands by disagreeing with Humgudgeon.

"Hasn't everyone," Humgudgeon says reflectivey, thinking of the happy hoursin the dungeon.



"About Alabagter-on-Gelasta,”" the Spy persists, wishing that he could find nerve enough to run away.

Humgudgeon turnsto hisraven. " Alabaster-on-Gelasta, my dear. What do you think? Shall we admit
him, or shdl we give himto... Chumley? Of course,”" he continues, "we can do both. Do you favor that,
or have you another notion of how to dedl with the Spy?* Since the raven makes no response,
Humgudgeon sghs. "We might aswell hear him out, athough why he should choosethis of dl timesto
bother me, | cannot think." Taking another, longer swalow of thewine, he closes his eyesfor amoment,
and then cdllsout, "Comein, then. Spy."

Reluctantly the Spy does as heisbid. He stands near the door, his back not quite touching the knobbed
and studded wooden planks, and taking grest care about it, he bows. "Y our Maleficence, | walked all
night and most of the day to reach you betimes.”

"Redlly," says Humgudgeon, plainly unimpressed with this devotion. "Why did you do that?"

"l haveinformation,” the Spy says, trying to keep the whine out of hisvoice. He knows this mood of
Humgudgeon, and he does not trust it (or any other of Humgudgeon's various moods).

"So you say. About what, Spy, that isthe question.” He savors the expression of apprehension that the
Spy isattempting vainly to conced. "What can you have teamed in Alabaster-on-Gelasta that would be
the least interest to me?"

"Why, many things," the Spy says, hoping that thisistrue. "Many things.”

"Then you may sdect oneand | will tel you if you are correct.” Humgudgeon yawns, as much for effect
as anything. He drinksthe last of the wine in the chalice, and decidesto salect another vessel and another
vintage. "Continue, or begin, asthe case may be."

Thisisamost unpromising opening and the Spy knowsiit. He braces himsdlf where he sands and clears
histhroat.
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"There are Snigter doingsin Alabaster-on-Gelasta, Y ou have been decelved and lulled by King Rupert
and therest of them.”

Humgudgeon pours more wine. "Isthat so?' He leans back on the cushions. "I'm waiting, Spy."

The Spy drops onto one knee. "They are not what they seem, Y our Maeficence. | realize how
unassuming and carefree they appear, but that is deception—deception. Why, the whole of
Alabagter-on-Gelastais arabbit warren of intrigue and plottings.”

"Drat," murmurs Humgudgeon, savoring the new wine.

"I know what we... | assumed, Y our Maleficence. They seem s0 peaceful and happy, but benesth that
surface, much islurking; thereisasinister power in Alabaster-on-Gelasta, and you ignoreiit at your peril,
Y our Maeficence." Just for good measure, the Spy bows again.

"Oh, fudge," says Humgudgeon, his piggy little eyes brightening.

"Y ou cannot imaginewhat | saw there, and how they toyed with me, Y our Maleficence.”

"Of course| canimagine,” Humgudgeon says, insulted. "Y ou forget whom you are speaking to.” He

draws himself more erect on the cushions and stares hard at the Spy. "My imagination exceedsthat of dl
othersin Addlepate.”

"l am aware of that, Y our Maleficence," the Spy says at once, taking the most conciliatory attitude
possible. "And wereit anyone else, | would not attempt to describe what | encountered there, for they
would not have the understanding Y our Ma eficence posseses.”

"See that you remember that, Spy,” Humgudgeon warns him in dul cet tones.



"I will, T will, I will, Your Maeficence." He draws adeep breath, then plunges back into hisreport. "Right
before my eyes, asif it were the most usua thing in the world, the Torturer produced the most fiendish
ingruments for King Rupert's examination. He wanted meto try out hisrack!" Asthe recollection stirs,
the Spy's voice goes up most of an octave.

"Hedid?' At lagt die Spy has Humgudgeon's attention.

"Oh, he was subtle about it, nothing so obvious as arrest, but it was plain to everyone that he would stop
at nothing to have mein his clutches” The Spy waitsfor amoment, hoping
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that Humgudgeon will say something. When the Protector Extraordinary merely sps hiswine, the Spy
goeson. "l saw that the Torturer hasthe ear of King Rupert.”

"He does?' Humgudgeon inquires, hisinterest piqued.
"Metaphoricaly spesking,” the Spy amends swiftly.
"Oh," says Humgudgeon in obvious disappointment.

"They were having aconference, and King Rupert was availing himsdlf of the advice of his... advisors."
He does not want to give too much away al at once. The Torturer had amode of anew instrument of
torture, one of along series of instruments that the Torturer has designed for King Rupert. This one might
not have been up to his standard, because King Rupert did not immediately approveitsuse.”

"How did Rupert behave during thistime? What did he say to the Torturer?' Humgudgeon cannot res st
asking.

"He encouraged his Torturer. He commended him for his zedl. King Rupert is not thefool we.. .Y our
Maleficence thought, Y our Maeficence. He's subtle, smooth, fiendish... fiendish.”

In spite of himsalf, Humgudgeon feds himsdf warming to King Rupert. "Y es? Ishe? Tdl memore.”

Thisisthe opportunity the Spy haswaited for. "He was there with his magicians and his Torturer having
lunch— lunch if you'll believe it—and talking about the most terrible things, in the most heartless manner.
To hear them, you'd think they'd never hurt agnat.”

Humgudgeon leans forward, grasping his goblet at the base in the event he wantsto throw it at the Spy.
"What things? What things?"

"They spoke of torture devices, Y our Mdeficence. They made threats, very definite threats. King Rupert
as much as vowed held turn loose the power of Sigmund Snafflebrain and Professor Ambicopernicus on
Addlepate if any attempt was made to disrupt their way of lifein Alabaster-on-Gelagta. It was the most
frightening thing | have ever encountered—ouf-sde of Y our Maeficence” Thislast issaid quickly and
with as much sincerity asthe Spy can muster. He knowsto his grief how proud Humgudgeonis of the
terror heingpires.

"Very good, Spy," Humgudgeon whispers. "Did anyone give any indication he knew who you were or
who had sent you?'

"That istheworst part,” the Spy admits, shamefilling him.
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"King Rupert saw through al my disguises.”

"Uncanny!" exclaims Humgudgeon, impressed by thisrevelation.
"And he... he..." the Spy falters, afraid to go on.



"Yes?' says Humgudgeon dangeroudy. "What isit, Spy?'

The Spy swallowsvery hard, asif he had apebblein histhroat. "He told me to send Y our Ma eficence...
hisgrestings”

"Did he?' Humgudgeon muses. "How do you account for that?' He is being very quiet now, and the Spy
isawarethat thisisavery bad sign.

"Heknew dl dong, Y our Mdeficence. He sensed everything from the start. King Rupert ismore clever
than anyone could anticipate, and he was prepared for my visits" He hatesto admit this, for it isabitter
pill for aman as experienced as he.

"But how could he have known? How could he have been ready for you?' Humgudgeon's tone becomes
very soft, most caressing. "We've taken every precaution, haven't we? If Rupert was aware of your
identity and your mission, Spy, it can only be because... you did something wrong."

The Spy turns greenish-pae. "No, no... no, Your Maleficence" he sammers. "'l didn't... never. | did
everything properly, just in the way you've told meto proceed. | did. | did. | disguised myself very
cleverly. | had good disguises. Creditable disguises, Y our Maleficence. | was ableto have interviews
with King Rupert..." He can think of little to say in his own defense that Humgudgeon might accept.

Humgudgeon turnsto hisraven; thisisan ominoussign. "Do you believe him, my dear? | redlize that your
sentiments are harsh, not as gentle as mine, not as subject to tender fedlings. Y ou have amore stringent
view of theworld, do you not? And you find hisstory... hisexcusesimplausible, as, | must confess, do 1."
He clearshisthroat. "But you have not considered the natural éement of his nacient stu-pid-i-ty." Each
gyllable of the last is as sharp asthe snap of awhip. "It makes a difference, doesn't it, my dear?

The Spy turns a shade even more pale and greenish. "Y our Maleficence—"

"Yes," Humgudgeon goes on, blissfully unaware of the Spy's objections, "1 thought that might make a
difference with you. Y ou are aways showing greeter vison than | am, which
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issaying quite alot, when you cometo think of it."
"Y our Maeficence—" the Spy interjects.

"Do not interrupt,” Humgudgeon tellshim. "It is not gppropriate for you to interrupt.” He gives his
attention to both hiswine goblet and hisraven. "1 know the way you would deal with him, my dear, and
there is no denying that your way has a certain piquancy, a—shall | say—simple forthrightness... but you
must let me be the judge of what will be the most effective methods at thistime. Y our way is so shocking.
| think that my idea, al things considered, isfar better.” Having said this, he calls so very swestly,
"Chumley!™

"No, Your Maeficence," the Spy protests, his hacklesrisng at the horrid thought.

"It has been so very dreadfully long, you know, since Chumley has had a play toy, as he so quaintly puts
it. The others are quite worn out, yesindeed, and he's become morose, waiting for another one, my

dear." Humgudgeon smiles at the Spy with a sweetness that is as cloying as too much sugar on breakfast
waffles.

"But | brought you the information you said you wanted, Y our Maeficence,” the Spy triesto remind him.

"Ahyes. Youtold methat King Rupert issubtle, but | knew that—I sent you there because | knew that.
Y ou tell methat Sigmund Snafflebrain is crafty and powerful, but that isno surpriseto me, ether. Infact,
now that | cometo think of it, al your efforts have been wasted, my dear.”

The Spy fdlsto hisknees. ™Y ou didn't know about the Torturer and hisinventions, did you, Y our
Mal eficence?’



"Y ou're clutching at straws, my dear,” Humgudgeon sayswith awide, ingncere smile. "Merewigps.”

Babbling with dread, the Spy goes on, hoping that he might have theright phrase, the right word to keep
him out of Chumley's clutches. "The Professor. Professor Ambicoper-nicus. Y ou didn't know about him,
did you?'Y ou have to admit that learning about the Professor means something.”

"Grovel, my dear," Humgudgeon purrs.

"I can explain,” the Spy pleads. "Give me achanceto explain. You'll seethat I've done your bidding. Y ou
will." Heis panting now and he hasto force himself not to jig from kneeto knee, asif running or needful
of achamber pot.

"Y ou promised me—promised me. Spy—that you would bring chaosto Alabaster-on-Gelasta, didn't
you? Didn't you?"
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Humgudgeon isenjoying himsdf a lat; thisisadmost as much fun asthe dungeon.

"Well, yes, | suppose| did, but—"

Humgudgeon does not give the Spy the chance to finish. Rdlishing the panic the Spy so clearly feds, he
goeson. "And you said that you would ddliver the secrets of Sgmund Snaffiebrain into my hands so that
he could no longer protect Alabaster-on-Gelasta. Didn't you?”

"l guessit seemsthat—"

Since Humgudgeon likes to draw out the coup de grace aslong as possible, he leans back on his
cushionsagain and drawls, "It's most awfully sad to inform you that you've failed'—he says the word
magnificently, savoring its sound and effect—"yes, my dear, failed utterly. Y ou areintotd disgrace.” He
takes adeep dp of wine, watching the Spy over therim of the goblet. "Redly, you've not given thisthe
thought you should have. Y ou knew what | wanted, gracious me, how could you not? Y ou know what
you vowed to ddliver." He addresses his next remarks to the raven which causes the Spy to come close
to fainting. "'l redlize, my dear, that you would use persuas ve methods on him, methods of the most
lingering kind. But I'm not surethat | agree, not yet, in any case. He must find out the consegquences of
shirking his duty, don't you agree? | do fed that my way is better, and you will alow that | am dways
right."

"Y our Maeficence—" the Spy croaks.

Thereisapounding on thewall, heavy and perdgstent, and an ominous, demanding voice caling,
"Chumley want play toy!"

Humgudgeon grins at the Spy. "'l am going to order you to open that door,” he says, indicating the one
nearest the pounding. "'If you are as devoted to me as you ins s, you will not hesitate to do thisfor me,
will you?' If hewere acat, there would be feathers aswell aswhiskers on either sde of hissmile.

"That door?' the Spy whispers, pointing.
"That door," Humgudgeon confirms at his most saccharin.

With ever-dowing steps, the Spy makes hisway to the door as to the edge of an abyss. Even more
reluctantly he draws back the iron bolt and pullsthe heavy porta haf-open. He can see Chumley hulking
in thetorchlight, holding something in his hand that looks darmingly like ashinbone.
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"Got no play toy," Chumley bellows. "Chumley want new play toy."

"Yes, yes," Humgudgeon condoles from hisresting place on the pillows, " Shortly, Chumley. Thereisa



new play toy for you. Right there. But | want to have him alittle longer before you take him over.”

"Hurm! Hurm!" Chumley daps histhigh with hisfree hand. That lousy play toy." He lurches back from
the door and waits, just beyond the torchlight.

"Y our Maleficence ... yoAi cant..." the Spy begs. "Y ou wouldn't.”

"Not quite yet, my dear. | wasthinking that perhaps the sight of Chumley might, shal we say, jar your
memory, help you to recdl thoselittle, fascinating detail s that you might have forgotten and that would
mitigate your current unenviable position?' He pausesto amile. "Can you think of any littlething | might
want to know about Alabaster-on-Gelasta, something that might convince meto reconsider my decision
about Chumley and hisplay toy?"

The Spy knits hisbrow with the intengity of hisfedling, but thought does not come easily to him with
Humgudgeon sitting there, smiling in away that ismore like an ice-cold bath than awarm welcome. "Y ou
know about Professor Ambicoper-nicus, you know about Sigmund Snafflebrain. Y ou know that the
Torturer isin the confidence of King Rupert, you know that the Prince is on a dragon-hunt—"

"What?' Humgudgeon interrupts. " The Prince is on adragon-hunt? Why did you say nothing of this?* He
IS S0 excited by the news that he dops much of the wine over the front of his damasked robes and the
slken pillows. "What about the dragon and the Prince?’

"Thereis adragon loose in the Woebegone Wood, and Prince Andre and his sister the Princess Felicia
have set off tokill it or catch it or some such thing.” The Spy offersthis cautioudy, uncertain what
Humgudgeon might do in response with it. He might decidethat it isjust wonderful, or, thereisno telling,
he might decide that he is being made mock of, and then there will be consequences.

"A dragon in the Woebegone Wood?' muses Humgudgeon in his nastiest tone of voice. "How does that
come about, do you suppose?”

"I don't know," the Spy isquick to admit, "but | remember
i
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that Sigmund Snafflebrain hinted that there was more to the dragon than meetsthe eye. He suggested, in
his own way, that there was something very specia about the dragon. | don't know what it was" Heis
trying to keep Humgudgeon from accusing him of deception; he might aswell hope for fresh gpricotsin
January.

"Go on. Tell memore, Spy," says Humgudgeon with hismost crocodilian smile.

"No onewould give themsalves away, of course,” the Spy says, warming to histopic, "but King Rupert
let his daughter and hisheir go off to the Woebegone Wood with nothing more than a crumpet-baker for
"Hmmmmmmmmmmm," goes Humgudgeon, giving no Sign of belief or doulbt.

Thereisathumping on the door to Chumley's quarters, which isgill gar. "Chumley play now?"
Humgudgeon lurchesto hisfeet and goesto lean on the door, pressing it closed. "Not now," he sayswith
ashow of patiencethat is clearly deceptive. "In abit, perhaps. Be patient.”

"They'rein the Wood now, Y our Maeficence,” the Spy continues, hoping that he might be making some
headway with Humgudgeon.

"And with nothing but a crumpet-baker, you say?' The gleam isback in his beady eyes. He pours himsalf
another libation, thistime from a stoneware crock which emits a strong herba odor.

"Yes" The Spy isdetermined now to turn this debacle to his advantage. "They are completely



unprotected, and there are no soldiers to come to their rescue. Wic could kidnap diem and then you—"

"We could do nothing of the sort,” Humgudgeon corrects the Spy in his most emphatic manner. "My
dear, you are quite cavdier about my safety, and your own, for that matter. Surely you can seethat thisis
diework of Sigmund Snaffle-brain? He told you this so that you would expose yoursel f— and me—to
Rupert and his schemes. Why, if you were to go into the Woebegone Wood now, you'd be captured,
revealed, tortured, and made an example of." Now that he's said it, he finds the idea rather appealing.
"And, my dear, you would deserveit. Y es, believe me, you would.”

"l never considered that," the Spy admitsin sdf-condemnation. "I suppose you'reright.”
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"l am dwaysright,” Humgudgeon reminds him in histhunderous best.

"Yes," the Spy concurs at once.

"And, my dear, it is painfully apparent to dl but tfie very blindest foolsthat Sigmund was setting atrap for
you." He drinks deeply. "He wanted you to follow the Prince into the Wood, and then he would be able

to pounce upon you. Well, / am not so much afool to let that happen to me. Arid you, Spy, ought not to
be such afoal, ether.” His good will has evaporated more swiftly than wine fumes.

"Very, very wise, Y our Maeficence. | am horrified that it required your wit to make it clear tome.” Heis
prepared to lay on the compliments with the proverbid trowd if it will gain him any ground with the
Protector Extraordinary.

Humgudgeon favorsthe Spy with agridy smile. "Which leaves.. .you! And you havefailed. There must
be some way, some new and delicious way, that | can use to prolong your agony in order to pay for your

bungling.”
"Y our Mdeficence—"

"Before | turn you over to Chumley, | redly must try out afew new trickson you." Hebeamsat his
raven, hisface astudy in maniacd glee. "Not the grotesque sort, my dear, dthough | am aware that you
prefer them. No, thiswill berefined, exquisite.” Hisfaceiswresthed in the joys of contemplation. "Done
with true ddlicacy and taste. It will be so very drawn out." He regards the Spy with something
approaching appreciation. ™Y ou'll be astonished, | know you will. Y ou will be agreat many other things,
a0, but astonishment will be high in your thoughts—you have no notion what you can endure. It might
take weeks."

"Help," squesksthe Spy.

Humgudgeon isfilled with hisown kind of rapture. "And then, when it is understood that thisis how it
must be ended, Chumley!" Helifts his glassin atoast, sharing thistriumph with hisraven. "Doean't that
sound ddlightful ? A true refinement of craft and art, ademonstration of skill that will never be equaled. A
loving display of al that might be possble.”

"No," muttersthe Spy as he fades back into the shadows, deciding that he might aswell try to escape
snce nothing worse can possibly happen to him.

"First, my dear,” Humgudgeon proposesto hisraven, "to bathe his sensesin every attention at our
disposal, taking timeto linger over everything that can be lingered over. Rack, gar-
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rote, thong, strappado, boot, pincers, dl of diem in sequence, each avirtuoso performance. And then,
the finde—JChum-ley!"



An abrupt knocking at the barred door brings Humgudgeon back to himself. "Chumley want—"
"Play toy," Humgudgeon finishesfor him. "In alittle while, Chumley. Not quite yet.”
"Chumley want play toy!" Thistimethereisno mistaking the ina stence.

"After I've had my turn, Chumley. Y ou mustn't be hasty." Humgudgeon drinks more of his current wine
and licks hismouth. "An interesting savor, that one."

The Spy has dmost reached the outer door of the Throne Room, and heis still debating whether or not
he should make adash for it. Therenewa of thuds on Chumley's door removes al doubt: he boltsfrom
the room without any trace of hesitation. If the guards catch him, so much the better, for they will only
spit him on their halberds. Far better that, thinks the Spy devoutly, than facing the consequences.

"Chumley want PLAY!" Thislast isaccompanied by tremendous blows on the door; one of the hinges
doesn't seem to be up to this abuse.

"And so you shdl, Chumley. | promise you that you will have your play toy when it's convenient for both
of us." Heisreally becoming annoyed with his monster and decides that he might keep the Spy entirdly to
himsdf. "1 will let you know when you can play.”

Thisisthe wrong tack to take with Chumley, who does not like being thwarted. Three shattering impacts
from fists as massive as full saddlebags batter the door to kindling. Chumley neerly falsinto the Throne
Room, hisrage apparent in every fiber of his being. He looks around, then shamblestoward
Humgudgeon, not quite davering. He reaches out in determination. In avoice that makesit plain that the
timefor diplomacy hasfled, Chumley announces, "Chumley play now!"

Had Humgudgeon taken alittle lesswine, or spent alonger timein exercise, there might have been a
chancefor him, but Since his habits preclude an heroic battle or even ignominiousflight, heisvictimto a
fate he has meted out to others, coming as close as possible to gaining some sort of poetic justice.

TheMorning After

MORNINGS IN THE Woebegone Wood are often strangely beautiful, with sunlight dappling through
the heavy leaves and the calls of exatic birds making the place seem far less Snister than the caroling
Trolls. At least it gppearsthat way to the dragon-hunting party (and the dragon, aswell) when thefirst
golden raystouch the clearing where they are camped.

Princess Fdliciaexpressesit for everyone: "My, what an unusual day."

Leander, who has emerged from his so-called pavilion, is so neat and fresh-looking that it is quite unfair.
"It isnot so beautiful asthe vision of you, Y our Highness. No dawn, beit ever so glorious and rosy, isthe
smallest part as beautiful asyou." For Leander, thisisarestrained speech, but it isearly yet, and heis
one of those who takestimeto get going in the morning.

Alfreida, il tied to the tree and in avile humor (even for her), her stringy musclesin knots, has more
than she can bear dready, and hearing this sentimental outpouring so early brings acaugtic rgoinder.
"Did you hear what he said?' she asksthe air. " Some people don't know what sickening is.”

Prince Andreis aso up and about, striding through the little camp in hiswaistcoat and shirtdeeves, his
humor as good as Leander's, athough his styleis somewhat different. "Good morning, good morning. A
good day to usal." Helooks around the perimeters of the camp. "We have been safe enough. It must be
Sigmund's magic powder—heingsted it would work, but it's hard to tell with Sigmund.”

Leander looks a Princess Fdliciawhile he apparently addresses Prince Andre. "I shdl have to thank him
most sncerely upon our return for this thoughtfulnessin providing us
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with thiswonderful sovereign.” Heiswarming up. "There are no words to describe, to expresswith
sufficient eloquence, thejoy | knew when | awoke and discovered that the Princess Fdliciahad dept
without harm or danger. Did you have sweet dreams, dear, dear Princess? Y ou should have only sweet
dreams”

Princess Feliciais enough hersdf to answer, "I had dreams. The same old dreams.” Y et there is a sudden
flush to her cheeks that might cause someone to doubt this.

Leander isnot asfamiliar with her habits as heis convinced beis, and so he protests. "But your dreams
must be the most beautiful, the most eegant, the most utterly perfect.” He rumsto her brother for
agreement. "Don't you agree, Y our Highness?"'

Prince Andre has not been paying much attention, and respondsin an absent way, "Yes, | suppose so; |
don't see why not. Arethere any crumpetsleft?"

"Yes Thereare saveral." Heis contrite as he recalls his duties to the Prince and the Princessin their more
mundane form. He hastens to make amends for neglecting them, producing crumpets from one of the
varioustins, pouches and boxes of foodstuffs they have along with them. "Y es, here are two to sart. |

will build up the fire and bake morein amoment.” He cannot stand to ignore Princess Fdliciaoneinstant
longer. "One should do for His Highness, but you, dear Princess Felicia, | hope that you will deign to eat
the other while | prepare amore suitable repast.”

"How thoughtful of you," says Princess Felicia as she takes the proffered crumpet. "How origina of you,
Leander. No one has ever given me crumpets before. | have aways received jewels and precious gifts®
but none so rare as this crumpet.”

Prince Andre disposes of his crumpet in three hungry chomps, and because heisroughing it away from
the court, he peaks next with his mouth till full (it makeshim fed very assertive and adult). "Very tasty,
Leander. And welcome. Now, | propose that after we have eaten that we set out a once for home. We
have captured both a dragon and awitch, and | think that we ought to be satisfied with that. We hadn't
planned on the witch, after dl. WEIl go through Addlepate directly—well make better time that way."
Prince Andreisvery brave thismorning, and is eager to make the most of it.

"| shall dowhat | can to discharge Y our Highnesss orders
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with digpatch. Rest assured that we will be under way as soon as | have tended to making a proper
breakfast and can pack away the pavilions.”" It ismore of atask than he will admit; he smilesavery manly
smile and goesto ready thefire for cooking.

"Y ou are atentive to our every need,” Princess Felicia says, watching him prepare the Killet for frying
€gas.

"It istheleast service | can offer to you, dear Princess; wereit for meto decide, there are other offices|
would gladly fill for Y our Highness" He has become more bold in the last hdf hour, for heis convinced
that his sentiments are returned.

"Oh, Leander, it isgoing to be very difficult. It would be so smpleif you were worthy by birth, because
then you would not have to prove your merit by deed—which | am convinced you have, but you don't
know Roya Mama—but then, you'd be just like the other young men Royd Mamainsssare
appropriate for me, and 1'd probably be bored with you."

This casua remark strikes Leander to the core. "Princess Felicia, 1 would prefer to dit my throat with the
edge of adtirring spoon than cause you an instant of boredom.” This declaration is so impassioned that
Leander dmost oversetsthe eggsthat are Szzling in the skillet.

"Oh, | don't think you could bore me," Princess Feliciasaysairily. "But you've never had the opportunity



to do that, and so | haveto guess. Y ou are very good to listen to me. Almost no one,” she goeson
darkly, "ever ligensto me."

If thisisintended for Prince Andre, he is completely unaware of it. Heis more concerned with his
dragon.

"How's my dragon?"' he asks, speaking in acalming tone to give her a chance to respond without fright (if
only heknew that fright is furthest from her mind—that reticence comes from emations very different
from fear). "Ready to have something to eat? Leander is making breakfast. I'm sure there is something
you'd enjoy, other than ahaunch of my sigter." Helaughsto let her know he could not possibly mean it.

"Therés more than oneidiot in thisWood," Alfreida declamsto the heavens. "And it's not easy to decide
who isthe most disgusting. Some people are as perceptive asturnips!”

"Dont let the witch frighten you," Prince Andre says, doing al that he can to make his dragon fedl better.
He
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reaches out his hand and pats her shoulder in akindly way, and is surprised to fed her pressagaing his
hand, dmost like acat. "So you're friendlier thismorning. That's going to be ahelp." He pats her again,
just to make sure that he was right about the response. "Good dragon,” he says, starting away from her,
unaware of the bedraggled wisp of smoke that comes from her snout, which is as close as she can come
toasgh.

"EQgs, Your Highnesses," Leander announces, staring at Princess Felicia as he speaks. "And there are
kippers and some pomegranates in honey, which are yours aone, dear Princess. They arenot asred as
your lips"

"Pomegranates are all seeds, and al the seeds are the same,” Princess Feliciareminds him, but in atone
of voice that makesit gpparent that sheis considering the possibilities. She wipes her fingerswith alace
handkerchief. "The eggs smell ddlicious, Leander. | have never seen them cooked that way before. We
aways have them coddled or shirred. But you have just cooked them on askillet. How origind!" She
actudly claps her hands once, to show the depth of her enthusiasm for hiseggs.

"Y our Highnessisfar kinder than | deserve. If thissmple repast pleases you, 1 cannot tell you how greet
my satisfactionisin your approva. If | were one day permitted to prepare abanquet instead of this very
basic cuisne, then my inspiration would be boundless.” Leander reverently didestwo of the
sunny-side-up eggs onto a porcelain plate with aborder of pink flowers. "It should be gold and silver for
you, Y our Highness."

"Areyou going to force meto travel with that incredible looby?" Alfreida demands of Prince Andre.
"Why don't you run me through instead? It would be a quicker way to die.”

"I'm not going to run you through, unlessyou force meto," Prince Andre tells her in arobust way. "I'm
going to take you back to Alabaster-on-Gelastawith me, and my Roya Papawill decide what to do with
you next. He'll probably ask Sigmund and the Professor what to do. He usually does.” He stops and
looks critically a Atfreida. "It'sapity you haven't something decent to wear."

Now Alfreidaisdeeply insulted. "I'll have you know that this gown wasworn & the annual
Necromancers Ball, and was awarded first prize." She wantsto draw hersdf up
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draight, but Snce sheistied to atree, it isn't so easily done.

"Isthat because it appeared to be one of the dead?' Prince Andre challenges her, pleased that he has



been ableto say something witty.
"Some people,” Alfreidamutters, "give themsavesairsfor no good reason at al."

Esmerddahas got to her feet, and now she beginsto follow Prince Andre around the camp, keeping a

good five paces back from him, in case she should inadvertantly hurt him with aspurt of flame. She has
not been very good at breathing fire, but sheis certain that if ever sheislikely to develop the ability, itis
going to be now.

Prince Andreis proud for the way his dragon respondsto histraining. "I've dways thought | had away

with animas," he saysto Princess Felicia (who is not paying the least attention) as he deliberately walks
al around his pavilion to be sure that his dragon redly isright behind him. "Even Roya Mama should be
impressed with this™”

"Therewill be kippers shortly, Y our Highness," Leander tells Prince Andre before he beginsto prepare
more batter for crumpets. He hasto resst the urge to use up al his suppliesright now. Hewould like to
shower Princess Feliciawith acascade of crumpets, anything to demonstrate hisardor.

"Fine, and make sure there's something for my dragon.” He goes to where he had |eft Hyperion hobbled.
Until this moment, he has not appreciated the problems of having ahorse and a dragon close together.
The dragon keeps at adisr tance, but Hyperion is not impressed. He paws and snorts and tosses his
magnificent head with every show of displeasure, agreat deal more fierce than the dragon has ever been.
"Steady, old boy," Prince Andre says, attempting to jolly his mount into cooperating, his salf-avowed
ability with animals momentarily an embarrassment.

Esmerada, redlizing that the fussis because of her, moves back, staying at arespectful distance from the
horse. She watches, her snout turned to one side, while Prince Andre grooms his splendid horse. She can
fed tearsform in her eyes, and she knowsirritation with hersef for indulging in the kinds of fantasiesthat
might make her fed thisway. "After dl," shereminds hersdf sternly for the third timethismom-ing, "heis
aPrince and you are adragon, and there is no way he can understand otherwise."
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"Having alittle problem, arewe?' Alfreidagloats as she watches Prince Andre. "Not going aswdll as
expected? And what do you think is going to happen when you are gone from here, out on the road with
that horse and that dragon, trying to ride one and watch the other? What do you think will be the result of
aparade like that? Eh? Not that I'm saying you can't manage it, no, of course not; but some people are
more audacious than sensible.” She startsto cackle, then thinks better of it.

By thetime Hyperion is saddled and bridled, Leander has a thrown-together breakfast ready for Prince
Andre, and some odds and ends for the dragon. He has even set aside afew misshapen crumpets for
Alfreida. That done, heis attempting to find away to pack and to stay at Princess Fdlicids sde at the
sametime,

"I've never packed anything," Princess Felicia admits as she watches Leander take down histiny pavilion.
"Could you teach me, do you think?* 1

Leander's eyes positively glow. "It would fill me with the greatest pleasure to be able to do thisfor you,
dear Princess. | cannot tell you what rapture would be mineif you were to alow meto show you how
these things are packed.”

"And you'll let me hep you?' Princess Fdliciaasks, remembering dl the flowers she has not been
permitted to cut.

"If you do not believe that it is beneath you to undertake such lowly tasks, then | am entirely at your
disposa, dear, dear Princess Fdlicia. It ismorethan | have dared to hope for, and more than any man
can aspireto." He has managed to say this, with hardly a pausefor air, as hefinisheswrapping up his



pavilion, whichisimpressvein itsway. He dso has hardly changed color at al, and in one with
red-blond hair and fair skin, thisisremarkable.

"Wonderful! Andre, Leander isgoing to teach me how to pack. Isn't that exciting?' She very nearly does
askip in celebration, but that would be going abit too far.

"Glad to hear it. Anything to hurry usaong,” Prince Andre says, abit dubioudy, snceheisnot at al sure
that having Princess Feliciato assist him will make Leander work more swiftly.

"Do you seethat, Esmerdda?’ Alfreida saysin aningnuating tone. "That Princeistrying to pull the wool
over your eyes." She crowswith laughter at the thought of dragonswith
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woolen eyes, then returnsto her purpose. "He is hoping to make you think that he will take care of you,
and you are just the sort of ninny who thinks that he meansit. Y ou hear him say ‘Nice dragon’ and you
think that he intends that to your good. Well, some of us are not so easily mided. Some of keep our wits
about us, instead of making moony eyes at awd|-turned caf in high leather boots. He has you
flummoxed, and there's no other way to put it. What aremarkably doltish thing you are.” Her scomis
every hit as cutting as sheintendsit to be.

Prince Andre overhearsthe last of thisand, for once, hesitates before attempting to convince his dragon
that he means her no harm. The witch would only jeer a him, and that stings his pride more than he likes
to acknowledge, even to himsalf. So instead of being persuasive, he pats the dragon on the shoulder.
"Youll like Alabagter-on-Gelasta,”" he saysto her. "Y oulll be ableto run and play. It's nothing like this
dark, oppressive Wood. There arefields and hills and brooks, and the trees we have are nicer than
these"

Esmerada knowsthat she would like wherever Prince Andre lives, even if it were apigsty.

Princess Feliciafindsthat packing is much more interesting than she thought it would be, aslong as
Leander isshowing her how to do it. Sheis delighted to find that the pavilions can be folded up into nesat
mounds of cloth, and that the poles holding them up come apart into sections that can be wrapped up
with the cloth.

"Y ou are most adept at this, dear Princess,” Leander compliments her as she shovesthe last of the poles
into the sack that holds the gear. "Would that | had displayed such aptitude when first | learned thistask.”

Princess Fdiciaactudly giggles.

It is not quite noon when the dragon-hunting party sets out again, with Prince Andrein the lead and
Princess Fdliciabehind him. Hewould prefer to have his dragon follow him, but neither Hyperion nor
Princess Felicia's Rosebud are inclined to permit it, and so Esmerddafollows after Leander on his mute,
watching Alfreida, who istied to the pack saddle, facing backward.

"Just look a you," Alfreidamocks, "coming aong meekly, letting that overgrown child take you awvay
from everything you know, and you go right on believing that nothing is
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wrong, and hell be fawning over you like that crumpet-baker drools over the Princess. Won't you be
surprised when you find out that he doesn't care about dragons, not after everyone's congratulated him
on catching one. Where will you be then, with al the hillsand fields and trees? Y ou'll be dl done, and no
onewill care what becomes of you."

Little as shewantsto believe this, Esmeralda has the snking fear that Alfreidamay beright. She beginsto



lag behind, wondering if it might be better for everyoneif she smply ran away. The Prince might chase
her again (which would be wonderful), or he might be content with kegping awitch and let her go off by
hersdlf (avery lowering thought). When they are passing through one of the densest parts of the
Woebegone Wood, Esmerdda very reluctantly putsthisto the test. She walks more and more dowly,
watching the little party dwindle and fade in the gloom as they continue on their way. With dragging steps,
she moves away from the narrow pathway, into the tangle of brush that marks the way. She has no
notion of where sheis or where sheisgoing, and isfar too miserableto care. The ground is
treacherous—here a mass of roots and vines, there squishy—and shewandersin no directionin

particular.

It issomelittle time before Prince Andre redlizes that his dragon is missing, and it comesto his atention
because Jeisaware that Alfreidahasfallen slent. Fedling that thisisnot agood indication, he orders
everyoneto rein in while he checks on his dragon, asense of distresslingering in hismind, like abad taste
on the back of the tongue.

"What are you looking for, you greet overgrown brat?" Alfreida asks sweetly as Prince Andre reaches
her sde. "Some people are amazingly careless.”

"Whereismy dragon?' Prince Andre demands, not in the mood to listen to her version of banter.
"Out there," Alfreidasayswith ablithejut of her chin since her hands aretied. " Somewhere.”
"When did that happen?’ Prince Andre asks, very emphatic.

"A whileago." Alfreidachortles. "She just walked away. No dragon, Prince. Isn't it apity?"

Prince Andre whedls Hyperion and givesterse ordersto Leander and Princess Fdlicia. "My dragon has
got lost. You'reto go on to the edge of the Wood and wait for me there. | will
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be along before sunset, | hope, but tomorrow morning for certain. | want you to make camp and wait. It
may takealittletime, but | will join you. Don't let that witch convince you of anything else. She's nothing
but trouble.”

"You could dwayslet mego!" Alfreidacarols.

"Don't do that," hetells Leander and Princess Felicia. "No matter what she says, don't listen, and don't let
her go. She can't be trusted. | leaveit to you, Leander, to see that everything goeswell.”

"Y our Highness, asfar as| am capable, and for aslong asthereis sufficient breath in my body, | vow
that | will do everything in my power to discharge your—"

Before he can finish, Prince Andre has spurred back aong the narrow path, calling out, "Dragon! Here
dragon'™

"Oh, my dear Princess," Leander saysto Princess Feliciaas Prince Andreislost to sght, "it isnot to be
supposed that you are not filled with dread and terror, but | wish to assure you that there is nothing you
can ask of methat | will not perform, but to leave you in any sort of danger, whatever.”

Alfreidadecidesthat it might have been amistake to encourage Esmeradato run away—now she will
haveto listen to the two lovebirds longer than she had thought she would. She gives adisgusted laugh,
and then says, " Some people will do anything for attention,” and while sheis convinced it istrue, sheis
not sure to whom sheis spesking.

Asmuch as Prince Andre would like to rush back aong the path in reckless pursuit of hisdragon, he
knows that the way istoo dangerous and narrow to try it—all he would get at best would be aspill from
Hyperion. At worst, he might break his neck. So he holds his horse to atrot and tries to make up for the
downess of the pace with greater worry. He cannot imagine what has become of hisdragon, and it



troubles him to think of that little, doe-eyed creature out in the Woebegone Wood with no one to protect
her. "If it were abigger dragon, then there might be a chance, but alittle onelikeit... her, well, theresno
telling what might become of her. Dragon!” This shout startles Hyperion, whoisnot a al pleased to bein
the Wood for so long, let aone chasing something as repulsive asthat oversized lizard that Prince Andre
has taken such an inexplicableliking to. "Dragon!”

From her resting (hiding) place, Esmeralda hears the sound of Prince Andre's voice in the distance, and
sheisdrangdy
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cheered by it. She had been so convinced that she had been abandoned, and yet, he must have come
after her. Evenif sheisonly atrophy, sheisinwardly pleased that the Prince has come after her. At least,
shetdlshersdf, he noticed I'm gone. She hasto decide what to do next, for if sheremainswhere sheis,
Prince Andre might not miss her. At the same time, she does not know how to reach him, or where heis
going, and for the first time the enormity of her predicament nearly overwhems her. She drags hersdlf
from her resting (hiding) place and starts to search out some way to get back to the path through the
Wood.

That ismore easily decided than done. Now that she wants to move with purpose, she finds no way that
isnot blocked by huge fallen trees and odoriferous bogs that would suck her down as soon as bubble.
She wallows through one stagnant pond, and emerges from it with aterrible dime clinging to her scales. It
is so disheartening that she dmost givesin to defeat. Only the sound of Prince André's voice fading from
her gives her theimpetus to take one moretry at scrambling through avast network of vinesand rubble,
hoping that sheis not too late. Her talons scrabble for purchase on the crumbling stones, and she amost
falsmore than once, and by the time she drags hersalf and her tail out of the last of it, sheistoo tired to
do more than hunker down on her haunches and puff smoke rings. Sheis convinced that Prince Andre
will never find her, and that she will beleft here in the Woebegone Wood until the vines grow up around
her, or the Trollsfind her and drag her back to the Wailing Gorge. That disma thought drives her on, and
sheis plodding ahead, watching only where sheis putting her sore clawed feet, when she sees, not far
ahead of her, a snowy white destrier mincing toward her.

"Dragon!" shouts Prince Andre, vaulting out of the saddle and rushing toward her. "Y ou're safe.”

Thisis more than Esmeralda can bear. She lowers her snout and gives way to emotions so complex that
she hasn't the vaguest ideaif they are positive or negative, only that sheis patheticaly glad to see Prince
Andre. And if, she saysto hersdlf, he wants to turn me out to pasture as a pet, then that will be finewith
me. She can't dismiss the sinking sensation that this acceptance brings, but she does her best to put on a
brave smile (not the easiest expression for adragon) and lets him drop alasso around her neck.
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"I'm not going to let you get away again, dragon,” he warns her, but with more concern than anger. "What
made you run off like that? It was probably that witch, making you think that you're going to be trested
badly. Wasn't that it, little dragon?’ Prince Andreisthe sort of person who talksto animalsasif they are
dightly deaf children, and so he tends to speak more loudly than usud when addressing Esmerada, which
makes her flinch. Prince Andre assumesthisis more fear and hetriesto convince her that he meansno
harm. "Come closer, little dragon. | won't hurt you. Y ou see—nothing in my hands, not even ariding
crop.”

Esmeradalongsto tell him that she understands every word, that she knowsthat sheisin no danger from
him, and al she can do ismake alow grunting noise, which produces bursts of smoke from her nogtrils.

"Come on, little dragon. Y ou come back with me and | can promise you that nothing bad will happen to



you." He smiles hismost winning smile, the kind he usualy reservesfor unfriendly ambassadors,
wondering al thewhileif dragons know what smilesare.

Esmeralda does as sheis bid, and hopes that Prince Andre seesthat sheistrusting. It is very frustrating
to be not only mute but adragon as well.

Knowing that Hyperion does not want to be too near the dragon, Prince Andre puts the horse on along
lead, then walks beside Esmeralda as they make their way out of the Woebegone Wood. And asthey
walk, hesingsto her

"Oh, tko' the Wood isdark, It islit by the day above And the sun beamsfal Thru' the gloom and the pall
Likethe music of alark Or the mourning of adove.

"And tho' the dark isvag, It'sdivewith amillion lights And they cast their shinelnrayslong and fine
From thefirgt of timeto last. Like ajewe with facet brights.
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"All around you shadows gather Anyone would be afraid. Leave the darknessif you'd rather Turn from
Wood and night and shade.

"Poor dragon dl done

Walk from this place and see

That you needn't fear

All the darkness here,

That your nightmare dreams have flown.
wak inthelight with me.

Wadk inthelight with me."

A Matter of Consequences

WITH THE LONG OVERDUE fdl of Humgudgeon I X, Protector Extraordinary of Addlepate, the
people of the capital are so hysterical with joy that they have decided to award the Protectorship to their
delivere—Chumley—perhaps on the assumption that he cannot be any worse than his predecessor.
These long bel eagured unfortunates have taken to the Streetsfor aday and anight, throwing off al
resraintsin amanner that isin itsway as aarming as the oppression of Humgudgeon was. Prince Andre,
who has been anticipating hisarrival in the capita of Addlepate with trepidation, is puzzled to discover
that instead of grim foreboding and silence, he and hislittle party are met at the gates of the city by a
drunken, rollicking crowd, many of its members singing (though not al of them are singing the same song)
and dashing through the streetsin their continuing celebration. Periodic shouts for “"Chumley™ and others
of "Huzzah!" ring through the narrow streets, and flags of al sorts stream from windows, clothedines,
doorways, and even more inconvenient places.
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"What isgoing on?" Prince Andre asks of one passerby who appears|essintoxicated than the rest.
"Ceebration,” answersthe lugubriousfelow.

"Of what?" Prince Andre continues.

"Chumley," isthe response (if you can cdl it that).

"Who's Chumley?" Prince Andre shouts after the man who isbeing carried away by the crowd.

"New Protector," isthe answer, and thefirst bit of useful information Prince Andre has received since he
and his party have entered the city.



Shouting in order to be heard, Prince Andre addresses the others with him, "L et's find some place quiet.”

Leander nods in an exaggerated way to make it plain that he hears and understands what Prince Andre
has said, and then points toward a side street and performs a complicated pantomime that suggests that
there are very few peoplein that direction. Even in slence, heis overblown.

"That way, then!" bellows Prince Andre.
Alfreida says something sarcastic, but cannot make herself heard over the din.

Sowly, and with much shoving and jostling, they force their way to the Side street L eander hasindicated,
and there, abit breathlesdy, they gather to compare notes.

"They say that therésanew Protector,” Prince Andretdlsthem, till puzzled by the information.
"Not Humgudgeon?' Alfreida asksin accentsthat imply sheisnot wholly disgppointed.

"Apparently not. There'sanew one, someone caled Chumley, | think," says Prince Andre, not wanting
to be too certain of anything yet. "It must have taken place recently.”

"What took place?' Princess Felicia asks, not the least put off by the chaos she has seen.

"A change of Protector,” Leander says, doing hisbest to bresk it to her gently. "It isaswell that we are
not required to learn the sordid details. One so gently reared would doubtless be greatly distressed to
learn of this"

Infact, Princess Feliciawould relish afew sordid details, but sheistoo well-mannered to say so; she
only sghs. "No Humgudgeon, then. | was hoping to see him. | waswondering if al the soriesare true.”

"Depends on the stories,” says Alfreida, smacking her thin lips. "In Humgudgeon's case, they probably
were." Sherocks
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back on her hed's, humming to hersdf and taking no more interest in what is going on around her.

"The question is, how areweto proceed?' Prince Andre ventures, and provides his own answer. "We
camethisway for speed, not convenience, and if we are to be delayed by all thiscommotion, theniit
might be better if we took another route." He glances at hisdragon. "It isn't fair to ask so much of you,
walking al theway to Alabaster-on-Gelagta. It's the only way we can get there, unlessthat witchis
prepared to trangport us magicaly.”

"Do not even condder that, | implore Y our Highness," says Leander with great emotion. ™Y our Highness
cannot trust awitch, and sheis clearly avowed your enemy. Take no chance, | urgeyou, to play into her
hands, for her wiles are great and she would not stop at anything to harm you."

Alfreidasnaps out of her reverie. "Some people are not nearly the dolts they appear,” she announces,
then addsin her best cryptic style, "and othersare more.”

"Bequigt, you," Prince Andre orders her. "Y ou've caused us more than enough trouble already.”

"Untie my hands, you twerp, and you'll learn athing or two about trouble." Alfreidas cackleissoloud
and unnerving that it attracts the attention of some of the mob in the cross-street, and a number of flushed
faces peer toward them.

"Bequigt," Prince Andre hisses. "Who knows what may happen if were discovered.”

Esmerada, who has been watching the street with a sense of dread, now reaches out to grab Prince
Andresdeeve.

"Dragon?’ Prince Andre inquires, very proud at the way his dragon is coming along as a pet.
Before she can impress him with their danger, haf adozen large, drunken men redl toward them, singing



loudly and diversdly, clearly determined to have Prince Andre and the rest join them, or else. Sincethisis
Addlepate, there are till consequences.

"Jhoin *nah cbraishun,” one of them breathes at Prince Andre, seizing hisarm in an aggressve manner.

Firmly but diplomaticaly, Prince Andre does his best to disengage the grip. "Y ou'll have to excuse us,” he
says, speaking dowly and digtinctly. "We're strangers here, and we have along way to travel.”
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"Thasno way t' bhave," the man informs Prince Andre, becoming offended at once. "Polozhize!”
"What?' Prince Andre asks, more confused than affronted.

"So yu' shink y'r too hi'n'mithy f'r ush,” the fellow goes on more belligerently than before, weaving ashe
triesto take apunch at Prince Andre. His comrades are quick to enter into his cause, and it takes very
few minutes for everyone in the dragon-hunting party to be drawn into amelee.

Invain, Leander triesto reach his mule where the skillet is packed, so that he can lay about with it. Heis
knocked on the head and sent sprawling to the ground, dazed and disoriented, and aghast that he should
fail Princess Feliciaso utterly when her need of him was at its greatest. He condemns himsdlf for afool as
he triesto get his eyesto focus properly.

Two of the men make agrab for Princess Fdlicia, but she, having seen them Start to fight, isready for
them. She kicks out at the nearest in amost un-Princess-like way, her foot connecting solidly with aspot
that gently reared Princesses are not supposed to know about, et alonekick. Asthe poor fellow doubles
over, hisface the color of whey, Princess Fdliciausesthe sharp, dainty high heel on her shoesto scrape
the shin of the other man, and then she spins, her arms up and akimbo, and her elbow bashes the other
man's nose.

Disheartened and demoralized, the othersretreat, dragging Prince Andre with them.

Alfreidagives Princess Fdiciaalong, appraisng stare. " Some people might think that thiswas an unusua
thing for a Princessto do," she saysin her shrewdest tone.

Princess Felicia, her eyes shining, laughs. "I've wayswanted to find out if that works. It does.”

"That it does," agrees Alfreida. Y ou show more nerve than some ninnies | could mention.” Here she
shoots Esmeraldaavitriolic glance. "Dragons are supposed to be fearsome creatures, you insufferable
worm!*

Esmeralda hangs her head, but more from worry about Prince Andre than from shame at her lack of
action.

By now, the two who attacked Princess Felicia have hobbled off, one of them swearing
comprehensively. Both are more sober than they were three minutes ago.

Leander, still on the ground, has managed dmost to sit up. He has alarge bruise over his brow and
cheek, and he moves
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asif each and every bonein his body achesits entire breadth and length. He cannot face the eyes of his
adored one. "1 did not come to your aid when you werein need.”

Princess Feliciagrinsat him. "Y es, you did; now I've cometo yours." She startsto kneel down to help
him, but he raises his hand to protest.

"Y ou will soil your clothes and sully your hands touching such a despicable knave as| have proven
myself to be." He has never felt more wretched in hislife, and the knock on the head isthe least of his



infamy. "I am acomplete blackguard.”

Princess Fdliciapays him no mind. She haf knedl's beside him and takes out her handkerchief to wipe his
face. "Y ouretaking nonsense," she chides him gently.

"It's about time you noticed that," says Alfreidawith asperity. "Did anyone bother to remember which
way they've taken the Prince?"

With awnhiffling noise (snce Lewis Carrall, it has been imperative that dragons, like Jabberwocks, whiffle
from time to time), pointing down the dley and hopping on onefooat, her tail launching her into the air,
Esmeraldatriesto make it clear that she knows where they have taken the Prince.

"| think the dragonistrying to tell us something," says Princess Fdlicia, watching these anticswith agood
dedl of curiosity. "The dragon hasn't done that before.”

"Small wonder," sniffs Alfreida, impressed in an odd way, with how determined Esmerada has suddenly
become, "There are those who might think that thisisatrap,” she cannot help but to suggest, out of her
habitua malice as much asanything.

"But if the dragon"—Princess Feliciais fill uncertain if thisisahe or a she dragon—"saw, then we must
try to learn from... the dragon.” She has been holding her hand to Leander's forehead, doing her best to
lessen hispain.

"We must persevereif we areto aid the Prince," Leander announces as he startsto recover. His chagrin
isincreasing by the moment. "I do not know if | am able, but it may bethat | fill have sufficient strength
to combat any opposition we may encounter.” He knows that it would be wise for him to get up and
show that heis prepared to do his utmost on behaf of Prince Andre (for Princess Felicia), but it isnot
easy to tear himself away from his present pogition. He rebukes himsdlf sternly for hisloss of
sf-discipline, but it lacksthe usua power to goad him.
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"Don' try to get up yet, Leander,” Princess Fdliciasays sweetly. "Y ou're not yet recovered. | amthrilled
to hear you say you are ready to aid my brother, but for now, you must let me be the judge of that.”

Leander isoverjoyed to be overruled. "I... confessmat | am dizzy yet," he says, offering it asasop to his
conscience.

"Well, while we stand here blathering, that mob is getting the Prince farther and farther away from us.
Some people might think that thisis adisadvantage. Some people might wonder how much you truly
wishto find the Prince.” Thisevil dan findsitstarget.

Princess Fliciagets to her feet so suddenly that Leander dmost falls back to the cobbles. "How dare
you speak to melike that!" Her face is flushed, and the animation of her anger gives her more beauty than
her characteristic ennui. "Andreis quite right not to trust you, vile old witch that you are.” Sheturnsto
Leander. "If she speaksto melikethat again, bash her with your skillet!" In someways, Princess Felicia
isvery much her mother's daughter.

Leander, more stunned by this swift turn of events than by the knock on his head, is able to nod once or
twice, each timefighting awoozinessthat horrifieshim. "1 will do my best to carry out any orders and
ingtructions Y our Highnessiskind enough to give me," he promises her while hoping that he will not be
gck.

"Something must be done," Princess Fdliciatdlsthe others, her hands on her hips. "If wewait here, some
more of those disgusting ruffians may find us, and then who knows what might happen. We will haveto
find aparlor or. .. taproom, | suppose, where we can talk and plan.”

"There are Some of uswho might think that atgproom islikely to befilled with more ruffians,” Alfreida



sayswith asmug smile. "After seeing what the streets are like, taverns could be worse. Not that such
things matter to a creature like me, being vileand dl."

"Do you suppose that our mounts are till back at the guard station?' Princess Feliciawonders. "We
might need to move quickly once we have secured Prince Andre.”

"That isvery nearly asensble observation,” Alfreidatdls her briskly. "There areinns near the guard
station, and they might not be so hectic as here. Not that you should pay any attention to the likes of me,
of course” She sandsasif she
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has folded her arms, although her hands are still tied behind her. " Some people are very dense.”

At last Leander isback on hisfeet, and whileit istrue that heis not yet capable of walking without
weaving from sideto side, he is determined to behave properly. "Permit me td precede you, dear, dear
Princess, for it may be that there will be others wishing to evince their debased passions, and it is.not
seemly that you should be forced to endure such improbity again.”

"It might be better if the witch or the dragon goesfirst,” Princess Feliciasays when she has given the
matter alittle thought. "Not even those rascals are going to want to grab either of them. If they're so
drunk that they want to try, they'll be too drunk to be much danger." She touches Leander's forehead
again, pushing back hisbright hair from hisinjured face. "Y ou will need to take care of yourself, Leander.
Weredl depending on you."

Leander feds hisheart swell within his breast, and he has to steedy himsdlf against the nearest wall. "Oh,
there are not sufficient wordsto reved to you what your affirmation of confidence ingtillswithin me.
Courage is an inadequate word, and one that merely hints at the obligation | fed at this unexpected and
undeserved gpprobation.”

"Themuleisat the mouth of thedley," Princess Fdliciasaysprosaicdly. "It's probably best if we catchit,
and then return to the inns near the guard Station.”

"About time that something was done,”" Alfreidasaysloudly. " Some people would spend the whole night
gabbling about their sentiments instead of tending to what hasto be done." She glaresfirg a Leander and
then at Esmeralda. "Y ou make sure you keep with us, you contemptible dunder-pate! Some people are
enough to make an astute witch doubt her capacities. Not that | mean to beimmodest.” She finds herself
walking beside Princess Fdlicia, who has set off at abrisk pace.

"Say what you want, you're still tied up, and you'll remain that way." She pointsto the mule. "He's not
running avay. Can you reech him, Leander?"

"It would beworsethan folly if | failed to do so," Leander vows, sumbling after the mule which regards
him in the obdurate way of mules. Leander succeedsin catching the reinson thefirst try, which isjust as
well, snceit isdoubtful if heisupto achase.
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"Very good, Leander,” Princess Feliciacommends him with emotion. "I don't know why it is, but Snce
I've known you, I've only been bored about hdf thetime."

"Y our gracious perspicuity quite unmansme, Y our Highness," Leander says as he brings the mule closer.

Now that they are back near the main street, the noise envelops them like a suffocating blanket. Princess
Fdiciacan only make hersaf understood with quick signs and afew determined shoves. In no time, they
are making their way through the press of the crowd, Esmeraldain thelead with Alfreida, Princess Felicia
inthe middle, and Leander in the rear with the mule, his skillet now firmly clutched in hiswhite-knuckled



hand.

Thethird inn they cometo is caled the Broken Window, and it appearsto be the least busy of any of
them. Princess Feliciaorders the othersinto the main room of the inn, then she goesin search of the
landlord. "He's bound to be here somewhere, even if he's passed out behind his own taps.”

"It isnot vainglory which prompts meto say thet this apparent tergiversation displayed by our dear
Princess must be perceived asthe revelation of depths hitherto unacknowledged in her already superior
character,” Leander saysto Alfreida, possibly in an attempt to make hisversion of Smaltalk.

‘Twaddlel" counters Alfreida, keeping her eye on Esmerdda, who iswandering about theroomina
listlessway.

"Doubtless she will not be dissuaded from her determination to secure arelease for Prince Andre, no
matter what has become of him," Leander goes on, unfazed by Alfreida's uncordid attitude. "It cannot
surprise any who have had the opportunity to observe her that she would perseverein this, asin al other
matters. Her resolution must inspire usal with smiliar determination and purpose.” He hasfound a stool
to St on, but istoo well-behaved to use it until Alfreidahasfound aplace for herself.

"Hel" Alfreidasnaps, her patience with Leander almost exhausted. ™Y ou overblown quopper, 1'd turn
you into amogt anything that doesn't talk if | had my handsfree.”

Leander nods. "I have been aware since we caught you that you have nothing but disdain for those who
recelve warranted adulation from others.

Alfreidagivesalong, disgruntled hiss. "Some people would do better to consider what they say before
they say it."

"Onthis, witch, we can agree," Leander says, and is puz-
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Zled when Alfreidagtarts to stamp her feet and muitter.

Fortunately, Princess Feliciareturns just then with the landlord in tow. Thisworthy is much the worse for
wesar, having spent the greater part of the last two daysin downing libations to the new Protector
Extraordinary. He regards these intruders with bleary eyes, and decides that he must not indulge
anymore, because one of the party gathered in hisfront parlor looks decidedly green and tailed. He
remembers to bow, which he does badly, and then to wait for more instruction.

"First, somefood. No drink, sir. Then we will want to be left lone. There are two horses at the guard
gation, and you will be rewarded if they are cared for and safely here when we return tomorrow." Now
that sheisgetting the hang of being in charge. Princess Fdliciais enjoying hersdf tremendoudly.

"Asyou say, Your..." Heisn't sure of her title and has decided to say nothing rather than use the wrong
one.

"And wewill need roomsfor this evening. Onefor Leander there, and one for therest of us." She speaks
briskly, one toe tapping in cadence with her words.

Alfreidashakes her head. "Won't do any good to remain here, you goose,” she points out. "That dolt of a
brother of yours could be anywhere by now, and you won't find him by waiting for him to come
sauntering through the door."

"Asrductant as| am to endorse anything thisfrenzied cresture says," Leander says, still wishing that that
woman would st down o that he could get off hisfeet, "I must agreethat in thisinstance she displays
remarkable lucidity."

"Y ou lack-witted joltskull," Alfreida scoffs, gpparently unaware that he hasjust given her acompliment.



"l hopethat we are dl ready to take action,” Princess Feliciasayswith pluck. "And that includesthe
dragon.”

At the mention of the word dragon, Esmerdda turns toward Princess Fdlicia, excitement beginning to
replace the numbness of despair that has consumed her since she saw Prince Andre dragged away from
them.

"Landlord, get us somefood," Princess Feliciaorders, then lowers her voice asthe door closes. "While
hesaway, I'll tdll you my plan.”

Meanwhile, In the Protector Extraordinary's
Cadlle...

FOR THE FIRST day or so of celebration and festivities. Chum+-ley had amarveloustime. He had more
than enough to eat and drink, and it pleased his smple soul to be surrounded by those who were eager to
serve him. But now, heisnot as gratified as he was, for he has not been permitted to have any play toys
and everyone around him keeps asking him to tell them what to do. Thisnot only baffleshim, it is starting
toirritate him, which isarisky businesswith Chumley.

He hastaken over the Throne Room, cushions and dl, and has yet to find aredly comfortable position
on them. All the drink he has consumed has | eft him with agonging head and aterrible taste in his mouth.
Every time heis offered anew beverage, he becomes more surly. There are afew members of the court
who are beginning to suspect that the new Protector Extraordinary is not temperamentally suited to the
job.

Thusit iswith trepidation that the Captain of the Guard enters the Throne Room and abases himself in
front of the cushions. "Your..." He mumbles something that endsin "icence," snce atitle hasnot yet been
found for Chumley.

"Hurm," says Chumley.

"Ah ... thereisa.. prisoner, | think, for you to question, or whatever you want to do with prisoners.” The
Captain of the Guard fumbles with hisweapons, then getsto his knees. " Some of the townspeople found
him in the streets. He's a stranger, Y our (mumble)icence. Looksto be important.”

It takes Chumley alittle whileto digest what heisbeing told, and when heis pretty sure he hasit right, he
sayswith great ddiberation, "Chumley want see.”

"Yes. Here? Now?' He has not yet learned how Chumley wants his court conducted, and has learned
over the years not to make assumptions.
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Agan Chumley gives himsdf to laborious thought. It. makes his headache worse. "Here," he orders at
last, and in atone of voice that indicates to the Captain of the Guard that it would not be wise to keep the
Protector waiting.

The Captain of the Guard scurries from the room and goes to get the prisoner, pondering the change of
Protectors as he goes. As soon as he has Prince Andre in his custody, he warns him, ™Y ou better not
make any trouble, that'sal | can say.”

Prince Andre favors the Captain of the Guard with adisdainful look. "Why? Areyou afraid?' Heisable
to laugh, which isasamazing to him asit isto die Captain. He shakes himsdf free of the Captain of the
Guard'sgrasp. "I will come quietly. Y ou needn't maul me."

"If you think thisismauling, Sr, youre very much mistaken, | cantdll you that." The Cgptain of the Guard
isclearly insulted by the inference, and histoneis huffy. "Mauling's what we do after the Protector gives
the order, if you take my meaning, Sr.”



Prince Andre, in fact, takesit all too well, as he remembers every unpleasant tale (and mere have been so
many of them) he has ever heard of Humgudgeon. If this new Protector is haf the creature Humgudgeon
was, Prince Andrefears heisin very serioustrouble. Hetries not to think about that as he entersthe
Throne Room and bows gracefully and deeply. "Y our Mgesty.” He has no ideathat the ruler of
Addlepate might have another title. Prince Andre cdlsal rulers'Y our Mg esty out of habit and good
manners.

Chumley beetles hisbrow at this new arrival and shakes hislumpish head. "Not play toy," he says sadly.
He had great hopesfor the new arriva, but even he knows mat it would be going too far to use this
young man asaplay toy.

"Just 0, Your (mumble)icence,” says the Captain of the Guard, who remembers die very recent days
with Humgudgeon when amost anyone might be made aplay toy at hiswhim.

"Want play toy,” Chumley saysin asurly tone. "Onewill befound," the Captain of die Guard declares, a
bit sharply since he has been the one to hear most of the complaints recently.

"It isan honor to greet you, Y our Mgesty,” Prince Andre goes on in his best court behavior. "'l
understand | am thefirst foreign Royal to call upon you, whichismy great good fortune.”
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"Hurm," says Chumley, who has understood about one word in three and who istrying to son out what it
al means

Perceiving that whatever Chumley may be, he is not the capricious sort that Humgudgeon was, Prince
Andre continues with caution. ™Y our Mgesty will doubtless be planning agalato celebrate your riseto
the Throne of Addlepate. If thereisany way | might be of service during thistime, you have only to ask
meand | will place mysdlf at your disposd.”

"I wouldn't put it that way, gir, tf | wasyou," the Captain of the Guard warns Prince Andre, too late. "He
gets notions about things, you know."

Prince Andre does not know, but he does his best to appear calm. "Certainly thereis no danger in
offering to serve another ruler.”

"Astotha, sr, | couldn't say," saysthe Captain of the Guard, watching Chumley out of die corner of his
eye. "But | will say this, and it isthat we never had such aruler asthisonein Addlepate, notin al the
higory."

"Redlly," responds Prince Andre, hoping to bring out more information before he hasto speek to
Chumley again.

Chumley, who has been cleaning his nails with histeeth, looks up and says, "Wheat is celebration?”

Prince Andreblinks. "It is... aparty. Y our Mgesty. There are feasts and dances and state processions
and other smilar hgppenings.” He pauises, uncertain asto how to go on. "They can be quite pleasant,

Y our Mgesty, but they take alot of planning, and some personsfind them tiring." He recalls Queen
Hortensia's method of party preparation, which isto give agreat many (often contradictory) orders, and
then retire to her gpartment to lie on her chaise so that she might be fresh for the occasion when it findly
arives.

"Play toys?" asks Chumley wistfully.

Prince Andreis aware that this phrase has been the most prominent one on Chumley'slips, and so he
givesahearty laugh. "If that iswhat Y our Mgesty desires, then doubtless you shall have them.” Only
after he has said this does he notice that the Captain of the Guard is desperately trying to catch hiseye.
"Doubtless," he goeson, hardly missing a best, "specia arrangements will need to be made.”



"Bad idea, dir," the Captain of the Guard whispers.

"Want play toys" Chumley tells diem with determination.

"Of course, Y our (mumble)icence," the Captain of the Guard promises him mendacioudy.
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"Want play toysnow," Chumley says, with an darming-display of animation. "Play toyd"

"Just 0," the Captain of the Guard says, asif speaking to afractious five-year-old (which, inasense, he
iS). "You have only to issue your instructionsand it will be tended to." Hefed sfairly safe there, because
heisreasonably certain that Chumley isincapable of doingit.

"Your Mgesty," Prince Andre interjects, having a better sense of theway thingsare. "It would be my
privilegeto help the Captain of the Guard, and whomever else you wish, to prepare a celebration for
you. If you authorize usto do this, we will try to arrange a party that would be everything you might like."

"Play toy?" Chumley has had trouble following Prince Andre, but he hasthejist of it, and it suitshis
current frame of mind. "Lots of play toys."

"If it ispossible, naturdly well giveit highest priority.” Heisnot quite sure how thisisto be done, but he
knowsthat if heisto get out of thisplace, it will not be by might or courtesy, but by guile. "If the Captain
of the Guard might be alowed to advise me? | fear that | haven't much knowledge of how things are
done herein Addlepate.”

"Get play toys." Thishas more the sound of amandate, and Chumley, to make himsdlf clear, throwsa
goblet across the room, watching with satisfaction asit smashes againgt thewall.

"I will do everything | can, Sire," Prince Andre sayswith abow in perfect form. "May we withdraw?"

The Captain of the Guard plucks at Prince Andre's deeve. "Better not to wait for that, sir. The new
Protector don't stand much on form, if you seewhat | mean." He pulls Prince Andre toward the door,
giving more consideration to haste than form. Once they arein the hdlway and out of range, the Captain
of the Guard takes Prince Andre to task. "What was you up to, filling his head with notions about play
toys? Weve been trying to get him off that for over aday, and we were doing pretty well until you
reminded him about them. Now we shal have our hands full, and no doubt about it. He's the Protector,
but there's no denying that he's asimpleton. What he hasin mind, sir, you wouldn't want to know about.
The old Protector,” the Captain of the Guard goes on, hardly pausing for bresth before launching into a
recitation of some
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of the horrors Prince Andre would not want to hear. "Hum-gudgeon used to give thingsto Chumley, if
you know what | mean by that."

"The play toys he wants now?" Prince Andre asks, hoping to follow dl that the Captain of the Guard is
saying.

‘That'swhat he callsdiem, yes, gr, but that's not what they are, you see. Whenever someone displeased
Humgud-geon, why, held cal in Chumley to take care of the Situation. Chumley would carry off the
offender, and that was al therewastoit." Hefolds hisarms and givesavery unlovely smile. "That'swhat
the Protector wants when he says he wants play toys."

Prince Andrés browsraise. "Hewantsto... 7'
"Precisaly,” saysthe Captain of the Guard with aswift, graphic gesture at histhroat.
"And hefindsthat amusing?' Prince Andre asks, needing no answer.



"It was Humgudgeon'sfaullt, redly. He set him onto it, if you understand, Sir. He gave him the taste for it,
and now ther€'s nothing we've been able to do that fillsthe gap. 1t will probably come down to letting him
have acrimina or two every week or s0." Hesghs. "He's not as difficult as Hum-gudgeon, of course, Il
say that for him, but | can tell that thisis not going to be assmple asit seemed at fird."

Prince Andre arts to pace in the confined space. " Are the people aware of his... proclivities?'

"Oh, | shouldn't think 0, not yet. They're glad to be rid of Humgudgeon, don't you know, and so
Chumley seemsto betheir ddiverer, and an inoffensive one, at thet. Have alook around the nobility if
you want to have your hackles raised, young fellow. Not much to choose between 'em, and they're all
snapping at one another like apack of rabid dogs. They'll al be waiting for a chance to do away with the
poor looney in the Throne Room and take his place so that Addlepate can be run proper again.”

"Run proper?' Prince Andre repests, both hoping and fearing clarification.

"Y ou know, the way Humgudgeon was doing it. We're used to it here in Addlepate, and we don't like to
have our Protectors turn out to be too mild. We don't like soft rulers, the way the rest of you lot seem to.
Welike rulerswho can rule, you understand me? and no bones about it. Whenever |
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hear about other kingdoms where there aren't the sorts of niters we have here, my heart fairly sopsin my
breast, o it does, because | don't know how they go on with such astate of affairs." He breathes deeply,
lifting his chest with what he believesisjudtifiable pride. "In Addtepate, the ruler isdwaysthe one who
makesthe rest obey, and obey they do, none of this shilly-shallying around asthe rest of you seemto
like. Til take the Protector any day, no matter how tricksy he may be, against any soft-tempered ruler.
Mark my words, young fellow, it's the Humgudgeons who hold the world together, you'll seefor yourself
before you're much older."

Prince Andre does his best not to appear aghast at what the Captain of the Guard hastold him. "In the
meantime, thereisthe question of acelebration.”

"Oh, | should think we can put that off, Sir, if you follow me. It would merely give the others achanceto
do away with Chumley, and they'll do that soon and soon in any case. Well have the cooks make him
some pies and well find afew clownsfrom the carnival to come and balance plates on their noses for
him, and that should keep him happy for awhile." The Cgptain of the Guard gives an indulgent amile.

"And the... play toys?' Prince Andreinquires.

"Oh, I fancy welll think of something, young sir, and that ought to satisfy the Protector.” He chuckles
suddenly. "It'sasmple enough request to fill, compared to some of the things that Humgudgeon was
awaysasking for. Still, finding what he wantswill take alittletime, | should think." He beamsat Prince
Andre. "Y ou won't have much to do but read until the ransom arrives."

"Ransom?"' Prince Andre asks, not as surprised as he would like to be.

"Of course. Y ou didn't suppose we wouldn't hold you for ransom, did you? It wasthat or offer you as
some sort of sacrifice, but that almost ways leads to war, and with Chumley on the Throne, well, young
S, anyone can see that war would not be his strong point, not at dl.” He finds thisamusing and permits
himself to laugh at his own humor. "Well get amessenger off one of these days, and men they'll pay, and
you'll be ableto go home. It shouldn't be too unpleasant, not if you mind your manners and stay where
you're put. If you try to escape, that would be another matter, if you get my intention, and you would
havetobeputina
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dungeon cell, where who-knows-what might happen to you." Heraisesafinger in warning. "Be careful,
lad, and don't waste your time getting yoursdlf into more trouble than you're already in. We're not patient
folk herein Addlepate. Y ou'd regret being impetuous.”

"Held for ransom,” Prince Andre saysto himsdlf. "After dl this, to be held for ransom.”

"Don't get yoursdf downhearted, sir,” the Captain of the Guard says at hisjovia best. "Well seethat
you're entertained properly, and you won't sarve here."

"How good of you," says Prince Andre with a sarcasm that is entirely wasted on the Captain of the
Guard.

"Wetry to pleasg, Sir," he remarksto Prince Andre before he strolls away.

Left to himsalf, Prince Andre frowns at thewall, asif trying to decipher amessage in the stone. Heis
irritated with himsdlf for being in thisridiculous position, and heisequaly concerned that his companions
might be in aworse predicament than heis. Hetriesto think of away to find out about them, but nothing
suggestsitsalf to him, and finally he abandons the problem entirely, before he givesway to despair.

The Question of Rescue

"THAT'STHE MOST shatterpated notion anyone has come up with yet." Alfreidasneersat Princess
Fdiciaand the author of the idea she has such alow opinion of, Leander. "What's to stop the soldiers
from arresting you as you sneek into the paace, tell methat.”

"I I go in through the kitchen they should pay no notice of me," Leander says. "The perspicacity of the
kitchen g&ff isnot anissuein thisinstance.”

176 Chelsea Quinn Yarbro

"And who'sto say they won't mention thisto the Guard, and the next thing you know, you'll be in the next
dungeon, and they'll be snipping bits and pieces off you." Alfreida does one of her very best cackles.

"| am so indebted to His Highness that thereis no sacrifice | would not make on hisbehdf. If it fallsto me
that | should suffer with him, then I will submit to—"

"Oh, no youwon't," Princess Felicia sayswith determination. "If there's any sacrificing to be done, you're
not going to be the oneto do it. If anyone goesto that castle for aspy, it will not beyou.” Her elbows are
on the table and her lace cuffs are pushed up. Her rosebud mouth isset inavery firmline.

"What!" protests Alfreida, who isthe only other candidate.

"Wewill haveto arrange away for usto remain together, a least for thetime being,” Princess Felicia
goes on, paying no attention to Alfreidas outburst. "I we let ourselves be separated now, thereé's no
telling what will become of us. If we remain together, we have some chance of success.”

"Y ou could send amessage to your father, you berserk mooncalf,” Alfreida suggests, samping her feet
under thetable.

"What good would that do?' Princess Feliciaasks mildly. "He would have to find someoneto act for him,
and that would take time, and we haven't timeto spare. It isup to usto find the way to rescue him.”

"Let mereiterate my first notion,” Leander putsin. "We can disguise ourselves as entertainers—it is
appropriate for anew ruler to be entertained upon his ascending the Throne. Doubtless this Chumley is
not unlike al other new rulers, and would be pleased to receive us."

"And what then?" Princess Fdliciaasks. It has become quite dark in the tavern, and thereislittle light
from the dying fire. For the mogt part, they speak in whispers, asif wanting to share the stillness of the
hour. "Once we arein, we dare not reved our identities, and how areweto find Andre if we don't?'

"There must be ways." Leander says, shocked into ssimple declarative statement.
"Theremugt." Princess Felicias gaze wanders around the darkened room once more, and thistime lights



on the dim figure of Esmerada, where she huddles near the fire (dragons,

A BAROQUE FABLE

177

likedl thelizard clan, love hegt). "Entertainers,” she says speculatively, her eyes ill on the dragon.

"Oh, dear Princess Fdlicia, what has occurred to you? | acknowledge your right to determine the means
of rescue, and it is apparent that you have gained new inspiration. Indulge in speculation, for our benefit, |

urgeyou."

"It appearsto me," Princess Feliciasaysin careful tones, "that thereisaproblem bothin gettinginand in
getting out. We therefore have to find away to do both, and without risk, or aslittle risk as possible. If
we become entertainers, to have the chance to be admitted to the castle, then we ought to offer
something unusud." Again, her eyeswander to the dragon. "Since we aren't redl jugglersor
performers—"

"Some people are not; othersare,” mutters Alfreida. "And if | had my handsfree, | could show you a
thing or two. I'm not boasting when | say that there are many witches out there who would give haf their
herb gardensto do what | can do. It may not have occurred to you, but | am awitch of importance and
reputation, not that I mean to make much of mysdf.”

"—or have other talents that we can use," Princess Felicia goes on pointedly, "we must take advantage of
what we can do. And we do have adragon.”

"Imprecationd” Alfreidaexpostulates. "Aren't you listening to me, you jabbemoall? Istaking dl you're
good for? Some people would try the patience of atree!™

Very ddiberately Princess Feliciafolds her hands and gives Alfreidaalong, enduring sare. "Very well;
Say what's on your mind."

"Why, you could let mego. | could have usout of herein notimeat al. Everything they say about the
new Protector indicatesthat he hasn't the least magic about him, and therefore there's no one around who
could stop me. Give me the chance, and | could whisk us al away from herein the batting of an eydlid,”
She flaps her elbows, asif to prove apoint.

"And you would whisk us back to your hovel, no doubt, and into cages or worse." Princess Flicia
shakes her head briskly. "'l don't think so."

"But | could giveyou my word." Alfreida's smileis so crafty, so whally untrustworthy that even Chumley
would be skeptica about her propositions.

"What good would that be?" Princess Felicia counters even as the dragon moves forward, one small
taon lifted inwarn-
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ing. "A witch isn't bound by her word, or so Sigmund told me once, and Sigmund really does know
everything, when he can remember it."

"Drat!" ragps Alfreida.

"I will keep your suggestion in mind, however. | might yet find ausefor it. And there's no denying that
you're very picturesque. We ought to be able to use you to some effect.” Princess Felicialooks
thoughtfully at the dragon again. "I wonder if it knows any tricks?"

Hearing this, Esmeradda movesforward, her smadl front limbs lifted up. She does ashambling son of leap,
and then cavorts around the room in an ungainly but endearing fashion. Sheis prepared to do amost
anything to rescue Prince Andre.



"What an egregious display,” says Leander, much impressed (and not positively) with the dragon's
performance. " Surely you cannot wish to employ that cresture? It isadragon, and that must create many
doubtsin your mind, dear Princess. It isadangerous, unpredictable monster, and it ismost implausible
that the beast would cooperate with you in your venture. Let me be the one to enter the castle, so that
you need not expose yoursdlf to anything but the most minima danger.” He very nearly takes her handin
his, but that would be going too far.

"Itislikeyou, sweet Leander, to offer this, but | think that my ideamight have the better chance of
success. Besides, someone must guard thiswitch, and it's gpt to be a more difficult task than getting into
the castle.” Princess Feliciarises. "What's needed, | think, is some sort of costume. | believe | will go and
cut up my roseriding habit." Thisis said with the sweetest of smiles. "Come aong, witch. Y ou can advise
me"

"Pifflel" scoffs Alfreida. Then, with avery angular shrug, she gets up and goesto the door with Princess
Feica
"Have acare, dear Princess. That witch is, as you have remarked, an unpredictable and capricious being

who might attempt blandishments that would lead to your releasing her from her bonds. Y ou must permit
meto guard you."

"I won' listen to anything she says," Princess Fdiciatdlshim. "I'm merdly going to study her clothes™ If
she seesthe look of utter outrage that Alfreida gives,her, she does not acknowledgeit.

Asthe door closes behind them, Leander Stares at thefire,
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ignoring the dragon huddled near it, small plumes of pale smokerising from her nogtrils. He gives vent to
hisfedingin song:

"Ensorceled by adouble charm, | stand Between despair and my highest aspiration; Fatality has gripped
me by the hand To confound me or to grant me exdtation.

"Wereit possible, | would at once reved To that epitome of every delectation What evil charm that to
woe from wea Wrought me by malefic transformation.

"Farest Felicia, garden amid the blight Y ou, the source of all my inspiration Y ou, the dawn that
vanquishes my night And lends my heart vast revivification:

"I vow that what | tell you now istrue And smply stated—oh, do | loveyou."

Esmeraida, being Esmerdda, isvery touched by Leander's song (though, naturaly, sheliked Prince
Andre's better), and she wishes there were away she might be ableto tell Princess Feliciaabout it. On

the other hand, she would hate to embarrass Leander, so perhapsit isjust aswell that she can say
nothing of what she has overheard.

Updtairs, Princess Felicia has set to work with apair of shears, taking the elaborate lacing and braid off
her rose-colored riding habit, and then cutting back the deeves until they are only little shredded caps a
the shoulder. Next, she hacks away at the neckline until it islow enough to make Queen Hortensia,
should she ever seeit, swoon.

"Fashionsare slly these days," Alfreidagrowls at Princess Felicia as she watches the destruction of the
garment with reish. "In my day, let metell you, therewasrea grace and elegance, not like these
overdone and ridiculous things you rig yoursdlf out in today."

"Thisishardly going to be fashionable,'1 Princess Felicia says with alarming reasonabl eness.
"It doesn't matter,” Alfredasniffs. "Thethingwassdlly to
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gtart with. Look at it: no dash, no 61an, no style." She shakes her head. "When | wasagirl, you should
have seen how beautiful we were, in the laces and silks, with the standing ruffs and ribbons everywhere.
Osgood used to tell me that no one had away with spider-web lacethat | had." A reflective light comes
into her eyes. "Y ou can't imagine.”

"Very likely not," Princess Felicia says abstractedly as she does untold damage with the shears. Most of

the skirt has been snipped to an uneven hem, varying in length from knee to lower caf, and will reved far
more of her leg than it is seemly for aPrincessto reved to anyone but her nurse and her eventua Prince.
"It'sapity | haven't apair of sandds, but | suppose my dippers can be cut up, too."

"Itisn't going to work, you dunce. Y ou want to show off to that brass-haired lout in the parlor, that's al
you want to do." Alfreidaddightsin her scorn.

Thereisjust enough truth in this accusation to bring aflush to Princess Felicias cheeks. "That," she says
primly, "has nothing to do with it.”

"Nothing to do with it, nothing to do with it," Alfreidamocks. "I'm not some zany witling, you giddy-skull.
Y ou've got your little heart set on entrancing that daft crumpeter, not that you need to bother. He's
dready dizzy from you, and thisis nothing but wasted energy.”

"We haveto get my brother out of that castle,” Princess Fdliciaingstswith agood dedl of sense. "And |
believethat | and the dragon have the best chance of doing it. The other is... besde the point.” She
makes a particularly vigorous dash with the shears and the last of the petticoat is reduced to tatters.
"There. Thislooks more thething."

"For what?' demands Alfreida
"For what a dragon-tamer might wear, of course,”" Princess Feliciasayscurtly.

"Dragon-tamer?’ Alfreidaechos. "Do you redly suppose mat that deranged undersized clodhopper is
going to be any useto you? Why, sheld faint at her own shadow if she had an ounce more sense than she
does." Alfreidasguirmsin her bonds. "Let me go, and I'll help you. Left to you and Esmer-alda,
everything will gowrong."

"You cdl the dragon Esmerdda?’ Princess Fliciaa“ks with genuine amusement. "How quaint.
Esmerdda”

"Fat lot you know about anything,” Alfreida says, sulking.
A BAROQUE FABLE
181

"Y ou with your scissors and your plans, you're as crack-brained as any of them. Not that you ever had
mefooled.”

"And you don't have mefooled, either," Princess Fdlicia says. She hasto pause to choke back agiggle.
"Y ou would love to get out of the bonds and work a spell or two, to teach usal alesson, | suppose.
Then you'd be back into the Woebegone Wood, leaving us in goodness-knows-what condition. It'sa
pity you can't be trusted, becauise we could use your help, but it would be far too costly.” She makesa
few random dashes on theriding habit and then stares at it criticaly. "I think thiswill haveto doit. |
suppose | could tieit in knotsand roll it around the floor afew times, to makeit abit grimy.”

"Humph!" says Alfreidato indicate her idea of thewhole plan.

"Y es, you would say that," Princess Feliciaagrees most cordidly, which only servesto infuriate Alfreida
the more.

While Princess Feliciaties her ruined habit into several lumpish knots, she goes on, explaining her ideaas
much to hersdlf asto the witch. "Well arrive, and being only asmple maiden and her pet performing



dragon, no one will suspect that we are up to anything. Well ask if we can perform for the new Protector
and any vigting dignitaries, and then, when we are admitted to the Throne Room or the Great Hall, we
will hope that Andre will bethere. If he's not, well haveto find out where heis. Perhaps| will say that
we wish to trave to other countries and wonder if there are any visiting nobles who might give usan
introduction or a safe conduct. That would be reasonable, wouldn't it?"

"I don't know. It has nothing to do with me. It'snot my plan, and if it were, I'd know better than to use
it." Alfreidais determined to be contrary, and she doesiit very well.

"If you haven't abetter one in mind—and onethat is practicd—then thisisthe one I'll haveto use. | do
hope that your dragon wilt be able to do sometricks. If not, perhapsthe sight of her will be enough.” She
gets down on her knees and begins to scrub the knotted habit over the dusty boards. "1 must say,” she
addsreflectivdy, "1 think it's very unfair that espionage and spying and dl the rest should beleft to
hireings. It'squitealot of fun, redly. Y ou never know what's going to happen next.”

"Y ou might not like what happens next. Some people are
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very blind to redity,” Alfreida says darkly, but with anote of satisfaction.

"Y ou mean that we might be discovered and captured and al therest of it. Yes, | can seethat it could
happen, but that's what makes it interesting, don't you redize? That eement of uncertainty, what a
delightful thing itis" Satisfied with the state of the habit, she rises and beginsto untie the knots. "We had
al better degp wdl tonight. Tomorrow islikely to be ahectic day."

Into (And Out Of ) The Jaws
Of Danger

THE GUARDS OF the Protector's castle in Addlepate have seen just about everything over the years,
what with the whims of al the Humgudgeons, but most of them are surprised when apretty Gypsy-like
girl comesto the castle gate, leading asmal but genuine dragon.

"What's asweet maid like you doing here?" leers the Sergeant of the Guard (it is expected of him).

"To perform for the new Protector, and perhaps get adecent meal and afew coppersfor my pains,”
answers Princess Feliciain what she hopesisa saucy tone. She has never actually seen aGypsy, nor is
she certain what asaucy toneis, but she has an excellent imagination and it stands her in good stead.

"Y ou think the Protector would want to see the likes of you?" jokes the Sergeant of the Guard.

One of the men standing near him plucks at hisdeeve. "Y ou never know," he saystimoroudy. "Thisnew
Protector might like—"

"Yedl" barksthe Sergeant of the Guard. "Very true." Heis still more used to Humgudgeon than Chumley,
but the point, he redlizes, iswell-taken, and this new Protector has smpler
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tastes than the former had. He looks a Princess Feliciawith abold eye. "Will you give usakissfor an
open door?'

"My dragon will," Princess Feliciadeclaresfearlesdy. "I'm not for the likes of you, Officer.” Since she
isn't certain of hisrank, she decidesto choose a safetitle. "1 have alover who would break your skull
with one blow should you take libertieswith me." Which istrue enough.

The Sergeant of the Guard takesthisin good part, laughing loudly. "Fierce, aren't we. Does your dragon
eat more fire than you, wench?' He shakes his head and goesto lift the enormous exterior bolt that closes



the gate on thisside. (There is an even more enormous bolt on the other side, to hold the gate against the
occasond insurrectionigts.)

The castle of the Protector of Addlepate is nothing like the palace of Alabaster-on-Gelasta, except that
both are very large. The courtyard of the castleis gloomy, asmall, dark patch of cobbles surrounded by
towering, imposing dark granitewalls, with only occasiond windows (and very smal ones at thet) to
relieve the starkness of their fronts. Armed men are everywhere, and none of them seemsfriendly.

A skinny page runs up to Princess Feliciaand Esmeraldaand makes a doppy bow. "I'm supposed to
take you to the Protector, so the Sergeant of the Guard orders." He has a pinched, ratty face, anditis
not unlikely that thisboy will grow up to be very much like the Spy.

"Good of you," says Princess Feliciain her mogt flirtatious manner. "We're anxious to see him and his
court."

"Court?" the page asks, nonplused.
"Or whomever the Protector kegpswith him," she addswith ashrug.

The page says nothing, but he scampers off into one of the gulletlike tunnels, not quite cringing, but close
enough to make Princess Feliciaadmost fed sorry for him. If only he had some character, shethinks,
some strength to give him worth, but she can perceive nonein him.

"Come aong, dragon,” Princess Felicia orders when Esmeralda hesitates at the entrance to the passage.
"There aretorchesto light theway." Then, asif this behavior required some explanation, she says, "They
don't like the dark, you know, in strange places. It'stheir tails.”

"Oh, yes," mumbles the page as be leads them to anarrow, curving staircase.
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"Do we have to go up there?" Princess Fdliciainquires, Suspicious now.

"It leads to the Throne Room," the page tells her with an ingratiating grin.

"Why not take us by the main taircase?" Princess Feliciawonders pointedly.
"Thisisthemain saircase," the page informs her, trying to smile and making amull of it.

"Oh. W, it might be difficult for the dragon,” Princess Feliciadeclares, thinking that if getting up ishard
going, coming down is sure to be worse. She redizeswith chagrin that she had not anticipated such a
problem when she worked out her plan. Sternly she banishes her gpprehension, and signasto Esmeralda
to follow her.

"Watch out for thetrip Sairs," the page warns. " There are two of them.”
"How clever," Princess Fdiciasays, trying not to becometoo irritated with the Stuation.

Outsde the Throne Room, the Captain of the Guard iswaiting with four soldiers, al standing at attention
with wegponsin hand. Thisis hardly encouraging, but Princess Feliciatosses her head and swaggers past
them, making sure that they dl can see sheisunafraid and wholly ableto handle herself. Sheisabit
miffed that they do not see through her disguise enough to bow to her, asisonly proper, but she does her
best to reconcile hersdlf to lowly position.

"An entertainer, Protector,” the page announces as the Captain of the Guard lets him and Princess Fdlicia
and Esmerada through the door.

Chumley islying back on the cushionstrying to play cup-and-ball, with very little success. No matter how
he tossesthe ball on the string, it never ssemsto land in the cup. Heis glad to abandon the pursuit and to
let someone e se do the work for the time being. "Hurm!" he declares as he catches sight of the dragon.

"Your Mgesty,” Princess Fdliciasays as she snksinto a perfect curtsy (sheisaswell-mannered as her



brother). "My dragon and | are here to entertain you." Nothing in her face revealsthe shock shefedsat
the sight of the new Protector Extraordinary. Extraordinary indeed! shetells herself. Hum-gudgeon she
was prepared for, but Chumley... She concedls her bafflement and startsinto the little speech she
concocted
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the night before. "Y our Mgesty, my pet and | are here to astound you with our skills. Y ou and your
court, your guests, are invited to watch and wonder as we perform for your entertainment.”

"Play toy?' Chumley asks hopefully.

"l beg your pardon?' says Princess Felicia, thinking she has misunderstood.

"Want play toy,” Chumley tdllsher, sghing deeply.

"Wewill... uh ... try our best,” Princess Fdliciasays, looking toward the page and the Captain of the
Guard for some hint asto what isgoing on.

"These aren't play toys, Y our (mumble)icence,”" saysthe Captain of the Guard firmly. "They areto watch.
They will amuseyou. Youll likeit."

Chumley shakes his head with disappointment, then lowers his eyes, the better to stare at the dragon's
feet. "Funny," hetels Princess Felicia

"Apparently,” Princess Feliciaagrees. "If there are any others?' She had assumed that it would smply be
amatter of finding the Protector to find Prince Andre, and now sheis becoming confused. She forces
hersdf to think clearly. She turnsto the page and the Captain of the Guard. "It might be best if we had a
larger audience. It is easier to perform when there are afew more people, and it might makeit... more
enjoyablefor the Protector?" If they refuse her, she does not know what she will do next.

"| take your meaning, Miss" saysthe Captain of the Guard with aknowing wink. "Not very attentive, our
Protector.”

"So it seems," Princess Feliciasays, trying not to sound too much like herself.

"Wll, you get started and I'll seewhat | can do about bringing afew more peoplein. There are one or
two nobles hanging about who might like to watch adragon, though, if you'll pardon my mentioningit,
that isn't much of abeast, isit?'

"She'syoung yet, Captain,” Princess Feliciainformshim crisply. "It's best to train them young.”
"l should think so," saysthe Captain of the Guard as he goesto the door. "Back in abit. Start with the
easy things, asyou might say. No sense wasting the best on him."

Ordinarily, Princess Feliciawould retire to her gpartments and stare dreamily out the window when
eventsfrudrate her,
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but sheisnot a home in Alabaster-on-Gelasta, and she has no gpartmentsto retire to. For the first time,
she beginsto think that excitement might not be dl that it is supposed to be. While Princess Feliciawould
never use aword like afraid, shewill admit to afew quams, which in her case Is much the same thing.
She forces hersdlf to stand straight and to smile, and she pulls on the lead to bring Esmerada closer.
"Bow to the Protector, dragon,” she orders.

Esmeradadashes her tail to the side and does the best she can to bow. Her thoughts are awash with
dismay, but sheis determined to do al that she can to help save Prince Andre, and if dancing for this
ungainly lump of a Protector will be useful, sheisdeterminedto doit.



"Very good,” Princess Fdliciasays, patting the dragon's shoulder (she does not like the way the scales
fed under her hand, but that isa small price to pay), and wishes that she had some sort of treat to give
the dragon for doing well, though she hasn't any ideawhat dragons like astrests. She knowsthat it is
carrots and apples for horses and bones and old socks for dogs, but dragons?

"Hurm, hurm," goes Chumley in appreciation.

"Now the dragon and 1 will dancefor you, Sire," says Princess Felicia, sorry that there are no musicians
to play for them. "The dragon will begin." She tugsthe lead. "Now, dragon, dance.”

Asadgirl, Esmerddadances with alithe grace that istruly breathtaking. Asadragon, thereaction is not
so favorable. She shufflesforward three steps, then hops sideways, trying to keep to some steady rhythm
but without much success. Spinning is even harder, since her tail drags behind her, and when shetriesto
stop, it pulls her around farther. Staggering and a bit dizzy, she lurchesto the Side again, dmost loses her
footing, and then rocks back on her tail, kangaroo-style, to keep from falling.

For any other audience, this performance might be greeted with derision, but Chumley is absolutely
enchanted. He bundles his cushions al around him and braces his e bows on his knees and his chin on his
knuckles as he gives die dragon hisrapt attention.

Noticing that sheis getting more success than she anticipated, Princess Feliciais happy to take advantage
of it. "Dance, dragon,” she urges Esmeralda. "The Protector is pleased with you."
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This does not please Esmerddaas much asit pleases Princess Felicia; she has had more experience with
those of uncertain temper and intellect than the Princess has, and it has taught her severd worrisome
lessons. She hops back onto her feet and beginsto do adow sort of skip, hoping that she will keep her
bal ance as she careens around the room.

Chumley whoops hisddight.

Thisisnot at dl what Princess Feliciahad in mind when she came up with her plan, and now that itis
going SO strangdly, sheis becoming flustered. She pulls hard on the lead and clears her throat. " Dragon,
sop.”

"Want more!" Chumley protests, not at al gracioudy. He glowers at Princess Feliciaand waitsfor her to
obey him.

"Inamoment. Your Magesty," Princess Fdliciasays, bowing to him. "Dragonstire easily when indoors,
and then they cannot control their flames. Y ou don't want the room to caich fire, do you?"

Chumley does not understand al this, but he knowswhat fireis, and heisdimly aware that dragons can
do it. He leans back, not wanting to push the little luck he has. "Dance," hetells her, but more asa
request than an order.

"Shortly, Sire," Princess Fdlicia promises him. "In the mean time, the dragon will balance on onefoot.”
From what she has seen of Chumley, Princess Feliciaisfarly certain that will satisfy him for thetime
being.

Esmeradaquivers, not sure she can perform this feat, but willing to try. She finds a spot in the center of
the room and carefully shiftsall her weight onto her left rear foot, gradudly raising theright, and findly,
her tail. The support is precarious, but sheisableto do it for more than aminute.

Chumley's ddight isamost boundless. He dams his huge pamstogether in applause and rolls on the
cushions like an enormous kitten waiting for anew mouse. "Good. That good!" he hollers.

Princess Felicia keeps her opinion to hersalf and hopesfervently that they bring her brother quickly, for
sheiscertain that the longer this goes on, the more reluctant Chumley will beto part with the dragon,



which would hardly befair to the beast, and which Prince Andre would not permit, in any case. "Now,
dragon, rall over."

Esmeraldais offended by this suggestion, and she wants to scream out that she is not a puppy, but al that
shecan doishiss, and then try to think of how to manage the thing. Her
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Before this command can be executed, the door opens and the Captain of the Guard returnswith haf a
dozen menintow. "Thisiswhere the dragon is, and you're to watch it with the Protector," heisteling
them in abrusque fashion. "Find places to stand, and mind you don't upset the Protector. Heshad a
difficult day, if you follow my meaning.”

One of the men, agrizzled veteran more than half gonein drink, gives Princess Feliciaableary greeting,
then, when hereachesthewall, hefallsback againgt it, diding down it dowly until he ends up In asnoring
heap.

"Wait alittle longer, Miss. Therell be afew more coming." The Captain of the Guard gives her agesture
of encouragement. "He seemsto take to the dragon, by thelooks of it."

Annoyed at thisinterruption, Chumtey pounds his cushionswith hisfigs. "Want see play! Want seetrick!
Now!" Thislast order isin stentorian tones.

"Shortly, Your Mgesty," Princess Fdliciasays, attempting to be charming to him. "The dragon hasto do
thingsdowly."

"NOW!" belows Chumley.

Thisis more frightening than what has come before (little as Princess Feliciawould like to admit it), and
she seeksto find away to please the Protector without making the dragon completely miserable.
"Dragon, | don't need you to roll over yet, but for the time being, | want you to hop and skip again.
These gentlemen have not seen you hop and skip.” It pleases Princess Felicia that the dragon understands
her so well, and she beginsto think that she has underestimated the intelligence of the beest.

Obediently Esmeralda beginsto hop and skip, doing her best not to get too near any of the men who
have come into the room. Mogt of them remain sllent, but Chumley makes up for them dl, hooting and
clapping in the most persstent way.

"Not much of atrick, if you ask me," says one of the newcomers. "Hop on onefoot, hop on the other. |
ask you, what's so remarkabl e about that?"

"A dragon'sdoingit,” one of the others reminded him.

"Thereisthat,” thefirgt says philosophicaly. "Still, not much of atrick, if you ask me. If it juggled at die
sametime, that might be better.”

"Dragons havetalons," die second points out. "Probably can't juggle.”
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"Oh," saysthefirg, losng interest entirely.

Little as she wantsto admit it, Esmeraldais beginning to tire. Her feet are sore and her tail is so heavy
that her muscles are sarting to ache as she pullsit around. It's one dung to manage walking, shethinks as
she continues her ungainly jig, but this dancing and performing are more than she's ready to do. Only the
hope of getting Prince Andre out of this place keeps her going. Under any other circumstance, shewould
want to faint from embarrassment, since she knows sheisdoing her dancing badly. It'sal right, shetries



to console hersdlf. They don't expect as much of dragons.

"Rear back on your tail, dragon,” commands Princess Fdlicia, who is, in astrange way, enjoying hersalf.
"Tdonsup!"

With less alacrity than she had shown at first, Esmeralda does as she is commanded.

"Want more! Hurm, hurm, hurm! Want more!™ crows Chumley. The men of his court try very hard to act
asif diey are here by accident.

As Esmeraldarocks down off her tail, the door opens again, and another eight men are rudely shoved
into the room. Prince Andreis one of tiiem. Esmerddanearly fals over as she catches sight of him.

If Esmeraldais shocked, it is nothing compared to Prince Andre's reaction. He recognizes hissister at
once, and gasps at the ridiculous clothes sheiswearing. At the sametime, he seeshisdragon, and heis
horrified mat it should be brought into aplacelike this. He flushes with indignation.

"Now, turn, dragon,” Princess Fdliciaorders sharply. "Quickly!"

Chumley'sddight a diisis boundless. He guffaws and pounds die pillows, feding happier tiian he has
since he made Humgudgeon his play toy. His noisy outbursts cover Prince Andre's reaction.

"Felicial What do you mink you're doing, bringing my dragon here?!

"Hush, Andre; were rescuing you," Princess Fdliciaresponds merrily. "We're dmost ready.”

"What are you—" Heis not able to finish because Chumley gets up from his cushions and lumbers
forward, his massive arms out, preparing to embrace the dragon.

"Want dragon. Want play with dragon. Want play. Chum-
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ley want dragon to play.” For Chumley, thisisalong and complex speech, and some of the courtiersare
impressed in spite of themselves.

Thisistoo much for Esmerada, who has been pushed to the limit. It is one thing to dance for that hideous
cregture, but to have to play with him is more than sheiswilling to bear. She swings her tail around,
catching Chumley acrossthe legs and sending him caroming into the wall, knocking over two courtiersin
the process.

"Now, now," warnsthe Captain of the Guard from the door, his wegpon swinging forward.

Esmeradaflings her long-snouted head back, opens her mouth and breathes out four feet of flame, and
watches with unacknowledged satisfaction as the Captain of the Guard retrests, leaving the way clear for

escape.

"Now!" Princess Felicia cries, seizing the moment and her brother's arm as she bolts for the door,
shouting to the dragon to clear the way.

In the doorway, Esmerada turns and spews out another fiery breath. She gives hersdlf only afew
seconds to watch the hangings and the cushions start to smolder before she rushes for the twisting
dtaircase where Princess Fdliciaand Prince Andre are waiting for her.

They tumble down the stairs, and at the foot, Esmeralda once again shows her pyrotechnic talents,
bringing severd littlefiresand agreat deal of chaosto the hdls and courtyard that front the castle. They
rush across the courtyard asthe portcullisis being lowered, itslong spikes descending on the avenue to
their freedom.

"Rall!" shouts Prince Andre, following his own order and dropping to hisside. He drags Princess Felicia
after him and reaches out for the dragon (heis more worried about the dragon man hissister, since the
dragon is so specialy his) as he passes under the letha spikes. He hearshisdeeverip ashe didesfree.



Esmerdda gives ahissand an involuntary belch of flame asthe portcullis snags afew scales of her tail.
She scramblesto her feet and turns on die soldiers on the other side of the iron barrier. She givesthem
onelast dose of her fire, then lurches after Princess Feliciaand Prince Andre, who are shouting to her to
follow.

The three fugitives dart down the nearest Side street (most of the streetsin Addtepate are side streets),
hoping to etude
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any possible pursuit. They shove passersby and vendors out of their way, and when a donkey stubbornly
blockstheir path, it is Esmera dawho rushes forward to shove it out of the way. They continue until al
three of them are out of breath and they are thoroughly lost.

"What..." pants Prince Andre "ever possess... ed you to ... try an... idiot stunt like... that?"
"Wegot... you out, didn't we?' answers Princess Felicia, breathlessas heis.

"I would have... managed it somehow,” hetells her, clearly offended at the implication that he would
require rescue.

"But when?' Princess Feliciaasks, dill gulping air.
"Soon," ishisevasve answer.

"But why wait? We... didn't know what was... happening to you, and for dl... we knew, you were being
tortured, or worse." She pauses, one hand to her throat.

"I would have managed,” Prince Andreinssts, sulking alittle.
"No doubt, but we wanted to help,” Princess Felicia says, and thereis no arguing with this.

‘Thank you," Prince Andre says, more surly than polite. "But why did you haveto... bring my dragon?
She might have been hurt.”

"/ might have been hurt,” Princess Fdliciareminds him, abit offended hersdlf.

"Yes," Prince Andre says hadtily. "I didn't mean that the ... way it sounded. But Fdlicia, the dragon... how
could she know what might happen?Y ou exposed both yoursdlf and her to redl trouble when you
brought her dong." He reaches out and pats his dragon's shoulder. "And look—she's got acut in her
tal.

"And you'vegot aripinyour coat," Princess Feliciapointsout. "And it seemsto me having the dragon
aong was very lucky. Without the dragon, we wouldn't have got out of there so easily.” Sheis
determined not to have her adventure blighted by her brother. "I think that we did very well, getting you
out theway wedid."

Prince Andre sets hisjaw. "Of course,” he grates. "But only because of my dragon.”
"Of course" Princess Fdiciasays, willing to let him have that much.

Hearing this, Esmeradais both thrilled and oppressed. She
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would have done anything to save Prince Andre, and sheis glad that they are dl out of that terrible castle,
but it pains her to think that al sheisto Prince Andreisaclever pet, whileto her, heisthe sun and the
moon and the stars (and unlike Peter Pan, heis not achild). Sheisaso worn out. All that dancing and
running and flaming has | eft her exhausted. Shetriesto persuade hersdlf that some of her misery comes
from that exhaustion rather than her disgppointment, and to some degree, she succeeds.



When, an hour or so later, Prince Andre, Princess Feliciaand the dragon arrive at the western gate to the
city, they find Leander (in aperfect frenzy of gpprehension), Alfreida (her hands till tied), and their
mounts al waiting for them and their last stage of the journey back to Alabaster-on-Gelasta.

"Oh, my dear Princess," exclaims Leander as he catches Sight of the bedraggled company dragging out of
the gate. "What dreadful thing has befdlen you? Do not hesitate to tell me, for thereis no burden, no
matter how onerous, that would not be a privilege for meto bear for you."

Affectionisadrangething. If Prince Andre had said anything half so doppy asthat, Princess Felicia
would have been outraged and been so angry that she might not have spoken to him for days, but sinceit
isLeander who has sad it, she gives atremulous smile and very nearly burstsinto tearsfor this
expression of concern. "Oh, Leander, you're so good," she sighs.

"Altercationd" Alfreidaexpostulatesin disgust. 'That goose of a Princess hasn't learned athing!™

"Y ou need not fear that anything you relate to me would decrease by an iota the fondness and respect
that fillsme. Y ou are so far above any mishap, dear Princess, that your qudities would shinefrom the
depths of atarn." Leander does not forget himself as hewould like, but goes so far asto take her hand in
his. "What other woman isasintrepid as you, as courageous as you? What other woman would risk so
much for abeloved brother?"

Deep insde hersdf, Esmerddawants to shout, "1 would! | did!" but being adragon, she only lets out
two exasperated plumes of smoke and hangs her head unhappily.

Prince Andre reaches over and gives her agentle pat. "Y ou're agood, brave dragon. Y ou did as much
asmy sgter, didn't you?"'

A BAROQUE FABLE

193

"Petsare hardly the samething," Leander says, determined to keep Princess Felicia cast in the role of
absolute heroine.

"Some people can't blink for blinders," declares Alfreidaat her most cryptic.

Prince Andre goes dowly to Hyperion, who has been regarding al thiswith ajaundiced eye. "Wed
better get under way," he tdlsthe others. "We won't be home until tomorrow afternoon, asthings are
going now, and that's not a moment too soon for me."

Obediently the othersfal into their positions, and then they start off toward Alabaster-on-Gelasta,
content to go at adow and steady pace as they make their way home.

A Very Grand Finde

WHEN THE DRAGON-HUNTING party wakes on their last day of adventure, Leander at once
proposes that as soon as he has finished making their breakfast, he should hurry on ahead to inform all of
Alabaster-on-Gelasta of the coming triumphant return. "For, as'Y our Highnesses are no doubt aware,
Their Mgesties are greatly concerned for your welfare and must be eager to learn that you have escaped
al danger unscathed.”

"That'snot abad ideg," Prince Andre saysreflectively. "I'll tell you want, Leander; when we're through
with breskfast, saddle Hyperion. | don't mind riding one of the other animals. In fact, it iseasier for the
dragon to travel with the donkey than with Hyperion."

"Y our Highness!" Leander cries. "l am overcome with so great an honor. To be permitted to ride that
superb animd, to be alowed to carry the news on so fine ahorsg, it istoo much distinction for me.”

"Well, | doingst,” Prince Andre sayswith asmile. "1t would be faster, and you'd like the ride better."
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"Y our Highness," Leander begins, aware that he should offer further protest, but unable to summon up
the courage to turn down Hyperion,

"Leander,” Princess Feliciasays, her huge eyesturned toward him. "I think you should do as Andre
suggests. It isfitting that you should carry such good news on Hyperion. It is more appropriate than for
you to ariveonamule.”

‘That isvery right," Leander says, deciding to accept the offer. "For an occasion of thisnature, | do
redize that it behooves meto present such tidings in the most worthy manner possible, and for that
reason, and that reason aone, | humbly accept that magnificent horse as my mount. Do not fear that in o
doing | will have notionsthat are above my lot inlife, for that is not the case.”

"Goodness, gracious, no," Prince Andre says, atwinklein hiseyes.

Princess Feliciaglares a her brother before she once again gazes at L eander. "Hasten to Roya Mama
and Roya Pagpaon my... our behalf, and tell them that they can prepare for rgoicing. They'll know what
to do; they've done it many times before." A touch of her old boredom comes back into her voice. "It will
be much the same asaways."

"| trust not, Y our Highness," Leander tells her with strong emation, "for nothing in their reign has come
closeto this event for remarkableness and accomplishment. Do not fear that your feats will go unnoticed
and unsung; you have my word that Their Mgestieswill know dl of what has transpired on this
momentousjourney.”

Alfreida, who haslistened to L eander's rhapsodizing with increasing disdain, now says, "Doesthat dolt
talk in his deep, do you think? Some people are beyond all patience.”

No one pays any attention to the witch, except Esmerada, who gives her aworried look before tagging
after Prince Andre.

"Y ou're getting very tame, dragon,” Prince Andre says as he suits his pace to Esmerddas. That's
wonderful. | never knew it would be such fun to have adragon.”

Funisnot the word that Esmeralda would choose, but she ducks her head, hoping that he will understand
thenod for what it is.

"I'm going to mink of something niceto do for you after | present you to Royal Mamaand Royd Papa
They'll be
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impressed, | know they will. Perhaps Sigmund will have a suggestion or two." Hefrownsabit at the
thought. "It might not be possible to find out what they are, just at firgt, but in time he's bound to come up
with something.”

Leander has dmost finished making the breakfast crumpets, and he can now devote more of his attention
to Princess Feliciaagain. "While ride, dear Princess, you have my every assurance that my thoughts will
be with you. Wereit possbleto bein two places a once, | would not leave you to complete this errand,
but | am constrained to perform thistask, and so great isthe honor of the commission that | beseech you
to forgive mefor leaving your sde."

"How sweet you are, Leander,” Princess Feliciasays, looking at him through her lashes. "Perhapsin time,
Royd Papawill favor you with advancement for dt the service you have performed for us.”

So gresat is Leander's emotion that for once al he can do is offer Princess Feliciaa crumpet and stare at
her with hopelesslonging.

The med is soon over, and Leander once again has Princess Felicias help for packing the pavilions and



loading the animals before he has to saddle Hyperion.

It istrue that Hyperion isamagnificent horse, with afine, arched neck, smdl, aert ears, abeautiful head
and the conformation of the best of hisline. Almost any rider would look good on him, and Prince Andre
certainly makes afinefigure on hisback. But Leander, even in hissmple garments, is so impressive that
even Alfreida has to admit that he is aremarkable vision: Leander's staggering good looks and his
superior horsemanship make the sight of him on the destrier enough to take the breath away.

"Herideswdll," Prince Andre saysto Princess Felicia as they watch him head off.
"Yes," she breathes, with aworld of comment in that single word.

"For atotal noddy, he's convincing on ahorse, I'll say that much," Alfreidagrowls. "Pity he hasn't got any
common sense from his curlsto hisbig toes.™

Prince Andre chuckles. "Careful there, witch; you're getting soft.” Heindicates their other mounts. "Time
tobegoing."

Princess Felicialets her brother give her aleg up into the
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saddle, and she adjusts her leg over the horn (being a proper Princess, she rides sidesaddle—and hates
it), and fixes the drape of her skirt so that its pleats and folds fan out aong the Sde of her horse. "I'm
ready," she says, and giggles at the Sght of Prince Andreriding adonkey.

"It doesn't bother the dragon and the dragon doesn't bother it,1' Prince Andre says with atouch of huff in
histone as he givesthe signa for them to Sart.

Traveling at agood clip on Hyperion, Leander reaches the gates of Alabaster-on-Gelasta not long after
midday. He passes through the gates (which, naturaly, are not guarded) and goes up the wide, tree-lined
avenues toward the palace. Everywhere people turn to look at him, to point and smile and whisper as he
continues on hisway.

A groom takes charge of Hyperion once Leander has reached the palace and dismounted, and Leander
hurries at once to the Throne Room, rehearsing in hismind al that he hasto tell King Rupert and Queen
Hortensa

At the door to the Throne Room, heis stopped by not one, but two pages. L eander recognizes Francis
(or Frances), but the other isanew and unfamiliar face—in fact, the faceis so ordinary that Leander
forgetsit amost at once. (The new page is none other than the Spy, who has cometo his senses at last
and knows agood deal when he seesone.)

The new page throws open the door to the Throne Room and calls out: " The crumpet-baker has
returned, Y our Mgesties," men stands aside so that Leander can enter and bow with exquisite grace to
the King and Queen.

King Rupert sets aside hisknitting, an expression of interest on hiskindly festures. Besde him, Queen
Hortensamoves her lace handkerchief from under one brimming eyeto the other. "Oh, don't tell me the
dreadful news. I cannot bear to learn that my blossoms have been blighted.”

"Knit two... ahal" King Rupert has heard al of Queen Hortensids predictions of disaster sncethe
dragon-hunting party left, and so he pays them little heed. However, the announcement that Leander is
back gets his attention.

Leander dropsto hisknee, the very image of the knights of old, and so indescribably magnificent that itis
difficult to imagine him amere crumpet-baker. "I am come, a the behest of Their Highnesses, to impart
to you the detals of agreat and remarkable victory."
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"A victory?' King Rupert repests with growing excitement. "Francisl And you other one! Bring Sigmund
and the Professor to the Throne Room at once. Leander has brought us news."

"At once, Your Mgesty," say two voices from beyond the door, followed at once by the sharp sound of
retreating footsteps.

"Imagine that, my dearest,” King Rupert saysto Queen Hortensia. "A victory, and so soon. Isn't dial
adightful."”

"If only it proves not to be Pyrrhic,” Queen Hortensia saysin hollow accents. She hasbeen caught upina
welter of noble suffering and she is not about to stop it without very good reason.

"Oh, | doubt that it is anything so questionable asthat,” King Rupert soothes her, doing his best not to be
put out at her attitude. "L eander would not have | eft them to cometo us, if that were the case. Would
you, Leander?"

"To do so reprehensible athing, | would have to forsake al honor and abrogate my oath aswell. Rest
assured, Your Mgesties, | bring no word of disaster or unpleasantness. Thereis cause for rgjoicing.”
Leander lays his hand over his heart, looking with clear-eyed fortitude from King Rupert to Queen
Hortensa

"Rgoicing, did you hear that, my love?' King Rupert says as he puts his knitting aside for the moment.
"When the pages return, one of them must go to the kitchen to give ordersfor afeast.”
"The crumpet-baker can do that,” Queen Hortensia states.

"Why, s0 he can," King Rupert tells her, "but then we should have to wait to learn of what has happened
to Andreand Felicia, and | hardly think that iswhat you would wish. | know that | am eager to learn of
their adventures. Y ou would say that they had adventures, wouldn't you, Leander?' King Rupert asks,
seeking corroboration.

"Definitely that," Leander says, o succinctly that an uneasy quiet descends when he does not eaborate.

"How exciting," King Rupert declares, and |ooks up as the Throne Room door opens and Professor
Ambicopernicus stridesiin, yet another enormous tome in his hands. "'Professor, comejoin us. Leander is
going to tell usal about the dragon hunt once Sigmund arrives.”

"Leander hasreturned?' Professor Ambicopernicus says,
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and then coversthis gaffe by saying, "Late last night it seemed that the stars promised events of great
portent.”

"How splendid,” King Rupert says as he picks up hisknitting again. "It must be very reassuring to be able
to see such thingsin the stars. They're a perfect muddle to me, but thereit is. Some are gifted that way,

and others are not. Y ou've devoted your life to the study, and thereitis: you're able to foresee these
events. Knit one, yarn over, knit two..."

"That can be the results of study, but few can interpret with accuracy al that iswrit there," the Professor
says portentoudy. No oneis paying much attention.

"How my heart quivers at the thought of what my adorable babies have endured,” Queen Hortensia
announces to the room, but does not yet elaborate.

"Professor, you must have some notion of what Leander will tell us. How jolly for you." King Rupert
returnsto hisknitting again, but now heis humming.

"Sigmund Snaffiebrain, Y our Mgegties," saysthe Spy as he shoves the wizard through the door.



"Excdlent, excdlent,” King Rupert enthuses. "Now, page, whoever you are, go to the kitchens, will you,
and tell mem to prepare avictory feast. They'll know best what it'sto be. Since the weather is so fine, we
can plan to have it on the terrace, that's the ticket. Knit two, purl three, knit two. Gracious, thisis o
exciting that | can hardly keep track of my sitches."

Sigmund blinks benignly at the personsin the Throne Room. "Isthere... was|... What ... T

"Leander isabout to tell us of the dragon hunt, Sigmund. | knew you'd want to hear." King Rupert
motions hiswizard closer to the throne, in what might be adistinction for the wizard, but ismorelikely a
precaution againgt his straying during the tale that Leander isgoing to tell.

"Oh, Leander," Sigmund says, asif he believesit issignificant or perhgps associated with something he
had aready said (and it probably is, though who knowswhen he said it).

Leander, gill on hisknee, inclines his head to the wizard. "The Princess Fdiciaand Prince Andre are
mogt grateful to you for the protection you granted them," he sayswith enviable sncerity.

"Oh?' Sgmund remarks, clearly unaware of what has been said to him.
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"Tell usabout the dragon hunt, Leander,” King Rupert suggests. "Were dl here now and we're listening.”

Obediently, Leander takes adeep bresth and begins his narrative. "May it please Y our Mgesty to hear:
we went, as you know, through neutral territory on our way to the Woebegone Wood. It was not an
unpleasant journey, though the Princess stood in peril for much of the time, and her couragein
withstanding these hazards was such that the most benighted of savages must admire her and acclaim her
qudity and character. Prince Andre showed himsdlf determined to pursue the dragon and was most
decisive on his course, no matter the risks that were associated with the venture.”

"Riskd" moans Queen Hortenda.

"Eventudly, theinitial and minima obstacles overcome, it was possible to reach the Woebegone Wood
itsalf, and once we entered its forbidding borders, it was of primary importance to find an appropriate
location for our camp so that Princess Felicianeed not be exposed to any greater unpleasantness than
was absolutely necessary.” Here Leander pauses, Sighing with the force of his sentiments at this memory.
"| cannot begin to express adequatdly the fortitude that Princess Felicia showed while on the journey and
once camped in the Woebegone Wood. Many another would have fled from the place and not be
thought craven for the action. Whether dedling with mdiciousinnkeepers or only ading in the selection of
apreferred campsite, the Princesswas at al times composed and admirable in her deameanor, and her
behavior provided an excellent exampleto dl of us."

"Who would have thought that of Felicia, my dear?' King Rupert asks, plying his needleswith energy.
"Goodness, how very exciting thisis. Do go on, Leander. Y ou say that once you reached the
Woebegone Wood, you made camp?’

"Inaclearing, Your Mgesty," Leander confirms.
"Good placefor... you know..." Sigmund begins, but is distracted by some inner reflection.

"Most enterprising. Y ou should listen to this, my love," King Rupert says, trying to coax Queen Hortensia
out of the brown study she hasfaleninto.

"Oh, Toby." Her mouth quivers, and her handkerchief is brought into play once more.

"Just asyou wish," King Rupert says with the ghost of asigh. He has grown used to Queen Hortensia
after dl these
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years, but he has never lost hope entirely. "Pray continue, Leander. Thisisfascinating.”

"We had bardly established our camp when night fell. In such a place as the Woebegone Wood, night is
adreadful ming, and it was made more hideous by the meanings and howlings of terrible mongters.™” (Itis
not likely that the Trolls would want to have their performance described in thisway, but no artist truly
likescritics) He squareshisjaw. "It lasted dl through the night and made deep very difficult. Only the
noble determination of Their Highnesses sustained us through that night. It was most inspiring to see that
inthe morning, Princess Feliciawas able to bring hersdf to est amorsd of food and to make light of the
ordeal that had passed.”

"Oh!" cries Queen Hortensia. "My dearest child; so like

me.

"Fdiciaisnt so fragile, by the sounds of it, dearest. Y our nerves are more senditive,” King Rupert tells her
with adisplay of the diplomacy that has made Alabaster-on-Gelasta the happy placeitis. Henodsto
Leander and gives aforceful thrust with his knitting needles.

"Once the morning was underway, Prince Andre set off in search of the dragon.”
"Very proper," Professor Ambicopemicus approves.

"It was a harrowing time for Princess Felicia," Leander goes on, returning to hisfavorite theme. " She was
required to remain in camp, and she listened to the cries and shouts that issued from the unknown depths
of the Woebegone Wood as His Highness chased the dragon.”

"The Woebegone Wood isthat sort of place, as| remember,” Professor Ambicopemicus says
reflectively.

King Rupert hesitates. "Wait, Leander. Y ou say that Prince Andre chased the dragon?

Leander would much rather speak about Princess Felicia, but he knowsit is best to answer such direct
guestions. "Oh, yes. With energy and purpose.”

"The dragon didn't chase him?" King Rupert goes on, just to be certain.

"Not that | am aware of, Your Mgesty," Leander sayswith

utter candor.

"Curious. Do resumethetae, Leander." Contentedly, he resumes hisknitting.
"It happened that in the course of the pursuit, the dragon
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turned toward the camp itself, and was prepared to assault it. When this dire beast appeared, it greatly
menaced the Princess, who endured the horrid sight aslong as her gentle eyeswould bear the vision, and
then she swooned.” Leander lowers his head in chagrin, asif the telling brought new shameto him.

Queen Hortensagives ashriek and claps her hand to her brow. "I don't believe | can bear to hear this."

"Nonsense, my love, you will be the better to learn how they escaped the danger, for they must have
done so, mustin't they, Leander?' King Rupert intervenesin his most amiable and reasonable manner.
"Goodness, if anything terrible had happened, Leander would not be here like thisto tell us about it.”

True; very true," says Sgmund, dthough it isnot certain if heis speaking about this or some other matter
entirely.

"Asl| have said," Leander resumes with some force, "the beauteous Princess swooned at the sight of the
monster. |, your humblest of servants, your most devoted subject, stood by the Princess, prepared to



defend her to the last drop of my life's blood. The dragon charged upon us, and it was only through the
greatest good fortune that Prince Andre fended it off, and then captured it." He pausesto regain his
breath and to alow the others a chance to speak.

"I knew | should never have let them go," Queen Hortensa sobs.

"So Prince Andre captured the dragon!” King Rupert exclaims. "Why, thisisexcellent news. Tell us
more, Leander."

He hardly needs such an invitation. "The Princess was saved and—"
"Mercy!" Queen Hortensiabursts out.

"Yam over, change hands, knit two, and try it again," King Rupert says, trying to salvage his knitting.
"Please, do let Leander finish, dearest. Go on, Leander.”

"Yes," Leander declares. "The Princess was saved. Her lustrous eyes opened upon the world again. She,
asistypicd of her, ingsted that she was ableto aid her brother in his securing of the dragon, and thenin
capturing awitch who was lurking in the Wood and in some way influencing the dragon. It was more
gppalling than you can imagine. Our intrepid Prince was able to confine the witch so that she could not
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work any of her malignant spells upon us, or upon the dragon. By night, the terrible monsters returned
and tried to do us mischief, but in thiswe were fortunate, for Sigmund's protective powder saved the
Princessfrom any harm.”

"My powder?' Sigmund asks, not certain which oneisbeing discussed.

"The powder!" Queen Hortenda agrees, her expression changing. " Sigmund's powder. Y ou told me you
were going to provide them with magic powder—do you mean that you actualy did?!

"If... hesays so... | must have... given... powder...." Hefavors Leander with acontemplative stare. "Did
l... giveittoyou?. - thatis..."

"You gaveit to Prince Andre, Sigmund,” Queen Hortensiareminds him emphaticaly.
"Oh!" Sgmund says, ddighted.

"Dragong Witches! Magic powder!" King Rupert enthuses. "How very thrilling. Tell me, Sigmund, what
sort of magic powder did you givethem?' He,beams at hiswizard and waits, as one mugt, for some sort
of answer.

"Protective?..." Sigmund asks. "Powder... the Prince ... the Princess... the Wood..." He claps his hands,
at last recdling theincident. "Y esl The powder was... sugar.. .just sugar... thought it might... make them
fed, you know... safe. That'sit... safe. Sugar.... Didn't mention it was sugar.... no help if | did....
mention... sugar...." "Very clever of you, Sigmund,” King Rupert says. "Clever... ?Wasit?... Oh, yes... |
SUppOSe... sUpposeit... was... clever... that is... 7' Hismind once again wanders.

"Canit be?' Leander demandsindignantly. "Forgive me, Your Mgesty, for it isnot my placeto rebuke
your servants, or to behavein thisfashion, which is not proper, aswell | know. But | must not remain
slent on this occasion, for men | would fail in duty rather than in manners. How can you approve the
methods of your wizard, and condone hislack of responsibility? He was obliged to provide an aid, a
protection, and yet he admitsthat al he gave was sugar. Thisis more than reprehensible!™

"But it worked, didn't it, Leander?' King Rupert reminds him. "No harm cameto any of you, so what
doesit matter what the powder was made of ? Perhaps sugar has special propertiesin the Woebegone
Wood."
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The Throne Room door is thrown open and both Francis (or Frances) and the Spy tumblein. ™Y our
Maesty," Francis (or Frances) blurts out, "they are sounding the trumpets at the gate. Prince Andre and
Princess Fdliciahave returned.”

"Thisismarvelous!" King Rupert exclams. "Goodness, yes. By dl means, send word that were
expecting them here, at once. Huzzah! My dear, our children are back!" He remains on histhrone, but he
clicks his hedstogether severa timesasif he were dancing. "What wonderful tidings.”

Leander cannot bring himsdf to continue his reprimand. Not only is he aware that heiswell outsidethe
bounds of his authority, but he cannot argue with King Rupert's conclusons. whatever the powder is, it
worked. He rises and moves back from the dais where the thrones are, so that Prince Andre and
Princess Feliciawill not haveto trip over him to reach the King and Queen. While heisyearning to see
Princess Feliciaagain, heis saddened by the realization that this must mark the end of their adventures
together. How bittersweet the moment is, hetells himslf, but it doesn't make him fed any better.

A cacophony of trumpets and horns rings through the air, and aroar of genid acclaim. The people of
Alabaster-on-Gelasta have turned out to welcome home their Prince and Princess and to see what they
have brought with them.

En the Throne Room, everyone waits, listening, since conversation quickly becomes quiteimpossible
without actual shouting. King Rupert uses the time to do another row of knitting, Queen Hortensahasa
good cry, Professor Ambico-pemicus finds himself a place by the windows where he can read more of
the volume he carries, Sigmund, newly entranced, goesto examinethetdl, ornate clock that stands
opposite the thrones (he rediscovers this clock about once every three or four months—it aways
intrigues and ddights him).

Thereisaclatter and banging in the distance, the brasses suddenly burst indoors and the noiseis much
louder. The servants and staff of the palace dl turn out to hail Prince Andre and Princess Fdliciaand to
gawk at the dragon and the witch. On histhrone, King Rupert leans over and yellsin Queen Hortensias
ear.

"Very soon, my lovel™

Queen Hortensiawaves him back with her handkerchief. Sheisn't through with her cry yet.
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Finaly the Spy rushesinto die Throne Room and shouits, "Prince Andre Victor Halli—"

Prince Andre strides through the door, his dragon right behind him. "It isn't necessary,” he saysto the Spy
as he passes. "They know who we are." He has been in avery good humor for the past few hours and
now he cannot help but be pleased with himself as he brings his captivesinto the Throne Room. "Roya
Papa, Royad Mama, seewhat | have caught!" He had intended to be more nonchaant with his
announcement, but now finds that he does not want to be.

"Knit three, purl one, knit two, purl four, knit five, purl..." King Rupert says, hoping desperatdly to finish
the row without error. "Y ou've made me lose count, Andre." He looks up from the needles. " Gracious
me! How amazing. See, Hortensia, my love. A dragon, and—yes, indeedl—awitch. Leander said it and
there they are. Very good, Andre. Commendable effort on your part, I'm sure.”

With an effort, Queen Hortensiatakes her handkerchief from her streaming eyes. "Isit redly you, my
poor wilted violets? Have you returned to me at last, thinking better of this dangerous and ungracious
venture? How could | have thought you'd turn against my heartfelt, my poor wishes, the deep concern of
your mother'stender love?' Then sheinterrupts hersdlf to give asquack that a very large squashed pig
might make. "Where did you get those?"



Princess Fdlicia curtses and grins, showing dimplesthat no one knew she had. "We got them in the
Woebegone Wood, both of them. Now Andre has caught his dragon, and we have area witch.
Everyone rescued everyone ese. It was almogt exciting.”

"Exciting?" echoes the Queen, her face astudy in dismay. "Oh, my poor, poor darling children. How very
hideousit must have been for you."

"It was, sometimes,” Princess Fdlicia says, conddering the matter in as unbiased away as she can. "Most
of thetime, it wasfun."

At mis, Queen Hortensaturns away and gives herself up to another satisfying bout of tears.

King Rupert has been studying the creature who stands beside Prince Andre, and alittle behind him, asif
seeking protection from al the strangersin the room. "Bring that dragon alittle closer to me, will you,
Andre?I've never seen a
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real one before, only read descriptions.” Hiskindly gaze goes over Esmeralda, who still hangs back.
"Thismust have been ared disappointment to you, Andre," King Rupert saysat last.

"Not at dl," Prince Andre protests.

"It'sashame that you couldn't have found anything larger, but thereit is. With dragons, | suppose you
must be content with what you get. Nevertheless... Dear me, | didn't know they camethis small. Perhaps
itwill grow larger.” Heisdoing hisbest to be encouraging, but it is clear that he expected amore massive
cresture than thisdragon is.

"Unlikely," announces Professor Ambicopemicus, looking up from hisbook. "It is not the larger phase of
the moon.”

Alfreida, who is on the other side of Princess Fdlicia, snorts. " Some people don't know when to keep
their mouths shut.” Sheisnot in the mood to have her work criticized.

The Professor's book closes with asnap. "How odd. How strange. It must be dl the remembering I've
been doing sincetherewas dl thistalk of the Woebegone Wood, but | thought | heard my long-lost
love'svoice just then." He comes away from the window, the better to explain himsdlf to this bedraggled
stranger. "Permit me, Madam, to say that when you spoke, you reminded me of my life-long sweetheart.
| saw her last forty... no, fifty-seven years ago, combing the gnats out of her tangled hair in the most filthy
rain that has ever falen. It was atime of confused stars, and the weather was capriciousthat year.
She—my love—was dressed for agrest festiva, and the picture of her my memory has enshrined, fresh
and unaullied through the fading years." He bows, his great turban dmost touching the floor.

"Memory!" Alfreidascoffs. A fine thing memory is. Some people would forget the colors of their..." Her
voicetrals off, and when she speaks again, it isin avery different tone. "Did you say fifty-seven years?'

"He did; that wasthe figure," King Rupert corroborates, hel pful asaways.

"Yes, Madam, | did. | abandoned the happy life of a country alchemist, never redlizing, alas, that in so
doing | would lose the one who was dearer to me than al knowledge." He wipes his brow with the large
square end of hisdeeve. "But | do not mean to burden you with this. Forgive my impertinence. And you
aswdl, Your Mgedties." He bows to the King and the Queen. It is an afterthought, but a wise one.
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"Oh, don't mind me; don*t mind me," King Rupert saysin great humor. He indicates the othersin the
room. "And you needn't mind them, either.”



Alfreidatakes avery cautious (for her) step forward. "It, was fifty-seven years ago that my only love
went away from the Woebegone Wood. | long ago gave up any hope of seeing him again. Isit redly
you... Osgood?'

Professor Ambicopernicus (whosefirgt initial, asyou will recdll, isO) blinks and stares, then a
disbelieving smile dawns on hisface. "Alfreida?’ Then, with more feding, more happiness he repests her
name. "Alfreidal" He closes the gap between them and beams down at her. "Y ou are every hit asugly as
| remember you. How fine of you not to change over theyears."

"Osgood." Her faceisn't used to smiling joyoudly, but she does the best she can. "I thought for sure you
ended up with the warlocksin the Marshes on the far side of the Ululating River. They were dways doing
such experiments, and | know how inquigitive you are. | thought..." She hasto bite back asob. "1 thought
you were lost to meforever, but you're not.”

Itistimefor aduet, and it is Professor Osgood Ambico-pemicus who beginsit:
"It'syou, it'syou, it'syou!" And sinceit isaduet, Alfreidatakes up the tune;
"It'syou, it'syou, it'syou,” And both together:

"Oh joy, ohjoy, oh rapture! It'syou, it'syou, it'syou.”

Alfrada

"My dresms have dl cometrue!” The Professor:

"The sky hasturned to bluel" Once again, together
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"Ohjoy, oh joy, oh rapture It'syou, it'syou, it's you! Weve caused agrest to-do. A happy ending, too!
For happy ever after— It'syou, it'syou, it's you!"

While the Professor and Alfreida are celebrating their reunion afamiliar face pokesthrough the door: itis
Eudtace, the Official and Hereditary Torturer. He pauses at the Sght, saying to anyone who might be
listening (although no oneis), "Y our Mgesty, | thought | heard... Oh!" Thislast exclamation comeswhen
he catches sight of the dragon and the witch, for he can envision al sorts of possbilitieswith such
subjects.

"Comein," says King Rupert, gesturing to his Torturer. "Y es, Eustace, comein.”
The Torturer's eyes gleam with anticipation. "Y our Mg esty, how does this come about?"

"Oh, Prince Andre has caught the dragon and awitch aswell. Isn't this splendid?" King Rupert smiles
broadly at Eustace.

"Very splendid,” Eustace agrees at once, coming closer. Do you mink there might be the dightest
chance, Y our Mgesty, that you could spare me one?'

King Rupert shakes hishead. "I don't think so, no. Regrettable, of course. | am sorry,”" hetells Eustace,
doing hisbest to reconcile his Torturer to more disgppoi ntments.

"But they are so perfect,” Eustace protests, and refusesto lose al hope.

"l don't think—" King Rupert begins, and isinterrupted by Alfreida, who isregarding Professor
Ambicopernicus with skeptical adoration.

"Osgood, you aways werefilled with surprises. Have you kept up your magic, or are you busy with
other matters? Some people get remarkably doppy if they don't practice.” By the angle of her head, she
does not include herself among the doppy ones.

"I have kept my hand in alittle," Professor Ambicopernicus says modestly. "In generd | confine myself to
adirology, but every now and then, | will do alittle something: acharm here, an enchantment there, afew
gpells. Nothing worth mentioning, certainly nothing meriting your atention. I've never attained anything



like your prowess."
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Leander, who has been watching this surprising turn of events, ismoved at last to speak (asyou might
expect). "Oh, what an affecting scene. The tenderness of this meeting cannot but fill my heart with the
noblest sentiments. If only Princess Fliciawere askindly inclined on my behdf, then | might bear my
fedingsin slencefor aslong as the Professor has, and longer.”

"Who would have thought you'd end up here, in Alabaster-on-Gelasta?' Alfreidamarvels. 'l assumed
that you were gone far away years ago. Itisironic that you were so near and | never knew."

Professor Ambicopemicuslaughs shakily, not quite in control of hisfedlings. "And | was certain that you
had gone away from the Woebegone Wood long since. A witch of your reputation and talent must
certainly have had attractive offers. Y ou aways said that you wanted to establish yourself suitably.
Doubtless many have sought you out."

"A few; afew," Alfreidasays, blushing for thefirst timein over forty years.

"And yet, today," the Professor goes on, his eyes directed upward, asif his glance would pierce the
caling, "as| scanned the stars, | knew that events of great portent were to occur. How could | know,
even then, that you would be returning to me at last”?'

The Officia Torturer has come farther into the room and is regarding the dragon with an gppreciative
amile
"I was convinced," the Professor continues, "that thiswould be agreat occasion, but | was wholly

unaware that it could have direct bearing on my life, let alone so happy an outcome." He takes Alfreidas
handsin hisand grinswide asalivestock gate.

"How touching,” Leander sighs.

"Humm..." saysthe Officiad Torturer as he walks around Esmeralda. "Excuse me. | need to get a closer
look."

Princess Feliciais as enchanted as Leander. " The Professor isn't bored. How astonishing.”

"Y ou're more than | remembered, Osgood. | can seethat the potentia you had when we were young has
flowered. Some people might not recognize your abilities, but you can't conced them from me. Not that |
wish to boast, you understand.” For Alfreida, thisisavery restrained and tender statement.

"Without you, Alfreida, | had only my studies, and | did
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what | could to perfect them in order to forget." He touches his turban, making it asignificant act.

"I do not wish to interrupt, Professor,” says King Rupert in agentle tone, "but when | took you into my
sarvice, it was on the condition that you work no more magic. It wasfinefor you to study the stars, but
that was dl we agreed you would do. If you have performed any magic, woven any spells since you
came here, will you be kind enough to undo them now? Knit three, purl three and repeat to the end of the
row." He pausesin hisknitting to see what his order might bring abouit.

"There's only oneimportant spell, and it was done for Y our Maesty's best interests, | assure you,”
Professor Ambicoper-nicus says, oozing good will and fellow-feding now that he once again has Alfreida
withhim.

The Officia Torturer ismore entranced by the dragon than ever. In spite of Prince Andre's attemptsto
keep him away from the dragon, he has continued to speculate the creatur€'s uses. "I could fasten a



pulley here..."
"If you will undo the spell, Professor?' King Rupert asksin hismost amiable manner.

"How can you, Toby?" demands Queen Hortensiain avoice of loathing. "With ladies present!"

Leander has been contemplating Professor Ambicopemicus and Alfredawith theair of oneingpired. To
think," he saysto himself (but loudly enough for Princess Feliciato hear him), "that the Professor was
willing to live with his hopelessness and his undying passion. | must take him as my example, unworthy as
| am to seek the hand of the most perfect of womankind.”

Professor Ambicopemicus actualy laughs. "Asto that, young man ..." Heraises his hands and beginsto
mutter in a strange tongue, making peculiar passesin the air. He sways, and his silken robes move

hypnaticdly with him.

And what isthe result of dl this? The Throne Room darkens, and there are unaccountabl e bits of light
gpeeding through the air as abuzzing sound grows louder. Next, acracklelike beginning lightning shivers
intheair, followed dmost at once by athrumming cloud that isdark and light at once. It descends over
Leander, and then —poof!— isgone....

"My gracious" gasps Queen Hortensia.

For Leander now stands revealed in satins and laces, bejeweled and crowned, asit has dways seemed
he ought to
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be. If he were handsome before, he is dazzling now.

"Oh!" 9ghs Princess Fdlicia. "Leander.” She might swoon, but she cannot bear the thought of losing sight
of him.

"Amazing!" says Prince Andre, bemused by thistransformation.

Sigmund, startled out of hisreverie, wanders over to Leander who isgazing raptly a Princess Felicia
"Strange ... very strange... | wonder how he... did that?... Ought to have been afrog, though ... if hewas
... what hewas..."

"What are you saying, Sgmund?’ inquires King Rupert, who should be much more startled than heis.

"A frog,” Sigmund explains. "After all... aPrince ... enchanted... ought to have been... afrog.... The
Prince ... not right that he wasn't afrog... not right at dl...."

"A frog?' repeats Queen Hortensig, repelled. "Did you hear what he said? In thisroom! Ugh!”
The Officid Torturer istill examining the dragon. "And pincers, oh, yes! | could use pincerdl”

King Rupert pays no attention to this, but bends hiskindly gaze on Leander. "Thisisan agreegble
change, isit not, Fdlicia? It saves dl sorts of difficulties. No midnight € opements, no invented titles. Very,
very convenient. | am delighted to see you thisway, Leander... er?... Prince Leander. It is Prince
Leander, isn't it?'

"Itis, Your Mgesty." Hisbow is more perfect than before, if such athingispossible.

Now King Rupert hesitates. "Although, in somewaysthisis most awkward. | suppose | must gpologize
for what you've endured here, doing the crumpetsand dl. But, well, | couldn't have known, could I? Knit
one, knot two, purl one.... Could I'?'

Impetuoudy, Prince Leander approaches the throne, taking hold of Princess Fdlicias hand on the way.
"Oh, Sire, | cannot begrudge one instant that | have spent in your kingdom of Alabaster-on-Gelasta, no
matter how lowly my estate or how mean my circumstances, for it was herethat | first beheld thistrue
epitome of al that isbeautiful and adorable in womanhood—"



"Yarn over, purl one, knit one... Go on, Leander, weredl listening." King Rupert smileshis
encouragement over hisneedles.

Leander does as King Rupert commands. "—and been privileged to hear her voice and see her amite.”
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"Some people,” says Alfreidaacerbicaly, "would put syrup and honey on marshmalowd™

"It wasarather nicelittle spell, wasn't it?" Professor Ambicopemicus asks her, with asmug little smile on
hislips

"Showoff!" Alfreida scoffs. He may be her long-lost love, but sheisnot now and has never been blind to
hisfaults. "Y ou dways were a showoff, Osgood. Well, some of us ill do better enchantments than you

do. Some of usaretrue experts.” With thisremark, Alfreida beginsto hop around the Throne Room,
waving her hands and hissing through her teeth.

Zing! and the vaentine-shaped horns soften and melt into curled, golden locks. Whirrrr! and the scales
begin to run and fuse, turning back to soft skin and pretty cloth. POP! and where there had been a
dragon (and asmall dragon &t that) Esmerddais once again her very sweet sdif.

Only Eustace is disappointed. He takes off hiswig, flingsit to the floor and sompsonit. "It's not fair!"

Prince Andre smiles giddily &t her. "How extraordinary! Look at you. | thought al along you made avery
poor dragon.” Hisexpression isamost as silly as Prince Leander's.

King Rupert Sares, for once genuingly startled. "Thisismost amazing. Y es, indeed, most amazing. | must
say that | didn't anticipate anything quite like thiswhen | let you go gdlivanting off to the Woebegone
Wood." He puts his knitting down and motions to Esmerada. "Come here, child.”

"Her name," says Prince Andre shrewdly, "isEsmerdda. Ian't it, Esmerdda?’
She nodsto Prince Andre and curtsies to King Rupert. Y our Magesty?'

"Y ou're not frightened of me, are you?"' King Rupert askswhen it is gpparent that Esmerddais reluctant
to gpproach him. "Why, you're not to be frightened of me. I'm just aman in funny clothes and funnier hat
who knitsall day. Nothing to be afraid of, dear me, no."

It would take afar more timorous soul than Esmeraldato be put off after thisdisplay of affability.
"Whatever you wish, Your Magesty.”

Both Francis (or Frances) and the Spy appear in the doorway. "The celebratory feast,” they say, dmost
inunison, "is served on the terrace.”

"Marvelous," King Rupert says. "Y ou may go and superviseit, both of you," he tells his pages, then gives
his atten-
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tion to Esmerdda. "I gather that you were... uh... enchanted by that witch into adragon. A very
unpleasant form. It didn't becomeyou at dl, not in the least.”

"No, Your Mgesty," Esmeralda agreeswith feding.
"Not that the ninny," interjects Alfreida, "will do any better with thisone.”

For once, Alfreidamay very well be wrong. Prince Andre takes Esmeralda by the hand. "Y ou must tell
me... us how you cameto be enchanted at dl. It wasn't anything like what | expected, hunting you and
catching you. And to see you thisway, it'svery surprisng. And wonderful .

Esmerdda blushes, and sheis every hit asflowerlikein her loveliness as she was before her



transformation. "It isavery long story, Y our Highness."

"I'm anxiousto hear it, dl of it." He draws her away from the throne, toward the terrace where the feast
iswaiting. "Remember, | caught you. | have aright to know."

"Redlly?' Esmerddaasks, suddenly bresthless.

Without warning, Queen Hortensiasurgesto her feet, her bosom heaving with her turbulent emotions. "Is
nothing to betheway | planned it?"

King Rupert smilesat her. "It seems not, my love."
"Oh, Toby," shesaysplaintively, "I meant well.”

King Rupert puts a comforting arm around her shoulder. "Y es, my love, so you did. | know. WEIl go out
on the terrace and have our feast, and then well decide how to manageit al.”

Being good courtiers (and hungry), the rest follow King Rupert and Queen Hortensa, leaving the Throne
Room quite empty, except for Sigmund, who makes afew arcane gestures, and men waits.

A Shape (you remember the Shape from the Interludes?) driftsin through the open window, and settles
dowly, likeahuge, sooty lesf, at Sgmund'sfeet, whereit becomes alarge felineform, rubbing Sgmund's
leg and purring like amillstone.

Sigmund beams and bends down to pick up Liripoop, who at last has returned to hisrightful owner. As
he scratches the cat behind the ears, he says, "Shdl we seeif there are any fishesfor you?' and grinsas
hisfamiliar closeshiseyesin ectatic anticipation.

An Epiloguein Sightly Irregular Verse

(courtesy of Sgmund)

/ know that once | had athought, | had it in my head; And if | ponder long enough I think I will have said
Whatever thing | thought it wasthat ever | did think. But every time athought will rise, another thought
will

snk. Thisleaves me going round and round until my brainis

dizzy,

And leaves me fedling very odd and looking very busy. | think | can remember when the Prince was
dating

out.

Although | can't seem to recal what it was al about. There was something about sugar that | gave himin
a

jar To keep him safe from dragons—I'm getting none too
far. There was sometalk of dragons and the mention of a
witch; Just when | think I've got it right, my mind does a sort
of twitch.

Thedragon turned into agirl, a least | think it did, But thinking on it now, my thoughts begin akind of
skid. The crumper-baker who was here turned out to be a

Prince; That dteration's just the thing to make a strong man
wince. And it was quite the kind of changeto leave meall
agog, for | thought each enchanted Prince was turned into a

frog;
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Then that Professor did aturn and caled the witch his

love; He and she danced up and down—uwhat were they

thinking of ?

Thedragon isthe sweetest girl | ever hopeto see, It'sgood to know that things turn out the way they
ought to be;

For al and sundry now will livein blissfor ever after, Freefrom al dismay and harm, and filled with joy
and

laughter,

And loving one another al content, without travail (Asyou recal, we said at firg, thisisafary tae). With
Liripoop returned to me, | know I'll sort things

out:

It seemsthat | knew al dong what it was dl about. | know that | can think it out if | think with al my
might— And so, dear reader, fond good-day ...

or isit fond good-night?
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IT CAN NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER
HAPPEN HERE

Enerfetko

1) Prince Andre

|. Brav - er

Thai'sthething turnsaPrinceto «

Nev - er, Nev - e, Nev ¢ er. NCV ¢ er. ncv « cr hap « pvn herel
!

King Teach - esfoolsto be wise, cuts a brute down to size
cannev - er. nev ¢ efr. nev

2) Princess Fdlicia

|. If—— on - ly the sky were oth - er tlian blue Or the trees were oth - er
N&r—

. 0

than — green Then | would - n't care much if the weeks ran through
al themonthsin the or
er, nev - er. nev-

nev
er, nev

er hap

pen here.

Moderate e staccato 3) King Rupert

I tup - posethat if | lis- ten to your sage ad - vice and coun - cil
SE=1 . 4 4 M el N,

1will rap-id- ly per - ceivethat al my king - dom isamess But

if I has- tentoig - nore you with your words of world - ly wis- dotn
Theresachance that well con - tin - uein our bliss - ful hap - pi - ness!
to



0

if

r

It can never, nev - cr, Nev - &, Nev - &, Nev - &, nev - &, nev - e hap - pen here.
IT CAN NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER,

NEVER, NEVER, NEVER, NEVER HAPPEN HERE - dl together, last verse
A.

3.1f__on-ly each day weren't fol - lowed by night
%or

3. Cour

rage!

no - ble

3. Soyoured - ly must for - givemeif | ill pre- fer my knit - ting
1

31

mx > Mg

un - til they add up—— to ayear.

thought
when adrag

No doubt I'mev - 'ry bit assm - pieasmy hob - by would ap - pear But

E - venif it could _change And | think that it might

fought!
P

>

Makes a Prince free from fear

the thought of waste and pil - lage turnsmy roy - a bonesto saw - dust and
to

O



F.

It could nev - er, nev . er, nev - er, nev - cr, nev - er hap- pen here

But it wont,

no it won't hap - pen here.

though such things have sure - ly hap-pened They can nev - er hap- pen here.
JAT |

WT.. :* N

It can nev - er, nev - er, nev - ef, nev - er.

It can nev - er, nev - er, nev - e, nev - er.

It cannev - er, nev « er, nev - &, nev -

F.

R.

nev - er, nev - er, Nev - er, nev - e, nev - er hap - pen here!

AN

*nev - cr

nev - er, nev - er, nev' - er, nev - er, nev - e hap - pen here!
1

€r, Nev - er, nev - er, nev - e hap

pen herel

to
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ITSMUCH TOOPRETTY TO CUT
pret

ty to

nH
*?

much too pret - ty to cut.



much too pret - ty to cut.
m

Cut.

much too pret - ty to cut.
#2

Andante

S.

A.

T.

But it'smuch

too pret - ty tocut But it s
much

too pret - ty to cut

‘much too much

B

0

s

go
S.

A.

T.
\y$* i
‘Rii 4 EE=3 mncht tnz JO pret-ty to ~~; o-¢
ft It'smuch too « «*-pret ty. It —— s mu Kh too pret - ty too pi — ~~—r
¥ —* —« di* N——~3F3E1": " —1

_j/\r

| cut. It's much to o pret - ty too

s
It's much too pret - ty. It'smuch too [iret - ty

to°

A.

T.

pret - ly too pret - ty too pret - ty too pret - ty to cut.
IP=ENQjj i

pret - ty too pret - ty too pret - ty too pret - ty to cut.
F._IQ

* pret - ty too pret - ty too pret - ty too pret - ty to cut. #3 Allegro

But but but but it's—— much_much—



but but it's—— much— much —
T.

QT

but it's—— much much

1

Si

s

A.

T.

much_ much_ much much much much loo0—— pret-ty too ——

much _ much much much much too pret - ty too.

much much much much too pret - ty too

A.

T.

pret - ty too__ pret - ty too— pret - ty But —
pret - ty too_ pret - ty too— pret - ty

pret

ty too pret

ty too_pret - ty

o

>»m H4 >0

T.

it's— much_too— pret - ty

But— it's—— much_too_pret - ty

But_it's— much-

too pret - ty too pret - ty too pret - ty

too pret - ty too pret - ty too pret - ty

ii

too— pret - ty. too pret - ty too pret - ty too pret - ty
J



cut.
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c

Afiuto
INAPICKLE
i

Jamred -tyinapick - le, inapick - le, in apick-
BS
ffl

R K N le——pmng._—"e"

1AAAA
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If I don't do some - thing quick 111 be com - plete- ly in apick -

F-"Mi

le: I'd make my fate lessfick - leBut I'venoi - de - ahow.

en

TROLLS MINUET

Con moto, marcaco

Longleg - gi - ty beast - iesare hop-ping a - bout and the Wood isa - thrum-

(O

9

I

o

i

ming with trou - ble You can tell by the o - grc'smost ter - ri - ble shout

and the clat - ter of rum - bl - ing rub - ble Foul— mon-sters are creep
ing and seep - ing a- round in adimethat'ssub - lime

when it's goosh on the ground With a sob that's a blob

of ahid - e- ous sound like thelaugh of anid - i - ot chi - Id.

I

PRINCE ANDREWS SERENADE

Dolcecitmplicc

I/\



[.Oh, Uto'the Wood is dark, 2.
Itislit by theday a- bove And the
Likethe

Q

S

0

r

»

mu - Sc of aFoconibuo

lark, or the mourn - ing of a. dove.
S

All a- round you ihad - owsgath - er An ey - onewould be a- fraid.

Leavethe dark - nessif you'd rath - er Turn from Wood and night and shade.
f

Alprimo

i

3. Poor drag-on all a lone Walk— from this place and see That you

need - n't__

All thedark * nesshere,

That your night-maredreamshave

Wak _inthelight with me Wak inthelight with me.
B

Gran bravura

3

LEANDER'SLOVE SONG

S

1. En - sor - celed by adou - blediarni, | stand Be-
[

1 K,

tween de-spair and my high - est as- pi - ra- tion; Fa-ta - i -
ty

0

C»

3



has gripped me by the hand To_ con-found me or to grant meex - d
J
vow that what | tel younow is

S»Trre—F=e=*==«=L =£=>*"~"—
trueand Ssm - ply stat - cd: Oh, do |

you.

ITSYOU, IT'SYOU, ITSYOU

Vivace

Al

It'syou. It'syou. It'syou.
It'syou. It'syou. It'syou.
Os.

bfcz

Ohjoy, Ohjoy. Ohrap - turelt'syou. It'syou. It'
syou.

Ohjoy, Ohjoy, Ohrap - tureltisyou,

31

Al.

Os.

Al.

Os.

Al.

Os.

to

My dreamshave al cometrue

It'syou

%

It'syou The sky has turned to blue

Ohjoy. Ohjoy, Ohrap - turelt'syou. It'syou, It'syou
Ohjoy, Ohjoy, Ohrap - ture It

you

We've caused a great to-do ahap - py end - ing hap - py end - ing, too

We've caused a great to-do ahap - py end - ing, too
ei-
@)



E

r

Al.

Os.

m

For hap-py ov - cr - d' - u-r It'syou. It'syou. It'syou.
A

i

m

A

fErE=

For hap - py cv - cr e af « Kr It
you.

il



