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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    Charlie liked his new brother-in-laws.   
 
    Trystan was frequently found in the middle of a group of Knights and Cards making up for all of his lost time by training and learning everything he possibly could.  He didn’t even mind when Grace would escape her Queen training lessons, sneak down to the practice fields, and teach him things.   
 
    Alexander – although he preferred to be called by his middle name, Sebastian – would also join them whenever he and Alice would come and visit.  He had been a good influence on Alice, softening her icy cold edges into something considerably warmer and welcoming.   
 
    It helped that Alice taught Charlie all she had learned about tying knots and throwing daggers.  Her changes helped bring all four siblings, and their significant others, closer together.  
 
    Richmond and Nadine visited less, but they had their own issues to deal with.  Oublié had needed a considerable amount of work in the two years after Nadine and Grace had broken the curses that were keeping the Kingdom from being fully opened up.  Now they were working on training their own guards and knights, cleaning up the villages and towns that had been left abandoned for centuries for whatever reasons, and a few other things that needed to be done.   
 
    Charlie enjoyed going out with the Oublié Knights on training exercises to the various towns and villages.  So much needed to be done before they were made inhabitable again.  A few of the smaller towns had been taken over by gardens that somehow still produced vegetables, creating tunnels as the green beans and some other reaching vines stretched from one building to the next, enveloping large areas with its produce.   
 
    Richmond, on seeing the first town in that condition, was stunned speechless.  Angelique, Nadine’s best friend and resident Enchantress, merely shook her head and reported that the Enchanted Forest magic in Oublié had to go somewhere, being trapped within the Kingdom as it was with nothing to really dispel it beyond the curses the Princes were both under.   
 
    “At least it went towards the vegetable plants and not towards something a little more unpredictable.” 
 
    “What would you advise?” Nadine – now technically Queen Nadine since her wedding to Richmond – asked.   
 
    Spinning around in a slow circle, Angelique examined the town.  “There’s a larger village nearby, correct?” 
 
    “I believe so,” Richmond stated.  “Baerville I believe.”   
 
    “Excellent,” Angelique nodded her head. “Set up a few farmers to tend to the crops.  Let them take the produce to market and sell it to the residents of Baerville and the nearby The Golden Bears Restaurant and Gift Shop.  If they need to go further out, I think some of the other towns that are reforming might buy some until their own crops start coming in.  You can probably take some to Schnee, Frosch Erbsen, and Balaur as well.  Some of the Huntsmen might buy some so that they can spend more time doing Enchanted Forest tasks and not having to tend towards their food plots and go on supply runs.”   
 
    For two years Charlie listened in on conversations dealing with how to manage unexpected situations – and with Oublié opening back up there were plenty of those – and listening in on Grace’s lessons on how to be a good Queen.   
 
    Shortly after Grace’s twenty-fifth birthday, she was Crowned Queen of Wonderland alongside her husband, the now-King Trystan and the former younger Prince of Oublié.  Their infant son, Richard, didn’t make a sound throughout the entire ceremony even though he was wide awake and tried to grab his mother’s new crown several times.   
 
    Shortly after that, Charlie turned twenty-one.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    The door behind The Dowager King’s valet and Queen of Wonderland’s maid had barely clicked shut when both Dowager Royals released a huge sigh of relief after their middle daughter’s coronation ceremony.   
 
    They knew time was limited; the maid and the valet would be back any minute.  Despite decades of protesting that they could dress themselves, the maid and valet still took pride in their jobs of making the Royals look presentable.  There was no telling what the now-Dowager Queen and King would have worn without assistance.  
 
    At the age of fifty-five, Gabrielle, the now-retired Queen of Wonderland rubbed her temples and let out a groan.  “I am so thankful to finally get that crown off of my head.  It’s so heavy.” 
 
    “In more ways than one,” Ethan, the now-retired King of Wonderland agreed as he plopped backward on their bed.  “I feel so old.” 
 
    “Well, you might be old,” Gabrielle teased him.  “You are fifty-nine years old.” 
 
    “You can’t talk,” he grinned back at her. 
 
    “I’m not as old as you are,” she countered.   
 
    “Our youngest is days away from turning twenty-one,” Ethan pointed to her. 
 
    “Our oldest is twenty-seven and is due to deliver her first any day now.” 
 
    “As long as she doesn’t have the baby on Charlie’s birthday.  He’d hate that.” 
 
    “He loves being an uncle.” 
 
    “Well, he only sees baby Richard.  I can’t believe Nadine had twins a few days ago,” he sighed.   
 
    “We get to go visit them more,” his wife pointed out.  “We aren’t hindered by any royal duties anymore.” 
 
    “I do believe you said that with no emphasis whatsoever,” Ethan grinned.  
 
    “Because they no longer have any importance to me,” Gabrielle confessed in a whisper, waiting for the maids to reappear with a change of clothes.   
 
    “I can’t believe it’s been thirty years,” he added.   
 
    “I can go visit my cousins in Majstro and see how Aria is handling her new role.  And find out how Reed is managing being the ambassador between the Ocean Kingdoms and Majstro,” she suggested, sitting down on the bed beside her husband.  
 
    Sitting up, Ethan suggested, “We can also go visit Alice when they return to the Enchanted Forest.  And visit Nadine and Richmond in Oublié.”   
 
    “I wish they could have stayed longer,” Gabrielle sighed again, leaning her head against her husband’s shoulder.  “At least Sawyer was still able to put up a portal they could travel through.  I was worried since he decided to go with some of the Knights to help train their new Guards.”   
 
    Wrapping an arm around his wife, Ethan stated, “I’m glad my nephew is happy.  I know Stephan hates not seeing his son, but Sawyer is happy there.”   
 
    “I do know Stephan is relieved that he doesn’t have to guard us so closely anymore.  He’d been sending Samuel to watch me more and more.”  
 
    “Being so active does have some wear and tear on our old bones and muscles,” he pointed out.  “Stephan and Henry deserve their retirement just as much as we do.  If not more so.  They’ve been doing this longer than we have.”  
 
    “They could have retired two years ago when their children decided to take it upon themselves to reorganize the Cards system.” 
 
    “Christian does make an excellent Head Card.  And David has this look about him whenever he talks about Emerald.”   
 
    “Five more days,” Gabrielle sighed, straightening up.  “Five more days until our youngest is twenty-one and can leave whenever he wants to go on his Quests.” 
 
    “Do you think he’ll tell us or just up and leave like his sisters?” 
 
    “I’m wondering when he’s going to go.”   
 
    “What do you mean?” he looked over at her. 
 
    “Is he going to go while he’s twenty-one or take a page out of Alice’s playbook and wait.” 
 
    “He might go ahead and go.  He’s a lot like Grace.  She was chomping at the bit to go on her Quests.  The only reason she didn’t was because of Alice.  In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if Charlie was already working on his travel bags.”   
 
    “I did see him huddled in a corner talking to Sebastian during dinner,” Gabrielle confessed.  Everybody was too busy congratulating Grace and Trystan and asking me what our plans were now that we were regulated to the Dowager positions.” 
 
    “A few people were concerned that there would now be two Jabberwock’s sleeping in the Jabberwocky Caves.  I assured them that this wasn’t the first time that Wonderland has had two Jabberwocks at the same time.” 
 
    “That’s not right,” Gabrielle corrected her husband.  “The moment the Crown was removed from my head and placed on Grace’s head, my Jabberwock faded away.  Today, I learned that it is a misconception that the Jabberwock is tied to the Queen’s life.  It is tied to the Queen’s reign.  I had to kill my mother’s Jabberwock because Mother’s crown was forced from her.  I had to sever her body from her soul.”  
 
    “Well, where is your Jabberwock’s soul?” Ethan asked, confused.   
 
    Scrunching her face in confusion, Gabrielle shook her head.  “I don’t know.  Either free to explore Wonderland or released up to the heavens.  Possibly both.  Jabberwocks are strange creatures.”   
 
    They stopped talking and stood back up when her maid and his valet entered the room.   
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    In his room, Charlie triple checked his bag to make certain that some of the things Sebastian, his brother-in-law, had suggested were packed up.  
 
    Rope.  Check. 
 
    A full box Traveler’s Tea.  Check. 
 
    Dagger and its sheath.  Check and check.  
 
    Bedroll.  Cooking supplies.  A way to purify water.  Check.  Check.  Check.   
 
    Firestarter.  Check.   
 
    As Sebastian warned him, there was no telling where the Enchanted Forest would lead him once Charlie had stepped foot over the Bridge connecting Wonderland to the Forest.  It might lead him to the old Granny’s Cottage, even though Charlie had insisted on seeing it during one of the times Grace and Trystan had taken him on one of their visits to Oublié.  He had seen the Rapunzel’s Tower Grace and Trystan had been trapped in as well, even though the Tower had been sealed and it wasn’t possible for him to go inside.   
 
    Secretly, Charlie wished that the Forest would guide him North.  Even though he had seen Seafoam the Dragon throughout the last twenty years of his life, and the mini dragons that stayed at Richmond and Nadine’s castle, and the mini dragons who had staked a claim on the Mushroom Forest, he really wanted to see bigger dragons up close.   
 
    He’d heard of several of them.  Cayrsyer the Mammoth.  Chyuthog the Stubborn.  Vundrayl the Clever.  Oraenth the Careful.  Peoddridyt the Green Dragon, also known as the Destroyer of Life.   
 
    Okay.  He would rather not meet Peoddridyt.  He’d heard horrible things about the elusive dragon.   
 
    It was also rumored that the green dragon did not even exist.  Most dragons were not green.  Sure.  There was Menyt the Protector of Creatures who was a dark hunter green meant to blend into the Forest’s shadows.  Also Cersare the Calm, the green color of the depths of a calm lake.  And Seafoam was a turquoise color the shade of her namesake: seafoam.  But all of those dragons blended into something.   
 
    Peoddridyt, the color of peridots, didn’t really blend into anything except that particular gemstone.     
 
    Shaking his head, Charlie pushed aside all of his dreams of meeting and avoiding dragons.  It would do him no good if he wasn’t prepared for whatever challenges the Enchanted Forest was preparing for him.   
 
    Two spare shirts he normally wore for his training went into his magically enhanced travel bag – gifted to him from his sister Alice – along with three spare pairs of pants, a wool cloak, and a thicker shirt he rarely wore except during the coldest days of winter.  
 
    There was no telling how long the Enchanted Forest would keep him.  Grace had been gone for weeks whereas Alice had been gone for months and he wanted to be prepared for both possibilities.   
 
    A yawn escaped him and Charlie realized that he’d been up far longer than he intended after what had been an extremely busy and important day and night.  Deciding to go to bed, he hoped he would remember everything else he needed to pack in his bag.   
 
    He intended to enjoy his bed very much while he still could.  Soon he didn’t have a clue what his sleeping conditions would be like.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Flinging herself backward on her bed in Oakhurst Manor, also known as one of the few Dragon Castles built in Frosch Erbsen, Princess Penelope mentally complained of boredom.  It wouldn’t do any good to complain aloud.  Cayrsyer the Mammoth, her overprotective dragon, would simply tell her to go do something.   
 
    He always wanted to take a nap after his noon-time flight.   
 
    After four years together at Oakhurst, the Princess and her dragon knew their routine.   
 
    Mornings meant brushing out her waist-length brown hair.  Somehow her younger sister, Lilianna, had inherited their mother’s blonde hair, but Princess Penelope took after their father.   
 
    Their mother had been the sister to the current King of Charmante, and aunt to the current Crown Prince Henry and his wayward sister, Princess Eleanor.  But, please, call her Ella, as Penelope had learned the hard way the last time her cousins had come to visit when Penelope was fifteen.   
 
    That had been an awkward meeting.  While Ella was merely a year younger than Penelope, she had been chattering away about getting to go to the other realm to attend something called college.  Henry, a year older, had talked about when he’d turn twenty-one and would get to go on his Quests; not that he’d gone on them until after he turned twenty-two.  
 
    Penelope wished her family’s tradition was to let the princesses go on Quests instead of sticking their daughters in a Dragon Castle with a dragon the day after their sixteenth birthday.  Dragon castles were so boring.  
 
    (She wasn’t aware that she wasn’t supposed to be at Oakhurst until she turned twenty.  Her father simply didn’t want to deal with raising his children.  It also helped him ignore whenever Penelope asked questions about managing the Kingdom; she couldn’t ask questions if she wasn’t at the Capitol.) 
 
    She was advised against venturing out very far from Oakhurst which limited what Penelope could do for the rest of the day.  She was allowed to visit the nearby lake but was not allowed to step foot off of the path that led to the lake.  She was allowed to sit and look out over the lake, but not stick a single body part in the lake.  She couldn’t even take a boat and row out in the lake!  She might get a splinter or a cramp or something!   
 
    Instead, Penelope ran up and down the stairs of Oakhurst in search of some form of physical activity.  Somedays, even though he didn’t need to, Cayrsyer would shift in his human form and join her in the exercise.   
 
    If her father knew he would be outraged that she was endangering her life by running up and down the stairs.   
 
    After their mother’s death – a prolonged illness of mysterious origins typically recorded in the Enchanted Forest records – he had become extra protective of his daughters, even if he didn’t have a clue how to relate to the princesses.   
 
    He’d never been a princess, only a prince and then a king.   
 
    Right now, Penelope’s little sister Lilianna was trapped at the castle with her host of maids and nannies and tutors.  She was ten years old and probably still allowed to run around the castle grounds in short skirts.  That’s what governesses and Lady’s Maids were for.  
 
    Penelope didn’t know.  She had been stuck at Oakhurst for four years.  Almost five.  She would be turning twenty-one soon.  Soon her suiters would start arriving for the Quests to win her ‘heart.’  She knew that really meant her throne or the King’s Throne that was next to the Queen’s Throne. 
 
    It was something she dreaded.  If the Prince or Knight came from a patriarchal kingdom, he would be more likely to ride over all of her decisions, pushing the technical Head of the Kingdom’s decrees to the side in favor of their own.  If he came from a matriarchal kingdom, she might stand a chance at getting her voice heard.   
 
    But first, they had to wait until her father decided it was time for him to retire or his death.  She really wanted him to retire first.  That would give her some more time to visit other kingdoms and learn how they did things.   
 
    Really, she wanted to travel.  Other princesses got to wander around the Enchanted Forest after their twenty-first birthdays and she had been stuck in Oakhurst ever since she turned sixteen.  It didn’t seem fair. 
 
    That might be one of the things that would change.  At least in some respects.  There was no reason for a princess to be pushed aside in a dragon castle with her dragon and tutors and household servants for four to five years before the Questers started to arrive.  Maybe for a year.  Definitely not five.  
 
    Not the staying at Oakhurst with a dragon as a protector.  She loved Cayrsyer.  He would snuggle up to her at night and let her read to him.  Sometimes he would let out a thin flame and let her roast marshmallows and make smores.   
 
    And the arrangement was beneficial to the dragons as well.  Just a year of ‘service’ was rewarded with a large – by dragon standards, not human standards – chest filled with gemstones of the dragon’s choice. 
 
    It was a really good thing that the Kingdom of Frosch Erbsen had a good relationship with the dwarves that mined the small range of mountains that bordered Balaur.   
 
    Penelope also didn’t know what had happened to their wayward brother, Andrew.  He was sixteen and their father had deemed him old enough to go on an adventure and seek out his fortune.   
 
    Not that she had ever spent much time with Andrew growing up.  King Oswald had him start training as a Knight Prince at an early age in hopes that he would capture the ‘heart’ of one of the other Kingdom’s princesses.   
 
    Although Penelope didn’t have a clue who was of age for the sixteen-year-old prince.  Their younger sister Lilianna might be if she wasn’t his sister.  Being isolated as she was meant she didn’t have a clue what princesses were old enough for Andrew’s attention, granted most princesses waited until their twenties before looking at the princes.   
 
    Why should they when the Enchanted Forest was known to play matchmaker? 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, Penelope wondered if Lilianna was even aware that she had an older brother.  When she was old enough to leave the nursery, join them for meals, and realize that Andrew was her brother, Andrew had already been sent off to apprentice with the knights and guards.   
 
    He had been sent off shortly after Lilianna was born and shortly before their mother had died.  Penelope had been ten.  Andrew had been six.   
 
    King Oswald loudly and frequently despaired the fact that his firstborn had been a girl.  And his third-born as well.  He didn’t know what to do with girls.  He didn’t care to learn how to be a father to girls.  That wasn’t his ‘job.’ 
 
    It had been something Penelope had heard over and over again while growing up to the point she was sick and tired of hearing it!  All it made her want to do was prove her father wrong and prove that she would be an incredible ruler.   
 
    It wasn’t fair that Andrew got to go out and seek his fortune at sixteen and she was stuck at Oakhurst with a dragon!  Other princesses were able to explore the Enchanted Forest.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    The first Quester arrived right as Penelope and Cayrsyer were settling in to read a new book that had appeared in her library.  The banging – instead of a courteous knock – already told Penelope everything she wanted to know about this particular Quester.   
 
    Slipping on her shoes, Princess Penelope shook her head as she walked down the stairs from Cayrsyer’s Dragon Tower where she had been.  It was their nightly ritual to read a chapter or five whenever a new book arrived.  It was even posted on the door to not disturb the princess and the dragon after their evening meal when they were reading.   
 
    “I demand to see the Princess!” a voice carried up the tower stairs.   
 
    Penelope wanted to slow down her pace even further, but it wasn’t fair to her butler and the other servants to have to deal with this particular attitude.   
 
    “And I demand somebody who treats the people in positions beneath their own with respect,” Princess Penelope announced as she stepped down and into view.   
 
    A moment later she wished that she had stayed on the stairs as she approached him, then maybe she wouldn’t have to look up so much just to meet his face.  Not that he was meeting her eyes; instead, he was scanning Oakhurst with an accessing eye.   
 
    “Where’s the dragon menace?” he demanded. 
 
    “There’s only one menace here and he is not a dragon,” Penelope retorted.  “I believe you have me at a disadvantage and have withheld your name.  Possibly intentionally.” 
 
    “Anton Schwarz,” he introduced himself, brushing back a lock of black hair that had fallen in his eyes.  I am Princess Snow of Schnee’s step-brother, son to Queen Katharina from a previous marriage before she married King Elias.”  There was a long beat before he added the traditional, “May his soul rest in peace with Forest and the Heavens.”  
 
    His bow was also delayed and Penelope couldn’t decide if it was forgotten or intentionally deferred.   
 
    “You have missed our evening meal,” Princess Penelope stood firm as she straightened her shoulders and attempted to make eye contact with the almost-prince.  “However,” she nodded at one of the maids hovering in a corner, “one of my manservants will bring you a tray.  They will also bring you a hot bath as well if you desire one.”  She was all graciousness with her subtle instructions to the maid while talking to Anton.   
 
    Penelope didn’t trust Anton with any of the female servants.  Perhaps one of the stable hands would be able to handle the foreign almost-prince if he got violent.   
 
    “A hot bath would be expected,” Anton dismissed Penelope’s generosity.  “I have been walking for months.” 
 
    She could tell merely from the smell wafting off of him.  It was almost as if he didn’t realize that there were plenty of hot springs in Balaur and Frosch Erbsen that he could have taken a quick wash in.   
 
    She was considering requesting a hot bath for herself to get the transfer stench off of her simply from standing too close to him.  Unfortunately, she had been trained well enough by her Manners Tutor and her Diplomacy Tutor on how to not offend guests and Royal visitors.   
 
    Even though Anton was not a prince himself, his mother was still the Queen of Schnee.  Even isolated she had heard that Princess Snow had been missing for over two years, supposedly disappearing when she had entered the Forest to begin her Quests.   
 
    That led to the question of if Anton here in an attempt to get a Throne of his own or was he actually here looking for Princess Snow?  If something was to happen to the Princess, he could, potentially, inherit the Throne since he was the Queen’s son.   
 
    Those questions appearing in her mind, Penelope shoved them aside to consider later.  Instead, she said nothing when Cayrsyer – in his human form – came down the stairs.   Thanks to his impressive hearing, it was likely he had heard everything Anton had said.   
 
    “Carry,” she barely nodded at her dragon, “Please take Anton Schwarz to the Green Room, please.”  Turning to her quest, she added, “Unfortunately, we have a leak in several of the guest rooms and the maids and manservants had to fill many of the other rooms with the furniture from those rooms so that they would not get any water damage.  The repairs should be done soon, but only the Green Room is inhabitable at the moment, but…” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine,” Anton dismissed her explanation.  He approached the golden-haired ‘manservant’ and raised an eyebrow.  “Well?” he almost sneered.   
 
    “Follow me,” the dragon calmly instructed, not revealing his true feelings towards the not-quite-a-prince.  
 
    Five minutes later, Carry did his best to hold back a grin when he opened the doorway to the Green Room.  It had been a set-up when the Princess had attempted to explain why this room was the only one available.  It wasn’t, but Anton didn’t need to know that.   
 
    Her explanation was meant to explain why there were six mattresses on both beds, one of which was brought in just in case there were multiple Questers at Oakhurst at a time.  If they passed the first Quest, a bedroom closer to the main front room would become available as they needed the Green Room for the Questers.   
 
    “There are six mattresses on the bed,” Anton complained.  “And there are two beds in here.” 
 
    “It was the only room that had enough space.  You should see the other rooms,” Carry explained.   
 
    A magic glamour had been placed on the other rooms just in case a curious Quester decided to investigate and find a different room to sleep in.   
 
    Not only that, but each bed in the Green Room also had a magical pea placed between the bottom two mattresses.  Unlike in the fairy tale, this pea would grant a restful sleep to whoever possessed princely characteristics.  Whoever was at Oakhurst for the wrong reasons would sleep poorly.  These magical peas judged a person’s character and were a much fairer test than the one in the original fairy tale.   
 
    “Your hot bath and meal are already in the room,” Carry pointed towards the bath and a table near the lit fireplace.  “If you need anything else, there is a bell pull beside the door.  Pull it and somebody will be with you within five minutes.  Somebody will be in to take out your bathwater and dinner tray in two hours.”   
 
    Carry did not envy the stable hand who would be staying up all night on the off-chance Anton had any demands.   
 
    Slipping out of the room as Anton started to strip out of his clothes, Carry went to the nearest servants’ corridor that would connect with the Dragon Tower and slipped back to the rooms where he would fit when he shifted back to his primary dragon form.   
 
    Princess Penelope was already waiting for him.   
 
    “I think he’s looking for Princess Snow,” she whispered.   
 
    “I think you are right,” Carry agreed before shooing her out of his room.  “I need to shift.”  
 
    Turning her back and slipping into the hallway for a moment, Penelope waited until he opened the door again, golden scales catching the light of the candles scattered down the hallways and in his room.   
 
    “I didn’t think my Questers would start arriving already,” she sighed.  I thought I had three more months.” 
 
    “It’s the Enchanted Forest,” Cayrsyer pointed out.  “It works by Its own rules.”  He didn’t want to tell her that the chances were her prince would be turning twenty-one really soon.   
 
    “Can we get back to our book?” she asked, holding up the bookmarked tome. 
 
    “Certainly,” he answered her, curling up into the position the Princess liked the most.   
 
    The following morning Anton made his excuses and fled Oakhurst Manor before breakfast had even been served.  If he flinched when the dragon looked him over, that was between Anton and Cayrsyer.   
 
    “What did he dream about?” Penelope wondered.  
 
    “Possibly getting eaten by a dragon,” the non-shifted dragon grinned. 
 
    “But dragons don’t usually eat humans,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Not everybody knows that.”   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, Charlie rolled out of his bed and groaned.   
 
    He really wanted to grab his bag and slip out of the castle without any fuss concerning his birthday.  However, he couldn’t do that. 
 
    Not having celebrated many birthdays since her foster father had died, Nadine went all out for all of her siblings, in-laws, nephews, and parents’ birthdays.  The more she felt love from other people, the easier it was for her to express love to others.  Her relationship with Richmond bloomed and sometimes it was quite embarrassing if anybody caught them attempting to steal a private moment in the hallways.   
 
    Even though Nadine and Richmond had to go back to Oublié, they had left him a gigantic present hidden somewhere in the castle.  He was going to be given a list of clues to help him locate it.   
 
    Adding to the family dynamics, Alice and Sebastian were scheduled to arrive sometime before lunch.  She was due any day now and would be settling into the castle for good until the baby was born.  
 
    They would have stayed after Grace’s coronation, but Sebastian needed to return to his Huntsmen Lodge to settle a few things and Alice refused to let him go alone.   
 
    His parents, to keep Charlie from staring at the closest working clock until the official start of his twenty-first birthday at 5:38 in the evening, handed over the first riddle that would lead him to the next riddle and eventually to the present Nadine and Richmond had left him.  
 
    “What do you really expect?” the new Queen of Wonderland had asked her parents.  “He was always tagging along after me for sword-fighting lessons and whatever idea popped into my head.”  
 
    “What all did you train for?” Trystan asked his wife.   
 
    “Far more than I needed to know and not enough for what I experienced,” she answered him.  “I would have spent some time in the library studying magic mirrors if I had known I would encounter one.” 
 
    “But,” Sebastian, overhearing the conversation, interrupted, “the Forest would then challenge you on what you don’t know or weren’t prepared for.”  
 
    “Like me!” Alice exclaimed, her belly entering the room before the rest of her.  “Which is why we are here.  I am not going to give birth to my first child in the middle of the Enchanted Forest with the nearest doctor six hours away.”   
 
    “Alice,” Sebastian sighed.  He knew about the vision she had in the Chess Board Forest, but his reassurances did little to calm her nerves.   
 
    “As long as this little bean doesn’t decide to enter the world today,” Alice added, ignoring her husband.  “We’ve gone over thirty years without a single cousin or other relative having to share a birthday, except for the twins, and I would rather not have the child that decides to break that record.”  Looking around the room, she asked, “Where is Charlie?” 
 
    “Who knows,” Grace shrugged, pulling her sister into a sideways hug.  “They,” she nudged her head in their parents’ direction, “had to give him Nadine’s scavenger hunt riddles so that he would stop stressing out before he could cross over the Bridge.”  
 
    “It’s Charlie,” Alice pointed out.  “He doesn’t stress. He’s probably chomping at the bit and ready to cross over the bridge like you were, Grace.”  She hesitated for a moment before adding, “I’m sorry I made you wait.” 
 
    Wrapping her arm around her husband’s arm, Grace smiled up at him before addressing her sister.  “I’m not.  If we haven’t waited, I never would have met Trystan.  The Tower wasn’t ready to open up until Nadine entered the Enchanted Forest.” 
 
    “And if you had gone when you’d turned twenty-one,” Sebastian grinned down at her, “we never would have met.”   
 
    They all lapsed into silence thinking about how timing was critical in many of the tiny little moments that led to the major life events that they would not change for anything in the world.   
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    Somewhere in the castle, Charlie wandered around collecting clues and thinking about the adventures ahead of him.  He knew the puzzle leading to his birthday present was a means of distracting him from when he could finally leave the castle. 
 
    It was a little after noon and it would only take forty-five minutes to walk from the Castle to the Bridge, and that was assuming he didn’t stop and talk to people in the village.  And it was entirely possible.  Sometimes Cooper, who was currently trailing after him and refusing to help with the riddles, would get stopped by various townsfolk asking how David and Emerald were doing whenever they went to town. 
 
    However, Charlie also suspected that Cooper would follow him as far as the Bridge connecting Wonderland to the Enchanted Forest.   
 
    A bridge that he wasn’t certain what was the official name.  If you were in Wonderland, people called it the Enchanted Forest Bridge.  If you were in the Enchanted Forest or Charmante, it was called the Wonderland Bridge.   
 
    Regardless, around 5:40 in the afternoon, he would be able to cross over that bridge and into the Enchanted Forest.  The Bridge knew the difference between every other time he had crossed over and today’s crossover.   
 
    He had asked Sebastian to explain it to him once.  How was it possible that the Bridge or the Forest knew that he was eligible for his Quests?  How did the Bridge or the Forest know when a Prince or Princess was leaving out on their Quests and not simply visiting another kingdom?   
 
    Sebastian explained that the Forest was more sentient that anybody gave It credit for.  It knew the major milestones, and It knew what was in the heart of every single Quester to step foot out of their castles or over their bridges.  It listened and waited and knew more than most people gave It credit for.   
 
    What the rest of his family didn’t consider was that it wasn’t the Forest keeping Charlie from crossing over the bridge and starting on his quests.  It was his family.  Tradition dictated that he should wait until after the minute of his birth before he crossed over.  That was because portals from the other realms and into the Enchanted Forest didn’t open up until after that moment.   
 
    Other Kingdoms didn’t have that Tradition and Charlie was very tempted to break it.   
 
    “They are trying to distract me like I’m a kid,” he mumbled loud enough where only Cooper could hear him.   
 
    “Can you blame them?” 
 
    “But Nadine got into their schemes.”  There was a slight whine, frequently found in younger siblings, in Charlie’s tone.   
 
    Cooper, ignoring the whine, held back a sigh.  His patience wasn’t much better than his cousin’s.  “Nadine wanted to help you celebrate your birthday and is trying to make up for all the years she hasn’t been around.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Sawyer told me,” Cooper bluntly stated.  “She feels bad about missing so much.”   
 
    “She let me help train her guards,” Charlie mumbled.  “I spent six months living with them.”   
 
    “That doesn’t mean she doesn’t wish she could have been here for other birthdays and things.”  Drawing in a deep breath, Cooper wondered if he should say what was on his mind. 
 
    “Say it,” Charlie stated, knowing what his cousin was thinking.  After so long together, they could read each other’s tells. 
 
    “Let your family have this moment.  Don’t go to the Bridge just to see if you can cross over.  There’s no telling how long you will be in the Enchanted Forest or what will happen.  Give your parents and your sisters and new brothers this time.” 
 
    “Alice was there for six months,” Charlie mused.   
 
    “And we all saw how worried your parents were.”   
 
    Nodding his head, Charlie considered his cousin and Card’s words.  They had been together long enough he knew Cooper's thoughts were fairly accurate.  Sometimes his bond with his Card was considerably stronger than the bonds he had with his sisters.   
 
    After another thirty minutes of hunting down and solving riddles – Charlie wondered who had helped Nadine set this up – he found himself in the stables where two miniature dragons were snoozing in a stall devoid of almost anything that could catch on fire. 
 
    “How did she manage that?” he wondered aloud. 
 
    “Sawyer helped,” Cooper grinned.  “We all saw how those two dragons bonded with you during your visit.  They missed you terribly when you left.” 
 
    “Are they asleep on one of my blankets?” 
 
    “Your mother thought it would be the best way to keep them calm.  I imagine they’ll keep them in your room while you’re gone.”   
 
    Charlie smiled down at the two little purple and blue dragons he had named Periwinkle and Sky before he slowly backed away.  If they woke up and saw him, there would be chaos and it would be nearly impossible to shake them when it was time for him to leave Wonderland.   
 
    “You’ll take good care of them while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Of course,” Cooper promised.  “They liked me; not as much as you, but I imagine I’ll have two dragons following me around while I’m going through a more intense Knight training while you are away.” 
 
    Hours later, after cake and some tears from his mother, Charlie and Cooper started out on their walk down through Wonderland Village and towards the Bridge.   
 
    The cousins stopped about ten feet away from the Bridge. 
 
    “This is where I leave you,” Cooper grinned.  “Remember what we learned in practice.” 
 
    “Don’t show off on your first day of training,” Charlie grinned back.  “But don’t let them beat you either.”  
 
    “Of course not.” 
 
    Charlie took the remaining steps towards the bridge and drew in a deep breath before placing his first foot on the stones.  One foot moved in front of the other until he reached the middle of the Bridge and the weird gel-like barrier dividing Wonderland from the Enchanted Forest.   
 
    Looking back, he waved at one of the few people who had been a constant in his life.  Grace and Jonathan being the other constants while they were all growing up.  Alice and David made the occasional appearances, but for the most part, it had been him and Cooper growing up together.   
 
    Steeling himself for whatever would happen once he’d crossed over the Bridge, Charlie took a step through the barrier and tried not to shake off the odd feeling as he did so.  Time slowed down for a moment; he would have assumed that the Forest was judging him as he crossed over, but that feeling was consistent whenever he’d cross over the Bridge in a carriage.   
 
    Stepping through the barrier and off of the Bridge, Charlie looked around the clearing for the road he was supposed to take.   
 
    There was nothing except for the clearing.  
 
    Before darkness started to fall, Charlie calmly located a spot slightly out of the way of the clearing just in case the road decided to open up and let somebody else through overnight.  Setting up his bedroll, campfire pit, and a few other essentials for sleeping outdoors, he took the time to thank the Forest – as Alice had subtly suggested – and settled in for the night.  It was still warm so he banked the campfire before going to bed.   
 
    Maybe in the morning the Enchanted Forest would know where to send him.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Every night, without fail, Cayrsyer in his human form and the butler, Reynolds, would lead Questers to the Green Room.  The next day their things would be transferred to another room if they opted to stay the next night.   
 
    There was a mix of Questers who stayed and Questers who left.   
 
    One-night Reynolds reported escorting six knights to the room!  They swore they had no problem sharing a room and beds; if they weren’t comfortable sharing sleeping space together then they shouldn’t be working together.   
 
    The following morning only one of the knights left, claiming that he had strange nightmares telling him something was wrong with his mother and he wanted to leave to be able to reassure himself that she was not in any mortal danger.  
 
    Secretly, the Princess breathed out a sigh of relief over this knight’s reason for his departure.  It meant the Pea had read that knight’s heart and discovered he was a mama’s boy.  The last thing Penelope needed was a husband whose mother would be second-guessing and disapproving of all the decisions Penelope and her husband made over the Kingdom and their future family.   
 
    Smiling at the three knights sitting beside her – the newest members to the Manor always sat next to the Princess so that they could get to know each other better – she asked about their third companion.  “I was told that six of you arrived last night.” 
 
    Looking back and forth at each other, two of them shrugged and the other shook his head disappointedly.  
 
    “We strongly suggested that they join us in the dining hall for breakfast,” the one who had shaken his head answered.  “Sir Owen insisted that they would join us at dinner and that he wanted to practice his archery skills.  Sir Patrick follows Sir Owen around like a lost puppy; we haven’t figured out why.” 
 
    “He does need to practice them,” one of the other knights mumbled. 
 
    “Sir Owen?” Penelope politely smiled at Sir Bartholomew, the head-shaker.   
 
    “Yes,” he answered her.  “I don’t know much about his background.” 
 
    “We don’t know much about either of them, to be honest, Your Highness,” Sir Walter added.  “We found him walking in the Forest with his fellow Knights, Sir Mathias and Sir Patrick, and we offered to let them join us.  We were doing our rounds in Oublié when the Forest decided to lead us here.” 
 
    “You don’t think that the King and Queen will be angry if you appear to have abandoned your posts, do you?” 
 
    “No, Princess,” Sir Jeffery bowed his head at her.  “The Queen’s Guard, Sir Sawyer of the Wonderland Cards, made certain that we were all well-aware that sometimes the Enchanted Forest has a mind of Its own.  He will understand if we explain to him what happened.” 
 
    Nodding her head, Penelope listened to the conversation between the knights as they talked about growing up in their border villages of Oublié and how they all figured out they wanted to be Knights growing up.   
 
    Jeffery was from Charmante and had joined the Oublié guards fairly recently; he had experience and the Charmante Royal family had sent him as a goodwill gesture.   
 
    Bartholomew was from Baerville and had seized the opportunity to do something other than working in the kitchen at the Three Golden Bears Restaurant and Gift Shoppe.    
 
    Walter was from Rainsford near the Schnee border.  He had joined the guards so that he would not be pressed into service by the Schnee Queen; his village was close enough to the border that residents were terrified that the Queen would attempt to seize control of the Oublié village and joining the Oublié Guard meant that his King and Queen would be aware of the threat that lingered in the air and made those villagers anxious. 
 
    “You are aware what this Quest is about, right?” she carefully asked them both. 
 
    “Yes, Princess,” Sir Walter mumbled, “but if you will beg my pardon, I am not going to seek your hand.  I would like advice on wooing a girl from my village, however.”  
 
    “Thank you for being honest,” Penelope smiled at him.  She suspected that not many of the knights here were being completely honest; many of them most likely wanted somewhere dry to sleep and something other than trail food to eat.   
 
    She was not going to begrudge them that.  It wasn’t her place to send the knights and princes away, and the more people present the more the people who earnestly wanted to get to know her would either rise to the challenge or falter and give up.    
 
    Sir Bartholomew promised that he was here for the right reasons, but a gut instinct told Penelope that he was more likely here for her throne than he was for her.   
 
    She would have to devise a quest to weed out the people here for the right reason and people here for the wrong reasons before she could thin out the crowd.   
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    “Are you certain only one of those knights left?” Penelope asked Carry a few days later as they watched Reynolds leading another Quester to the Green Room.  “I’ve only met Sir Bartholomew, Sir Jeffery, and Sir Walter.” 
 
    “I briefly met Sir Owen,” Carry informed her.  “He didn’t stick around very long.” 
 
    “Where was he?” 
 
    “Snagging something to eat from the kitchens.  He wanted to go practice his archery away from the Manor so that he wouldn’t accidentally hit anybody.” 
 
    “That was thoughtful of him,” Penelope mumbled, thinking something else entirely. 
 
    “But keeping his archery skills sharp does not equate spending his time getting to know you,” Carry pointed out.  
 
    “I know,” she agreed.  “Watch him or have somebody else do it.  I don’t trust him for some reason.” 
 
    “You haven’t even met him.” 
 
    “Yes, but everybody else comes to meals, even the knights he came with.  Sir Owen is hiding from me and we need to figure out why.”  
 
    Once again, Sir Patrick was an afterthought they’d forgotten. 
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    He didn’t know what to expect when the Enchanted Forest started leading him north towards Frosch Erbsen.   
 
    Although now that he had started thinking about it, Princess Penelope was about the age for her own, unique brand of Quests to begin.  Somehow the Kingdom of Frosch Erbsen had different Questing rules than other Royals.  It likely had something to do with their partnership with the dragons of Balaur.   
 
    He had met the Princess once, when they were both fifteen, before she was sent to Oakhurst Manor.  She had been a pleasant conversationalist, more interested in his training than the cross-stitch pattern her tutor had handed the princess once they had eaten the light lunch that good manners dictated Penelope summon during their conversation.   
 
    The tutor had been horrified.   
 
    It had been close to six years since he had last seen her and Charlie wondered if Princess Penelope was just as much of a pleasant surprise as she had been then.   
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    It was never heard of!  In all of the history of the Enchanted Forest nobody had ever recorded sudden rain storms that left Questers soaked to the bone.  (Mostly because the other Questers saw no need to record sudden rain storms that they had found themselves caught in.  It wasn’t the storms that were the notable event; it was the events that followed the storm.  Personally, hand-written official records left out details like the weather, clothing worn, and what was eaten unless it was relevant.  It was assumed that it would rain in the Forest and that Questers would occasionally get caught it a rain storm.) 
 
    Sure, it had to rain in the Forest, Charlie reasoned.  The rivers and lakes would dry up if it never rained and the plants would shrivel up and die, but even then, some people speculated that the Forest either sent Its rainstorms when people weren’t around or there were underground sources of water that fed the streams and rivers and various plant-life.   
 
    However, Charlie wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t been underneath the sudden and extremely unexpected deluge of water falling from the skies.  One minute the sky was clear and a very pretty shade of blue and then the next, as if by magic, the sky went dark and thunder sounded moments before it started raining.   
 
    He was soaked and with no shelter that could be accessed without ruining everything else in his waterproof pack, he had no choice but remain soaked.   
 
    Tripping over a tree root that Charlie swore wasn’t there a moment ago, he fell into a mud puddle. 
 
    Now he was soaked, muddy, and growing colder by the minute.  Regardless, keeping his head down, he followed the path the Enchanted Forest had laid out for him.  If It wanted him looking his worst, then he wasn’t going to fight Its wishes.   
 
    A short trek later, a huge manor house appeared in the distance.  Charlie wouldn’t call it a castle, even with its giant tower in one of the corners, but it was certainly larger than any of the manor houses he’d seen in Wonderland.   
 
    There might even be walled off garden somewhere on its premises.   
 
    A flash of gold caught his attention in the tower and it only took him a moment to realize that he was at Oakhurst Manor, the location of the Frosch Erbsen Crown Princess and her dragon protector.   
 
    Moments later, a small – anything would be small compared to the dragon known as Cayrsyer the Mammoth – dark head looked out the window.  He was close enough to see her looking up at the sky, probably marveling at the rain, before catching sight of him trudging up the path towards her house.  
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    “Cayrsyer,” Penelope alerted the dragon.  “Another Quester is coming up the path.”   
 
    “Poor man,” the dragon carefully shook his head.  “The Forest let the others arrive without the rain.” 
 
    “Looks like he is covered in mud as well,” she added.   
 
    “Well,” Cayrsyer stated, using a claw to suggest the Princess turn around while he transformed into a human, “the Forest is probably testing him.”  A moment later, he’d hurried behind the dressing screen against one wall and continued talking, his voice not as deep and mildly muffled by the screen.  “I’ll pay attention to how he reacts when we let him in.  You should alert the kitchen and the stable hands that the newcomer will need a hot bath and meal.” 
 
    “Do you think he’s a prince or a knight?” Penelope wondered, slipping her shoes back on her feet from where she’d taken then off before curling up to read their chapters for the night.  “We’ve had so many knights showing up and then leaving the next morning.  And even now, the number of knights is easily triple the number of princes.  There was that one night that six knights arrived and either two or three of them left the next morning.  Nobody is certain.  I still haven’t met Sir Owen or Sir Patrick yet.  And most of these princes are from more modern fairy tales and fairy tale retellings.  I don’t understand half of what some of them are talking about.” 
 
    “The good news,” Carry said, stepping from behind the screen as he pulled his shirt over his head and adjusted it, “is that this should be the last Quester arriving.  If he passes tonight’s test, he’ll be in the last room.  I want to guess that he is probably Prince Charles of Wonderland.  He recently turned twenty-one and it is very likely the Forest would direct him here.”   
 
    “Charlie?  Queen Nadine’s brother?” 
 
    “Yes,” Carry nodded his head before putting his boots on.  “Might want to hurry up to the kitchens before the stable hands go back to the stables for the night.”  
 
    “Good idea,” Penelope nodded her head, resisting the urge to look out the window and try to spot the approaching Quester.  Instead, she merely glanced at the window before carefully hurrying down the stairs.  At a fork in the hallway on a lower level, the princess went right while the dragon went left. 
 
    A few minutes later Carry heard a knock on the doors.  He counted to thirty before swinging open the door.   
 
    The mess known as Charlie stood on the other side.  “I don’t want to drip on your floors,” he started off.  “Do you have a bath sheet or something I can use first?” 
 
    “Name?” Carry asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Oh.  Right.  Sorry.  It’s been… right,” he shook his head.  “Prince Charles of Wonderland.  Everybody calls me Prince Charlie because I also have a cousin named Charles.  Sorry.  You are the first… human I’ve seen in weeks.”   
 
    Carry raised an eyebrow again.  It wasn’t the first time he was mistaken for a human, but he’d also caught the hesitation in the prince’s statement.  He suspected the young – compared to himself – man knew what, and possibly who, Carry really was.   
 
    “Don’t worry about the mud and rain,” he assured the prince.  “Let’s get you to the Green Room.  Tomorrow we’ll find you somewhere more suitable.  There’s a lot of Questers here at the moment and they have taken up some of our more convenient rooms.  We recently had some flooding and the maids keep working on fixing and cleaning up the rooms one at a time.  I believe they will have finished their last room in the guest wing tomorrow morning.  But I must warn you, the Green Room is housing all of the mattresses that were in the family wing that was also flooded out.” 
 
    “That’s fine.  As long as I can have a bath, even a cold bath.  I still have some food in my pack; I can eat that so your kitchen staff isn’t put out.” 
 
    Nodding his head in a partial bow, Carry said nothing as he consulted with his inner clock.  He had fifteen more minutes before he would turn back into a dragon.  It would take five to get Prince Charlie to the Green Room.  Hopefully, the prince wouldn’t be asking many questions.   
 
    Opening the door, the stable hands were pouring in the last of the steaming water into a portable tub.  A maid was placing a tray of food on the table near a chair.   
 
    “Thank you,” Charlie sighed, more relieved than he realized to see a hot bath and a meal he didn’t have to cook.  
 
    “There’s a change of clothes in the wardrobe,” Carry informed him.  “If you leave your clothes by the door, Sally can get them all washed in the morning. 
 
    “Thank you,” Charlie repeated, turning to look at the bath.  “Thank you so much.”   
 
    Carry nodded to the maid and stable hands – they knew who he really was – before hurrying up to his tower where it would be safe to transform back into his natural shape.  He thought good things about the young prince, but Carry would wait to see what dreams the man had before casting his judgment.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    If Charlie thought getting on the mattress tower was difficult, it was nothing compared to when he woke up and realized he would have to get down.   
 
    “They could have at least provided a ladder,” he grumbled, wiping the sleep from his eyes. 
 
    “They did,” a voice near the door answered him.  
 
    “We took it away,” stated a second. 
 
    A few more voices laughed.   
 
    Popping his head up, he carefully looked over the edge of the mattresses to see a gaggle of princes and knights gathered near the door to his room. 
 
    “I guess one of you shutting the door woke me up,” he groaned.   
 
    A prince near the door held up a hand, “That would have been me.  Prince Ty of Narnia.” 
 
    “Prince Charles of Wonderland.  Charlie, please.”  He hesitated, “I read The Chronicles of Narnia back home.  There’s a copy in the library.  Isn’t Narnia an allegory for religion?” 
 
    “Yes,” the prince nodded his head.  “But C.S. Lewis also said that ‘someday you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again’ and several other related quotes.  It’s complicated.  We are attached off of Balaur a little ways north of Neverland, but south of the Harry Potter bridge.”   
 
    The Prince holding the ladder grinned, “I guess it’s my turn.  Prince Warren, the younger brother of Prince Phillip and Princess Rosemary of Roschen.”   
 
    “Sir Gregory of Roschen,” the knight beside him introduced himself.  “We arrived together,” he pointed at the prince.”   
 
    A dark-headed knight beside Sir Gregory spoke up next.  “Sir Henry of Schnee.”  Clearing his throat, he confessed, “I’m supposed to be looking for the Princess, but obviously I’m here.  Those who know where she… well… we’re still looking for her.” 
 
    Charlie’s eyes narrowed as he considered the Knight’s statement.  Then he recalled the stories of torture the current Queen of Schnee employed whenever she suspected somebody of lying about the Princess’ whereabouts even when they don’t actually know.  It’s easier to pretend to still be looking for her than it is to return back to that castle with no information.  Safer.   
 
    “Sir Jeffery,” the knight bowed out of habit, “of Charmante.  I’ve heard good things about your time spent helping the Oublié guards and I wanted to be one of the first to greet you when I heard you were here.”   
 
    “How did you sleep?” one of the Roschen men – Charlie couldn’t remember if it was the prince or the knight – asked him before Charlie could address Sir Jeffery.   
 
    “Not bad at all.  Much better than on the ground in the Forest.” 
 
    Half of them cheered and the other half groaned. 
 
    “What?” Charlie asked, confused.  Why wouldn’t he sleep well on a tower of six or seven mattresses? 
 
    “Come on,” one of them commented to the others.  “That means we can get on to the next Quest.” 
 
    “But that means some of us will have to leave,” a knight – Sir Henry most likely – pointed out, “since we aren’t actually here for the Quests.  You know the Princess is only letting some of us stay because it’s better than travel meals and sleeping on the ground.” 
 
    “I’m sure the Princess will let you stay,” one of the other knights assured him.  “We all know what’s going on in Schnee.” 
 
    “Which is annoying Queen Katerina even more,” the knight mumbled.  “Especially when sheltered princesses know what is happening on the other side of the Enchanted Forest.” 
 
    The butler entering the room had the princes and knights scattering out of his way.  “The Princess will allow anybody who wants to observe the rest of the Quests to stay and observe,” he formally informed the small group in the room.  “Witnesses mean that others cannot argue that her final decision was not made in haste and was fair to all participants.”  Turning towards Charlie – who was still on the mattress tower – he asked, “How was your rest?” 
 
    “The best I’ve had in weeks.” 
 
    “No nightmares?” 
 
    “Merely pleasant dreams.  I dreamt about my sisters and nephews.”  
 
    “Sisters?” one of the knights asked a prince.   
 
    Whispering back, “He has three older sisters,” the prince informed the knight.   
 
    “Oh.”   
 
    “Where is your ladder?” the butler asked, cutting his eyes toward the Prince holding it. 
 
    Prince Warren and one of the knights attempted to hide it behind their backs, but everybody in the room already knew they had it.     
 
    “Boys,” the butler sighed, not caring that everybody in the room technically outranked him.  “We’ve discussed this.” 
 
    The princes and knights knew that the butler was their best source of information and that he had no problem misdirecting people who were acting recklessly to directions other than their requested locations.   
 
    “It’s fine,” Charlie assured the butler.  “It’s harmless.  I’m game.” 
 
    Peering over the edge, he pondered how exactly he should proceed.  The headboard was against the wall and blocked by several mattresses.  There was no footboard that he could use as a ledge.  If the floor beneath him wasn’t stone, he would consider jumping off the pile.   
 
    “It’s not that harmless,” the butler – Reynolds, Charlie suddenly recalled as his brain woke up further – pointed out.  “One of the knights decided that jumping off the bed was his best course of action.  Broke an arm.” 
 
    “They had to use magic to repair it,” one of the knights added.  “We didn’t think anybody would be stupid enough to jump off the mattresses and onto a stone floor.” 
 
    “Well, Freddie isn’t exactly the brightest candle in the box,” another knight stated.   
 
    “He’s still here, isn’t he?” somebody else pointed out.   
 
    “Only because he’s still recovering,” the second knight added.  “And nobody will let him leave, even if his arm is technically intact again.”   
 
    Listening to the clatter, Charlie studied the wall behind the bed.  It might miss somebody else’s notice, but he realized that the stone blocks forming the walls weren’t flush, causing the wall to be slightly bumpy instead of smooth.  Enough stone bricks were sticking out that he could easily use them as foot and handholds if he decided to use the wall as a climbing wall.   
 
    It wasn’t ideal, but it could work.   
 
    While the knights and princes rattled on and on, Charlie nodded his head.  Yes, he’d do it. 
 
    With only Reynolds watching him, Charlie started scaling the wall.  There weren’t that many feet between the top mattress and the floor, but it was enough.   
 
    One by one the knights and princes stopped talking as they watched him carefully pick out his hand and footholds.  A few times he tested a brick before deciding to move sideways instead of downwards.  A few times he went up before moving sideways some more.   
 
    After five minutes – caution was guiding his movements and decisions – Charlie finally reached a spot where he felt comfortable jumping down the rest of the way.   
 
    The princes and knights converged on him, expressing their admiration at his creative response to their challenge.   
 
    Reynolds said nothing except that breakfast would be served in ten minutes.  Once he left the room, he went to tell the Princess and Cayrsyer what he had witnessed.   
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    That morning Charlie found himself breaking his fast next to Princess Penelope.  After their formal introductions and the acknowledgment that they had met before, they started chatting.   
 
    At first, it was Penelope telling him that her father and maid disapproved of Charlie.  “After you left, all I could talk about was learning how to sword fight and neither of them believed that it was something a princess should learn.  It didn’t help when I countered that your sister, Princess Grace, sorry, Queen Grace, was learning those skills as well.”   
 
    “I wondered why your father did not show up for my sister’s coronation.” 
 
    “He thinks she’s going to bring violence and destruction to Wonderland.” 
 
    “Shame she’s proving him wrong.  Without those skills, she never would have defeated the evil enchantress bent on destroying the Enchanted Forest.” 
 
    “Don’t tell my father that,” Penelope rolled her eyes.  “He is convinced that Prince Trystan, sorry, King Trystan threw that dagger and that your sister was the one asleep in the tower.”  
 
    “Don’t apologize.  My own family is still getting used to the change of titles.  I think I’m the only person who has kept their title out of the bulk of us.”  Shaking his head, he added, “But Trystan has publicly stated that Grace threw the dagger and that he was busy trying to figure out how to get them out of the tower.”  
 
    “My father is disappointed in me merely because I’m the firstborn and a female,” Penelope confessed.  “He’d be much happier if my brother, Andrew, had been born first.”   
 
    “I didn’t know you had a brother,” Charlie remarked.  
 
    “He was sent off to train to be a knight.  Andrew should be sixteen, but we haven’t heard from him in a year.”   
 
    “That’s concerning.” 
 
    “Father just says that Andrew is off learning how to be a man.”   
 
    “Is your father going to be happy with whoever you pick?” 
 
    “Father doesn’t have a choice,” Penelope grinned.  “Too many things fall apart when princesses aren’t allowed to marry for love here.  Just look at my Aunt Cassandra and how her part of the kingdom is doing.  Father allowed an older man his suit even though my aunt complained about it.  She was right to reject the man’s offer.  Neither of them would be happy in the long run, but Father is old-fashioned and ignorant.  He didn’t want to believe that Lord Woodworth was romantically interested in his valet and Lord Woodworth didn’t want to publicly say anything because Father would have punished the man for it.  It didn’t help that Grandfather was still alive at the time.  Even Grandmother’s protestations couldn’t help save Aunt Cassandra from Father and Grandfather.” 
 
    “Does everybody know?” 
 
    “Just the people in the town where Aunt Cassandra lives, Grandmother, and myself.  They both made me promise to marry for love and not political gain.” 
 
    “It took my eldest sister, Alice, months to realize she was in love with her husband,” Charlie pointed out.  “Grace and Nadine had their stories and the Enchanted Forest help them out, but even then, it took Nadine a little longer to realize she was in love with Richmond and not just because the Forest told her she should be in love with him.”   
 
    “Love is tricky.”  
 
    “Yeah,” he agreed.  “But we are lucky.  The Forest knows that the Kingdoms do better when the Royals are genuinely happy.  It’s not going to pair up partners that will not work together.” 
 
    “The Enchanted Forest still makes mistakes,” Penelope countered.  “Just look at my parents.” 
 
    “And you have already established your father’s character.”  He hesitated before asking, “What are you going to do when you become Queen.” 
 
    “If my father ever gives up the crown, you mean?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “He’s stubborn.  If I don’t pick a husband he approves of, he might, possibly, hold onto the crown for as long as he possibly can.”  
 
    “Regardless, what will your first order of business be?” 
 
     Penelope was quiet for a moment.  “Nobody has ever asked me that.”   
 
    In a softer voice, she answered, “I’m going to dissolve my aunt’s marriage.  She isn’t happy.  Lord Woodworth isn’t happy.  Well, he is but isn’t at the same time.  But, if I can have my coronation in the next 4 years, which is doubtful knowing my father, they will still be young enough to marry the person they both truly want to marry.”  She paused for a moment before adding, “And I’ll make certain my sister, Lilianna, is taken better care of as well.  She’s ten years younger than me, but she deserves more.  My dragon, Cayrsyer, has already decided that he’s going to be Lilianna’s dragon as well.” 
 
    “Your dragon is important to you, isn’t he?” 
 
    “We read together.  He advises me on things.  He’s more than just a guard, but he’s a friend as well.  I’m going to miss him after this.  We’ve been together since I was sixteen.”  
 
    Charlie merely nodded his head.   
 
    “Princess,” Reynolds bowed his head as he cleared his throat.  “The other Questers have left the dining hall and the maids would like to clear the dishes.” 
 
    Looking around them, Penelope and Charlie noticed that they were the only ones left in the room.   
 
    “I’ll see you again at lunch.  I believe you are sitting next to me again,” Penelope smiled at him.   
 
    “I’ll see you at lunch,” Charlie grinned back.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Carry rolled his eyes as he walked behind the Princess and Sir Victor of Majstro.  The knight was sharing some of his major exploits with the princess as they spent time getting to know each other.   
 
    There was a walk cut into the woods surrounding the manor just for that purpose.  It wound around the woods a little before a pleasant stroll beside part of the lake.   
 
    The few people who dismissed the Princess’s favorite path were automatically removed from the list of Questers that the Princess favored.   
 
    “I was training to become a Master Swordsman when the siren call of the Enchanted Forest beckoned me to travel its twisted paths.” 
 
    “How old are you?” the Princess asked, looking up at Sir Victor.   
 
    “Twenty-two.”   
 
    “When did you start training?” 
 
    “I was ten years old.” 
 
    “Does it really take that long to learn how to become a Master Swordsman?” the princess smiled up at the knight.  “It’s been twelve years.” 
 
    “It can.”  
 
    Carry shot the knight a look that neither of them saw.  He knew it took five to six years to become a Master Swordsman with six to eight hours a week of practice when somebody first started learning and then four to six hours a week to maintain the muscle memory and skills needed to keep sharp.   
 
    At training for little over an hour a day – minimum – with the possibility of a day of rest, it would not take a knight twelve years to earn that ranking.  Carry, himself, found archery to be a much more difficult sport to master.  Some of the knights he knew said it took them anywhere from ten to fifteen years before they felt comfortable enough to say they had mastered it.  Even then they emphasized the fact that they spent one to two hours a day practicing the same shots over and over again.   
 
    Some of the Gamesmen (sent to hunt non-talking animals) and some of the Huntsmen who preferred the bow to a sword or throwing daggers said the same thing.   
 
    Either Sir Victor was downplaying his abilities or he was talking himself up; Carry couldn’t quite get a read on the knight.   
 
    It didn’t matter.  The Princess needed to be adoring and hang on to her companion’s every word even if she wanted to roll her eyes at the inane conversational topics and boasts.   
 
    She’d discuss this conversation and his thoughts about Sir Victor later.    
 
    “How are your archery skills?” 
 
    “I am still a student of archery,” the Knight dismissed his skills without giving any clue if he was any good at it or not.  “I can, however, hit the target every single time.”  
 
    The Princess’ husband would eventually be put over the Guards and Knights; it was essential that he have mastered or nearly mastered the ability to handle a sword, a bow, and a few other weapons Carry wasn’t certain the Princess would be aware of.   
 
    That gave him an idea to discuss with her later.  Much later.  And that idea would let him know just how much downplaying Sir Victor had been doing.   
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    Wandering off while Princess Penelope was getting to know one of her other Questers, Charlie took the opportunity to explore Oakhurst Manor.  He wanted to swear that there was a hidden courtyard garden somewhere on the grounds based on his first impressions on the shape of the manor alone when he approached it during the rain a few days before.   
 
    There was definitely no outside entrance.  At least not one he could find.  Maybe it was hidden by magical means or that rose bush that trailed up the wall.   
 
    What he did find though was what he heard first.  The swish thud sound of an arrow being fired through a bow before thudding into a target caught his attention.   
 
    Edging around the side of the manor, he peered around the corner to make certain he wasn’t in front of whoever was shooting and was behind them instead.   
 
    After being around his sister and cousin Aileen and watching them refining their archery skills, he knew better than to assume the archer was male.  
 
    “Come on out,” the voice – male – called out.  “You’re behind me.” 
 
    “You must be a knight,” Charlie called back.   
 
    “Guilty as charged,” the dark-haired male looked over at the prince while lowering his bow.  “The others want to get to know Princess Penelope and not practice their sword-fighting.” 
 
    “But a knight’s job is never done and practice is important,” Charlie absentmindedly parroted something he had heard countless times from the Cards and Knights in Wonderland.  He left out the second part of their saying that was a reminder to have a life as well.  Without a life outside of training, the Cards and Knights wouldn’t remember what they were fighting for, practicing for.  Even if they were never needed for service, they were better prepared to defend Wonderland because they knew who and what they were defending.   
 
    “Exactly,” the knight nodded his head.  “Sir Owen,” he introduced himself.  
 
    “Prince Charles of Wonderland, but please, call me Charlie.” 
 
    “Owen,” the knight nodded his head in response.   
 
    “I haven’t seen you at any of the meals and I’ve been here a few days,” Charlie carefully stated, shaking his head when Owen offered the prince his bow and arrow to shoot.  “I left mine in my room, but I think our pulls are different.”   
 
    “It’ll be fine,” the knight stated, offering his bow once again. 
 
    “I don’t want to break your bow,” Charlie pointedly responded.   
 
    There was a vast difference between their builds.  Charlie had a bulkier build and was mostly muscle after his years of training with his cousins.  He couldn’t even recall looking like this knight since he was a teenager.   
 
    The knight was lanky.  If his leather breastplate was off and he was in the shorter sleeves and pants that the Kingdom of Majstro favored during their summer months, Sir Owen would possibly be all knees and elbows.  He couldn’t be more than eighteen, but what Kingdoms gave their apprentices the rank of Knight before they had mastered their skills?  Sir Owen’s archery skills were lacking considerably.   
 
    “Maybe tomorrow I’ll bring my bow and arrows down.  Possibly my sword,” Charlie offered instead.  “We can practice together.  It’s been weeks since I practiced with something other than a tree, and even then, I never cut into the tree itself.” 
 
    “Why not?  It’s not as if the trees feel anything.” 
 
    Charlie blinked.  It was the first time he’d heard anybody say something like that.  Everybody connected to the Enchanted Forest learned at an early age to respect the Forest and Its trees.  Sebastian had even told him the story about the time a woodcutter’s apprentice had marked the wrong tree and the woodcutter had started cutting down a still-living tree and not a dead one.  All it took was one cut and the living tree started bleeding green.   
 
    To this day there’s a tree somewhere in the Forest with an ax sticking out of its trunk, the ax blade absorbed by the tree.  The woodcutter refused to remove the ax blade arguing that if he removed it, the tree would bleed out even faster.  At least with the ax head blocking the cut, he could slow the bleeding.   
 
    The woodcutter spent weeks with the tree making certain that it would survive.  Even after he had cleared out the dead tree and a few sickly trees nearby, he stayed and waited to make certain that another man’s mistake didn’t permanently damage the tree.   
 
    The amount of care the woodcutter took in giving the tree a fighting chance – and clearing out the dead and dying trees nearby had helped the tree’s odds – gave the tree some protections that helped it thrive hundreds of years later.   
 
    Charlie hoped that someday he would get to see the Woodcutter’s Tree, but he would have to prove himself to the Enchanted Forest first.   Nobody, except the people who had seen it before, knew what kingdom the Tree was in.  Even the people who knew kept the secret.   
 
    “All trees are attached to the Enchanted Forest.  They can feel.” 
 
    Sir Owen rolled his eyes.   
 
    That told Charlie all he needed to know about the knight.  There was no possible way he was above the age of eighteen.  
 
    “We need to head back inside.  The midday meal should be soon.”   
 
    “I don’t eat with everybody else,” Owen informed Charlie. 
 
    “But that’s one of the few times somebody gets to interact with the Princess.” 
 
    “I’m not here for the Princess,” Owen mumbled barely loud enough for Charlie to catch. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I don’t like eating in crowds.  Introvert,” the knight corrected.  “I brought my lunch with me.”  He pointed towards a bag he had stashed under a nearby tree.   
 
    Nodding his head, Charlie excused himself.  Why would somebody be here if it wasn’t for the Princess? 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Looking at the crowd of Questers in front of her, Penelope cleared her throat.  “Thank you all for being here.  For those of you who stumbled on Oakhurst but have no intention of vying for the crown, you are not obligated to leave.  In fact, some unbiased witnesses who can vouch that the winner of these Quests won fair and square would be appreciated.” 
 
    Drawing in a deep breath, she continued, “This Quest is in three parts.  It is designed to test your skills at swordplay, archery, and critical thinking skills.”  A few of the untrained princes groaned.  “It is imperative that you can defend the Kingdom and throne against whatever dangers may lurk in the future.  We need to see that you are knowledgeable about defense and can lead the guards if necessary.”   
 
    She hesitated, thinking she saw a familiar face that shouldn’t be there.  Quickly scanning the crowd, Penelope shook her head to clear her thoughts and get herself back on track.   
 
    “Over the next several days, you will be sword fighting against each other, in pairs, until the final ten remain.  Those ten will go up against Carry, the head of my guard.  Anybody who defeats him will automatically go move ahead to the last challenge.  The top six sword fighters – excluding anybody who defeats Carry – will move on to the second challenge: archery.  The top three plus whoever defeats Carry in sword fighting will move on to the last challenge that won’t be revealed until after the archery results are in.  If you do not move forward, you are allowed to leave or stay.”   
 
    Penelope suspected that several of the knights from Frosch Erbsen would want to stay to find out who would come out on top.  She didn’t know if she was surprised or not that at least five of the Kingdom’s knights had found their way to Oakhurst.  
 
    She did suspect her father sent at least one or two of them to report back on what was happening.   
 
    What did surprise her was that none of them had any real news about Prince Andrew.  A few of them even assumed he had left the knights and had returned to the Castle shortly after turning fifteen.   
 
    Every single time she encountered a different knight she would ask them if they had any news about her brother and they all gave her the same response.   
 
    It was almost as if Prince Andrew of Frosch Erbsen did not exist.   
 
    Normally she would have assumed that he would have returned to the Castle, but he had not; Lilianna’s letters contained no mention of him.  They were filled with how much she dreaded having meals with their father because there was nothing for them to talk about and how instead he criticized her manners and habits even though they were – according to her protocol tutors – impeccable.   
 
    Smiling as the various Questers approached to put their name in the figurative hat – but really a bowl – to be drawn out for their first round of sword fighting, Penelope once again spotted that face she had seen briefly in the crowd.   
 
    Leaving the tournament brackets to her guards, Carry, and a few stable hands, she left the area and approached the figure that was waiting for her by the doors.   
 
    She didn’t notice Charlie and Carry watching her.   
 
    She definitely didn’t hear Carry telling Charlie to follow them.  
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    Leading her brother into one of the offices that overlooked the courtyard garden, Penelope knew that they would have some privacy.   
 
    “What are you doing here?” she asked him.  “How did you even pass the Pea Test?” 
 
    Andrew rolled his eyes and didn’t answer his sister.  “Like a silly, traditional test is going to stop me from taking my rightful place on the throne.”   
 
    Before she could say anything, Andrew pulled out a wand from his pocket and clearly stated a few words that definitely made up a spell. 
 
    “Magic!” Penelope shouted.  “Against your own sister!  That’s treason against the Crown!”  
 
    Andrew didn’t even hesitate, continuing with the spell as if his sister had said nothing.  Once he finished, he stared at her with a smug expression on his face as he waited.  “I don’t really care.  Nobody can prove it.”  
 
    A pop sounded and Penelope felt a sharp piercing pain.  Blinking her eyes, she noticed her world was getting bigger and bigger as her skin started feeling tight.   
 
    What is going on? she thought.  Looking at her brother, she started to ask him what was happening, but her question came out as a croak.   
 
    What? she croaked again.   
 
    “Penelope?” Charlie burst into the room.  He had a sinking feeling that he was too late to do anything about whatever was happening in there.  “Sir Owen?” he hesitated a few feet inside the room.  “Wait, I thought I heard Sir Owen.  But you aren’t Sir Owen.”  Shaking his head to clear out the confusing questions, “Where’s Penelope?” he asked instead.    
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know,” the younger prince mumbled.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    After subtly knocking a pillow over, he shrugged his shoulders.  “I haven’t seen her.”   
 
    The pillow moving barely caught Charlie’s attention, but he said nothing about it.  “If you see her,” he hesitated, “please let her know that Carry was looking for her.  He needs her to approve the Quest brackets.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Andrew said nothing, watching as Charlie backed out of the room and mostly closed the door.  
 
    “Idiot.”  Rolling his eyes, he pulled the pillow off of the frog princess and grinned.  “You’ll need water soon.”  Picking her up, he carried her over to the opened window.  “Here.  There’s a fountain out there.  Maybe you’ll get over there before a hawk or a baby dragon or something eats you.  Not that it’ll be much of a loss.  If we were in a different kingdom, I would have been the Crown Prince and you a mere princess.  Without you, I’ll be the next in line for the throne.  Don’t worry.  I’m sure Father will pretend to cry over your disappearance.”   
 
    He grinned before plopping her down on a ledge in front of the window and closing it with a slam.   
 
    Charlie, having stood at the cracked door, darted into the next room before Owen/Andrew came out.   
 
    Spotting the doors leading outside, he exited the room and stepped into the small courtyard.   
 
    Scanning the windows, he noticed a frog sitting miserably on one of the decorative ledges underneath the windows of the room they had just been in.   
 
    “Penelope?” 
 
    The frog croaked.   
 
    “What did he do to you?”  Shaking his head, Charlie carried the drying frog to the nearby fountain.  “I hope you can swim.” 
 
    Giving another feeble croak, she shook her head.   
 
    As a human, Penelope couldn’t swim.  As a frog, she didn’t have a clue.  She’d never been a frog before. 
 
    “Okay.  That’s fine.  We’ll figure this out,” he mumbled, keeping her in his scooped hands as he lowered her into the water.  “I should have researched magical transformations, but they are so rare and most people don’t have the magic needed to do those types of spells.”   
 
    He honestly assumed once Gavin and Agatha had been drained of their magic that it would be the end of dark magic until a new generation was born.   
 
    Although, now that he thought about it, a new generation was being born.  Maybe the threats to his nephews were born again as well.   
 
    A nudge on his hand caught his attention and he lifted Penelope the frog out of the water.   
 
    “This feels so much better,” she sighed – as much as a human magically transformed into a frog could sigh.  “And it’s good to know that I need to be slimy to talk.” 
 
    “You aren’t that slimy.” 
 
    “Stop lying.  I’m a frog.  Of course, I’m slimy,” she protested.   
 
    Charlie said nothing.  It was pointless to argue with a princess; it was a lesson he’d learned growing up. 
 
    “Which story is this spell following?  Is my prince supposed to kiss me or throw me against a wall?  And how do we know which Quester here is my prince?” 
 
    “Who did this to you?” Charlie asked instead of answering her. 
 
    “My brother Andrew, but you probably know him as Sir Owen.  It’s his middle name.”  
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    By the time the dragon had been able to extract himself from the knights and princes determined to compete for the Princess’s hand, it was nearly time for him to transform back into a dragon.  He had barely enough time to make it to his tower.   
 
    Charlie, hearing Carry’s pounding footsteps heading up the tower stairs, waited for the man to enter the room before standing up and holding out Penelope the frog.   
 
    “What are we going to do?” Charlie asked Carry.   
 
    “First,” Carry sighed, “you are going to turn around and face the wall while I transform back into a dragon.” 
 
    Turning around, Charlie remarked that Carry didn’t have anything Charlie hadn’t already seen before. 
 
    “But the Princess has not seen me, or any male, without clothes.” 
 
    “I saw my brother when he was a baby,” she piped up, her voice more of a squeak than anything else.  
 
    “I think we need to find you some more water,” Charlie shook his head. 
 
    “I have a bell pull in the corner closest to the door,” Cayrsyer informed the prince.  “Three pulls and the kitchen staff will know to bring me some water.  Four means I have company and to bring them something to drink as well.”  A long moment later, he added, “You can turn around now.” 
 
    Charlie stammered for a moment before his shock settled enough for him to become coherent.  “I knew you were a dragon, but I didn’t…”  
 
    “I know,” Cayrsyer nodded his head.  “It’s disconcerting the first few times.  It’d be even worse if you’d seen me shift from a human into a dragon or vice versa.”   
 
    “I mean…You were a human and now you’re a dragon and I never knew that dragons can shift into humans,” Charlie rambled. 
 
    “Not all dragons,” Cayrsyer informed him.  “Some dragons are just dragons.  Some dragons can shift into a human form for a few hours a day.  Some humans can shift into dragons.” 
 
    “Were-dragons?”  
 
    “Not exactly.  Shapeshifters.  It’s a genetic disposition and not a virus; a person is born with it.”   
 
    Croaking, Penelope gave a slight hop in Charlie’s hands.  “Excuse me.  I think we have something more important to deal with than dragon genetics.  I’m a frog!”  
 
    Fumbling with her shifted weight, Charlie scolded her.  “Don’t do that!  I almost dropped you!”  
 
    “Then don’t get distracted?” 
 
    “Don’t blame the human, Penelope.  You were just as bad the first time I changed from dragon to human.” 
 
    “I have a name,” Charlie protested. 
 
    “I know,” Cayrsyer grinned, showing off his teeth. 
 
    “Please don’t eat me,” Charlie backpedaled. 
 
    “Human tastes horrible unless cooked,” Cayrsyer remarked.  “Worse than sheep.  The fur gets caught in my teeth.”   
 
    “Carry,” Penelope croaked.  “I’m still a frog.”  
 
    Then, “I’m a frog!” Penelope squealed as her new form sunk in.  It was a disconcerting sound that worried Charlie.  “I’m a frog!  A frog!  Somebody do something!  I’m a frog!”  
 
    “I was hoping her panic wouldn’t catch up to the situation,” Charlie whispered.  A little louder, “Penelope, we’ll fix this.  It was a spell.  I heard part of it through the door where I was listening in.”   
 
    “Then why didn’t you enter the room sooner?” she sobbed.   
 
    “One of the knights…” he trailed off when a knock sounded on the door and two maids entered the room.  
 
    “We have your water and something for your guest,” one of them informed the room, not concerned that Prince Charles hadn’t turned around to address them.   
 
    He was doing his best to keep the maids from finding out that Princess Penelope had been transformed into a frog! 
 
    Maybe now he was starting to panic.  What could they do?  The First Quest – Charlie didn’t know it was actually the Second Quest – started in the morning and he was going to have to fight against somebody he barely knew.  And the Princess was expected to be in the stands watching over all of the sword fights.  And then Carry was going to have to fight against the top ten sword fighters.   
 
    This was a nightmare! 
 
    “We can’t keep this a secret,” Charlie realized, placing Penelope on the table so he could prep her a shallow bowl of water.  
 
    “What?  Why not?  I’m a frog!”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Cayrsyer asked, ignoring the princess.   
 
    “If she disappears now, it adds weight to Prince Andrew’s plans.  If we tell everybody that somebody turned her into a frog, then they are more likely to prevent Prince Andrew from leaving the estate.”   
 
    “Especially if we say we don’t know who did it,” Cayrsyer added.   
 
    “Right.  Everybody is suspicious of everybody else and anybody here for the right reasons will be on the lookout and won’t let anybody else leave the estate’s boundary.” 
 
    “I don’t like this plan,” Penelope sighed.  “I’d rather people not know that I’m a frog.”   
 
    She accepted Charlie’s outstretched hands, hopping on them so he could place her in the water.  A froggy sigh of relief escaped as she felt the cool water on her dry skin.  
 
    “Is it better that they think you don’t care about who wins this Quest?” 
 
    “He’s right,” Cayrsyer agreed.  “I can watch you during the sword fighting until I have to go into the ring, but that will take a few days since we are limited by how long I can stay human.”   
 
    “I don’t like this plan,” Penelope repeated.  
 
    “We don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    “But how will we turn her back into a princess?” Charlie asked.  
 
    “Research.  I’m sure the library has some spell books located on the shelves or something.” 
 
    “Ugh,” Penelope croaked.  “We have to search the entire library?” 
 
    “Yes,” Cayrsyer answered her.  
 
    “What’s so wrong with that?” Charlie asked, confused.  
 
    “It’s three stories tall and whoever built it designed it so that dragons can’t enter, even though the room is big enough to fit three dragons Carry’s size inside it without them touching each other or the walls.”   
 
    “Really?” he asked, intrigued.  “How come I haven’t found it yet?” 
 
    “There’s redirection spells placed on some of the rooms so that people won’t wander into them on purpose or accident.  If they don’t already know it’s there, they will walk past it.  If they do know, or is following somebody who does, they can find it.” 
 
    “That’s why I couldn’t find a way into that inner courtyard garden.  I was redirected from the doors leading into it.”   
 
    “But the moment you followed Penelope and Andrew into that wing, you could enter the garden because you saw it.” 
 
    Nodding his head, Charlie said nothing as he started thinking.  After a few minutes of silence, he pointed out, “We’ll have to keep Prince Andrew away from Penelope.  This means the servants need to know, but they can’t know who it was.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “The better to protect her.  We don’t know if Prince Andrew has some allies among the knights he arrived with or any of the other knights who aren’t leaving on the pretense of wanting comfortable beds and something to eat other than trail food.” 
 
    “But they have to know that you found the Princess.” 
 
    “Won’t that lead suspicion to me since I’m the one who found her.” 
 
    “We’ll tell them you saw what happened but not who cast the spell.” 
 
    “Didn’t you get distracted by one of the other knights?” Penelope asked, looking over the lip of the bowl to look at them.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Do you know who it was?” 
 
    “No,” Charlie sighed.  “I did, but I don’t remember now.” 
 
    A small stream of smoke drifted out of Cayrsyer’s nose as he snorted.  “Two bell pulls, please.  We need to tell Reynolds what happened.   
 
    “Do we have to?” Penelope sighed.   
 
    “Yes,” Charlie and Cayrsyer chorused.   
 
    Charlie added, “Somebody trustworthy will have to carry you again.  I can’t do it because then people will think you already make your choice and that won’t do for public relations with other kingdoms.” 
 
    “It’ll also greatly reduce the number of people who will be watching your back,” Cayrsyer added.  “If somebody other than a stable hand or Reynolds or a guard is with you, then somebody can suspect that the person who has you is up to no good.”  
 
    “But…” 
 
    “We aren’t saying that somebody else can’t carry you,” Charlie was quick to interject.  “However, if someone getting to know you is carrying you, there will need to be somebody guarding you as well.  And you need to make appearances.” 
 
    “Whereas Charlie and a few other servants can be scanning the library for a spellbook with a transformation counter.” 
 
    “And Carry can be out there doing his sword fighting thing.” 
 
    “I am a master swordsman,” the dragon bowed his head.  “I look forward to defeating many of these knights and princes.” 
 
    Charlie said nothing, but the smug expression on his face told the dragon that the prince knew something.   
 
    Before he could question anything, Reynolds entered the room.  “How can I help you?” 
 
    “The princess has been transformed into a frog,” Cayrsyer informed the older man.  
 
    “Please, drown me now,” Penelope whimpered from her bowl, sinking down into the water.   
 
    “I don’t know if that is possible, Princess,” Reynolds quipped without showing any shock at what had happened to Penelope.  
 
    He’d never told anybody the story of when the neighborhood witch had accidentally turned him into a salamander.  Or how that witch was currently his wife and the manor healer.   
 
    “What do I need to do and do you want me to go get Hanna?” 
 
    “Hanna?” Charlie asked.  
 
    “The manor healer,” Penelope answered.  
 
    “And Reynolds’s wife,” Cayrsyer added.  
 
    Croaking, Penelope said, “I didn’t know that!”  
 
    “Only a few people do,” Reynolds admitted.  “She’s a green witch who specialized in healing magic.  But she knows how to do transformations.” 
 
    There was, unfortunately, nothing Hanna could do until they found the exact spell Prince Andrew had cast on his sister.  
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    Everybody went silent as Reynolds brought a frog on a pillow into the room.  Then the whispers started.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Why is the butler putting a frog down in Princess Penelope’s spot?” 
 
    “Is this a joke?” 
 
    “What is going on?” 
 
    Charlie, in his place halfway down the table, shrugged his shoulders.  What could he say?  He couldn’t tell his tablemates the truth when he wasn’t even supposed to know what it was!  “This could be a test,” he cautiously threw out, “or something has happened to the Princess since her announcement this afternoon.”   
 
    This set off a new round of whispers as the people nearby heard what he’d said.  “Why would somebody want to hurt Princess Penelope?” was repeated the most. 
 
    That was his part of their plan.  A few of the servants were arranged to watch how people reacted to this bit of news.   
 
    Clearing his throat, Reynolds stood up as straight as he could and announced.  “A few hours ago, Princess Penelope was discovered turned into a frog.  She is unable to identify the person who cast the spell that has resulted in her transformation.” 
 
    Everybody looked around the room at each other.  Charlie took the opportunity to look over in ‘Sir Owen’s’ direction.  The ‘knight’ was only at the meal because nobody would let anybody leave the manor.   
 
    The ‘knight’ was glaring down at the empty plate in front of him, the annoyance flickering across his features that quickly – but not quickly enough – was erased by a false concern over what had happened.  Only a small handful of people, Charlie noticed, were aware of ‘Sir Owen’s’ annoyed demeanor.   
 
    They wisely said nothing, although they wondered why he was even at the table.  
 
    “Because of this,” Reynolds continued, “nobody is to leave the estate grounds for any reason excluding the people who have already left and the people who can prove their whereabouts between the time of the Princess’ disappearance and discovery.  Many of you were in the throne room signing up for the sword fighting tournament, but it is better to proceed with caution than it is to make tragic mistakes.”  
 
    The mumbling started off, several people wondering, once again, who would want to hurt the princess.  Some groans about being unable to get to know the princess now.   
 
    Reynolds was able to quickly use those comments to his advantage.  “The good news is that Princess Penelope can talk, and everything should be able to continue on as usual.  However, any walks with the Princess will involve this pillow and a maid or stable hand around to act as a chaperone, which isn’t any different than normal outside of being unable to leave the Manor grounds and needing to stay near the conveniently located bowls of water in case the Princess starts to dry out.” 
 
    “Thank you, Reynolds,” a froggy voice croaked, not that Charlie was positioned to be able to see Penelope that well.   
 
    The people next to him – a knight from Roschen and Prince Ty from Narnia – scrambled out of their chairs, pushing them back so quickly a loud grating noise filled the room.   
 
    “I can’t sit next to a frog and be able to eat!” one of them shrieked.  
 
    “I can’t sit next to a talking frog!”  
 
    The knight sitting next to Charlie rolled his eyes.  Standing up, he called out, “If those two fools are incapable of sitting next to the Princess, I will volunteer to sit next to her.”  
 
    “Thank you, Sir Victor of Majstro,” Reynolds called out.  “Are there any other volunteers?” 
 
    Sir Victor grabbed his water glass – the only glass he had been drinking out of – and leaned down towards Prince Charlie.  “I’ve eaten meals with creatures far worse than a frog on the table.  Eating with a talking frog shall be a treat.”  
 
    The shrieking prince quickly took Sir Victor’s place.  “Charlie!  I haven’t seen you in days!” Prince Ty greeted his new tablemate.   
 
    Charlie merely shook his head.  He had expected more from the fellow prince.   
 
    “Haven’t been able to abide frogs ever since my Uncle Seymour ate one whole,” Prince Ty continued with a shudder. 
 
    “Anybody else?” Reynold’s voice called out.   
 
    “I will!” Charlie stood up and started to walk towards the Princess.  He was only supposed to volunteer if nobody else did. 
 
    “Now wait a minute!” another prince located between Charlie and Penelope called out.  “That’s not right.  You got to spend time with the Princess only a few days ago and it’s been weeks since I’ve gotten to eat a meal with her.”   
 
    “Well, Prince Warren, if you really want to eat next to the princess, be my guest.  I’m all for allowing others the opportunity to get to know Princess Penelope better.  I confess I do have a slightly unfair advantage.  My mother brought me on her visits with the late queen, may Queen Annabeth rest in peace, when I was a teenager.  I have no problem with another prince or knight seizing the opportunity to talk about himself to a captive audience such as Princess Penelope.”   
 
    He then bowed towards where Penelope was perched on her pillow, casting him a froggy glare.   
 
    They left out the part where Penelope would be spending the night in his room.  Cayrsyer had pointed out that the princess would not be safe in her room at night and they could not expect the servants to keep quiet about her whereabouts if Prince Andrew disguised himself as a servant and claimed that he needed to carry the princess off for her next meeting with a prince or knight.   
 
    It hadn’t taken Charlie long to realize that Prince Warren was horribly boring.  His favorite topic was his horse.   
 
    Even the knight accompanying him – as a guard, not as a Quester – could be seen rolling his eyes when Prince Warren wasn’t looking.   
 
    It was highly unlikely that he would end up marrying either of the eligible princesses in the kingdoms with unmarried children.  Prince Warren bored Penelope to tears and her sister, Lilianna, was ten-years-old.  Princess Snow had been missing for over two years; it was rumored that she had either taken up with some outlaws or dwarves, but the knight from Schnee wasn’t talking.  Princess Ella was still in the other realm attending college; her twenty-first birthday wasn’t for another year.   
 
    “Now wait a minute, Warren,” another prince called out.  “You walked with Princess Penelope two days ago to the stables.  You were in there for over an hour with her undivided attention.”  
 
    It ended up turning into a game of Rock, Paper, Scissors between six princes and knights – Charlie not included – and resulted in one of the other princes claiming the second vacated seat next to the Princess.   
 
    And Charlie was allowed to do his recognizance work.   
 
    Even with Prince Ty chattering away next to him, most of his end of the table was shocked that somebody would turn a princess into a frog.  The knights who weren’t competing for the princess’s hand mostly kept silent and picked at their food.  On occasion, they would cast glances around at each other wondering who it was that had done such a thing.   
 
    It was common knowledge that Prince Andrew of Frosch Erbsen had been training for a knight, but nobody knew where he had vanished to.  Nobody truly wanted to consider the possibility that he could glamoured himself, snuck in, and did this to his sister.  
 
    On occasion Charlie would glance over at ‘Sir Owen’s’ direction, trying to see if there was any family resemblance to either King Oswald, the late Queen Annabeth, or Princess Penelope.   
 
    He couldn’t even see where the King’s darker complexion and the late Queen’s lighter complexion had combined to form Prince Andrew’s features.   
 
    Even though he knew that Princess Penelope took mostly after her father, he could see where the late Queen’s complexion had slightly lightened her elder daughter’s complexion.   
 
    And he had briefly seen Princess Lilianna and knew that she was a near replica of her mother.   
 
    The realization that Prince Andrew had most likely used transformation magic to change his appearance was jarring.  He had probably dropped it long enough to get Penelope’s attention and lure her into another part of the castle so that he could turn her into a frog, before activating his glamour when… 
 
    Except, Charlie recalled, Prince Andrew wasn’t using a glamour when Charlie had burst into the room looking for Penelope.  He had recognized the other man through his voice thanks to their chance outdoor meeting.  And he was using it now so that the servants, Reynolds, and Penelope wouldn’t recognize him.   
 
    So that Charlie wouldn’t put two and two together.  Prince Andrew already thought that Charlie was a fool because that was how the younger prince wanted to think of the older prince.   
 
    But, as he subtly watched the prince, Charlie realized that ‘Sir Owen’ talked to nobody except for Sir Patrick on his left side.  The knight who had randomly bumped into Charlie outside of the room where ‘Sir Owen’ was turning Princess Penelope into a frog.   
 
    Because even with glamours, the Enchanted Forest insisted on at least one element remaining truthful.  With Prince Andrew’s knight glamour, he could not change his voice because he had changed the Prince’s reddish-brown hair to black, his blended complexion closer to Lilianna’s, his eyes green, and made himself taller.  
 
    But his voice never changed.   
 
    And thanks to that realization, Charlie also discovered which knight was Prince Andrew’s accomplice.   
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hours later, Princess Penelope gave a little hop when one of the stable hands – one of the few Cayrsyer trusted – brought her to Prince Charlie’s room.  “Well?” she impatiently asked.  
 
    “Sir Owen was squirrelly during the meal.  He didn’t talk to anybody except one of the knights.  It was the knight who had distracted me outside the door the other day.  I think it’s Sir Patrick, but I don’t trust any of them anymore.  Honestly, I can’t even tell if there’s a glamour placed over that knight as well as Sir Owen. 
 
    “But Andrew doesn’t know how to use magic!” Penelope protested.  “Father doesn’t like it, even though it’s everywhere.”   
 
    “Andrew didn’t know how to use magic before he left your castle.  That doesn’t mean he doesn’t know how to use it now that he’s left your knights where he was supposed to be training.”   
 
    The stable hand said nothing, observing in hopes that the Royals would both forget that he was there.  Cayrsyer had selected him because of his ability to take notes and blend into the background.  
 
    “You were gone so long.  I was about to fall asleep,” Penelope changed the subject.  She didn’t like the way their first one was going. 
 
    “I went to the library to see if I could help the maids locate a spellbook.  I found a shelf full of books in Latin, but I couldn’t read the spines.”  Drawing in a deep breath, “If we can’t find a reversal spell, we might have to resort to traditional means.” 
 
    “Traditional means?” the stable hand asked, curious. 
 
    Penelope let out a long sigh that sounded like a croak.  “He means I’ll have to be thrown against the wall by my True Love…” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” the stable hand protested. 
 
    “…Or kissed by my True Love.  And just because someone wins the Quests, doesn’t mean he’s my true love.  He’s highly compatible with me – the Enchanted Forest won’t allow anything else than the best match possible – but True Love is another matter.  It isn’t always romantic relationships either.  It can be the love between a mother and her child, or between siblings, or cousins, or protector and guardian.”   
 
    “But, finding that True Love isn’t easy,” Charlie added.  “My parents were lucky.  I think my sister Grace was lucky.  My sisters Nadine and Alice grew into their love.” 
 
    “My parents were Quest picked, but they still had to work at it.  Sometimes my mother worked harder than my father.” 
 
    “The Enchanted Forest might help out Its royal inhabitants with Its magic, leading people to believe that some people are fated for each other,” Charlie added with a shake of his head, “but it still takes work.  Just because Wonderland figuratively knocked some sense into my father’s head didn’t mean that it was easy for them.  They still had their disagreements.”  
 
    “So, the winner of the Quests could kiss Princess Penelope or throw her against the wall like in one of the original tales and it still might not reverse the spell.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Charlie stated while Penelope gave a sad croak.  
 
    “And if I can’t be turned back, I can’t become Queen.  Andrew would still get the throne by default because Father will never believe me that Andrew was the person who changed me in the first place.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Charlie pointed out that they all needed to get to bed.  “I have a sword fight to win tomorrow and you get to have a tiring day of sitting in the sun and watching it all.”  
 
    “Right,” Penelope croaked.  “Peter, please make certain that they put some extra water in a pitcher surrounded by some magic ice cubes.  I can’t swim in the ice cubes, but my bowl of water will get hot and I’ll boil if I don’t have any cold or cool water to stay hydrated in.”  
 
    “And the princess can’t talk when she’s dried out,” Charlie added.   
 
    “Right.”  
 
    Hurrying behind a dressing screen that was placed in his room because of Penelope’s presence, Charlie quickly changed his clothes.   
 
    “Goodnight, Penelope.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Charlie.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Peter,” they both said.   
 
    “Goodnight, Princess, Prince,” the stable hand was the last to state before blowing out the candles and climbing onto the cot – it had been magically spelled for comfort – that was placed on the other side of the table where the Princess was trying to get comfortable on her pillow.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Penelope didn’t care who she complained to, it wasn’t going to change anything.  Except for maybe the water in her bowl. 
 
    Regardless, “Carry,” the frog princess whined.  “This pillow isn’t comfortable.”  
 
    The dragon in human form rolled his eyes.  “It’s only for three hours, Princess.  Less than that because I shifted in the fields and a stable hand named William brought me my clothes and I’ll be taking you back to the Manor and that’ll take twenty minutes.” 
 
    She still shifted uncomfortably on the pillow until one of the maids decided to switch out the pillows just to quiet the grumbling and groaning princess.  It was distracting from the action taking place on the field.   
 
    “Carry,” an hour later, “my water bowl is hot,” came the plaintive whine.  
 
    A different maid changed out the water.  She poured the hot water into a pitcher where she added some magical ice cubes so the water would cool down and could replace the new water once it became hot.   
 
    Not twenty minutes later, the princess grumbled, “Carry, sword fighting is boring.” 
 
    “That’s because you can’t see it,” he mumbled in response. 
 
    “Then why do I have to be here?” 
 
    “So, the people fighting today know that you care about how they do in these rounds,” he sighed.  “There’s only one more pairing and that’s Prince Charlie against one of the Knights from Charmante.” 
 
    “I wonder if he’s any good,” Penelope said.   
 
    “I’ve heard things about his sister, Queen Grace, and her sword-fighting skills.  He has a huge family filled with Knights and Cards – which are personal bodyguards for the Royal Family – and I doubt that many cousins would let the young prince get away with not learning the basics at least.” 
 
    “He isn’t young!” was Penelope’s first comment.  Her second, “How do you know this?” 
 
    “His mother is friends with a dragon named Seafoam.  Her line doesn’t have any shifting abilities, but her parents are frequently at some of the same Dragon Council meetings as I am.” 
 
    “So,” Penelope croaked, “dragons gossip.” 
 
    “If you want to call it that.  I’d call it gathering information.”  Shaking his head, Carry added, “And the prince is young compared to his relatives.  He is the youngest one of his generation and that is only because nobody knows where his Aunt Jill is located and if she has any children.” 
 
    The maid behind her lifted Penelope’s pillow up a little higher so that she could see above the heads of the spectators in the stands.  She had done it for one other knight as well when Penelope had previously whined that she couldn’t see anything.   
 
    Carry had made note of the bouts the Princess had paid particular attention to.   
 
    She might not know what the technicalities of each maneuver was called, but the princess could wince and grin whenever something happened she didn’t or did like.   
 
    Finally, after hefting the princess and her pillow up, Carry made his way to where the combatants were seated at the bottom of the stands.  Clearing his throat, he checked his inner alarm clock to find out how much time remained of his three hours.  He was cutting it fairly close and only two people had realized that Carry the human guard and Cayrsyer the Dragon were one and the same.   
 
    Unsurprising was that these two people were the two of the three people that ranked at the top of the Princess’s favorites list.   
 
    “Congratulations all of you who have moved on to the next round.  Tomorrow we shall resume our contest and narrow you down to the top ten.  Your pairings will be announced before tomorrow’s competition.  Rest well.  I must get the princess inside before she dries out.”    
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    Since Prince Charlie was one of the twenty who had moved on to the next round, he was not required to dine with the rest of the Questers that evening.  The reasoning was because the Questers competing the next day needed rest so that they would do their best against each other.  It was also to prevent any scuffles between the competitors before their match-ups were announced.   
 
    Some of the non-competing Questers were placing bets over who would come out in the top ten.   
 
    Sir Victor had rejected having his meal sent to his room and reclaimed a seat as close to the princess as possible.   
 
    Charlie had requested his meal brought to the library.  He had a spell book to locate.   
 
    Reynolds took note of both Charlie and Victor’s actions and relayed the information back to Cayrsyer who was tucked away in his tower.  Most Questers were anxious with a giant dragon in their midst. 
 
    A few hours later, Charlie entered his room to notice that a frog was sleeping on the table beside his bed and a stable hand snoozing in a chair next to his window.  
 
    It was almost exactly like the night before, but that night there would be no questioning if her story followed Traditional paths and would involve being kissed or thrown against the wall by her ‘Prince Charming’.   
 
    He needed rest for the next day and she was tired from being in the sun for most of the afternoon.   
 
    Carefully shaking Peter the stable hand on the shoulder, Charlie nodded his head towards the changing screen so he could get out of his clothes and into something he could sleep in.   
 
    “Did you find anything?” Peter whispered from the other side of the screen.  “The Princess tried to stay awake, but everything tired her out today.” 
 
    “It has been a long day,” Charlie agreed.  “And no, I didn’t find anything.” 
 
    “Will you be okay to fight tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.  Some of the other Questers who are still competing are downstairs drinking.  Celebrating their advancement to the next level, I guess.  They’ll be miserable and it’ll be their own faults.”   
 
    “Goodnight, Sir.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Peter.”  
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    The second day of sword fighting ended and Charlie discovered the disconcerting reality that some of the knights had joined in the competition solely to gain experience in a tournament-like environment.   
 
    It didn’t matter that it wasn’t a true tournament; it still gave them experience.  
 
    The second round with the knights who didn’t want to advance onto the final round was disappointing.  Some of them half-heartedly ‘fought’ against their opponents. 
 
    Charlie had one of those opponents.  He was disappointed he had yet to test his full abilities.  Looking up in the stands, he knew that the next day he would be face to face with Carry.  With Cayrsyer in his human form.   
 
    It was unlikely that anybody would be able to defeat the dragon and automatically move on to the next event.  Realistically they would be looking at two more rounds with a sword so that the top six could be determined.   
 
    Slapping a friendly hand on Charlie’s shoulder, Sir Victor shook his head.  He too had experienced a less than enthusiastic fight.  “It’s disappointing, isn’t it?  It would be nice to have been able to test ourselves a little more than we have the past two days.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “These others,” Sir Victor gestured around him, “might not know your abilities, but I do recall you training with the Majstro knights one winter when your mother and father came to visit with her cousins.”   
 
    “Right.  Because you were there,” Charlie vaguely recalled.  
 
    “And I know that even at fourteen you had the potential to become a Master Swordsman.  I highly doubt you allowed yourself to fall out of practice and not achieve heights that our fellows only dream of.” 
 
    “My sister, Queen Grace defeated one of our Master Swordsmen when she was twenty-one.  I’m not certain how much of that was out of frustration because she couldn’t go on her Quests until our older sister went or if it was her actual abilities.” 
 
    “You would have been seventeen,” the knight nodded his head, thinking.   
 
    “Our Masters refuse to test until the swordsman is twenty-one,” Charlie added.   
 
    “And you left for your Quest before you were tested,” Sir Victor mused.  “Which means you don’t know your technical skill level.” 
 
    “Not officially.” 
 
    Nodding his head in thought, he concluded, “If we don’t fight against each other in two days when the top six are determined, we should spar against each other after all of this is over, regardless of who wins or loses.  I think we might be evenly matched after watching you the other day.  And,” Sir Victor looked over at where Princess Penelope was still sitting on her pillow, “if you ever need a guard, please consider me.  The Majstro summers are getting to be too much for me.”  Nodding his head in a slight bow, Sir Victor walked off towards where one of the maids was serving up something to drink.   
 
    In the ring, two knights were going head to head against each other.  Charlie wanted to laugh; neither knight wanted to win and Charlie was so tempted to report this behavior back to their Head Guards.   
 
    He’d like to report every single knight who decided to waste everybody’s time by entering into a tournament they had no intention of placing in.  If they had asked, Princess Penelope, Reynolds, and Carry most likely would have created a tournament just for the non-competing Questers purely for the entertainment value.   
 
    It did not create good relations between Kingdoms when knights were allowed to sit out of the competitions and stick around anyway, only to compete after all and knock out Questers who were honestly trying to win over Princess Penelope.  
 
    Certainly, they would have been knocked out of the tournament during the second round, but at least they would have had a chance.   
 
    Although, as he’d been paying attention to a lot of these princes’ and knights’ behaviors, Charlie was beginning to realize that many of them were dropping out on their own.  The compatibility between themselves and the princess – even in frog form – simply wasn’t there.   
 
    He had hoped that some of them could come up with a solution to help Penelope turn back into a human.  Even if it was a silly, ‘What if I kissed you, Princess?’  Traditional solutions had been built on True Love’s Kiss before, even when the prince and princess were barely acquainted with each other.   
 
    It was even possible that the Enchanted Forest was confused about what solution was needed for this magically-induced problem.  The Kingdom of Frosch Erbsen didn’t use the system of Traditional Quests that most of the other kingdoms used.  The only nod towards the Traditional three quest system is that they used three quests as well to narrow its participants down… 
 
    That thought got Charlie questioning something even more.  If they were narrowing the Questers down to the final three or so for the final part of the challenge, that meant either the three people who scored highest in archery plus whoever defeated Carry tomorrow would either be moved to the Third Quest or the third part of the Second Quest.  It would be heedless to narrow down the numbers from forty to three in one Quest.   
 
    Unless this wasn’t the First Quest after all.   
 
    Looking at the stands, Charlie thought through everything he had experienced ever since he’d stepped foot through Oakhurst Manor’s dragon-sized doors.   
 
    “Water, Sir?” one of the maids asked, holding up a pitcher and a glass. 
 
    “No, thank you,” he answered her, shaking his head.  He didn’t quite trust that Sir Owen… Prince Andrew would not put another glamour on himself and pretend to be a maid only to poison Charlie on the off chance the prince knew too much.  Even if her voice was quite feminine and most glamours did not seem to work on voices.   
 
    “Wait,” he stopped her from leaving.  “How many people left after their first night here?” 
 
    “Scads of them,” the maid answered him.  “Maybe about forty of them left.  Mostly knights.  The Princess told us not to worry about it.  That if they didn’t stay then they weren’t here for the right reasons.”  
 
    “How would she know that?” 
 
    The maid’s expression froze, all of the blood draining from her face.  Giving Prince Charlie a quick curtsy, she apologized.  “I’m not at liberty to say, Sir.”  She curtsied again.  “I’ve said too much already.”  
 
    As she scurried off, Charlie considered her words.   
 
    He wasn’t concerned about the numbers.  Besides Princess Snow, Penelope was the last Crown Princess of their generation.  Everybody else was second or third sons and daughters.  He didn’t have the numbers for the other islands, but not many of them contained a royal family line in their stories.   
 
    The Frances Hodgson Burnett Island featuring three of her best-known stories certainly did not.   
 
    The island featuring stories with talking stuffed animals did not.   
 
    The islands with many of the more well-loved recent stories containing princes and princesses were on mostly repeating time-loops depending on if their stories were completed or not.  
 
    Many of the others without royal family lines were also on repeating loops. 
 
    It was unsurprising that many spare heirs and knights had found their way to Oakhurst Manor, with and without the Enchanted Forest’s help.   
 
    Probably with help if some of them really had escaped Oakhurst in the middle of the night as some of the other Questers had told him.  He’d thought that they were joking, but maybe they weren’t.   
 
     But how?  What was in the Green Room that would create that kind of a reaction in a person? 
 
    Seeing Carry and Penelope descending from where they had been sitting at the top of the stands, Charlie hurried back over to where he could hear their announcement.   
 
    “Tomorrow,” Carry’s voice traveled, “we will have a day of rest so that those who have been competing can be ready for our next round.  There is a chapel about twenty minutes north of here if you want to attend a church service. Most of the attendees are from a local village.  We do not want to hear reports of any disrespect to the villagers, clergy, or to your fellow Questers, Knights, or Princes.  Those reports will be taken seriously and you will be removed from Oakhurst Manor after some questioning.” 
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    Even though he had spent the morning in the local village’s church, Charlie still found himself in the library shortly after their noon-time meal.   
 
    Scanning the shelves for any book on transformation magic, Charlie attempted to keep a close eye on Penelope.  It wasn’t easy; all of the pillows in the room were a matching shade of green to her skin.   
 
    “I wish you’d stay in that bowl of water,” he stated, pointed to a narrow blue bowl on a nearby table.   
 
    “But the pillows are so comfortable.” 
 
    “And they work as a good camouflage,” Carry stated as he entered the library in his human form.  “You have me for almost three hours.”  He gave a quick nod in Peter’s direction at where the stable hand was standing guard over the Princess.   
 
    “Why can’t Peter and Carry watch me in his tower?  Nobody will go looking for me in a dragon’s room.” 
 
    “We’ve discussed this.  I might step on you in there,” Carry pointed out.  “I would rather not accidentally squish you, Princess.” 
 
    “Even with Peter there?” 
 
    “Even with Peter there.” 
 
    Sighing – a sound that came out more like a croak – Penelope shook her head the best she could.   
 
    However, a fly circling the room had caught her attention and she quickly dropped the issue while watching the bug.  More than anything she wanted the fly to come closer so that she could catch it and eat it.  
 
    The more human part of her shuddered as the frog-like instincts were making themselves known.   
 
    “Can’t you leave me in the garden with the fountain?” she asked them, not realizing that they had resumed searching the room for a section on magic.   
 
    Charlie shook his head.  “Did you already forget what happened this morning?  You freaked out when your froggy instincts took over and you ate a dragonfly.” 
 
    “Those wings were crunchy,” Penelope grinned.  Her eyes were still following the fly, but she would admit that the dragonflies and other crunchy bugs were her favorites. 
 
    When she became a human again, she’d shudder at the memory and promptly want to go brush her teeth and wash out her mouth with water infused with mint.   
 
    “You can’t go in the garden, Princess,” Carry sighed.  “Prince Andrew could be anywhere.” 
 
    “Or disguised as anybody,” Charlie pointed out from where he was scanning the shelves. 
 
    “What I don’t understand,” Carry interjected from where he was standing at a bookshelf, flipping through a book, “is how he passed the Pea Test.” 
 
    “The Pea Test?” Charlie repeated.  
 
    Croaking again, she explained, “That first night when you came here, and the butler or somebody…” 
 
    Carry interrupted, “It was me.  I remember every Quester I escorted to the Green Room.” 
 
    Releasing a grunt to show her annoyance at being interrupted, Penelope opened her mouth to continue talking. 
 
    Interjecting, “I didn’t know frogs could grunt,” Charlie stated.   
 
    “Apparently I can,” she grumbled.  “Can I finish?” 
 
    “Sorry, Princess,” both Carry and Charlie chimed. 
 
    “Thank you.  The night you arrived and Carry took you to the Green Room, there was a bed or two with about six mattresses on it, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Between the bottom two mattresses on both beds was an enchanted pea.  I think it looks like a round emerald, but it used to be a dried pea until some distant relative’s Fairy Godmother enchanted it and made it into a useful tool.  In theory, we didn’t need to use six mattresses, but it is Tradition and some Traditions must be followed, even if they are modified.  But that night you slept on top of one of the magic peas.” 
 
    “And what does it do?” he asked, keeping his real thoughts to himself.  They didn’t need to know that he had already begun to suspect that the first night involved a Quest.  They were just filling in the blanks on how it was done.  
 
    “If you are here for the right reasons and are a good person, you have a restful night’s sleep.” 
 
    “I thought I was supposed to toss and turn all night.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Penelope stated, “The Fairy Godmother thought that it would make more sense if the person sleeping on the pea was rewarded if they were a good person and punished if they were here for the wrong reasons.  A goodnight’s sleep or a terrible night’s sleep.  That’s why some of the Knights left the following morning mumbling about some type of nightmare or Oakhurst being cursed.  A few were rewarded with dreams of their own True Loves and left to go find them.”  
 
    “Then how did Prince Andrew,” Charlie slightly stumbled over the name correction since he had to call the other ‘man’ “Sir Owen” to prevent him from slipping up while talking to others, “manage to get through?  The Pea would have known.” 
 
    “That’s what we can’t figure out,” Carry informed him.  “I didn’t let him in, but the butler would still have taken him to the Green Room.” 
 
    “What if he didn’t sleep on the bed?” Charlie suggested.   
 
    “Why wouldn’t he?” 
 
    “He’d already know about the Pea,” he pointed out.  “That is part of his legacy.  He would have known not to sleep on the bed.  He could have pulled a mattress or two off of the bed, or figured out where the Pea was and taken it out, only to replace it in the morning.”  
 
    “And he came with five other knights.  Suggesting that they remove a mattress or two wouldn’t seem out of place.”  Carry then asked, “Is this book what you are looking for?” 
 
    “That’s possible,” Penelope trailed off.  “Whenever I went to call him by his real name, I started to cough.  Do you think he put a geas or something similar on me?” she asked, the thought occurring to her now that she was really considering her brother’s actions. 
 
    “So that you couldn’t say his name aloud?  Possible,” Carry said.  He held the book up and waved it, “Is this book what you are looking for?” he repeated.  
 
    “But I’m currently talking about him,” she pointed out. 
 
    “But you aren’t saying his name.  It’s always ‘him’ or ‘he’ or ‘my brother.’  You have yet to say his name,” Charlie informed her.  “And don’t you dare try.  We don’t know what that geas will do to a frog.” 
 
    “Fine,” Penelope grumbled, hopping over to her small bowl of water and settling into it.  She could feel her skin starting to dry out and whenever that happened, she lost her ability to speak.   
 
    “Excuse me,” Carry interrupted.  “Because I have to turn back into a dragon soon.  Is this the book you are looking for?” 
 
    Charlie hurried over to the dragon’s side, apologizing as he went.  “I don’t know.  I never learned Latin.”  
 
    From her bowl, Penelope lifted her head just long enough to ask, “What kind of prince doesn’t know how to read Latin?” 
 
    “The kind who spends his time learning to use his sword and in the kitchen learning how to cook.”   
 
    “Really?  Why?” 
 
    “Because before I found Oakhurst, it was understood that I might be wandering around the Enchanted Forest and might have to cook my own meals.  I might have to fight a villain like my mother and sisters before me.  My uncle Gareth had to fight a pirate who had kidnapped my Aunt Mary in Neverland.” 
 
    “And your father?”  
 
    “He was a Huntsman and trained with his Card brothers before that.  He helped my mother escape Wonderland and guarded her through the Enchanted Forest when one of the Wonderland Duchesses had decided to overthrow the Royal Family – my grandparents.  It’s ironic because my sister, Alice, married one of that Duchess’ grandsons a few years ago.  He’s a Huntsman now.”  
 
    “I see,” Carry stated even though he didn’t.   
 
    “I never really thought I would need to read up on magic and transformations and geas and all that kind of stuff.”  He studied the book in his hands for a long moment before he broke out into a grin.  “Guard that for a second, please.” 
 
    Carry and Penelope looked at each other, one shrugging and the other attempting to shrug, as Charlie scanned the bookshelves for a title he did recognize.   
 
    “Now, I do remember one summer all it did was rain, so I spent a lot of time in the library with my sister Grace.  She was reading up on Mother and Father’s Quests through the Enchanted Forest and wondering what else she might need to know before her own Quests.  I guess that’s why she’s Queen now instead of Alice.  Grace prepared herself for most of the circumstances she might face and Alice prepared for none.  Anyway, I’d found this basic book of spells.  I thought it would have a section about words to say to be able to light a fire and other simple spells like that.” 
 
    “But it didn’t,” Carry drily stated.   
 
    “Of course not, but I was thirteen at the time.  I didn’t know any better.”  Pulling a book off of the shelf, he continued explaining.  “But that book did have a spell to translate words from one language to another.”  Then he started flipping pages. 
 
    “And we have a similar book in this library,” Penelope mumbled, pulling herself partially out of the bowl, but staying away from the books.   
 
    “I wasn’t that surprised when I saw it earlier,” he confessed.  “It’s a standard magical school book, Volume Two.  Purifying water for consumption or spell work.  Magically opening and closing windows.  Volume One probably had the spells I was looking for when I was younger, but we didn’t have that volume in our library.  Probably for the best.  I would have burned the castle down practicing some of those spells.”   
 
    As he was talking, Charlie flipped through the pages until he landed on the spell he wanted.  Scanning the page, he nodded his head before flipping open the book on magical transformation’s cover.   
 
    Mumbling some words that Penelope couldn’t quite understand, Charlie kept reading before doing anything.  
 
    Carry, waving his arm at the princess, pointed up to his Dragon Tower.  Nodding her head, she understood that he needed to get back to his own space so that he could transform back into a dragon.  It wouldn’t do if any of the princes and knights and other Questers realized that Carry and Cayrsyer were one and the same.  If they’d figured it out on their own, like Charlie, that was another matter.  
 
    While she wasn’t looking, Charlie performed the translation spell, grinning when it worked.  A moment later, he started flipping through the now-translated book to find a counterspell for Penelope’s curse.   
 
    It didn’t take long since he wisely started towards the middle of the book and worked his way towards the back.  It wasn’t a very thick book to begin with.   
 
    One moment Penelope was a frog partially in a bowl of water and then next she was a human sprawled out on the table with a wet spot soaking through her dress from where she was laying on the bowl.  
 
    “What just happened?” she asked, flailing around until she could catch her balance on the table she found herself sitting on.   
 
    “I turned you back into a human,” Charlie grinned, mostly to himself, proud that he had managed to work the spell the first time without any major complications.  He wasn’t going to admit that he was concerned that the translated spell wouldn’t work.   
 
    Launching herself off the table, Penelope wrapped her arms around Charlie’s neck and hugged him.   
 
    “What now?” 
 
    “We hide you from Owen,” he stated.  “Do you remember the spell he used on you?” 
 
    “Of course,” Penelope nodded her head.  “How could I forget it?” 
 
    “Can you show it to me?” 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded her head again, grateful to feel her hair once more.  Flipping through the pages, she landed on the spell that resulted in the victim turning into an amphibian.   
 
    Scanning it quickly, Charlie memorized it as well, not catching on that the spell wasn’t just for frogs in his rush.  “Good.  Use it on your brother if he tries to attack you again.  Meanwhile, I imagine you’ll be spending a lot of time in that Dragon Tower, with and without Carry.”  
 
    “What are you going to do?” Penelope asked him, watching as Charlie looked out the library doors.   
 
    “First, I’m going to get you up to that Dragon Tower, and then I’m going to go find a frog in the garden and pretend that it’s you.  Owen…” he started to say before clearing his throat, “Sir Andrew doesn’t need to know that you aren’t a frog anymore.”   
 
    “That sounds like a plan,” Penelope nodded her head.   
 
    Clearing his throat, Peter the stable hand had a better idea. They’d forgotten he was there.  “What if you just say that the heat tires the princess out too much and she has to stay inside for the rest of the Quest?” 
 
    They looked at each other before looking at Peter.  Penelope was the first to respond with, “That is a brilliant idea, Peter.  I knew you are Cayrsyer’s favorite stable hand for a reason!”  
 
    He turned bright red when Penelope kissed him on the cheek.  
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    Scanning the floor of the woods surrounding Oakhurst Manor, Charlie looked for a length of wood that would work as a wand.  It would still need some smoothing out, but all they really wanted was something to direct the spell at Prince Andrew if Penelope really needed it.   
 
    He had never made a wand before, but he had studied the wand-making book in the library.  Hopefully, he could find some rowan wood.  It wasn’t likely, but there was still a slim chance that the Forest would provide a branch big enough.   
 
    They were close enough to the Balaur mountains that the wood, also known as mountain ash, could be found.   
 
    After an hour of looking, with his time ticking down until he was due to make an appearance at the tournament grounds, Charlie dropped to his knees and asked the Forest for a favor.   
 
    He didn’t even ask for any help during his trip through Charmante and to the Northern border of Frosch Erbsen, but this was different.  This wasn’t for him.   
 
    Closing his eyes for a long moment, he pictured the wand he wanted to make Penelope.  Nice smooth handle that would easily and comfortably fit in the palm of her hand.  Small enough she could slip it into the pocket of her skirts and not stick out.  Maybe a little decorative flourish that he wouldn’t actually have time to make.   
 
    He knew it was slightly silly; she would only be needing to use it once and it was only needed so that she didn’t accidentally cast the frog transformation spell on anybody else.  That was her biggest concern and Charlie wanted to allay those fears. 
 
    Opening his eyes, the delicately carved rowan wood wand he had pictured was in front of him.  All he’d requested was a branch so that he could do the work himself but the Enchanted Forest had generously provided the wand he had envisioned but knew he didn’t have time to craft.   
 
    “Thank you,” he breathed to the Forest before picking up the wand.  
 
    Studying the intricate design of a blooming vine curling up from the handle, Charlie wondered what the core of the wand was.  
 
    “Dragon Vein,” Cayrsyer informed the prince from where he had been watching.  “Rowan pairs well with dragon and usually the two work best together.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know,” Charlie floundered.  “I just assumed because Princess Penelope was in the Dragon Tower that the wood of the wand would be better compatible with any dragon magic in the tower because of that.  I didn’t even consider cores until the wand was in my hands.” 
 
    “That’s why the Forest provided a wand for you.  It wouldn’t have worked as well without the magical core.  Some Fairy Godmothers use crystals on the tips of their staffs,” Cayrsyer stated, “but wizard wands need magic cores.” 
 
    “Does it hurt the dragon?” 
 
    “The vein was consensually donated by a dragon who died decades ago.  Many dragons donate their scales and a few other parts in hopes their legacy will live on.  The wand is named Lermaith, after Lermaith the Gifted.”  The dragon got a wistful look in his eye before adding, “I hope when I die centuries from now, that parts of me will be given to wandmakers and Fairy Godmothers.”   
 
    “I’m sure you will be.” 
 
    “I came to find you.  The next round of sword fighting begins in two hours and you still need to drop off the wand for the Princess.” 
 
    “Can you take it to her?” Charlie asked.   
 
    “I’ll give you a ride,” Cayrsyer offered instead.  “There’s a gap between two of my ridges where you can sit.  The Princess used to ride on my neck years ago, but some of the stuffier servants reported her to Reynolds.  When he didn’t do anything about it, they send a message to the King.  He declared it unladylike and barred her from any more dragon rides.”  
 
    “That’s a shame,” the prince shook his head.   
 
    A moment later he had clamored on the back of Cayrsyer’s neck and grabbed a hold of one of the ridges.  Giving the dragon the all clear, Charlie closed his eyes tight when he felt Cayrsyer lift up into the air.   
 
    “Relax,” the dragon grumbled.  “I haven’t lost a passenger yet.” 
 
    “That’s good to know,” Charlie grimaced.  “I never knew I was afraid of heights before this.” 
 
    “Good to know you aren’t perfect, Prince,” the dragon chuckled.   
 
    Minutes later, with Charlie’s eyes still screwed tight, Cayrsyer flew into his tower and carefully landed.  “All clear,” he announced.  “You can come down now, Prince.” 
 
    “Charlie?” Penelope asked from where she had moved closer to the walls.  “Did you give Charlie a ride?” 
 
    “He needed to get up here quickly.” 
 
    “I need a moment,” a greenish Charlie mumbled from where he was hugging the dragon’s neck. 
 
    “You’ll feel better once you get off him,” the princess pointed out.  “Dragons run hotter than we do.  And you still have to compete in a few hours.” 
 
    “Ugh.  Don’t remind me,” Charlie groaned.  But he took Penelope’s suggestion and slid down.  His landing was a little unstable, but everybody assured him that he would regain the use of his legs soon.   
 
    “I better,” he mumbled again.  Patting his pocket, he managed to pull out the unbroken wand.  “For you, Princess. I thought a wand would help guide your spell if you have to cast it.” 
 
    “A wand?” she breathed, taking it in her hands and examining the intricate details.  “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “The Enchanted Forest helped,” Charlie pointed out.   
 
    “Its name is Lermaith, after Lermaith the Gifted,” Cayrsyer added.  “After the dragon who gifted the wandmaker this wand’s core.  She was a pretty light blue color, but that might have been because of her age.  Sometimes dragons get lighter as they get older.”   
 
    “Then you must be really old,” Charlie unwisely joked.  A dragon’s snout right in his face and a small cloud of smoke caused him to backtrack.  “I was joking.  It was a joke.  Because you are mostly white.  I know you aren’t old for a dragon.  I’ve grown up with dragons.  My sister Nadine gifted me two miniature dragons that bonded with me when I stayed with her in Oublié.” 
 
    “You have pet dragons?” Penelope grinned.  “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “They really aren’t pets,” Charlie pointed out.  “More like I’m their pet.” 
 
    “That’s the proper way of looking at things,” Cayrsyer approved of Charlie’s wording.  “Now, go downstairs and get some food in you.”   
 
    “Yes, Sir,” Charlie nodded, still stumbling over his feet a little.   
 
    As he left the room, he heard the dragon telling the princess that Charlie was afraid of heights.   
 
    “That’s good,” Penelope stated.  “I was afraid he was a little too perfect.” 
 
    “He isn’t perfect.  Nobody is.” 
 
    “No,” she hesitated, “but he seems to be perfect for me.”  
 
    “I’m waiting for his determination to reveal its negative side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few of the princes still remaining in the tournament grumbled about having to test their skills against the Captain of the Princess’s personal guard as they all walked down toward the tournament fields.    
 
    Charlie wasn’t fully paying attention as he wondered how much the Enchanted Forest and dragon magic played a hand in constructing this field before the events had even been announced.  This area wasn’t here when he had gone exploring shortly before the sword-fighting tournament was even thought up.   
 
    With everything happening, he hadn’t considered the fact that he hadn’t seen any place dedicated to sword fighting or archery except for the three practice targets located near the back of the estate.   
 
    “Seriously.  Against the captain of the guard?” one of the princes complained, redirecting Charlie’s attention away from his thoughts.   
 
    One of the princes that didn’t advance past the first round based on his inability to hold onto a sword for longer than a minute or two, added his own two cents to the conversation.  “They are the guards for a reason.  In what situation will we ever need to know how to use a sword or bow and arrow?” 
 
    Charlie cleared his throat and the speaker blanched.  If Charlie was capable of raising an eyebrow he would have done so.  “Wonderland residents have a very long memory about what happened in our kingdom about thirty years ago.  It resulted in my mother assuming the throne a year before she was supposed to.  Losing her parents after only knowing them for three years.” 
 
    “How did she know her parents for only three years?” somebody whispered.   
 
    “Wonderland does this fostering thing until the princess is twenty-one,” a Charmante guard whispered back.   
 
    “My Aunt Mary’s abilities with a sword is the only reason why my Uncle Gareth is alive today.  My mother’s quick lessons were just enough to edge out her opponent.  The woman who had executed my grandparents.  Had killed my Uncle Charlie.  When somebody attempts to overthrow a royal family, having some skill with a sword is the difference between life and death, between saving innocent lives and mass destruction.  Escaping into the Enchanted Forest and knowing some basic archery skills is the difference between eating and starving.  The Forest is not expected to provide your every need if you don’t put forth any effort.” 
 
    When Charlie stopped to take a breath, Carry interrupted him before the prince could say anything else.  “Well said, Prince Charles.”  Smirking at the crowd, he asked, “Who is ready for the next round?” 
 
    “I am,” Prince Fredrick stated, stepping forward. 
 
    “I am,” another prince joined him, nudging the other prince slightly with his shoulder.  Charlie did not know much about the second prince except that he didn’t get along with Prince Fredrick.    
 
    “I’m ready,” Sir Valentine added.   
 
    “Where’s Princess Penelope?” Sir Victor asked instead.  
 
    “The heat from the first two rounds is getting to her and I decided that she needed to stay inside and try to hydrate some more.  Her voice was horrible after her stroll with Sir Victor and Prince Fredrick.  Somebody,” he eyed the prince and knight, “didn’t make certain she had access to her bowl of water during their walk yesterday morning.” 
 
    “We were only out for an hour,” Prince Fredrick protested.  
 
    “And you were supposed to carry the water pouch for the maid,” Sir Victor pointed out to the prince.  “I still haven’t found where you lost it.” 
 
    “It was getting heavy,” the prince countered.   
 
    Carry – and Charlie – watched the exchange between the knight and the prince and made some mental notes to relay to the princess.   
 
    Scanning the crowds, Charlie looked for ‘Sir Owen’.  While watching the fights wasn’t a requirement, all of the remaining visitors had opted to watch purely for entertainment.  A few of them hoped to pick up on a few new skills they could practice later. 
 
    Noticing the ‘knight’ standing over with his friend, Charlie lowered his guard for a moment.  Nodding his head over towards where ‘Sir Owen’ was standing, Charlie walked towards the stands, acting as if the bickering between two of the remaining Questers was childish.   
 
    It was, but calling them out would do more damage than walking away.  
 
    Carry, noticing Charlie’s gesture towards where the disguised Prince Andrew was standing, signaled to one of the undercover guards who was helping the maids.   
 
    With that settled, Carry cleared his throat.  “Are we going to argue or are we going to show off our sword-fighting skills!”  
 
    “Sword fighting!” the observers and the participants called back.   
 
    Reaching into a bag he had been holding, Carry pulled out the name of his first opponent.  Even though the scrap of paper read ‘Sir Valentine’, he called out, “Prince Charlie,” instead.  It was planned out so that if Charlie needed to follow after Prince Andrew, he could.   
 
    Slipping the paper back into the pouch, Carry waited for somebody to realize what he’d done.  Just to be cautious, Carry had Charlie’s name written on a piece of paper in the bag, but he had a cover story just in case.   
 
    “Why did you put his name back in the bag?” an observant Sir Victor asked.   
 
    “There’s only ten of you.  I’ll know if I pull somebody twice and I’m not allowing little bits of paper to litter the ground for the gardeners to pick up.” 
 
    Removing his scabbard from his waist, Charlie set it down in his spot after withdrawing the sword.  If he was going to really test his mettle, he’d like to do it unhindered by a long, molded piece of leather.   
 
    He took a step forward before taking a step backward.  After a brief moment’s consideration, he belted the scabbard back to his waist. 
 
    “Are you crazy?  That’s just going to hinder you,” one of the knights hissed.   
 
    Sir Victor sat there, arms crossed against his chest, with a smug expression on his face.   
 
    “If,” Charlie announced clearly, “I’m going head to head with the Captain of the Guard,” he shot a look at Carry that told the dragon what the prince really meant, “then I am going to do so without the handicap of not wearing my scabbard.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What does he mean, handicap?  Wearing a scabbard in a fight is a handicap.” 
 
    “But,” Sir Victor grinned, “wearing it also means he has upped his difficulty points.  There is now one more thing he has to be mindful of.” 
 
    The other four remaining Questers looked at each other, wondering if they would now have to wear their scabbards in their bouts when they hadn’t intended on doing it.  Wearing it meant that Prince Charlie was showing how serious he was taking this.  Two of them still weren’t certain if they wanted to marry Princess Penelope yet.   
 
    “What good does it do?  The Princess isn’t here to witness it,” one of them hissed at the other one. 
 
    “But Carry is and he’ll tell her.”   
 
    The Prince and the Dragon ignored the spectators as they faced off against each other.  
 
    “Are you certain you want to wear that?” Carry asked.  
 
    “Don’t go easy on me,” Charlie countered.  “I haven’t been able to have a decent sword fight since I left Wonderland.”  
 
    “If that is your wish.”  
 
    With a nod of their heads, they began their session, circling around each other before Carry made the first strike.  He didn’t expect Charlie to be that patient.  He didn’t take into consideration that Charlie also had grown up with sisters; he wasn’t a human, that type of sibling dynamics escaped him.  
 
    After twenty minutes, ten minutes longer than anybody expected their fight to last, Charlie managed to disarm Carry to the surprise of everybody in the stands.   
 
    His back to the stands, Charlie exhaustedly whispered, “I just defeated a dragon.”  
 
    “You just defeated a thousand-year-old dragon,” Carry conceded.  “Maybe I should practice more.”  
 
    “I just defeated a dragon,” Charlie repeated.   
 
    Throwing back a laugh, Carry startled everybody in the stands.  “Somebody get him some water,” he called out.   
 
    Sir Victor shifted in his seat.  He’d known Prince Charlie was a strong contender in these Quests; he didn’t realize how much.  Maybe he shouldn’t have skipped practicing since he’d arrived at Oakhurst.   
 
    Although, he was a knight!  He should do better than a prince who probably only practiced once a week.   
 
    A prince who had just defeated the Head Guard who was probably ten years older than the both of them, if not more.   
 
    Gulping, Sir Victor suddenly didn’t feel so confident.   
 
    Instead, he watched Charlie slowly drink some water as his victory started to sink in.   
 
    “Give me ten minutes,” Carry called out, “before I pull the next name.” 
 
    Twelve minutes later, while Carry was teaching one of the knights how to properly use his sword, Prince Charlie stood up suddenly, dropping the cup he had been drinking out of.  Scanning the crowds, he started shaking his head.   
 
    “Charlie?” Sir Victor loudly asked.  “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “When Carry is done, tell him that he’s gone.  He’ll know what I mean,” Charlie requested before taking off running towards the Manor.   
 
    Sir Victor shook his head, wondering if he needed to chase after the prince.  What could he possibly mean?   
 
    It took three more minutes before Carry had thoroughly taught one of the arrogant knights that his skills were severely lacking.  By that time, Sir Victor assumed Prince Charlie should have made it to the Manor; it was only a two-minute walk and Charlie had taken off at a sprint.  Sir Victor didn’t even know how the prince still had enough energy to run like that after a vigorous twenty-minute sword fight with Carry.   
 
    “Carry?” Sir Victor hesitated to approach the Guard.  “Prince Charlie told me to tell you that he is gone.” 
 
    Carry froze.  “What were his exact words?” 
 
    “When Carry is done,” Sir Victor quoted, “tell him that he is gone.” 
 
    Mumbling a word that they couldn’t understand, Carry took off running in the opposite direction.   
 
    A few minutes later, Cayrsyer was seen flying through the skies and towards the Manor, coming from the direction Carry had just run.  
 
    Sir Victor said nothing as he realized that Carry and Cayrsyer were one and the same.  Everybody else was too busy gawking at the dragon to realize it.   
 
    Then the realization sunk in that Prince Charlie had defeated a dragon.  And that Prince Charlie probably already knew that Carry and Cayrsyer were one and the same and that’s why his win had been such a surprise to both of them.   
 
    He took off running towards the Manor when his final realization hit him: Princess Penelope was in danger and that’s why both the prince and the dragon had hurried off towards the Manor as quickly as they could.   
 
    It was at that moment Sir Victor realized he had so much more learning and observing that he needed to do. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    She could hear the footsteps thundering up the stairs.  They were too heavy to be Charlie’s and he wouldn’t be running anyway.  That would only attract attention to himself and where he was going.   
 
    Fear and anxiety raced through her, causing her heart rate to spike and her adrenaline to surge as she considered her options.  Both fight and flight battled to become her automatic response. 
 
    Peter had gone to the kitchen to get some fresh water.  For some reason, the bell pull didn’t seem to be working.  
 
    There was no bed to hide under; Cayrsyer slept on the floor as a dragon.  His space heater was turned on, so even though it was big enough to hide behind, it was too hot.  All he had in the room was a giant dressing screen with his two changes of clothes hanging on them.  
 
    Darting behind the screen, Penelope crouched down in the shadows near the wall.  She didn’t want to run the risk of the light from the window casting her shadow on the screen.  It was better to hide until she knew exactly who was going to enter those doors.  It wasn’t in her best interest to accidentally cast the transformation spell on Peter or Charlie.   
 
    “Penelope,” her brother called out, his voice containing a sing-song taunting quality to it.  “I know you are up here.  Just hop on out of your hiding place and let me finish this.  You should have died already.”  
 
    Panic jumbled her thoughts.  That spell, the one that had turned her into a frog, wasn’t just for frogs but for other types of amphibians as well.  It turned the human into a creature most fitting their situation.   
 
    “I’m sure falling out the window won’t hurt too much,” he stated, confident that things would go his way. 
 
    She hoped Andrew wouldn’t turn into a newt; they creeped her out.  Some salamanders creeped her out as well, but the newt she had once seen had webbed feet and a weird paddle-like tail.  Even though her studies indicated that not all newts looked like that one, Penelope still didn’t want to run the risk of her brother turning into one of those creatures.  
 
    She would end up screaming loud enough to draw the entire manor to the Dragon Tower and Andrew might use the commotion as a means to aid in his escape if he turned into a newt.  
 
    And that’s assuming he didn’t already know the way to reverse the spell.   
 
    “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he sang out.   
 
    His tone reminded her of all the times he had been an arrogant jerk when they were growing up.  Even as a child, Andrew frequently had worn a smug expression on his face, acting as if he was smarter than whoever he was talking to.   
 
    Memories she had repressed came flooding back.  The time he cut her hair when she was asleep.  The time he’d put almond flour in her food even though she had an almond allergy.  The way he never took her seriously.  The way he would gaslight her and then convince their father that Penelope was wrong or that she did something she didn’t do.   
 
    Except Penelope wasn’t wrong.  All Andrew wanted was the throne and he was not about to get it as long as she stood between him and the crown.   
 
    “There you are,” he smirked once he had spotted her hiding behind the screen.  “Are you so scared that you must hide from me.  I’m your brother.”  If he was surprised to see she had returned to her human form, Prince Andrew didn’t show it.   
 
    “You turned me into a frog!” Penelope pointed out, standing up to face him and their past.   
 
    “That was only one time,” he dismissed her.   
 
    “You put almond flour in my food knowing that I’m deathly allergic to almonds.”   
 
    “I did, didn’t I?  I’d forgotten all about that,” he chuckled for a moment until his smirk flattened when he realized his plan hadn’t worked.   
 
    “Cook had gotten fired because Father didn’t believe me when I told him you did it.”  
 
    “Cook should have watched her kitchens better.  Your Cook as well.” 
 
    Blanching, “What did you do?” Penelope asked, bracing herself for the answer.  
 
    “Every single Knight and Prince down there are passed out asleep because I snuck a sleeping potion into the drinks of the people not down there right now sword fighting for your hand.  It would be obvious if everybody fell asleep.  It helped that those competing against your dragon ate an early meal.”   
 
    He didn’t give her time to say anything before the smirk was back on his face.  “Soon, your staff will be as well once they settle in for their noontime meal.  It’s a shame your Prince in Shining Armor is competing.”  Looking around the tower, he added, “And your dragon appears to be down there with him.”  
 
    Andrew started to smirk – Penelope hated that arrogant smug expression and wanted to do nothing more than wipe it off his face – before taking a step forward.   
 
    “What are you going to do?” she whispered, reaching her hand into her pocket for the small wand the Enchanted Forest and Charlie had given her.   
 
    “You are standing between me and the throne,” he hissed.  Pulling out a dagger from the sheath at his side, he informed her, “I stole this from one of the Knights downstairs after they fell asleep.  Or maybe it was one of the princes.  Sometimes it’s difficult to tell where some of these non-Enchanted Forest princes come from.  If I can’t throw a frog out the window, I’ll have to resort to Plan B.”   
 
    Toying with the dagger, he flicked it carefully so that the light streaming in from the closest window would reflect off the sharp edges.  He didn’t notice Penelope pull out her wand and point it at him.  
 
    Throwing out the spell that would turn her brother into an amphibian, Penelope carefully watched the dagger in his hands.  If he managed to throw it before he had transformed, she could still be hit.   
 
    Instead, it clattered to the floor along with a dry, warty toad.   
 
    Croaking, “What have you done?” Andrew the toad tried to hop towards her, failing miserably.  “Why can’t I jump?” 
 
    “Toads crawl,” Penelope grinned.  “They don’t jump.” 
 
    “But princes become frogs, not toads!”  
 
    A moment later, Charlie came darting up the stairs.  “Penelope?  Are you okay?” he asked between his sprint-induced heavy breathing.  Scanning the room, he spotted her near the giant screen he knew Carry changed behind whenever he was in his human form.  “I can’t find Andrew anywhere!”  
 
    She merely pointed towards the floor where her brother attempted to learn how to use his new limbs.  She could easily step around him but was leery of whatever sudden moves Andrew might make if she attempted it.  They didn’t know if he could still perform magic in this changed state. 
 
    “He’s a toad.  Why did he turn into a toad?” Charlie asked, peering down at the floor in front of the screen.   
 
    Shaking her head, Penelope explained, “Because toads don’t turn into princes, only frogs can do that.  Andrew proved that he wasn’t a prince on the inside where it matters and the Enchanted Forest judged him for it.”  With Charlie there, she carefully stepped around the toad, taking the time to kick the dagger away from him.   
 
    “I am too a prince!” Andrew protested.   
 
    “But you never acted like one,” his sister countered.  “You tried to kill me.  The Enchanted Forest deemed that you are a toad and are incapable of turning into a prince.” 
 
    “I can turn back, you know,” he slowly moved towards her, closer to the nearby window as he inched towards them.   
 
    “Do you know the spell?” Charlie countered, tempted to scoop up the toad and put him in a glass jar.   
 
    “No,” the toad pouted.  “But you do.” 
 
    “And why should I turn you back into a human, Andrew?  You didn’t make a very good one of those.”  
 
    “I should have been the Crown Prince!” he croaked.  “I’m the male!”  
 
    “I am too, in Wonderland,” Charlie countered.  “However, Wonderland Tradition states the line of secession is passed on from mother to daughter and unless something happens to my sisters, then I am not eligible for the Wonderland Throne.” 
 
    “It isn’t right.” 
 
    “It’s not my fault I was born first,” Penelope pointed out.  “And it’s not like you did any studying on how to be a ruler on the off chance something happened to me.”   
 
    A rustle of wings outside the tower informed Penelope and Charlie that Cayrsyer was about to enter the Dragon Tower.  Moving out of the way, they didn’t bother to scoop up Andrew from his place on the floor.  Neither of them wanted to touch the arrogant Toad ‘Prince’.  His warts might be contagious. 
 
    “Watch out for..!” Penelope started to call out before Cayrsyer put his claw down in just the right place.  “Andrew,” she trailed off.  
 
    “What did I just step on?” Cayrsyer asked, a grossed out expression clearly on his snout by the way his mouth twisted.  
 
    “Andrew,” Charlie dryly informed the dragon.   
 
    “But that’s not a human.  That’s a smushed frog.” 
 
    “Toad, actually,” Penelope weakly replied.  “I’m going to have to tell Father what happened.”  
 
    “I’ll come with you,” Charlie offered.  
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “But princes turn into frogs,” Cayrsyer argued, looking down at the gooey mess on his claw and the floor.                                                           
 
    “Not when they prove themselves to be toads,” Penelope pointed out.  “And Andrew was not a very good prince.”   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Addressing the crowd in front of her, Princess Penelope said the only thing she could think to say.  “The Quests are over.  I have found my future husband.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “No!”  
 
    “That’s not fair!”  
 
    “We haven’t even finished the sword fighting Quest yet.”  
 
    “You have to be kidding me.” 
 
    Clearing her throat, Penelope merely stared at the crowd in front of her.  If she looked over at where Charlie and Sir Victor were standing in the front row, she would have smiled and that would have spoiled the effect of her announcement.  
 
    She had taken Sir Victor aside earlier and explained to him her reasons.  He was the only person who needed to know why she was choosing the way she was.  If he had put forth a little more effort in helping her change back from being a frog, it would have been a much more difficult decision.   
 
    Instead, he had kept her company while Charlie scoured the library for spell books.  He had done a thousand little things but not the one big thing she really needed.   
 
    And he had understood, stating that maybe he made a better knight than he would a king before reminding Charlie of his promise of a guard position once Charlie was able.  “Majstro summers are scorching and the humidity unbearable.”   
 
    “Are you finished?” she asked the six protesters.   
 
    They mumbled a few things before shutting up.   
 
    Addressing the remaining Questers, even those who hadn’t advanced but had wanted to stay, Penelope stated, “Only one of you did what I needed.  Only one of you spent days searching for a spellbook that could help reverse this transformation on me.  Some of you gave it a half-hearted approach, maybe spending an hour or so searching after I first made my appearance as a frog.  Some of you rejected my frog-like appearance and were eliminated from the Third Quest, even if you advanced in the Second.  Nobody said that two Quests could not be run at the same time.” 
 
    A hush filled the crowd as several of them looked down at their feet or at their neighbor.  She was right.  They had not behaved as a future king and husband would.  They had not done research or searched for solutions to a problem that was right in front of their faces.   
 
    Several of the princes realized that they needed to do better.  Most of them, but not all, would take this lesson with them for the rest of their lives.   
 
    “Who is it?” one of the knights called out.  “Prince Charlie or Sir Victor?” 
 
    “Yeah?  Who is it?  Who won?” 
 
    “Prince Charlie of Wonderland,” she informed them.   
 
    Nodding their heads, several of them recalled him frequently entering and leaving the library.  He had even given up spending time with the Princess and some sleep while searching for a solution.   
 
    “He did beat Carry,” some of them mumbled.  
 
    “Carry was the most difficult opponent I have ever faced,” somebody else stated.  “I’m surprised he’s not a knight.”   
 
    He was also one of the few people to realize that Carry and Cayrsyer were the same person/dragon.   
 
    “Congratulations,” Sir Victor turned to shake Charlie’s hand.  “The better man won.” 
 
    Leaning in, Charlie whispered, “How do you feel about older women?  I have a female cousin who is five years older than me.  I think you and Aileen would get along wonderfully.  She might even be able to teach you a thing or two about using a sword.”   
 
    Sir Victor laughed and Princess Penelope smiled down at the two of them.   
 
    Now all she had to do was tell her father that she had made a choice.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The only sign that King Oswald was impatient was the tapping of his right foot.  It always betrayed him.   
 
    On occasion, he would sigh, but that was due more to the petitioners and some of their petty squabbles they could have easily solved with a local mediator closer than the one who lived a two to four-day ride away with a three day wait.   
 
    It wasn’t his fault the towns didn’t like the people he’d put in place to help settle their disputes.   
 
    Fine.  Maybe it was.  He had countered some of the ‘judges’ outcomes a few times when he had looked over their reports.  And there was that one ‘judge’ who never came up with the right verdict no matter what case was put in front of him.  
 
    King Oswald really needed to consider replacing that man, but the only other applicant had been a woman and what did women know about these kinds of things?  Leave them to their household chores and out of the business of men.   
 
    (And yes, he frequently made comments like that where others could hear him.  He was not a well-loved king and many people were waiting impatiently for Princess Penelope to turn twenty-five with the hopes that King Oswald would nobly pass on the crown and go do all the things he complained he never had time to do.  They knew it was unlikely, but hoped all the same.) 
 
    “I sold him a cow in exchange for five chickens and he only gave me three,” one of the farmers informed King Oswald. 
 
    Leaning over to one of his advisers, King Oswald loudly asked, “Why didn’t they exchange money?” 
 
    In a whisper, “Sometimes people barter for goods.  Exchanging something for something else they need that is of equal value.” 
 
    “I know what bartering means,” King Oswald snapped, rolling his eyes.  (He didn’t know what bartering meant and the advisor knew it.) 
 
    Turning to the petitioner, he asked, “What’s the problem?  You gave him some chickens and got a cow.” 
 
    “Sir,” the advisor sighed.  “It’s the other way around.” 
 
    “I beg your pardon,” the farmer bowed, “I gave him the cow,” he pointed at his neighbor, “and he was supposed to give me five chickens.  I only got three.  I even have the agreement in writing.” 
 
    “You can read and write?” 
 
    It was a good thing his advisors and council went over everything and corrected it before enacting anything the king attempted to put into place.  They liked Princess Penelope and didn’t want to see their kingdom falling apart because of King Oswald.   
 
    It was a shame.  Nobody knew where he had gotten his ‘ideas’ from.  His parents had been good, benevolent rulers.  They worked together to build community schools so that their kingdom could thrive.  
 
    “We did go to school,” both farmers chimed.   
 
    “I thought we defunded schools,” King Oswald commented to his advisor.   
 
    “The Council took your proposal under advisement and realized that the current benefit of defunding schools would create bigger financial problems later and decided to make budget cuts elsewhere.  Regardless, these two gentlemen,” he nodded his head at the farmers, “would have gone to school before you had made your decision about the schools.” 
 
    “Where did we make the budget cuts?” 
 
    “The pools, Your Highness.  Nobody was visiting them and it seemed prudent to shut them down.”  He left out the part where people were visiting the local hot springs instead; he didn’t want the King to get the bright idea to start charging admission for the hot springs.  There were simply too many hot springs, ponds, and lakes for the Kingdom to monitor admittance. 
 
    “But I love the pools.” 
 
    “The Castle Pool is still operational.  You had your daily exercise in it this morning.” 
 
    “Right.  Right,” King Oswald nodded his head.  “We can always reopen them later.” 
 
    The advisor left out the part where the council decided to fill in the pools and created a dedicated space for a market where farmers and other vendors could set up.  Each vendor space had a small fee, but everybody agreed that it was worth it.   
 
    The advisor looked at the farmers before asking, “What happened to the other two chickens?” 
 
    “They were eaten by a wolf,” the second farmer informed them with a bow.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me they were eaten by a wolf!” the first farmer turned to address the second farmer. 
 
    “I was ashamed,” he confessed.  “You told me my fence needed fixing on the north side, but I had injured my shoulder and couldn’t do  it.” 
 
    “You could have asked for help,” the first farmer informed his neighbor.  “You’ve helped me scores of times.”  
 
    Clearing his throat, the advisor asked, “Do you have any roosters left?” 
 
    The farmers blinked.   
 
    “I wanted chickens for the eggs.” 
 
    “I have three roosters.  I’m going to put them in with half of the hens I have left and hope for some baby chicks.” 
 
    “Then loan your neighbor one of the roosters.  He can set one of the chickens aside, let them have some baby chickens, and then return the rooster.  You’ll both have what you want.  More chickens, a cow, and you are both back on good neighborly terms.” 
 
    The farmers considered the advisor’s compromise for a moment.   
 
    It didn’t take long for the first farmer to add, “And I can help you fix your fence and chicken coop since I’ll end up with more than five chickens with that deal.” 
 
    “I can work with that,” the second farmer agreed.   
 
    The two men shook hands, bowed to the King and the advisor, and took their leave. 
 
    “I’d say I did a good job there,” the King boasted, even though he’d spent the last part of that conversation thinking about reopening the pools that nobody used and wondering when his daughter was due to arrive.   
 
    Maybe, the advisor thought, King Nolan and Queen Francine should have spent more time on King Oswald’s lessons growing up and less time allowing him to go hunting in the Forest.   
 
    Perhaps then King Oswald – then Prince Oswald – wouldn’t have shot a green witch’s pet and wouldn’t have been cursed with foolishness.  Not that many people, other than the green witch and the people she told, were aware of the curse, and King Oswald had long forgotten the counter to the curse.   
 
    (It would have been impossible; his chauvinistic views on women even before the curse would have hindered him.  For a moment the green witch thought it would be possible when he married Princess Annabeth, but both the witch and the Princess – at that point Queen – were disappointed that Oswald had misrepresented himself to so many people and the Forest.) 
 
     “When is my daughter due to arrive?  I am impatient to meet the man she has chosen to marry and become the next King of Frosch Erbsen,” King Oswald asked, picking at his thumb.  People would have assumed he was more bored than impatient. 
 
    “Her carriage has just arrived in the courtyard,” the advisor grinned, more out of relief than anything else.  “You have time for one more petition before Princess Penelope and her chosen husband are due to arrive in this room.” 
 
    “Great,” King Oswald groaned. 
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    The moment Penelope saw the castle approaching in the distance, she let out a sigh and allowed her head to bang against the back of the seat.   
 
    Peter and Charlie both looked at her.  Cayrsyer was flying after them.   
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Charlie, do you remember how my father acted years ago when you and your mother visited us?” 
 
    Shaking his head, he confessed that he remembered more of his visit with her than meeting her father. 
 
    “That’s because you didn’t meet my father.  He got into an argument with your mother and you both left early.  He refused to discuss anything with her because your father wasn’t present.” 
 
    “That’s crazy,” Charlie mused.  “Who wouldn’t’…We didn’t…” he trailed off, remembering something his mother had said.  “That did happen, didn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Penelope whispered.   
 
    “I’m sorry,” he apologized.  “I remembered things differently because I didn’t spend any time with your father.  I wasn’t there, but I almost fell into the habit of countering your side because my sister, Alice, always did it to me and I had to stand my ground with her.”  He stared out the window for a moment, not liking himself.   
 
    “It’s okay.  I wasn’t there either.” 
 
    “It’s not okay,” Charlie stated.  “It’s not okay.  I didn’t like it when Alice dismissed my side because I saw things, experienced things differently than she did and I didn’t like almost doing it to you.”   
 
    “You remembered something,” Peter said from his place next to Charlie.   
 
    The maid sitting next to Penelope rolled her eyes.   
 
    The other three passengers ignored her.   
 
    “My mother telling me, as we were leaving, to remember that some people can’t be reasoned with.”  Turning to look at Penelope, he added, “He probably said something to her that was disagreeable.”  
 
    Drawing in a deep breath and releasing it, it was Penelope’s turn to look out the window.  She didn’t like what she was going to tell him.  “My father believes that a Queen cannot be a good ruler without a King by her side.  He isn’t going to like you because your mother was the reigning monarch of Wonderland and not your father. After all, your sister took the throne instead of you..” 
 
    “That’s a silly reason to dislike somebody.” 
 
    “I agree, but that’s also my father for you.  He may hold back my coronation until he sees who my little sister, Lilianna picks.  He’s going to hate the fact that Andrew was stupid enough to get himself smushed while transformed into a toad.” 
 
    Penelope left out the fact that he would also be pleased that Andrew had taken the initiative to transform Penelope into a frog and try to seize control of the crown that way.  King Oswald’s most vocal grievance was that Penelope had been born before Andrew.  
 
    “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “He’s going to suggest that I change my mind and pick Sir Victor instead.  If you think he didn’t have spies that told him who all made it into the top ten, you would be wrong.  His spies would have been unable to update Father about my picking you.” 
 
    “You still could,” Charlie whispered.  “Pick Sir Victor that is.  It seems as if it would be easier.” 
 
    “But Sir Victor did not spend all of his spare time trying to find a spellbook to turn me back into a human, even though every single one of them in that dining hall knew I had been magically transformed.  They didn’t even offer to kiss me!”  
 
    “I don’t know if I’m upset or relieved,” Charlie dryly stated.  
 
    “And at least you had done your homework about my Kingdom.  You knew there were two Frog Prince tales.  Not a single one of them entered the library to find out information about Frosch Erbsen or made a comment about the translated name of this place.  Frogs and peas for crying out loud!  Who names a kingdom after frogs and peas?” 
 
    “A kingdom that was founded on both tales,” the maid next to her sighed.  She had heard this spiel a few times before.  
 
    “To make it worse, it’s only the daughters who have to go through this particular style of Quests.  My father got to explore the Enchanted Forest.  That’s how he met my mother.  In the Enchanted Forest.” 
 
    “And if your father reacts as badly as you think he will, we can travel the Enchanted Forest and visit all of the Kingdoms that are currently welcoming people.  I think we can agree to stay out of Schnee.”  
 
    “Would we walk or would we travel in a carriage?” Penelope asked, seriously pondering his suggestion. 
 
    “Princess!  Prince Charlie!” the maid gasped.   
 
    “Horseback?” Charlie offered up.  “Do you know how to ride?” 
 
    “Do dragons count?” 
 
    “Princess!”  Again from the maid. 
 
    “Yes, it does.  It’s very similar.” 
 
    Shaking her head, Penelope giggled.  “I’ve ridden horses.  Not since I was sixteen, though.  They shied away from Cayrsyer’s scent and we could only keep a few belonging to some of the guards in the stables.  Not a single gentle mare suitable for a princess.”  
 
    “Princess,” the maid sighed, catching the subtle emphasis Penelope had placed on ‘gentle’ and ‘suitable’.   
 
    “I’d rather not walk.  I don’t know how my sister, Alice, managed to walk the circuit around the Enchanted Forest, but it took her about six months to do.” 
 
    “You sound like you had problems.” 
 
    “Of course, I didn’t,” Charlie dismissed her teasing.  “I’m more concerned about you.  I don’t think you’ve been out walking or training nearly every day since you were a child,” 
 
    Shaking her head, she confirmed his suspicions.   
 
    “Horseback will be trying enough since you haven’t seriously ridden a horse in five years, but we can manage that trip with a guard or two as opposed to the six or eight other people we’d need with a carriage.” 
 
    Penelope pondered his points while they rolled into the courtyard of the castle.   
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    “No. Absolutely not!” King Oswald pronounced the moment his daughter and Prince Charlie walked into the room.  “I will not have some mama’s boy prince marry my daughter!”  
 
    Carry, having transformed in the courtyard shortly after the carriage conveying the royal couple had gotten out of the way, glided into the room after the Prince and Princess.  “I don’t think you have a choice in the matter, Your Majesty,” he stated, giving the King a half-bow as was his due. 
 
    “And who are you to make demands?  My daughter will not marry the son of the Queen of Wonderland.  Her husband, his father, should have taken her in hand shortly after their coronation and told her that he was in charge and she was a pretty figurehead.”  
 
    “Wonderland would have sent a Jabberwock to eat my father if he attempted that nonsense,” Prince Charlie interjected.  
 
    “She wasn’t even the firstborn,” King Oswald continued.  “Prince Gareth should have been crowned King.” 
 
    “He was crowned King,” Charlie stated, drawing back his shoulders and standing upright to make himself even taller.  “He was crowned King of Neverland where he held equal ranking with his wife until their daughter, Wendy assumed the throne.” 
 
    “You can’t have it both ways, Sir,” Charlie argued before King Oswald said another word, holding a tight rein on his temper.  “Which is it?  The firstborn or the firstborn son?  Do you throw aside generations of Traditions and break the rules, creating chaos and instability in a kingdom, or do you follow Tradition?” 
 
    The King drew back.   
 
    The crowd of mixed ranks murmured to themselves as they considered Charlie’s challenge.  They didn’t even know who he was, just that he was the Quester who won Princess Penelope’s hand and a Prince of Wonderland.   
 
    A few of the noblemen and noblewomen knew who he was, and even they mentally cheered him on. 
 
    They respected the fact that that he was defending the Princess’ right to rule.   
 
    “If my uncle or any of the other firstborn sons,” Charlie continued, “had assumed the throne, canceling out generations of Wonderland Traditions centering around the Crown and Throne, Wonderland would have erupted in uncontrolled chaos that would have resulted in the destruction of everything significant to Wonderland’s history.” 
 
    “Wonderland is already chaotic,” King Oswald countered.   
 
    “Wonderland is delightfully chaotic,” Charlie grinned.  “It’s the foundation of the kingdom.  Along with having a Queen from the Alice line.  A King is possible if something happens to the Alice heir or the Queen only has sons, but that hasn’t happened yet.” 
 
    “Nothing good comes from Wonderland offspring.  Not with your mother ruling.” 
 
    “My mother is now the Dowager Queen.  My sister, Grace, is now the Queen of Wonderland,” Charlie pronounced to the room.  It was obvious the King of Frosch Erbsen wasn’t keeping up with current events.   
 
    “Nothing good comes from Wonderland offspring.” 
 
    “Aren’t you working on building a trade relationship with your neighbor to the West?  Oublié?  I believe they have some goods that you are eager to get your hands on.  Some of their oak, the overabundance of crops, and a few mining rights along the shared border near Balaur?” 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    “You are aware who King Richmond’s wife is, aren’t you?  And who his brother married?” 
 
    King Oswald froze in place.  “You wouldn’t dare.” 
 
    “You insulted my family.  You are insulting your daughter’s ability to rule.” 
 
    “I can disown her.” 
 
    “And who would you get to rule in her place?  Princess Lilianna is currently too young and you are getting on in years.”  
 
    “I have a son.” 
 
    “Right,” Carry cleared his throat, amused by Charlie and King Oswald’s exchange.  At least he was relieved that somebody would stand up for the Princess’ right to rule.  “About Prince Andrew.”    
 
    “What about my son?” the king growled. 
 
    “He got turned into a toad, and I stepped on him.” 
 
    “And who are you?” 
 
    “Cayrsyer.” 
 
    “He’s a dragon.  You aren’t Cayrsyer.” 
 
    “Do you want me to shift and prove you wrong?  I’d gladly do it if it didn’t mean squishing some innocent people.  I’ve accidentally squished enough people to last me a lifetime.” 
 
    “Squish people often, have you?” the king snarled.  
 
    “Only your son.” 
 
    Charlie, realizing the normally outspoken Penelope hadn’t said a word since they entered the room, turned to look at her.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    “My father is an ass,” she mumbled, only loud enough where Charlie and Cayrsyer could hear her.   
 
    Cayrsyer chuckled. 
 
    “What?” the king demanded.   
 
    “Oh, I’m just picturing how cramped everybody will be in here if you force me to shift into my primary form.  Now, can we get this over with so that I can leave and shift back into a dragon?  Or would the word of a footman be enough to convince you that I did, in fact, shift from dragon to human in the courtyard?  I did offend a few maids’ sensibilities, but I doubt you’d take their word seriously.”   
 
    “What. Happened. To. My. Son?”   
 
    “Before or after he turned me into a frog?” Penelope asked, taking a step forward.   
 
    The King said nothing.  
 
    “Your son,” Penelope continued between clenched teeth, “abandoned his duties as a training knight, discovered a source of magic, infiltrated Oakhurst Manor, and transformed me into a frog.  He then put me outside where he hoped a bird of prey or some other animal would find and eat me.  He told me so, so don’t tell me that it was hearsay.”   
 
    King Oswald smirked at his son’s ingenuity.   
 
    “Then, once Prince Charlie was able to help me transform back…” 
 
    “True Love’s Kiss, no doubt,” King Oswald sneered.  “Means nothing.  Go back and pick a new winner.” 
 
    “Actually, he helped find the reversal spell,” Cayrsyer corrected.   
 
    Penelope carried on as if she hadn’t been interrupted.  “Andrew attempted to kill me again when I was in the Dragon Tower.  I don’t know if he actually was going to throw me out the window or kill me with a stolen dagger, but he intended harm.  I was able to use the same transformation spell he used on me, but instead of a frog he turned into a toad, and we all know what that means.” 
 
    “I don’t,” somebody in the crowd said loud enough the rest of the room heard. 
 
    Somebody else supplied the answer, just in case King Oswald was clueless.  “Only frogs turn into princes.  Toads can’t.  The Enchanted Forest sentenced Prince Andrew for his crimes when Princess Penelope cast that spell in self-defense.  It could have turned him into anything and It chose a toad.”  
 
    King Oswald blanched at the reality of his son’s transformation. 
 
    “Carry... Cayrsyer flew into the Tower to protect me.  He didn’t know that I had used Andrew’s spell against him and stepped on the toad,” Penelope finished once the room quieted down. 
 
    “Get out,” King Oswald stared at his daughter, pointing towards the door.  “Get out and never return.”   
 
    “Well,” somebody mumbled, “that’s not a rational response at all.” 
 
    “Nobody ever said our King was rational.” 
 
    Clearing his throat, Cayrsyer stood up to his full height.  He might have used a little dragon magic to make him appear taller than he normally was in human form.  “You’re making a mistake, Your Majesty.”  
 
    “Don’t you tell me that I’m making a mistake.” 
 
    “You are dismissing your heir with her connection to Balaur; we only tolerate you because of your daughter.  You are dismissing a prince with ties to three of the major Enchanted Forest Kingdoms, at least two Story Island Kingdoms, and is connected to every single Huntsman in the Kingdoms though his father and brother-in-law.  If you aren’t careful, every single export and import contract with Frosch Erbsen will be paused until Princess Penelope becomes Queen.” 
 
    King Oswald didn’t react to Cayrsyer’s prediction even though the nearby Advisors, Council members, noblemen, and common families in the room flinched.  Canceling any of those contracts would cause their already unstable economy to collapse. and it was struggling because King Oswald refused to do business with a Kingdom led by its Queen and not its King. 
 
    “So be it,” the King dismissed all three of them.  “Your threats don’t bother me.”   
 
    “Carry,” Princess Penelope’s soft voice carried.  “Don’t cancel the contracts; I know we have the connections, but don’t do it.  Just don’t renew them.  I’d rather know that you’ll be watching my sister in a few years and not some mercenary dragon my father picks out.”  
 
    “Princess?” 
 
    “The contracts all expire sometime within the next ten years, if I’m not mistaken, many of them within the next two to six years.”  She turned to look at one of the advisors who merely nodded his head.  “Let them expire.  That will give the people of the Kingdom time to figure out what to do.”  
 
    She stared at the advisor before he nodded his head.  She was supposed to assume the crown before many of those contracts expired.  If she did, if her father didn’t put up any resistance, it would be less work for her to deal to get those business arrangements back.  If her father did resist, in eleven years the pressure would have him backing off and handing over the crown so that he wouldn’t have to fix the problem himself.  
 
    The Princess also suspected that the advisors and council would keep in touch on how she would handle things and go with her wishes instead of her father’s demands. 
 
    Princess Lilianna was going to marry for love and not because it would be somebody the King approved of so that he could hand the crown over to Lilianna’s husband instead of his firstborn child.  She was going to have the best dragon protector until she turned twenty or twenty-one and her Questers started arriving.   
 
    And it appeared that Princess Penelope was going to get to travel the other Kingdoms, forging relationships that her father had neglected.  She was going to take notes on how other Kingdoms managed things.   
 
    And the Prince of her choice was going to be at her side.   
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    It took over two weeks for Charlie and Penelope to reach the Wonderland Bridge.  The Enchanted Forest had a mind of Its own and decided to direct them to every town and village between the Frosch Erbsen Castle and the Charmante border.   
 
    They also had to allow their horses – gifts from the Council – time to rest and recover from their travels. 
 
    Word had already spread about the Princess’s declaration to her father.  Cayrsyer had secured his payment and had flown it over to his cave.  He’d promised them that he would meet them at the Wonderland Bridge.   
 
    Charlie had to give him permission to cross over and enter Wonderland.  Once that permission was granted within sight of the Bridge, Cayrsyer would be able to cross over and into Wonderland at any of the boundary points; he wouldn’t be limited to the Bridge.     
 
    Shortly after they arrived, Cayrsyer landed nearby.  “I was having a pleasant chat with a Huntsman couple who live about a week’s walk from here.  It only took me an hour to fly, of course.” 
 
    “You must have seen my sister, Alice.  How is she?  Is the baby okay?” 
 
    “That babe has a healthy set of lungs on him.  Started screaming the moment he saw me.  He is named Erik after your grandfather.  They’ll be along in a few days.  Your sister was so relieved to know that you were almost home safe.” 
 
    “It’s a relief to know that she’s okay,” Charlie grinned.  
 
    Turning to Penelope, he added, “As soon as we hit the center of the Bridge, it’s going to feel funny.  Like you are walking through something gel-like.  It’ll be over after a couple of seconds, but it still feels weird.” 
 
    “Do we have to walk it?” Penelope asked from her horse.   
 
    “No,” Charlie answered her.  “We can keep riding.”  Leaning over to give his horse, Spirit, a pat on his neck, he hid his excitement with the motion.  “We’re almost there.  Shouldn’t take long to get to the Castle.” 
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    Penelope held her breath at the guards at the entrance to the Wonderland Castle gestured for them to stop.  It might have been the dragon that was flying overhead or any number of things that barred the guards from letting them pass through. 
 
    A loud thud informed her that Cayrsyer had landed nearby.   
 
    “Charlie!” one of the guards – A Card – hurried out of the stand and greeted them.   
 
    “Cooper!” Charlie grinned, slipping down the side of the horse and giving the man a hug.  “I didn’t know you’d be here.” 
 
    “I’m still on rotation.  I was training yesterday.  I guess I’ll be back on Card duty until you decide what you want to do.”  
 
    Charlie thought for a long second before nodded his head.  “We’ll talk about it later.  Penelope and I have some plans that need to be discussed with everybody else first.”  
 
    Bowing his head at the Princess still on her horse, Cooper let out a grin.  “Cooper Jackson, Your Highness.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.  Penelope, this is my cousin and my Card, Cooper.  Cooper, this is Princess Penelope of Frosch Erbsen.  She’s my intended.”  Charlie grinned widely when he said that last part.   
 
    Penelope flushed. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure,” Cooper bowed again.  Turning towards Charlie, he added, “And the dragon?” 
 
    “Cayrsyer the Mammoth of Balaur.  He is Penelope’s guard until other arrangements are made and he can return home to his mountains until Penelope’s younger sister, Lilianna is sent to stay in Oakhurst Manor.  You must come to dinner tonight.  You know Mother will insist on having everybody.  You can hear the whole story then.” 
 
    The Wonderland Castle was another experience for the Princess.   
 
    Growing up, Charlie had gotten immune to the unique marble that graced the floors and columns.  The red, silver, and black flecks in the quartz floor battled for attention.  The red veining in the white granite columns begging to be touched.   
 
    The banners featuring the Cards waved in the breeze of the massive doors opening and closing.   
 
    The design in the center of the floor caught her attention even more.  Red and black hearts, diamonds, clubs, and spades set out in their respective quadrants.  Alternating in blacks and reds against the white stone.  Each suit was in its own ten by ten-foot square, but the suit itself was angled diagonally in the box; a larger one on the outside corner and a smaller one on the inside corner.  The tops of the outer suits were facing outwards towards the walls and the tops of the inner suits were facing inwards towards the center. One color in the top corner and another in the bottom corner where all of the squares met.   
 
    For Charlie, it was home.   
 
    For Penelope, it was a new beginning.   
 
    “Charlie!” a voice called from the top of the stairs.  “You’re home!”  
 
    “Grace,” an exasperated voice trailed behind her.  “You’re carrying the baby.” 
 
    “Richard is fine,” she rolled her eyes.  “And I’m not about to fall down the stairs.”  Although, they all noticed that she had slowed down her pace a bit. 
 
    “Charlie?” their mother peeked her head out of the library where she had been reading.  “Did I hear somebody call Charlie’s name?”  The thud of her book as it landed on the floor – thankfully closed – echoed before she called over her shoulder.  “Ethan!  Charlie’s home!” 
 
    Once everybody in attendance had gathered, the Dowager Queen Gabrielle pulled Princess Penelope into a hug.  “It’s been ages, sweetheart!” she grinned.  “I’m so glad that the Forest paired the two of you together.  You are beginning to look more and more like your mother.” 
 
    Confused, Penelope looked down at her arm.  “I look like my father,” she protested. 
 
    “In complexion, yes.  But your build and your facial features are all your mother,” Gabrielle assured the princess.  “And I’m bound to think your personality as well.”  
 
    “We thought it best to leave Frosch Erbsen for a little while,” Charlie explained.   
 
    “I imagine so,” Ethan shook his head.  “King Oswald never did like your mother.” 
 
    “I can’t figure out why.  I’m delightful,” Gabrielle grinned.   
 
    A few minutes later somebody ran in shouting, “There’s a dragon in the courtyard!”  
 
    Rolling her eyes, Gabrielle stated, “Of course there’s a dragon in the courtyard.”   
 
    “But he turned into a man!”  
 
    “They do that sometimes,” Princess Penelope stated with a straight face.  “Everybody, meet Cayrsyer,” she gestured as he entered the room.  “Cayrsyer, meet everybody.” 
 
    “Your Royal Wonderlandians,” Carry elaborately bowed, “It’s a pleasure to finally get to meet the Dowager Queen and King of Wonderland,” he gestured towards the right couple, “and the current Queen and King of Wonderland.”   
 
    “Do we have a story to tell you,” Charlie informed the room.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  



 Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took a year before Charlie and Penelope were able to leave Wonderland and set off towards their adventure.   
 
    They called it an extended honeymoon, but it was really a peace-making mission so that King Oswald wouldn’t destroy all relations with the other kingdoms.   
 
    Penelope had wanted to learn how to sword fight and shoot a bow and arrow with accuracy.  It took her six months before she was decent at both skills, but Charlie and Penelope did practice while they traveled.   
 
    Some nights they stayed at inns and rooms over taverns, and other nights they slept on the road.   
 
    The only country they didn’t visit on their first couple of trips through the Enchanted Forest was Schnee.  Thanks to several handheld magic mirrors, Penelope and Charlie were able to negotiate for Frosch Erbsen’s advisors and council without her father ever being the wiser.   
 
    It took eleven years after Charlie’s Quest before King Oswald gave up the crown and Penelope had her coronation.  She chalked up the extra time to allow her to develop her diplomatic skills to some success.   
 
    It helped her case that all of the contracts with the other Kingdoms had been temporarily suspended after Princess Lilianna had chosen her Quester; he was also a man that King Oswald did not approve of.   
 
    With everything falling apart, King Oswald handed over the Kingdom with the parting words of, “I doubt you could do any better.” 
 
    Princess Penelope did.  It wasn’t until after the kingdom was thriving again that he acknowledged that she made a good queen.  That one comment was the catalyst needed to lift King Oswald’s curse.   
 
    It’s rumored that he’d tucked himself away in a hunting cabin lamenting all of the foolish things he had said and done while king. 
 
    They had two boys and a girl.  The second boy was named Carver after Cayrsyer.   
 
    On occasion Quincy, Carver, and Marigold went to visit their Wonderland cousins, of which there were many boys and only one girl named Alice.   
 
    The Kingdoms of Wonderland, Oublié, and Frosch Erbsen lived in peace and prosperity for many generations.   
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