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On the morning of the wedding of Princess Beatrice of the kingdom of Trasimene to the south of the brooding shadow of the Black Mountain, news was brought to the royal court that the feared one-eyed beast had broken free of his imprisonment and was rampaging through the land towards Trasimene. The beast was coming for Princess Beatrice, it was said, to avenge the loss of his right eye and the jewel she had stolen three years ago from the lair of the beasts in the Black Mountain.

But not all is as it seems in this fairy tale adventure about friendship and kindness, courage and honour, and the battles won by things other than superior numbers and might.

Can one recalcitrant princess save the kingdom of Trasimene from the evil at its gates?

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Copyright & Warning


[image: image]


Copyright © 2017 Mireille Pavane

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author or publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Apart from the well-known actual people, events, and locales that figure in the narrative, all names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to current events or locales, or to living persons, is entirely coincidental.

Cover design © Mireille Pavane

Licence Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

ISBN: 9781386329909

ISBN: 9781549505164 (Paperback)

––––––––
[image: image]


Warning:

This story includes brief descriptions and scenes of violence, battles and torture which may be unsuitable for young or unsupervised children.
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To my friends (who may or may not have been tipsy) and their delightful offspring, 

especially my goddaughter, L.

––––––––
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And to my parents, for the kaleidoscope of stories which filled my childhood.
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Epigraphs
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Ogni alba a il suo tramonto.

(Every dawn to its dusk.)

—Gabriele d’Annunzio

––––––––
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Stars, hide your fires;

Let not light see my black and deep desires.

—Macbeth, William Shakespeare
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The Wedding Day of Princess Beatrice


[image: image]


On the morning of the wedding of Princess Beatrice of the kingdom of Trasimene to the south of the brooding shadow of the Black Mountain, news was brought to the royal court that the feared one-eyed beast had broken free of his imprisonment and was rampaging through the land towards Trasimene.

No village had been safe from the beast. He passed through like a terrible whirlwind leaving terror and destruction, scorched earth and smoke behind in his wake. The neighbouring kingdom of Ossaia, home to the princess’ betrothed, Crown Prince Xavier, had had its grain stores, fields and the vanguard of knights sent to meet the beast decimated.

The beast was coming for Princess Beatrice, it was said, to avenge the loss of his right eye and the jewel she had stolen three years ago from the lair of the beasts in the Black Mountain.

King Theobald declared that the kingdom of Trasimene would stand and defend itself and the surrounding lands from any foe or nemesis. 

Prince Xavier vowed that he would meet the beast in battle and slay him.

The courtiers, the noble lords and ladies and common folk all cheered, reassured that the combined might of two armies led by their king and his future son-in-law would vanquish the fearsome beast.

The princess, the youngest and the only surviving one of King Theobald’s three daughters, said nothing. She took off her wedding veil and sent her handmaidens away. 

When her betrothed expressed surprise at her gesture, she declared that she would marry the victor when the battle was over. Believing that this would double his triumph, the prince was satisfied and went to prepare for battle.

The king’s subjects saw the wisdom of their princess’ gesture, believing that it would encourage and strengthen the unity of the two kingdoms’ armies against the beast.

King Theobald was an indulgent father and it surprised no one that the king did not question or contest his daughter’s decision.

‘He has come, father,’ said the princess.

‘Do not be foolish, Beatrice,’ said the king. ‘I am in no mood to lose any more daughters. Do not stray from the castle.’

‘Yes, father,’ said the princess.

Talk of the approaching battle drowned out the talk of the postponed royal wedding. The kingdom busied itself in preparations for the impending battle and fortifying its defences against attack. The sentries on the capital’s watch towers were vigilant in scanning the surrounding countryside for signs of the one-eyed beast threatening the kingdom and the life of their much beloved princess.

Princess Beatrice went to join the king and his counsellors and generals at the council of war, but Prince Xavier and his advisers had been invited to the joint council and the prince was displeased by her presence. The king’s counsellors and the generals who had fought alongside the royal family through many campaigns sought to intercede for her.

‘But you cannot desire to confront the beast, my love,’ said Prince Xavier to the princess. ‘The vengeful monster seeks your destruction.’

The princess graciously acquiesced to the prince’s wish.

‘The council would do well to listen carefully to Prince Xavier’s views on military matters,’ said the princess before she withdrew. ‘He has vast experience in waging war.’

‘Do not stray from the castle,’ said the king.

‘Yes, father,’ said the princess.

While King Theobald was a fond father, he knew the character of his youngest child, and the princess was confined to the castle grounds under the watch of additional guards assigned to her protection by order of the king.

Princess Beatrice wandered around the castle, trailing from casement to casement, looking out on the business of her people in the capital and to the empty horizon. 

‘I shall go light some candles and pray for victory,’ said the princess to her handmaidens and guards as night began to fall.

The handmaidens and guards moved to follow her.

‘I shall not need you,’ said the princess.

‘But princess,’ protested the handmaidens.

‘His Majesty’s orders,’ protested the guards.

‘I shall light the candles in my royal chambers,’ said the princess. ‘I have no further need of any of you this evening.’

‘But your Highness,’ said a stubborn guard.

‘Very well, you may stay,’ said the princess. 

She dismissed the other guards and handmaidens and sent them away. 

The princess went to pick up some tapers from atop an armoire lying next to a small ornate casket in her chambers.

‘Oh dear,’ said the princess. ‘It appears that my wedding jewels have not been returned to the royal treasury.’

‘I am at your service, your Highness,’ said the guard.

‘I shall visit the Keeper of the Crown Jewels myself,’ said the princess, picking up the casket.

When the princess arrived at the royal treasury, the Keeper of the Crown Jewels came out to greet her. 

‘Good evening, Clotaire,’ said the princess.

‘Welcome, your Highness,’ said Master Clotaire.

The princess’ lone guard was left to keep watch outside, joining the treasury guards standing on each side of the iron reinforced oaken doors.

‘I have come to return my wedding jewels,’ said the princess, handing the small casket to the Keeper of the Crown Jewels.

‘This casket is empty, your Highness,’ said Master Clotaire.

‘So it is,’ said the princess. ‘Let me run back to my royal chambers to fetch the jewels. May I use the secret passage?’

‘His Majesty’s orders, your Highness,’ protested Master Clotaire.

‘I shall tell the guards outside that we have many matters to discuss regarding the design of my new crown, and that no one is to disturb us,’ said the princess.

‘Your Highness,’ protested Master Clotaire.

Princess Beatrice moved to the inner chamber of the treasury and drew apart a corner of the great tapestry, depicting the hunt of a unicorn, which hung over its north facing wall. 

‘Your Highness,’ sighed Master Clotaire as he handed a long hooded velvet cloak, a curved short-sword fashioned in the shape of a seahorse with a jewel-encrusted hilt, and a silver holder with a lit taper to the princess.

‘You are a good friend, Clotaire,’ said the princess.

She pressed a concealed panel in the wall and vanished like a glow-worm into the darkness.

The princess followed the secret passage crossing from the royal treasury to the next wing, emerging out of a corresponding hidden panel in the royal library. She crossed the vast, deserted floor of the royal library in pools of moonlight. She passed the shelves of ancient volumes and scrolls and artefacts, ignoring the library’s doors opening to the Lord Chamberlain’s wing, the northern ramparts, the throne room, and the inner courtyard. She chose instead the door opening onto a corridor leading via the night stairwell and kitchen servants’ quarters to the walled vegetable garden. As she moved through the corridor, the princess extinguished the taper and clung to the shadows, taking care to avoid and hide from the servants passing by. She slipped out at the base of the stairwell and through the vegetable garden, drawing up her hood and keeping to the perimeters, until she reached the door at the end of the garden wall opening to the ancient stone cloisters connecting the castle to the abbey. It was an easy, familiar journey to the abbey gates in the shadows of the cloisters, guided by moonlight, avoiding sight by the sentinels on the watch towers.

The princess rang the bell at the abbey’s postern gate. Presently, the peephole hatch in the wooden door slid open and a nun’s face appeared.

‘The night is dark. I have lost my way. I seek sanctuary,’ said the princess.

She drew her hood back slightly to reveal her face to the gatekeeper.

‘Please wait here,’ said the nun.

The hatch closed. The princess waited. Presently, footsteps returned, followed by the sound of bolts being drawn, then the wooden gate door opened. 

‘The Reverend Mother wishes to see you, Sister Beatrice,’ said the nun. ‘I am Sister Eleanor. Please follow me,’

The nun led the princess through the lane, down the central cloister, through the main church doors, past the font, down the nave, turning into the transept and to the vestry where an elderly abbess stood.

‘My child,’ said the Mother Superior.

‘I am sorry to trouble you again, Reverend Mother,’ said the princess. 

‘These are dangerous times, Your father, the king, has placed sentries to guard the abbey too,’ said the abbess.

‘Oh,’ said the princess.

‘Your father cares for your safety,’ said the abbess.

‘There are more important things at stake than my safety,’ replied the princess.

‘You must follow your conscience, my child,’ said the abbess. ‘Sister Eleanor will take you to the churchyard. You know your way from there. But be careful. Have you anything with which to defend yourself should the need arise?’

Princess Beatrice nodded and drew out the sheathed short-sword given to her by Master Clotaire.

‘Then, bless you, my child. Hurry—and hurry back,’ said the abbess. 

The princess left the vestry and followed Sister Eleanor, returning to the south transept, passing the sacristy and cloister and a series of indoor chapels, past the cellarium and kitchen, through a quadrangle with a stone wellhead surrounded by rose and herb gardens, through several interconnecting cloisters, skirting the refractory and the eight-sided fountain which stood at the intersection of two walkways, following a path down past the hospice lawn, over a little stone bridge, through another gate and into the walled churchyard. The nun handed a brass key to the princess and retraced her steps into the abbey. 

The princess put the key in her pocket and crossed the churchyard. She climbed past the brambles and overgrown vines, past neglected headstones and rosebushes, and descended the stone steps to the rear churchyard gate. She spat on the key and put it in the rusty lock and turned it without a creak. The gate opened. She stepped out into the clearing and looked around.

The abbey stood on the edge of a dense forest. In the moonlight, the forest looked mysterious and was eerily silent and still.

Princess Beatrice drew the curved short-sword out from its sheath, grasping it tightly in her hand.

A shadow stepped out from the darkness of the forest, immense in height and form and appendage and unfurled wingspan, adamantine in the moonlight, like stone.

‘Beatrice,’ said the shadow.

It was the one-eyed beast of the Black Mountain.
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The Three Princesses
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Once upon a time, there were two kingdoms whose borders touched the foot of the Black Mountain. Although the neighbouring kingdoms of Trasimene and Ossaia were prosperous and powerful and ruled by humans, they were very different in many respects.

Theobald III inherited the kingdom of Trasimene as a young man. Despite his tender age at the time of his ascension to the throne, he was skilled as a scholar and warrior and grew to become a kind, just and wise ruler, well-loved and admired by his subjects and respected far and wide in lands beyond his kingdom’s borders. King Theobald strove to carry on the legacy of his forbears, ensuring that his kingdom grew in peace and prosperity as the years passed. 

Arnulf of Ossaia was a vain and greedy man. Like his father and grandfather before him, he had come into his kingdom by conquest and war. His kingdom’s riches came from the coffers of his vanquished enemies. It was rumoured that he had earned his crown by poisoning his father and brother. When the king of Ossaia saw the happiness and prosperity enjoyed by his neighbour, the sun darkened in his eyes. He declared that Trasimene would be his by fair means or foul. But his campaigns to conquer Trasimene met with firm resistance and his troops were turned back to Ossaia each time in defeat. King Arnulf fumed and raged and swore that a day would come when he would triumph over Trasimene.

King Theobald had three daughters. It was sometimes said that if his wife, Queen Ermengard, had not died in childbirth, the princesses might have been brought up differently. Although the princesses were educated in a manner befitting royal offspring, they had many tutors and were as well schooled in art and astronomy and mathematics and music and dancing as they were accomplished in hunting and riding and the various forms of battle.

Flame-haired Princess Alexandra, the eldest, was gentle, trusting and beautiful. She was famed for her generosity and scholarship, her skill in chess and military strategy, and her love of gardens.

Princess Cristabel, the king’s second child, was bold in thought, spirit and deed. Her mastery of musical instruments and painting matched her mastery of weaponry. She had a tender heart behind her strength and hid her benevolent deeds.

With everything that her sisters were, what was left to the youngest princess, Beatrice?

From a young age, when her nurse first scolded her for being recalcitrant, Princess Beatrice became known as the naughty child. Unlike her model royal sisters, Princess Beatrice was deemed to be inattentive, reckless, rarely dutiful to her proper position and birth, and chaos-ridden, regularly causing upsets to the royal household over one matter or another.

‘The great hall requires another tapestry for the ambassador’s arrival, your Majesty, since the recently hung new tapestry is beyond repair,’ said Lord Marlowe. ‘Princess Beatrice drew over the hunt scene so that the tapestry could depict the unicorn escaping.’

‘Her Highness Princess Beatrice is late to her lessons, sire,’ said Sir Samuel. ‘She has not been found within the castle grounds. It is believed that she has gone to climb trees in the forest near the abbey of Ermengard.’

‘Oh, not again, Princess Beatrice!’ cried Lady Sarah. ‘The woeful state of you! This is the ninth gown in a week spoiled or lost! And the king asking to see you!’

‘I wish you would not aggravate the household staff so much, Beatrice,’ said her royal sisters. ‘They have to report to Lady Sarah and she does carry on so and makes everyone nervous and unhappy.’

‘I do try not to,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘But it only seems to make it worse.’

‘Your nurse, your tutors, and the ladies-in-waiting have given me disappointing reports, Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘I am sorry, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I will try to do better.’

‘How is it that you keep losing swords and lances and bows and arrows? The Mistress of the Robes says you spoil or lose almost as many gowns. Your tutors tell me you are inattentive during lessons or miss lessons entirely. I understand that your books have been lost and that your sisters’ books have also started going missing,’ said the king. ‘Tell me what is the matter, Beatrice. Something is not right.’

‘I am sorry, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I will do better.

The king sent a page, Clotaire, to secretly follow the princess. After three days, the page returned to report to the king.

‘Princess Beatrice is not losing the weapons given to her from the royal armoury for her lessons and practise, your Majesty,’ said the page. ‘She is taking them to the royal blacksmith’s apprentice.’

‘I see,’ said the king. 

‘Some of Princess Beatrice’s gowns get dirty and torn when she goes to fish and catch tadpoles or climb trees or play games with the local village children near the castle. Her Highness Princess Beatrice gives her other gowns to the village seamstress, your Majesty,’ said the page.

‘I see,’ said the king.

‘Her Highness Princess Beatrice frequently goes to the village school to listen to their lessons instead of attending her own. Her Highness has given her books and the books of her royal sisters to the school master, your Majesty,’ said the page.

‘I see,’ said the king.

Princess Beatrice was brought before the king. 

‘Well, Beatrice?’ said the king.

‘Sir Gustav and the other knights and all their men defend our kingdom,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘But their swords and arrows and weapons do not seem to be made as strong as mine are, father.’

‘How do you know, Beatrice?’ asked the king.

‘My friend Peter, the royal blacksmith’s apprentice, showed me their weapons. Mine are much better, father. I did not think anyone would mind if I gave away or exchanged mine for theirs. Peter had to melt down and refashion them into the right shape and size, and the gemstone decorations fetched money to buy more materials, of course,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘I see,’ said the king. ‘Continue.’

‘I have too many gowns, father. Lady Sarah and Lady Gersilde are always speaking of getting more in the newest fabrics and fashions. I thought the children in the villages and orphanage would have better use for them. Mistress Fanthorpe turns them into very handsome smocks and jackets and hose,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘I see,’ said the king. ‘Go on.’

‘I am sorry for missing my lessons, father. Only, Sir Guy’s and Sir Samuel’s are so monotonous and dull. We do nothing but recite and copy out lessons. Master Greengrass’ classes are much more lively and interesting. He is a refugee from the kingdom of Ossaia. He tells stories, father, that seem to make the words come alive. The school is poor and the children have to share the books because there are not enough to go around. My sisters and I were happy to share ours,’ said Princess Beatrice. 

‘I am glad you have told me the truth, Beatrice,’ said the king. ‘You may go now. Norbert, send me the Lord Steward and Lord Chamberlain, the Master of the Household, the Mistress of the Robes, the princesses’ tutors, the local village school master Master Greengrass, the Marshal, the High Constable, and all the army generals. Then I wish to see the Exchequer.’

On another occasion, Princess Beatrice was again summoned before the king.

‘Why do you steal pies from the royal kitchen, Beatrice? You have only to tell the Master of the Kitchen if you wish for something, instead of enlisting your sisters as lookouts,’ said the king.

‘She would not need to steal the pies if the orphanage children have enough to eat,’ said Princess Alexandra. ‘Beatrice does not even like the royal chef’s venison pies.’

‘Is this true, Beatrice?’ asked the king.

‘Please do not be angry with Beatrice, father,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘I am not angry with her,’ said the king. ‘How did you know that the wards of the orphanage were starving, Beatrice?’

Princess Beatrice was silent.

‘Speak, Beatrice,’ said the king. ‘You will not get into trouble.’

Princess Beatrice remained silent.

‘No one else will get into trouble. I will not punish the persons who told you, Beatrice. I only seek to understand so that I may rectify the wrong,’ said the king.

‘Thomas, the stable boy, told me, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘Thomas’ mother works in the orphanage kitchen. She takes food from home to give to the hungry children whenever she can spare it. But there are many children in the orphanage, father, and not enough food.’

‘I see,’ said the king. ‘Norbert, I want to see Lord Locriniste in here immediately.’

On yet another occasion, Princess Beatrice was summoned before the king.

‘I have heard reports of you brawling with Lord Peregrine and Lord Mowbray’s sons, Beatrice. Is this true?’ asked the king.

‘No, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. 

‘And you would not know anything about the thief who is stealing crabapples from the royal orchards?’ said the king. ‘The royal gardener is very determined to catch the thief.’

‘No, father,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘I see,’ said the king.

The king sent his page to secretly follow the princess. After three days, Clotaire returned to report to the king.

Princess Beatrice was brought before the king.

‘I have investigated the matter and apprehended the culprits,’ said the king.

‘Father?’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘It was the local farmer’s daughter, Sophia, who was fighting with Lord Peregrine and Lord Mowbray’s sons by the cornfield,’ said the king. ‘And the royal household’s seamstress’ granddaughter, Megan, and the innkeeper’s grandson, Liam, who were fighting with Lord Peregrine and Lord Mowbray’s sons near the river. And Sir Hugo’s niece, Lucy, and the cobbler’s boy, David, stealing crabapples from the royal orchard.’

‘No, father!’ cried Princess Beatrice. ‘I was the one fighting with Lord Peregrine and Lord Mowbray’s sons. I was the one stealing crabapples from the orchard. I was the only one. I am sorry, father.’

‘The truth please, Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘I was riding past the cornfield when I saw Lord Peregrine and Lord Mowbray’s sons pelting stones at a girl and a dog by the road,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I know nurse says that ladies are not supposed to fight but they were laughing, father. After they ran away, Sophia said she had found the stray dog by the road. It had a hurt hind leg. The farmer’s wife and Sophia helped nurse the dog back to health.’

‘I see,’ said the king.

‘I was walking back from swimming and fishing in the river,’ said Princess Beatrice. 

‘You skipped your dancing lessons,’ said the king.

‘Yes, father,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Continue,’ said the king.

‘I heard a kitten mewling up in a tree at the water’s edge and saw Megan climbing up the branches, trying to rescue it. They were far out on the branch hanging over the water and struggling because the kitten was frightened. The branch was very high. Megan got stuck. I tried to climb up. Liam often goes to the river to catch insects and forage for wild berries. He was passing by and stopped to help. We had almost calmed the kitten so that Megan could carry it and climb back down when Lord Peregrine and Lord Mowbray’s sons appeared. They taunted and pinched Liam but Liam would not let them get near the tree to scare the kitten or Megan even more. They always pick on him for no reason, father. And there were two of them and only one of him. It was not a fair fight. I jumped down from the tree and punched them. I am sorry, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘They were so mean to Liam and he was just trying to protect Megan and the kitten. After they ran away, Liam and I went back to the tree. We started to climb up the tree again but the branch Megan and the kitten were on was shaking so much that it snapped before we could reach them. I heard screaming and the tree branch falling into the river. When we climbed back to the ground though, Megan was standing near the tree trunk holding the kitten, unharmed and as dry as a haystack. She said something caught hold of her and landed her safely down to the ground with the kitten. Liam said he could not see clearly through the leaves but thought he heard wings. Do you suppose a gargoyle saved them, father?’

‘A gargoyle, Beatrice?’ said the king. ‘Did you see a gargoyle bring the girl and kitten down from the tree?’

‘No, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘But how else did they get down from the tree? Gargoyles—’

‘You get too carried away with myths and stories, Beatrice,’ said the king. ‘In any case, gargoyles only come to life after night falls.’

‘Sir Hugo says that the gargoyle king of the Black Mountain has the ability to transform from stone during the daytime,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Yes,’ said the king. ‘But that was a very long time ago when relations between the gargoyles and humans were friendly and open, before the kings of Ossaia declared war and made enemies with all their neighbours. Nobody has seen a gargoyle for over a century. Nobody would remember what they looked like but for the stone statues on the rooftops of the castle and the abbey of Ermengard. There are few now who would dare to venture to the kingdom of the Black Mountain and return to tell the tale.’

‘Oh,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘But the crabapples now, Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘I stole the crabapples, father,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Why?’ asked the king.

‘To feed Thunderbolt as treats. He likes crabapples,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Who is Thunderbolt?’ asked the king.

‘The workhorse that Lucy and I found abandoned near the stone quarry,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘He had been left to die. His hooves were injured and bleeding. The royal apothecary, Prospero, who had been lovely with Gryff and Lemondrop, gave us a salve, and Thomas helped to bandage his legs and nurse him when he was off duty from the royal stables, and David helped mend his horse shoes so they would not hurt him anymore.’

‘I am not going to ask why you and Lucy were wandering near the stone quarry,’ said the king.

‘We were going to try to move the trees, which were going to be cut down, and take them down to the riverbank to replant,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘The butterflies and birds do seem to love them.’

‘All on your own?’ said the king.

‘Only the saplings, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘The farmer and the carpenter and the shepherd and the beekeeper and the court jester and Master Greengrass were going to help us with the larger ones.’

‘I see,’ said the king. ‘But where have you stowed all the rescued animals?’

‘The Reverend Mother has been very kind,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘And Sisters Victoria, Susannah and Josephine have been looking after the animals so well they are quite healthy and happy now.’

‘Of course. The abbey,’ said the king. ‘You had better bring these animals to the royal household. We do not want to trespass on the abbess for too long. She has others in need of help.’

‘All of them, father?’ asked Princess Beatrice. 

‘Yes,’ said the king. ‘How many animals are there besides the dog, kitten and horse?’

‘Well,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Beatrice,’ sighed the king. ‘No more stealing or fighting. You must try to set a good example. And the next time you set about reforming the kingdom, will you come to consult me first?’

‘I will try to remember, father,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Very well, Beatrice,’ said the king. ‘Norbert, send for the abbess of Ermengard Abbey and the Lord Chamberlain. And bring me the Lords Peregrine and Mowbray and their sons at once.’

As Princess Beatrice grew into a young woman, growing in stature and grace and accomplishments as the Princesses Alexandra and Cristabel had done, she continued in her ways, upsetting the regular order of the royal household, often slipping out of the castle to the dense forest near the abbey, rambling through the kingdom, exploring, rescuing strays and ladybirds, charging where others feared to tread, trying but never quite managing to match the example of her royal sisters. She learned to sing and play and dance and draw and entertain dignitaries without mishaps or disgrace. She could fence and joust and ride ventre à terre with the kingdom’s best knights. She was the finest archer in Trasimene. Many months would pass in a show of exemplary behaviour by the princess, giving the Ladies Sarah and Gersilde hope, until one fine day... 

She continued to be bemoaned from time to time as the Recalcitrant One. 

But Princess Beatrice’s mischief-making always seemed to arise from her desire to help, or care for, or protect, someone or something vulnerable or wounded. For the sweetness of her nature and the kind heart which had drawn her into her scrapes, neither the king nor her royal sisters nor the kingdom’s subjects could ever bring themselves to deny her or scold her too harshly. She had many friends.

The three princesses loved their father and each other and the people of Trasimene. They stepped into the role of their late mother and helped the king and his subjects run the royal household and rule and defend the kingdom. The logical, carefully considered, reasoned views of the two eldest princesses on strategy were sought by the privy counsellors and generals in the councils of war. (Princess Beatrice was still too young to participate but she listened to the discussions with rapt attention.) The three princesses rode beside the king and his knights in expeditions against Ossaian invasions of Trasimene territories. When Ossaia’s military aggressions grew too widespread across the border, the king trusted the two eldest princesses to lead the army in expeditions to separate locations to meet the invaders. The princesses led their troops back safely in victory each time. 

Their reputations, like King Theobald’s, spread. Ambassadors were sent from foreign lands to seek their hand.

‘Our father needs us,’ said Princess Alexandra after the visit of another foreign emissary. ‘I shall never marry.’

‘Nor shall I,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘What kingdom or sovereign king or prince could give us the purpose, kind love, freedom or happiness we have in Trasimene?’

‘Would it not be fascinating to visit strange new lands and see and discover new things?’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘You do not have to marry to do that,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘Oh,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I suppose not.’

‘But one’s duty to one’s kingdom comes first,’ said Princess Alexandra.

‘Beatrice and I do not have to concern ourselves with that,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘We have you.’

‘Hush!’ said Princess Alexandra. ‘Do not let Lady Sarah hear you or we will all be scolded for setting a dreadful example for Beatrice.’
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The Hunt for the Beast of the Black Mountain
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One day—

––––––––
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‘THE BEAST! THE BEAST! Tell us about the beast!’ cried the village children.

––––––––
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ONE MORNING, THE INHABITANTS of a hamlet near the border of Trasimene woke up to find that their chickens and sheep had been slaughtered during the night. There was a trail of blood disappearing into the woods as though something had been dragged there by a wild creature. A woodcutter from the hamlet had peered at the bloodied tracks in the dirt and said that whatever beast had made those marks was unlike any wild animal that he had ever seen.

Soon thereafter, several more nearby villages reported the mass slaughter of their domestic animals and farm beasts during the night. Some reported scorched earth near the bloody trails. All the villages noted the extraordinary size of the claw prints.

News of these night attacks reached the capital. The king sent the two eldest princesses with his knights to investigate. 

The reports that the party brought back alarmed and confounded the court.

‘The destruction wrecked—the tracks left behind—belong to no ordinary animal,’ said Princess Alexandra.

‘The villagers talk in fearful tones of a nocturnal winged beast stalking their lands,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘There was a child who said she saw a creature with horns and large wings like a bat,’ said Princess Alexandra.

King Theobald turned to his oldest and most steadfast knight, Sir Hugo.

‘Could it be?’ said the king.

‘The kingdom of the Black Mountain has always been peaceful in the past before it severed relations with the human kingdoms, your Majesty,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘This could be some other creature, a lone beast causing all the mayhem and destruction. However—’

‘However, it is still possible?’ said the king.

‘Yes, your Majesty,’ said Sir Hugo.

‘Whatever it is, we must be vigilant and track down this creature and stop its destructive path,’ said the king. ‘We are already hard-pressed by Ossaia on the eastern front. If it is a harbinger of things to come from the Black Mountain... We must try to discover more and plan and be prepared.’

‘What were Sir Hugo and father talking about?’ asked Princess Cristabel.

‘Gargoyles,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘I thought they were a myth,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘Very ancient history,’ said Princess Alexandra. ‘How do you know about them, Beatrice?’

‘Sir Hugo and father and Master Greengrass and the books in the royal library,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘Except all the accounts and descriptions differ.’

‘I suppose there are as many kinds of gargoyles as there are humans,’ said Princess Alexandra. ‘Humans have not had much opportunity to meet with or study them.’

‘What kind are the Black Mountain gargoyles?’ asked Princess Cristabel.

‘If they are anything like the stone gargoyles that sit atop our citadel walls, they will be giant in stature, have powerful limbs and terrible bat-like wings, monstrous claws and horns, glowing, piercing eyes and sharp fangs,’ said Princess Alexandra. ‘And they will breath fire.’

‘But Sir Hugo said the Black Mountain kingdom was peaceful,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I do not think that the stone gargoyles on the castle walls and abbey belfry look terrifying. They seem baleful but sad.’

‘Oh, Beatrice, I hope you do make friends with them if we ever meet them,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘But it is not a good basis for a defence strategy if the gargoyles—beasts—whatever these creatures are—these denizens of the Black Mountain kingdom turn out to be as friendly and neighbourly as Ossaia has been.’

‘I know,’ sighed Princess Beatrice. ‘I just think that if I was one of the stone gargoyles sitting up on the castle walls and seeing all the hostilities and fighting below, I would be sad too.’

Fear and rumour spread through the kingdom of Trasimene about the fearsome beast terrorising the villages. The people began to call it the Beast of the Black Mountain, wondering if more of its kind with their terrible, grotesque features and their inhuman, bestial strength and nature were lurking about, waiting for nightfall to come forth and hunt. 

King Theobald was in a camp on the eastern front with his generals, defending the border, when the dreaded news reached him of a fresh attack on a village near the capital. Since he could not abandon the eastern front, he sent word for his two eldest daughters to take measures to safeguard the capital and lead a party to the aid and defence of the villages in the surrounding district. Princess Beatrice was to remain in the capital—she was not ready yet for this battle, instructed the king.

On the morning of the departure of the party led by Princess Cristabel, Princess Beatrice—who had long ago discovered all the secret passages in the castle—slipped out of her chamber, and went down through the servants’ stairwell and out to the abbey of Ermengard where, next to the postern gate, a mounted Sir Thomas waited with a second black steed laden with saddlebags. 

When Princess Cristabel and her band of knights saw Princess Beatrice and Sir Thomas riding up to camp, they were horrified.

‘Oh, Beatrice!’ cried Princess Cristabel.

‘I do not need to be coddled. I am able bodied too. I want to help,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘You and Thomas have ridden into a death trap,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘How shall I ever face father and the kingdom if harm comes to you and Thomas? What was Alexandra thinking?’

‘Alexandra and Sir Hugo and the privy counsellors are working very competently to fortify the defences of the capital and surrounding villages and lands. They did not need me in the way,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘Is the situation bad?’

‘It is far worse than anything we had imagined or expected,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘It is not one beast but an entire forest of them, far more hideous and inimical than the stone gargoyles. We arrived too late. They had massacred the entire village and laid waste to two others along this route. The beasts not only outnumber us, they possess the far mightier brute force. It is not a question of battle but how long we can hold them off. We have only the relief of daylight on our side when they are immobile in stone. They are heading for the capital. I sent Sir Joshua back to warn the kingdom. You should have crossed paths with him on the way.’

‘I think we should retreat,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘We did not meet Sir Joshua or anyone else. Thomas and I took an indirect route to avoid the patrols on the main roads in case they reported back to Alexandra—’

‘You are impossible, Beatrice,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘We had to come by a ford and a long narrow rocky pass to finally arrive here,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I believe it is known as the Sanguineto Ravine for the red colour of its scarp face. Your party is too large to march through there for an effective retreat and it would take too long to ride through it in single file. But a lone mounted rider could ride for her life down the pass very comfortably.’

Princess Cristabel stared at her youngest sister.

‘Since these beasts breath fire, Alexandra thought we should not be lacking in that respect. Alexandra and Sir Hugo have armed the battlements and readied the regiments and village checkpoints with cauldrons of hot oil and pitch and resin and animal fats, and all manner of catapults—trebuchets, mangonels, ballistas—with flammable caltrops and firebrands and exploding fire-pots and other missiles, and the archers are armed with arrows tipped in flame as well as poison,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘Lucy helped me borrow a batch of the supplies that were easier to carry. I thought you might find some use for them.’

‘Beatrice, where did you learn such dastardly tricks?’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘From listening in at the councils of war, and Master Greengrass’ stories about knights and giants and dragons, and the tales everyone tells of your and Alexandra’s battle exploits,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘A fiery ambush,’ said Princess Cristabel. 

‘Do you think it could work? We still have some hours of daylight left to prepare,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘Of course, we will need to lead the beasts away from the main road to the capital and into the pass.’

‘You are not going to be the bait, Beatrice,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘I will be riding into the mouth of that ravine. The beasts have faced me before, they will recognise me and follow. You will lead the knights and archers up to the rocky outcrop and prepare the artillery, then hide yourselves. Wait until all the beasts have followed me into the ravine. I am trusting you to lead the men and launch the ambush with precision. No one must come out of the other end of that pass.’

‘You will,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘When it is over, send word to the capital and to the checkpoints along the main roads, and station the remainder of the party at the end of the pass to keep guard,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘I will see you at the other end,’ said Princess Beatrice, firmly.

The two princesses separated, leading their respective troops to undertake preparations for the ruse.

Princess Beatrice and her troops gathered materials along the way to the ravine to augment their existing supplies, laying out their preparations within the ravine and climbing up and arranging and camouflaging their weapons and themselves on the edge of the precipice along the two sides of the pass, archers in readiness. The knights Sirs Timothy, Lachlan and Benjamin were set as lookouts at strategic points near the approach. Then they all hid, among the natural vegetation and boulders and nooks in the rocky outcrops, and waited.

Princess Cristabel led a sortie of knights to the village on the edge of the dense woods from which they had fled when they had last clashed so disastrously with the beasts. 

They came again to face the scene where they had discovered to their horror an entire winged host of beasts crouching grimly atop the church and town hall, their wings furled, their hideous forms and expressions grotesquely warped in sated satisfaction at the carcasses left like discarded peelings all around the square.

Princess Cristabel came before the largest of the beasts. He wore a frozen snarl on his features which began to grow in length and malice as he stood in a wash of moonlight, turning from stone to flesh with the rising darkness.

‘You returned, princess,’ said Lothaire, the leader of the beasts.

‘Shall we dance?’ said Princess Cristabel, and reached for her lance, her sword clasped securely in her other hand.

The winged beasts pounced.

The princess and her knights fought valiantly but briefly, for they were hard-pressed and grossly outmatched. Knights and beasts fell. When there was only Princess Cristabel left, she fled for the pass, a trail of screeching beasts in her wake. She rode at a breakneck speed into the darkness of the Sanguineto Ravine. Its steep cliff faces echoed with the sound of her mount’s hooves and the cries of her winged pursuers. The beasts gained ground, reaching out for her with their sharp claws and breathing fire. Her horse, Midnight, needed no urging to swiftness but no matter how she swerved and dodged and stung them back with the point of her sword, she felt the bite of their claws and their scalding breath on her back.

Deep within the ravine, where the pass ahead seemed to turn ever narrower and darker and never-ending and hopeless, a shower of arrows like jets of fire rained down, lighting up the darkness, igniting the pitch-smeared and oil-soaked bundles stowed inconspicuously on the floor and sides of the ravine by Princess Beatrice and her knights, their tongues of flame shooting up and climbing the steep walls of the cliffs on either side and surrounding everything in between. Princess Cristabel knew this was the signal and dug her spurs in and raced on forward.

Behind her, the beasts screeched in incensed pain and fury, their fiery breaths only increasing the conflagration. Volleys of blazing missiles followed the jets of fire, followed by another shower of flaming arrows. The winged beasts thrashed about and crashed into each other and the cliff faces and fell with terrible shrieks, catching alight, consumed in fire. The flames licking about their bodies and wings spread, adding fuel to the inferno spreading through the ravine until the night air and everything within it was engulfed in flames. 

It was the fire-tipped arrows shot from Princess Beatrice’s bow which saved Princess Cristabel from the leader of the beasts, who flew at her in a vicious fury, and warded off the relentless skyborne attacks from the remainder of the winged host while the knights appeared and fought with the beasts who had not been felled by the swirling balls of fire and the burning poisonous stings of the archers.

When the fires had died down, burning themselves out in the darkness of the Sanguineto Ravine, the victors came down from the escarpment and proceeded to the other end of the pass, convening in a clearing near the entrance. 

Sirs Thomas, Timothy, Lachlan and Benjamin formed a royal guard around the exhausted mare bearing Princess Cristabel—rider and horse both scorched, bleeding, and barely conscious—leading them out from the mouth of the ravine to join Princess Beatrice and the rest of the party who were setting up camp and assessing the aftermath of the battle.

‘Every beast dead and accounted for, your Highness,’ said Sir Thomas. ‘Everything has been reduced to ashes, except—’

‘Except for the captain,’ said Princess Cristabel in a voice that hardly reached a whisper. ‘Lothaire was injured but escaped—fled home to tell his masters presumably.’

Princess Beatrice took a small crystal vial which hung on a chain around her neck (a gift from the kind old apothecary, Prospero, who had thought it more practical and efficacious for the princess, who was prone to falling into all sorts of perilous scrapes, to be provided with a potent remedy close at hand) and allowed a droplet of crimson liquid from it to fall between her sister’s lips. She did the same for Princess Cristabel’s horse, Midnight. Both revived in colour and spirits.

‘That is for another night to think about,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘Dawn will be breaking soon. We need to—’

The rapid pounding of hooves approached from the direction of the capital.

The knights all raised their torches and drew out weapons.

‘Hold your fire! It is Sir Joshua,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Your Highnesses,’ said Sir Joshua. ‘Princess Alexandra sends reinforcements. They follow shortly behind. His Majesty King Theobald has returned to the capital from the eastern front.’

‘I spoke too hastily. At dawn, we head for home,’ said Princess Beatrice.

Princess Alexandra rushed to embrace and scold her sisters fiercely the moment she saw them approach.

The king followed, looking upon his offspring with proud relief and affection.

‘You two are the scourge and terror of the land,’ said Princess Alexandra.

‘Not I. That honour goes to Beatrice,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘To the man or beast who underestimates her, beware.’

‘A decisive victory,’ said the king. ‘The capital kept safe and the kingdom spared a dreaded battle.’

‘We did what was necessary, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘There was no pleasure or glory in it. Only mourning for fallen friends.’

As word of what was to become known as the Battle of Sanguineto Ravine spread through the land, King Theobald called for another council of war. 

‘Sanguineto Ravine merely staved off the inevitable onslaught and carnage. The hunt for the beast is over, father,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘The beasts of the Black Mountain are hunting us.’

‘One battle over, another begins, and war continues on never ceasing,’ sighed the king. 

‘Has the situation worsened on the eastern front, father?’ asked Princess Cristabel.

‘There is a temporary truce with Ossaia. King Arnulf is dying. His heir is coming to Trasimene to discuss terms for a peaceful alliance between Ossaia and Trasimene,’ said the king.

‘Peaceful alliance with Ossaia?’ said Princess Alexandra. 

‘King Arnulf who raged against Trasimene with fire and sword, violence and plunder—his heir now wants an alliance with us?’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘The beasts of the Black Mountain have also attacked Ossaia,’ said the king. ‘There is bad blood between Ossaia and the Black Mountain kingdom. It was King Arnulf’s grandfather who tried to provoke war with the Black Mountain by killing its envoys. King Eldred of the Black Mountain refused to engage his kingdom in war with a king who worshipped bloodlust and closed off the Black Mountain from the human world henceforth.’

‘King Eldred seems far more civilised than Ossaia or the beasts we have recently been fighting,’ said Princess Alexandra. ‘I suppose this means he no longer rules the Black Mountain?’

‘It would seem so,’ said the king. ‘Every dawn has its dusk.’

‘Would it be impolitic to leave Ossaia and the beasts to fight among themselves? That would give them a distraction and leave the rest of the world in peace,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘You distrust the offer of a peaceful alliance,’ said the king. ‘I believe the privy counsellors will be equally sceptical.’

‘Are you not suspicious of it, father?’ asked Princess Alexandra.

‘Whatever my suspicions are, I cannot ignore the fact that Trasimene alone is not strong enough to stand against the beasts of the Black Mountain,’ said the king.

Crown Prince Xavier, heir to the kingdom of Ossaia, arrived in the capital of Trasimene with stately pomp and ceremony. He and his entourage were greeted by King Theobald and welcomed to the royal court.

The prince was a prepossessing young man, handsome, charming and elegant in figure, face and address where his father was remembered as being ruthless, foul-tempered and barbaric. Prince Xavier desired that past hostilities between Trasimene and Ossaia be set aside in pursuit of their kingdoms’ mutual interest in rebuffing the incursions of the beasts of the Black Mountain. The prince hoped to advance a friendship between the two kingdoms of Trasimene and Ossaia under his reign. As a gesture of good faith, the prince offered his hand in marriage to King Theobald’s eldest daughter—and the throne of Ossaia for his future queen.

‘He is King Arnulf’s son and heir,’ said the three princesses. 

‘I am not my father,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘We should try to judge Prince Xavier fair-mindedly,’ said Princess Alexandra. ‘King Arnulf ruled Ossaia as a tyrant but Prince Xavier cannot be held responsible for all of his father’s deeds.’

‘Nothing has ever stopped Beatrice from doing what she thought was right,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘Nevertheless, if it is the condition for Trasimene to be defended and safe from the beasts of the Black Mountain, I will accept Prince Xavier’s hand,’ said Princess Alexandra. 

‘Alexandra!’ cried her royal sisters.

‘Alexandra,’ said the king. ‘You need not marry Prince Xavier if you do not desire it.’

‘My sisters did what they thought was necessary to save the kingdom. And now, so must I,’ said Princess Alexandra. ‘It is my duty.’

The royal betrothal between Princess Alexandra of Trasimene and Prince Xavier of Ossaia was announced across the two kingdoms. Preparations for the wedding began alongside the preparations for a joint defence against the beasts of the Black Mountain.

‘Father and his counsellors are still wary of Ossaia, if not of Prince Xavier,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘Villages continue to be menaced in the kingdom but we cannot be certain if these attacks are the responsibility of the beasts of the Black Mountain or the soldiers of Ossaia. Father has reinstated the custom that no foreign consort marrying into our kingdom shall ever rule Trasimene as king or queen.’

‘Will that be enough?’ asked Princess Beatrice.

The betrothal celebrations were interrupted by news of a wild boar rampaging through the forest near the abbey of Ermengard. Prince Xavier declared a hunt for the wild boar which he would find and present as a prize for the wedding feast.

But the morning of the wild boar hunt brought unexpected tragedy. Prince Xavier, Princess Alexandra, the noble lords and ladies and courtiers of the royal court and their squires had set out early, riding into the forest near the abbey of Ermengard in search of the wild boar. Princess Alexandra had stopped in a forest glade, dropping away from the rest of the hunting party, and was bitten by an adder. Her lifeless body was brought back to the castle at the same time that a messenger arrived from the north with fresh reports of attacks by the beasts of the Black Mountain.

‘What was Alexandra doing in the forest that she should step on an adder?’ said Princess Beatrice through her tears. ‘I did not think there were any snakes in the forest, at least not at this time of the year.’

Princess Cristabel embraced her sister but said nothing.

A year passed in continual unrest and battles with the beasts of the Black Mountain.

Grief over the death of Princess Alexandra had driven King Theobald to consult a sage passing through the kingdom of Trasimene reputed to be an oracle. The oracle had spoken to the king of a jewel in the Black Mountain which had the power to protect a kingdom. Before the king could ask about how to obtain this jewel, the oracle vanished. The king sent his subjects far and wide but they searched vainly for the oracle and further knowledge about the magical jewel.

Noting the burgeoning questions and dissent among his own subjects regarding the solidity of the alliance between Ossaia and Trasimene, Prince Xavier returned to the capital of Trasimene and renewed his suit to the eldest daughter of King Theobald.

‘Oh, Cristabel!’ said Princess Beatrice.

The grieving king was in no mood to listen to the prince’s proposal.

‘I, too, grieve deeply, your Majesty, but I must do my duty by my subjects,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘The beasts of the Black Mountain thunder at our gates.’

‘I will accept Prince Xavier’s offer,’ said Princess Cristabel.

The king pressed his daughter to reconsider her decision.

‘I will do my duty,’ said Princess Cristabel.

On the evening that the royal betrothal between Princess Cristabel of Trasimene and Prince Xavier of Ossaia was announced, Princess Cristabel left her ladies-in-waiting and went alone to the royal treasury where Princess Beatrice, dressed in plain travelling attire and armed with her sword, bow and quiver of arrows, and the Keeper of the Crown Jewels were conversing in low conspiratorial voices.

‘Good evening, Clotaire,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘May I please have a word with my sister before she leaves?’

The Keeper of the Crown Jewels bowed and withdrew.

‘How did you know?’ asked Princess Beatrice.

‘You have been quiet all day. It is a sign of your mind meditating mischief,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘And you are my sister, Beatrice, the Recalcitrant One.’

‘It is the only thing I can think of to help,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘The confounded oracle and her riddles,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘The oracle never said you had to wed the crown prince of Ossaia,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘We all have our duties to discharge,’ said Princess Cristabel. 

Princess Cristabel pressed a purse, a wrapped parcel of bread and cheese, and a sheathed dagger into her sister’s hands.

‘I can no more prevent you from going on this quest than others have ever persuaded you from any of your schemes,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘But please, Beatrice, promise that you will return safely to us, with or without the jewel.’

‘I will try,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘I will tell Prince Xavier that I shall wed him the day you return,’ said Princess Cristabel.

‘Well,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Go—hurry now—and hurry back,’ said Princess Cristabel. ‘The betrothal festivities tonight will provide a diversion and give you more time before your absence is noticed. I will explain to father.’

Princess Beatrice kissed her sister, then drew back the corner of a large wall tapestry, pressed a hidden panel and entered the secret passage within. She came out of another secret door into the royal library, crossed the floor to a door leading to a corridor which took her via the night stairwell into the castle’s walled vegetable garden. Leaving the walled garden, she continued along a connecting cloister until she arrived before the postern gate of the abbey of Ermengard. She rang the bell.

The peephole hatch in the wooden door slid open.

‘The night is dark. I have lost my way. I seek sanctuary,’ said Princess Beatrice.

The hatch closed. Bolts were drawn, then the wooden gate door opened. 

‘Sister Beatrice,’ said the gatekeeper. ‘I am Sister Gwendolyn. Please follow me.’

The nun led the princess through the lane, along a cloister, through the abbey grounds, passing a series of indoor chapels, rose and herb gardens, through several interconnecting cloisters, past the hospice lawn, over a little stone bridge, past a gate and through the walled churchyard.

‘The Reverend Mother sends her prayers,’ said Sister Gwendolyn. ‘Thunderbolt is waiting outside the gate.’

Princess Beatrice thanked the nun and slipped out of the churchyard. She found Thunderbolt, saddled and readied with supplies, obediently waiting next to the churchyard wall. Princess Beatrice untied the reins, mounted the horse and quietly led him away from the abbey and into the dark forest.
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Journey of the Recalcitrant Princess to the Black Mountain
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Princess Beatrice rode for a night through the dark forest of Ermengard and came out into the countryside as the sun rose. She travelled for days northward bound in the direction of the Black Mountain, following the routes she had learnt from her sisters’ expeditions and the many charts and maps she had found in the royal library, always taking the lesser trodden paths distant from human dwellings and villages or townships to avoid being seen or running into other troubles.

It was not in her character or her destiny, however, to avoid becoming involved in the fates of others.

She had been resting in a woodland, feeding slices of apple to Thunderbolt, when a red fox ran up to them and leapt into one of the saddlebags. Moments later, Princess Beatrice heard the sound of men’s voices and the call of a hunting horn. The saddlebag in which the fox had hidden quivered with fear. Princess Beatrice quickly gathered her things, mounted her horse, and rode away. When she had ridden far enough that she had lost the sound of the hunting horn, she stopped and set the saddlebag down on the grass and set the fox free.

‘Go on,’ said Princess Beatrice to the fox. ‘It is safe now.’

The red fox ran into the nearby bushes and disappeared.

Princess Beatrice continued riding until she came to a camp near the edge of a woodland. She tethered Thunderbolt to a tree in the woods and quietly crept up to spy on the camp. From the flags and style of the tents, it looked like an encampment of Ossaian soldiers. Her surmise was confirmed when she saw a soldier in Ossaian uniform stride into the camp with a net of captured ortolans. Careful to remain hidden from view, Princess Beatrice followed the soldier to a tent where she watched as he set about placing the ortolans in a covered wicker cage and bringing out a cask of brandy, in which the birds would be drowned before roasting, in the preparation of a dish that had been outlawed in the kingdom of Trasimene since the time of King Theobald’s great-great-great grandfather for its cruelty. Princess Beatrice waited until the soldier left the tent and crawled up to the covered cage. She cut the latch of the wicker cage with her dagger and took the cage to the tent flap, peeked outside to make sure no one was about, then drew aside the tent flap, uncovered the cage and opened the cage door. The ortolans fluttered out and soared into the sky.

The princess was about to leave the tent when the soldier reappeared before her and caught her arm.

‘An intruder! A thief!’ cried the soldier.

Princess Beatrice struggled but the soldier’s grip held fast. She reached out with her other arm and grabbed a pepper pot, drew a handful of ground pepper into her hand and blew it into the soldier’s face. The soldier doubled over in exploding sneezes and dropped her arm. Princess Beatrice bolted out of the tent—stealing an apple in passing—and ran into the woods, gathered Thunderbolt’s reins and rode away, the shouts from the camp fading ever further behind her.

Princess Beatrice tried to avoid civilisation for the next fortnight. The smaller, remote paths were deserted and a little safer from running into unexpected company but they covered rougher terrain and made for a longer journey to the Black Mountain than if she had taken the main roads. It became harder to continue as her food and water rations dwindled. She was compelled by necessity to head closer towards the routes which passed near human dwellings. 

One day, Princess Beatrice was travelling through a shrubland towards a wood beyond which she hoped would be a village she had seen on an old scroll map in the royal library. As she rode towards the woods, Thunderbolt trotting placidly along the grass, they were startled by the shrill, disturbed flapping and twittering of a flock of ortolans flying out of a nearby tree. The birds circled thrice over a dense clump of shrubbery ahead and then flew away. Princess Beatrice drew the reins back, heeding the warning, just as a group of men who looked like a gang of disreputable thieves emerged from the shrubbery and began to stalk towards her, weapons in hand. Thunderbolt leapt over bushes and undergrowth and, bearing the princess, galloped furiously away from the ambush. The thieves followed in hot pursuit. Suddenly, as the princess and her horse were entering the woods, a red fox leapt across their path. Thunderbolt reared and veered away from the fox, swerving to canter around the small clearing in the trees. The thieves ran directly into the clearing to follow them, but instead of closing in on the princess and her horse, the thieves started to shout and bellow. Their cries quickly died out as they sank and were submerged completely in a matter of moments in quicksand. Shortly afterwards, the surface of the quicksand in the centre of the clearing returned to a tranquillity which revealed no signs of the thieves’ last moments of struggle for breath.

The princess and her horse came to a slow trot as they travelled through the woods. The escape from the pursuit by the thieves had added to the tiredness and privations of the long journey where there was the promise of little relief and much danger ahead. Thirsty and hungry, they continued on until they came across a hedgehog, curled up in a ball, caught in a net at the base of a tree trunk. The princess dismounted and went to the tree to cut the netting with her dagger, setting the hedgehog free from the huntsman’s trap. The little brown hedgehog uncurled, then waddled off deeper into the woods. Curious, the princess picked up Thunderbolt’s reins and drew the horse along with her as she followed the hedgehog through the trees and around shrubbery and tangled vines and fallen logs and undergrowth until they came to a thicket of wild sloe and blackberry bushes growing next to a small trickling stream. The princess and her horse settled down by the stream and drank of its clear, sweet waters. Then, while her horse grazed on the soft grass growing by the stream, the princess picked and ate her fill of the wild berries.

Refreshed, with the waterskins refilled from the stream and a supply of berries wrapped up in the saddlebags, the princess mounted her horse and they resumed their journey, soon leaving the woods.

The Black Mountain loomed close on the horizon, casting its dark forbidding shadow over the surrounding landscape. It did at least look nearer than it had when she had started out on the journey, the princess thought optimistically.

The princess and her horse rode on towards the foot of the Black Mountain.

On their way, they came across fields of ruined crops and a deserted village, its huts and public thoroughfares broken and empty and abandoned. 

Princess Beatrice dismounted from her horse and led him by the reins as she wandered around the huts, trying to see if there was anybody about. She entered one hut, whose contents had been thrown about in a dreadful ramshackle fashion. There was broken crockery and glass and torn curtains and smashed furniture everywhere. Princess Beatrice heard a scurrying noise and found a little field mouse trapped inside an upturned pot. She helped the mouse free and gave it a piece of dry cheese from her pouch. The mouse took the cheese and hurried away.

When the mouse was gone, the princess also turned to leave but she heard another sound, louder this time. A scuffling noise, then what seemed like a muffled whimper reached the princess’ ears. She moved around the hut, looking for the source of the sound. The princess came before a bed frame whose bedsheets and pillows and straw mattress were tossed askew. Cowering underneath the bed was a woman and a young child.

‘Please do not hurt my son!’ cried the woman. ‘I will do anything you wish, if you will only leave my son alone.’

The young boy trembled with fear in his mother’s arms and began to cry again.

‘Do not be afraid,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I am only travelling through this way. I will not harm you or your son. What has happened in this village?’

The village woman told Princess Beatrice about the band of Ossaian soldiers who had come into the kingdom and regularly harassed the surrounding counties and robbed their belongings.

‘Why has this not been reported to King Theobald?’ asked Princess Beatrice.

‘Our mayor sent a messenger to the capital but he was intercepted and killed,’ said the village woman. ‘The soldiers brought back the heads of the mayor and the messenger to show us the price of our disobedience. Then the captain of the soldiers, a man called Renaud, came and led a raid through our village, taking all the able-bodied men and women as slaves, and slaying the children and elderly folk. My husband made me take our son into hiding while he joined the menfolk in defending our families. I do not know if he or any of our friends and neighbours are alive. It seems unlikely that those monsters would spare a life.’

The village woman began to weep softly.

‘You and your son cannot stay here,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘What can we do? Where are we to go? The soldiers destroyed everything,’ said the village woman.

‘Do you know how to ride?’ asked Princess Beatrice. ‘To wield a sword?’

‘I have ridden a little,’ said the village woman.

‘Then come with me,’ said Princess Beatrice.

She led the village woman and her son outside to where Thunderbolt was waiting and helped them mount.

‘You will ride Thunderbolt to Ermengard Abbey,’ said the princess. ‘Thunderbolt knows the way home. Take the direct route to the capital but along the smaller, quieter ways to be safe. There is enough water and food in the saddlebags to last you for several days. When you get to the abbey, ask to see the Mother Superior. She will help you. ‘

Princess Beatrice pressed the purse with its remaining coins, given to her by Princess Cristabel, into the village woman’s hand. Then the princess unbuckled her sword belt and placed it on the village woman.

‘Use this to defend yourself and your son,’ said the princess. ‘The blade is sure and will protect you against human or beast.’

‘But what will you do?’ asked the village woman.

‘I must finish my journey,’ said the princess. ‘I have my bow and dagger. And I am certain I will manage to find enough supplies among the wreckage of this village to sustain me.

‘Thank you,’ said the village woman. ‘You—’

She was interrupted by the approaching clattering of hooves and loud, raucous shouting.

‘It is the soldiers!’ cried the village woman. ‘They have come back!’

‘Hold on tight—ride hard and do not look back!’ said the princess to the village woman and her son and Thunderbolt. ‘My arrows will give you cover while you escape.’

As Thunderbolt tore through the village streets, bearing his two riders, Princess Beatrice climbed up the side of the hut and scrambled onto the thatched roof.

From the vantage point on the roof, she saw a party of Ossaian soldiers come riding into the village. Thunderbolt had borne his riders clear of the village already and was headed towards the woods but to give them more time and distance so that the soldiers would not discover them and follow in pursuit, Princess Beatrice, hidden atop the thatched roof of the hut, shot an arrow into the dirt path before the soldiers to draw their attention towards her way.

The soldiers were unsettled and baffled as to who could be shooting arrows at them in a deserted village. Some superstitious ones among them thought it might have been a ghost or goblin or demon. The soldiers finally decided that it would be easier just to set fire to the entire village.

‘That will smoke him out if our archer is of humankind,’ sneered the soldier. ‘Or burn him to a crisp.’

Oh dear, thought the princess up on the thatched roof, holding her bow and a quiver exhausted of arrows.

Soon, the surrounding huts were smothered in flames and thick black smoke. The thatched straw roof sagged beneath her feet and collapsed.

The heavy straw pillowed her fall so that the princess was unhurt. However, she had fallen on her bow and it had snapped in half. Princess Beatrice picked out the broken pieces of her bow from the straw and stowed them in her empty quiver, then took a handkerchief out of her pocket to cover her nose from the smoke, and crawled on her hands and knees out of the burning hut.

‘Hey!’ came a shout. ‘You there, halt! Here! Here! She is here!’

A sword lunged at her. Princess Beatrice dodged the sword and drew out her dagger. Her attacker saw the size of the little dagger and laughed and took another step forward. Another swipe of the sword came at the princess. She ducked and thrust her dagger upward. The soldier fell back into the dirt with the hilt of the dagger sticking out of his gullet.

More shouts came. More soldiers came to surround the princess who was now weaponless.

Princess Beatrice took a step backward. The soldiers advanced towards her. Suddenly, one soldier leapt into the air with a yelp of pain. His neighbour followed him. Then another soldier. Then another. Before the princess’ eyes, the band of murderous soldiers was dancing about wildly, hitting themselves and running into things and each other and shouting like lunatics about being bitten.

This behaviour greatly surprised and puzzled the princess until she saw a mischief of field mice emerge from beneath the armour of the dancing soldiers, leap from the soldiers’ legs or arms onto the ground, scamper through the dangerous melee of swinging weapons and stamping boots, and dart away through the fire and smoke.

Princess Beatrice did not waste any time in following the example of the scattering field mice. She picked up a sword that one of the soldiers had dropped and ran away from the village as fast as she could, disappearing behind the thick, billowing clouds of smoke.

Princess Beatrice ran and ran and ran until she could run no more. She crawled into the shelter of thick hedgerow and hid there for a night. When she was sure that there were no signs of soldiers passing her way, she crawled out again.

The Black Mountain loomed overhead. Not one to be discouraged easily, Princess Beatrice continued on her journey, making her way towards the foothills of the Black Mountain and then through the wilderness of briars and brambles and vines and mosses and bracken and dense vegetation up the mountain slope.

The Black Mountain had appeared forbidding and dark and mysterious from a distance. The peoples of neighbouring kingdoms traditionally avoided the Black Mountain, being fearful and superstitious about its inhabitants and the enchantment and dangers said to reside within the mountain. It was said that even the wild animals feared to venture there.

At close quarters, Princess Beatrice found the dark tangled wilderness of the Black Mountain strange and beguiling, unlike any place she had ever seen before, although it presented many challenges for a traveller. The plants grew in peculiar formations and sizes with foliage and stalks and branches and tendrils and flowers of gleaming jet black, like the austere cliffs and the rocks scattered about the mountainside, and they were curiously unmoving as if they had been crafted from stone. The princess found that she had to revise her first impressions of her surroundings when the sun broke through the overcast sky and lit up the gloomy tangle around her. In the rays of light cast by the sunburst, the wilderness of plants revealed its true nature, the jet black of each surface pierced to a dark and shimmering jewel green, like the lights in the depths of the ocean. Lush and spare, stone-like and viridescent, still and wavering—it could have been a different sort of earthly paradise.

The princess trudged on, trying not to be distracted from her quest.

After several days’ journey and no luck searching for food and water, Princess Beatrice stumbled across a clear spring where she drank and washed and foraged for wild berries in its vicinity and ate what was left of the hard cheese in her pouch. While she was resting by the spring, she took out the sword and fashioned a slingshot from the remains of her broken bow. From the ground beside the spring, she selected some choice stones for the slingshot and placed them in her pocket. 

As Princess Beatrice was rising to her feet to continue her journey, she saw something scurry across her path. 

It looked like the field mouse from the village—although the princess could not be certain of being able, on such short acquaintance, to recognise or distinguish that particular field mouse from its fellow mice. Notwithstanding this, Princess Beatrice hurried to follow after the mouse.

Princess Beatrice clambered over and around the rocks and wild vegetation of the mountainous slope, trying to keep up and not lose sight of the nimble mouse but she could go no further when the mouse ran up to a solid cliff face and seemed to vanish into it. The princess walked around the base of the cliff, poking at its smooth surface, trying to no avail to find the opening where the mouse had vanished. The rock was solid, without cracks or fissures. She walked around the bottom of the cliff face again in the hope that she would find something she had missed on her first inspection. It was during this second turn about the cliff that she noticed the scattering of ladybirds on a thicket of briar growing tightly over one side of a boulder at the base of the cliff. The boulder was massive and smooth and seemed immaculately cleaved to the cliff.

Princess Beatrice attempted to slide the point of her sword along the line where the thicket appeared to be growing out of the boulder. The thicket’s roots must go somewhere, reasoned the princess.

Surely enough, the blade slid inside an inch. Princess Beatrice pushed harder at the sword hilt and felt the rock give way. She placed a hand on the boulder and pushed. The boulder groaned and rolled aside to reveal a cave with a dark tunnel leading somewhere deep within the Black Mountain.

‘Oh,’ said the princess.

She picked up the sword and stepped into the cave.
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The City of Stone
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Princess Beatrice began to examine the interior of the cave. The cave and the tunnel appeared to be hewn out of the same black rock as the exterior cliffs of the Black Mountain. She had been considering what to use to light her way into the tunnel when the boulder rolled closed of its own accord with the same slow, grinding groan, and shut out the sun. 

‘Oh,’ said the princess, staring into the unrelieved darkness.

Gradually, as her eyes became accustomed to the darkness, the darkness seemed to lessen. Princess Beatrice saw that there were small lights on the walls of the cave which she realised were glow-worms. Then she saw that along the floor of the cave there was also a trail of curious black glass-like stones that seemed to glow with a kind of reflective light. The cave must have had an opening somewhere letting in the outside light, thought the princess.

Princess Beatrice felt about the surface of the boulder and the walls of the cave around it. Once she assured herself that she could, with strenuous effort, push at the boulder to roll it aside again so that she could exit the cave, she returned her attention to the cave’s interior, the black glass-like stones, and the connecting tunnel.

Princess Beatrice followed the trail of black glass-like stones into the tunnel. From time to time, she stooped down and picked up small loose rocks from the floor of the cave and put them in her pocket in readiness for her slingshot, should she ever meet the need to defend herself.

Princess Beatrice followed the labyrinthine passage, sometimes walking upright, sometimes crawling when the tunnel narrowed. She wondered how long was the tunnel and where it led. She studied the trail of black glass-like stones, noting the variations in pattern and number, and wondered if they were markings or directions. 

Presently, the darkness of the tunnel began to lighten. The diameter of the tunnel widened and came to a parting of the way in nine directions.

‘Oh,’ said the princess.

The black glass-like stones to each tunnel were different. Princess Beatrice thought for a moment and, since she could not decide for one tunnel over another, she decided to be methodical and took the first one on her left. This tunnel wound for a long time and emerged out to a ledge.

‘Oh,’ breathed Princess Beatrice.

Laid out beneath her was the expanse of a vast city within the mountain built out of stone and obsidian with gleaming black halls and soaring vaulted ceilings and wide avenues and black marble terraces and squares and fountains and temples and trees of onyx, jasper and quartz, and streams gleaming with black diamonds, and an arcaded palace of jet and agate, and a great stone amphitheatre, and watch towers and balconies carved into the sides of the mountain, facing in each of the four cardinal directions, their balustrades lined with stone gargoyles glinting in dark splendour, ready to greet the sun or moonrise.

Princess Beatrice peered over the ledge. Where in this city of stone would she find the magic jewel? And how would she get to the city from the ledge? It was a long way down for a human without wings. 

Princess Beatrice crawled back inside the tunnel and returned to the parting of the way. This time, she chose the tunnel in the middle. 

The middle tunnel snaked downward and then levelled out and came to an abrupt end in a dark recess with only a tiny peephole looking out from an elevated position onto a large stately hall. The princess had to stand on her toes to reach up far enough to see out of the peephole. She saw rich black drapes and marble pillars and a stone throne. The throne was occupied by a winged beast—a living gargoyle—of monstrous stature whose imposing presence was rendered more terrifying by the waves of his deep thundering wrath vibrating through the hall.

‘Useless! Useless!’ raged the gargoyle. ‘I am surrounded by imbeciles! What use are any of you if you cannot get a word out of Melchior?’

‘Your Highness!’ pleaded a subservient gargoyle.

‘He dares to remain defiant, does he? Obstinate, self-righteous fool!’ continued the gargoyle on the throne. ‘Very well. Let us see if he maintains his silence after a trial by combat.’

‘But your Highness,’ cried the second gargoyle.

‘I will not be defied!’ roared the gargoyle on the throne. ‘Your minions have had him for all this time to play with and what have you got to show for it? At least a trial by combat will give us some sport.’

‘Your Highness,’ protested the second gargoyle.

‘Send him to the arena, Godric,’ said the gargoyle on the throne in a silky purr. ‘Or would you prefer to go in his place?’

‘No, your Highness,’ said the gargoyle Godric.

‘He will speak,’ said the gargoyle on the throne. ‘Send Melchior into the arena, Godric. Let him have a nice conversation with our champions.’

‘As you wish, your Highness,’ said Godric, hastily bowing, and left the hall.

‘He will speak,’ repeated the gargoyle on the throne to the empty hall. ‘The jewel is my birthright. I will not be defied.’

The gargoyle on the throne glared down the length of the hall as if he desired to subjugate the inanimate stone with the force of his intense displeasure. His form might have borne a closer resemblance to the stone gargoyles that Princess Beatrice had seen on the castle and abbey rooftops in Trasimene if his features had not been marred by an ugly, brooding expression of ferocious cruelty.  

Princess Beatrice sank back down from the peephole onto her heels and thought vigorously.

Could the jewel that the gargoyle spoke of be the same one foretold by the oracle? If this enthroned gargoyle was the ruler of the kingdom of the Black Mountain—if he was the one who had sent all the beasts into Trasimene to wreak havoc and destruction—it seemed unlikely that he would be agreeable to yielding the jewel to her. But Princess Beatrice noted that although the gargoyle sat on the throne, he wore no crown. Nevertheless, he appeared to have the kingdom at his command while she had a sword and a slingshot and some loose rocks in her pocket.

It was all very troubling and disheartening.

Princess Beatrice got up and went back along the tunnel to the parting of the way. She chose the last tunnel on the right this third time. The tunnel descended deeper into the bowels of the mountain and became heavy and stifling and uncomfortable and foul-smelling, but the princess felt it more easily bearable than the time she had spent eavesdropping on the unpleasant and vile-tempered gargoyle on the throne.

The tunnel led into a pitch black place. With no light to reflect, the glass-like stones vanished from view into the darkness. Princess Beatrice could see nothing in the blackness ahead of her and had to feel about her with her hands to make out the way. She found a heavy metal ring attached to the stone above her. Pushing against it, she felt the stone slab slowly give way. She pushed again with the weight of her shoulders pressed up against the stone and felt the slab, no more than a foot square, edge away, sliding against another stone surface. She gradually managed to make enough of an opening for her to hoist herself up and climb out of the tunnel.

Princess Beatrice found herself no longer in complete darkness. She saw that she stood on the stone floor of a large dungeon cell. The dungeon was wide and had dark unfathomable corners and no window. The bars of the dungeon were thick but, in the dim light of the wall torches in the corridor beyond the cell, Princess Beatrice saw that the space between the bars was wide enough for her to squeeze through—but not for a larger being, such as a gargoyle. 

This thought brought to Princess Beatrice an unsettling awareness of the silence and stillness in the dungeon. Her senses became alert with fear. Although nothing stirred, she could suddenly sense a near and powerful presence. She knew that she was not alone in the stygian darkness of the dungeon.
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The Prisoner
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A low threatening growl came from a corner of the darkness.

‘Who are you?’ demanded a harsh, deep voice. 

Princess Beatrice held on tightly to her sword.

‘Come out of the shadows. Show yourself,’ said the princess.

Two glowing jet black eyes suddenly appeared. A dark hulking form emerged slowly from the blackness.

Princess Beatrice came face to face with a towering horned beast with gnashing fangs and razor-sharp talons, sinewy muscle and menacingly splayed wings, and features as harsh and frightful as his voice. The beast’s arms and feet were bound in heavy chains attached to the stone floor, and his body and limbs bore many fearful disfiguring scars and lashes and other marks of torture. He must have been of the same kind as the enthroned gargoyle that Princess Beatrice had seen earlier but the terrible wildness of this beast’s appearance made him seem to be of a different species. The princess stood her ground and met his baleful black gaze.

The beast’s terrible stare turned into disbelief.

‘A human girl!’ exclaimed the beast. ‘How did a human come into the dungeons of the Black Mountain?’

‘I have my means,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Well, you should use those means and spirit yourself out again if you know what is good for you,’ snapped the beast.

The princess was taken aback by the vehemence of the beast’s words. He reminded her of a dog that had been chained up and badly-treated, snarling and biting at anyone who came near.

‘The folk of this kingdom appear to be have a hospitable nature,’ said the princess, peering at the beast’s rattling chains.

‘You would count it sufficiently hospitable if you left with your life,’ said the beast. ‘Go on—leave before the guards come!’

Princess Beatrice lowered her sword.

‘Do you not want to leave too?’ asked the princess.

‘Are you not frightened, little human, that I will kill you and eat you if you set me free?’ asked the beast, taking a step forward and looming over her.

‘No,’ said the princess.

‘Then you are very foolish,’ said the beast.

‘You could easily have killed me already instead of warning me to leave. Your arms are long enough to reach me from where you stand, despite your chains,’ said the princess. ‘I do not understand why you should decline my offer to help.’

‘It is dangerous to meddle in matters that you do not understand,’ said the beast.

‘I was born meddlesome,’ said the princess, repeating a childhood catechism. ‘How did you become a prisoner in this dungeon?’

‘If you have seen anything of the kingdom of the Black Mountain or of the one who now rules it, you would not ask such silly questions,’ said the beast.

‘Oh, I see,’ said the princess. ‘The cruel one on the throne.’

‘You have seen Caspar in the royal hall?’ exclaimed the beast. ‘How is it that you are undiscovered and still alive?’

‘He did not see me. I was very well hidden,’ said the princess.

‘You were lucky. Escape now before your luck runs out,’ said the beast.

‘There is something I must find first,’ said the princess.

‘Are you in a hurry to invite your own death?’ asked the beast. ‘Leave the kingdom of the Black Mountain now before it is too late.’

‘Your chains are too thick to be sliced through by my sword,’ said the princess. ‘But I am small enough to slip between the dungeon bars. If you can tell me where the keys to your chains can be found, I—’

‘How did you get into this place?’ asked the beast. ‘One moment there was the long stretch of familiar blackness, the next moment you appeared. It must have been a powerful spell to break into the kingdom of the Black Mountain.’

Princess Beatrice looked at the chained beast in the dungeon and thought of his gaunt frame and his many wounds and the great solitude of the darkness.

‘How many years of imprisonment have you endured?’ asked the princess.

The beast stared at Princess Beatrice.

‘If you are wise, you would return the way you came,’ said the beast finally.

‘There was no spell. I found a cave behind a boulder outside the mountain. I followed the cave to a tunnel which led me here,’ said the princess. 

‘So that was how Balthazar used to come and go undetected,’ murmured the beast.

‘Who is Balthazar?’ asked the princess.

‘Which kingdom are you from?’ asked the beast.

‘Who is Balthazar?’ repeated the princess.

‘An errant cousin who flouted the laws forbidding the gargoyles of the Black Mountain from having any contact with the outside world. He was too fond of travelling to other kingdoms and observing humans,’ said the beast. ‘You must have stumbled across his secret passage out of the Black Mountain.’

‘Had your cousin ever been to the kingdom of Trasimene?’ asked the princess.

‘Many times,’ said the beast. ‘Balthazar was fascinated by the minute goings on in that kingdom. He often spoke of a child who liked to climb the trees in an ancient forest on the edge of an abbey and who was always running into mischief, getting into fights and rescuing stray animals.’

‘Oh,’ said the princess. ‘You disapproved.’

‘Our close neighbour, the kingdom of Ossaia, is a fine example of the depraved depths to which humans can plunge,’ said the beast. ‘No good comes of gargoyles mixing with humans.’

‘But,’ said the princess. ‘King Eldred—’

‘What do you know of King Eldred?’ asked the beast.

‘Very little,’ said the princess. ‘Except that he was good and kind and did not seem to mind humans much.’

‘Balthazar was also far too soft-hearted to recognise the evil dwelling in the hearts of others,’ said the beast. ‘It was far too easy for my cousin to allow his curiosity and kind heart to overrule his judgement.’

‘Do you dislike humans more than you dislike this Caspar?’ asked the princess.

‘That is not possible,’ said the beast. ‘I do not dislike all humans.’

‘Why did Caspar imprison you?’ asked the princess.

‘I have been charged with high treason and murder, among other things,’ said the beast. ‘Does that make you reconsider your choice not to leave?’

‘No,’ said the princess. ‘Were you given a fair trial?’

The beast’s glowing black gaze passed intently over Princess Beatrice.

‘Who are you?’ asked the beast.

‘A friend who would offer help, if you will accept it,’ said the princess.

Booming voices and footfalls echoed down through the walls of the dungeon.

‘You must leave at once,’ said the beast. ‘No arguments. Go now!’

The beast gave Princess Beatrice a push forward with one clawed hand. The princess hastily scrambled back down into the niche of the tunnel beneath the dungeon floor and pulled the stone slab trapdoor back into place above her head, but left open a tiny slit inconspicuous in the darkness of the dungeon. She did not leave but huddled in the dark and listened.

The heavy footfalls and voices grew louder and nearer. She heard the rattling of weapons and armour and the bars of the dungeon cell being unlocked.

‘His Highness Prince Caspar requests your presence in the arena,’ said a voice.

‘Take me to face Caspar’s wrath,’ came the voice of the beast.

There followed more rattling of chains, then more footfalls, then the voices and sounds and vibrations of movement against the stone floor and walls died away.

When the still silence settled once more over the darkness, Princess Beatrice pushed aside the stone slab trapdoor and came out of the tunnel into the empty dungeon.

The beast was gone.
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Death in the Arena
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The beast had been taken to the arena.

Princess Beatrice thought hard. How could she find her way to the arena and get inside without being seen?

The princess considered following the guards who had taken the beast but ruled this out as too easily risking discovery. The princess thought of attempting to find her own way through the city to the arena, but ruled this out as too readily risking getting lost. The princess thought of the six tunnels she had not yet taken. She turned and hurried back down the tunnel opening from the dungeon cell (carefully replacing the stone slab trapdoor behind her) back to the parting of the way. When she stood at the fork in the tunnel, facing the entrances to the nine tunnels, she thought of the view of the city of stone laid out like a map before her from the high ledge, and of the stone amphitheatre that stood a short distance away from the palace at the centre of the city. If each tunnel corresponded to a different level and location in the city of stone, from the highest summit of the ledge to the royal hall in the centre to the lowest level of the dungeons, then one of the tunnels must lead to the arena.

Princess Beatrice took a deep breath and stepped into the third tunnel from the right.

The tunnel wound downward, although not so steeply as the tunnel into the dungeons. It gradually narrowed and began to shudder with vibrations from somewhere ahead and a distant roaring that sounded like a waterfall or battleground was near.

Princess Beatrice guessed that she was approaching the end of the tunnel as the roaring and shudders grew in intensity and volume. 

The tunnel brought her to a dark sculpted alcove pierced by shards of light coming from eye-shaped apertures in a granite wall. 

When she peeked out of two eye-shaped apertures, she saw that the light came from outside and that the roaring did not belong to a waterfall or battle but arose from the roars of the crowds of spectators filling the amphitheatre, watching a public spectacle in the arena.

She had picked the right tunnel.

The tunnel had led her into the heart of the amphitheatre, with its multi-storeyed, arcaded facades elaborately decorated with marble statues and reliefs, to a small hidden alcove beneath a podium box. The enclosure must have been reserved for royalty, Princess Beatrice supposed, since it was distinguished by regal statues and carvings and appeared to provide the best views of the arena. The princess wondered if Prince Caspar was seated above in the podium box enjoying the view. The podium was flanked by tiers of other galleries, filled with gargoyle spectators and armed guards. The roars from the crowds penetrated into the cavity beneath the podium where she was hidden. At such close proximity, they were deafening.

Princess Beatrice wondered how this alcove in such an open and prominent place had not yet been discovered until she realised that she was standing inside the hollow body of one of the granite columns, sculpted in the shape of a gargoyle, holding up the podium, and the apertures out of which she was peering were the pupils of its eyes.

Princess Beatrice looked about the alcove and discovered a trapdoor partition in the floor of the alcove which dropped to a large gutter—a channel at ground level which, the princess found, was connected to the nearest axial entrance into the arena.

The arena was ringed by nine axial entrances, each with a closed portcullis, at ground level. 

The beast from the dungeon stood in a corner of the arena. Around him, lying in the dirt and sand of the arena floor, were the bodies of the defeated gargoyle champions who had been sent to meet him.

The roar of the amphitheatre spectators filled the surrounding air. Guards marched into the arena and took the bodies away so that the captive beast was left alone in the vast arena.

Trumpets sounded and the portcullis to one axial entrance was drawn up. A large sleek grey wolf came out.

The beast was sent into the centre of the arena to fight against the ravenous wolf. The beast’s wings were bound and he had no recourse to any weapons besides his own strength and cunning. 

The wolf prowled about the beast and attacked without restraint or mercy. The beast wrestled savagely with the wolf and slit its throat with one precise swipe of his talons.

Barely a moment after the beast had crawled out from underneath the corpse of the slaughtered wolf, the trumpets sounded again and the portcullis to a second entrance rose. A giant black panther stalked out. The panther leapt towards the beast with a ferocious snarl like a bolt of black lightning, only to impale itself on the beast’s deadly unsheathed talons. Despite his injuries from the round with the wolf, the beast’s reflexes had been as swift as the panther’s in attack. 

Arising bloodied from the struggles with the wild creatures, the beast turned to the sound of a third trumpet call. When the third portcullis rose, the beast faced another gargoyle who was even larger than himself, broader in chest and limbs, and at least a head taller. 

The gargoyle who entered the arena had removed his royal ermine cloak. He was Prince Caspar, the gargoyle that Princess Beatrice had seen on the throne.

‘Hello cousin,’ said the new combatant.

The third round in the arena was the most vicious of all. It was hand-to-hand combat. No fire or weapons were allowed, but Princess Beatrice felt keenly the unfairness of the match: Prince Caspar was larger and more heavily built than his cousin; he was fresh and uninjured, and his wings were free.

The beast fought on, tenaciously and ruthlessly, not yielding to his opponent’s advantages. The beast met his cousin’s airborne taunts and strikes and attacked in return with force and agility, drawing blood and his cousin’s wrath. 

Impossibly, when Prince Caspar stood at one end of the arena half an hour later, panting angrily for breath and bleeding from gashing wounds to his torso and wings, the beast, ravaged and bloody from head to toe, still remained alert and upright at the opposite end of the arena.

Princess Beatrice recognised something in the beast besides the pure instinct for survival, something like pride or the principle which compelled the knights of Trasimene to charge into battle when they knew that there was no hope of victory or return. It was perhaps the one thing which kept him standing. But she also saw that his strength was fading. The beast had fought and survived the savage rounds with the gargoyle champions and the wild creatures, he was withstanding his cousin’s brutal affronts, but his body had suffered too much; it had been too mauled, too wounded, used too well to obey his dogged resolve to outlast Prince Caspar much longer. Dangerously, his cousin also seemed to have perceived the beast’s weakening and began, slowly, to circle his prey.

Watching the fight hidden in the stone statue, Princess Beatrice saw a momentary flash—a glint of metal. It came from a tiny hidden dagger that had been stealthily drawn out by Prince Caspar from his belt and vanished as quickly into his large hand as he stood poised for an attack. 

Prince Caspar lunged at his cousin suddenly. The beast fought back with powerful motions. When they broke apart, the beast flinched. He felt a painful sting and something wet on his skin. When the beast looked down, he saw that a long, deep cut freshly scored his abdomen.

‘Ever true to your nature, cousin,’ hissed the beast, gasping for breath.

Prince Caspar bared the poisoned assassin’s dagger in his hand, no longer bothering with the subterfuge. He approached the beast in heavy, arrogant strides. 

‘I am bored of this play, cousin,’ said Prince Caspar, and attacked.

The earth shook with the clash of the two gargoyles. Prince Caspar pounced and grappled the beast to the ground. The crowd roared with bloodlust. In her hiding place, Princess Beatrice trembled in terror and anger as she felt about her pockets, steadied her hand and took aim.

A blood-curdling howling tore through the air.

Prince Caspar staggered back on his feet, dropping his dagger and releasing his vice-like hold on his cousin to grasp his own temple. The beast, lying prone in the dirt and sand, froze in startled confusion.

Another agonising howl rent the air as Prince Caspar fell to his knees, writhing, covering his right eye with both his hands. This time the beast had seen the missile, the small flying rock whistling through the air and falling, smeared with blood from his cousin’s eye, bouncing, and rolling away in the agitated dirt.

The diversion was all that the beast required to stagger to his feet and finish off his cousin in three clean swipes of his talons. Then the beast collapsed to the ground next to him.

A hush fell over the amphitheatre.

Princess Beatrice had been scolded from a young age for having more heart than sense. She ran out from her hiding place, through the trapdoor partition and the gutter connecting to the axial entrance, squeezed under the portcullis, and hastened into the arena towards the beast, pulling out the small crystal vial which hung on her necklace. By the time Princess Beatrice reached and knelt beside the beast, the silver cap had been unscrewed and she was applying the potion to the wound across the beast’s abdomen which had begun weeping black from the poison. She then held the vial to the beast’s mouth and let three drops fall between his lips. After a few seconds, the beast began to shudder violently. After a few more moments, the princess let out a little startled gasp: the beast had opened his eyes.

––––––––
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IT WAS USUALLY AT THIS point that the children listening to the story began either to cheer or cry.

The baker’s curious son did neither.

‘What happened next?’ asked the little boy.

‘What do you think happened?’ replied the school mistress.

‘It was not a fair fight,’ observed the baker’s son, speaking from the wisdom of experience.

‘No,’ agreed the school mistress. ‘It was not.’

––––––––
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THE GUARDS ARRIVED in the arena and surrounded them. The beast was recaptured, chained, and returned to the dungeons. The princess was captured; her weapons were confiscated, and she was thrown into a dungeon cell of her own to await her fate.
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The Beast’s Jewel
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The Lord High Chancellor would have dearly loved to exact vengeance for the death of his liege, Prince Caspar, but without that prince, he was too afraid to execute the beast, who was now the last remaining member of the royal family and heir to the throne. It was decreed that the beast would be mercifully spared his life but would remain imprisoned, for his previous treason against and subsequent murder of Prince Caspar, until the beast saw reason to seek atonement and be worthy of the throne. Furthermore, for so cruelly depriving his late royal cousin of his right eye, the beast would lose his own.

The guards sent to carry out the sentence marched to the dungeons in single file, one carrying a bucket of water, another carrying a glowing red poker. Princess Beatrice heard the beast’s screams and wept quietly in her cell. 

In the silence of the darkness, the princess presently heard a tapping sound on the stone wall of the dungeon. Although surprised, she picked up the heavy chains binding her wrists and tapped back on the wall. 

‘Who is there?’ she called softly. 

A deep rumbling bass that she recognised as the beast’s voice responded: ‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Beatrice,’ said the princess.

When no sound came in reply, she said: ‘Are you—all right?’

‘Why did you come to the Black Mountain?’ came the voice of the beast.

‘I have a nose for finding trouble,’ replied the princess, repeating one of her childhood catechisms.

After another silence, the beast’s voice came again: ‘Godric means to torture and kill you. He would have done it sooner but he is occupied with Caspar’s funeral rites tonight.’

‘Oh,’ said the princess. ‘That is useful to know.’

‘You should escape while you have the opportunity,’ came the beast’s voice.

‘Indeed, that is my dearest wish,’ said the princess. ‘Only...’ The princess looked at her chained hands and feet and sighed.

‘I will help you to escape if you tell me why you came to this kingdom,’ said the beast.

The princess considered this offer. Her practical nature prompted her to question: ‘How can you help me to escape when you have not the means to free yourself?’

‘I know how to obtain the means—with your help,’ responded the beast.

The princess considered the beast’s answer and decided to accept his offer. She told him of the kingdom of Trasimene’s sorrows, the hunt for the beast blamed for causing those sorrows, the discovery that it had not been one beast but an entire race menacing the kingdom.

‘They had been living among us, watching us from the stone perches and rooftops and towers, studying us,’ said the princess. ‘As though we were not easy enough prey.’

‘Not all of our race wish harm upon you humans,’ said the beast.

‘Enough of you did,’ replied the princess. 

‘That would have been Caspar’s doing,’ said the beast. ‘After he murdered my uncle, the king, and my cousin, Balthazar, the king’s heir, and Balthazar’s wife.’

‘Why were you spared?’ asked the princess.

‘I had my uses,’ said the beast. ‘One of them being proclaimed the murderer.’

‘I am sorry to admit that I know of some families like yours,’ said the princess.

‘Why did you come to the Black Mountain, the home to a race that the people of your kingdom fear and loathe?’ asked the beast.

The princess told the beast of the oracle which had foretold to King Theobald of the existence of a magical jewel that would give its possessor the power to protect the kingdom of Trasimene from the beasts. 

‘Why did the king send you alone on this dangerous quest to retrieve the jewel instead of his kingdom’s best warriors?’ asked the beast.

‘I was not sent here,’ responded the princess. ‘I saw a mouse disappear into the face of a rock which I had thought had no crevices or entrances and I followed my curiosity. I found behind the rock, hidden by the thicket of briar, a tunnel into a cave which led to a path which led me to these dungeons.’

And the princess told the beast about her journey from the kingdom of Trasimene to the Black Mountain in search of the magical jewel, where she had met along the way the fox, the ortolans, the hedgehog, and finally the mouse and the ladybirds. 

‘Who are your parents who would allow you to wander so far and alone?’ asked the beast.

‘I am an orphan,’ lied the princess. ‘My master, the royal apothecary, is very liberal. He has many apprentices and rarely notices my absences.’

‘You risk a great deal in seeking your fortune, to better your lot by obtaining this jewel,’ said the beast.

‘I seek a peaceful life undisturbed by marauding beasts from the Black Mountain,’ said the princess.

The beast questioned her further about her life in the kingdom of Trasimene. The princess responded mostly truthfully, but she was careful not to reveal her true identity to the beast.

Finally, the beast said: ‘This is how you will escape.’

During the midnight vigil, the dungeons suddenly rang out with terrified, anguished cries. The night guardsman ran to the princess’ cell and found her banging and clawing at the bars in abject terror.

‘The beast has escaped!’ she cried. ‘He promised he would come back to murder me once he found his jewel!’

‘That is impossible,’ said the night guardsman.

Nevertheless, at the sight of the hysterical princess, his confidence wavered. It was too dark to see into all the shadowy corners of the beast’s cell from without. Not wanting to be later accused of being remiss in his duty. the night guardsman took out the keys to the beast’s cell and opened it to check inside. The moment he stepped into the beast’s cell, the night guardsman fell lifeless to the floor. 

In the next cell, the princess ceased her cries and listened. She heard shuffling, something heavy being dragged across the floor, the rattling of chains and keys, the closing of the cell door, then soft padding footsteps nearby which stopped before her cell. She shrank back into the darkness.

‘Do not be afraid,’ said the beast’s deep rumbling voice, very much nearer. 

The princess stepped forward and came face to face with the beast. He stood in the open doorway of the cell, towering above her. His body bore the wounds from his earlier fights and more. He had a dark cauterised seam of folds of angry, torn, scalded flesh, puckering and clotted with dried blood, where his right eye had been. Yet his frightening features seemed now more noble than harsh. When he moved, it was with a stiffness and care that made the princess wince in sympathy.

‘Good evening,’ said the beast. ‘I am Melchior.’

His remaining eye glowed in the dimly lit darkness of the dungeon.

The princess did not move.

‘Come out of your prison, Beatrice,’ said the beast. ‘I promise I will not eat you.’

The beast held out his hand. It was larger than a man’s hand and looked almost safe, like a lion’s paw with his claws retracted. 

‘We must hurry,’ said the beast.

‘Why do you want the jewel?’ asked the princess. 

‘I promised you I would help you escape,’ said the beast. ‘I keep my promises.’

When the beast moved aside from the doorway, the princess followed him out from her cell. 

The princess and the beast left the dungeons. The beast moved stealthily through the winding corridors and concealed passages and vast colonnaded halls of the subterranean palace with an unerring sense of direction, and the princess followed him—his stern, formidable, silent silhouette—without demur. He did not lead her to a heavily guarded treasury but rather to a deserted inner courtyard in the centre of which stood a tree bearing stone fruit. The beast went to the tree, reached up to the uppermost branch and plucked a stone plum. He offered the fruit to the princess who looked back questioningly at the beast.

‘You braved many perils in seeking this,’ whispered the beast.

He showed the fruit to the princess. In his palm, the stone plum transformed into a clear, heavy jewel.

‘Why is it not guarded?’ exclaimed the astonished princess, keeping her voice low.

‘Only I know of its hiding place,’ said the beast.

‘Why?’ asked the princess.

‘I hid the jewel here for safekeeping before I was arrested,’ replied the beast. ‘My life would have been forfeit long ago if it had been discovered.’

As the beast spoke, his voice became stronger, his body straighter, and his many scars and wounds seemed to grow lighter and vanish. The beast stretched and unfurled his magnificent wings. Only the damaged right eye remained as a reminder of his sufferings.

Princess Beatrice could not hide her amazement.

‘Come,’ said the beast. ‘We must—’

Shouts echoed towards the courtyard. Running footsteps and the movement of air beating in rhythmic waves, approaching them, indicated that the kingdom’s sentries loyal to Lord Godric were in pursuit, on foot and on wings. 

The beast grabbed the princess’ hand and pulled her under the cover of the cloisters. He would not risk taking to the air with her and being sighted by Lord Godric’s winged guards. They ran back into the twisting, shadowy passages. 

The pursuing footsteps grew louder and closer and greater in number. When the beast saw flames lick through the air above, he knew they were surrounded. He changed direction and drew the princess down another corridor. 

‘Are we heading back to the dungeons?’ gasped the princess, recognising familiar portals and arches.

‘Hurry,’ answered the beast.

The dungeons were empty of sentinels. All the guards had been summoned to the palace to join in the pursuit of the escaped prisoners. 

As the beast and the princess entered the dungeons, they heard the clamour of the sentries above, drawing near.

The beast took the princess’ hand and placed the jewel in her palm.

‘Do not allow this jewel to leave your care,’ said the beast. 

‘No!’ cried the princess.

The beast handed her the dungeon keys he had earlier taken from the night guardsman and pushed her towards the lower dungeons. 

‘Find the tunnel,’ he told the princess. ‘Run. Do not look back.’

‘No,’ said the princess, firmly.

‘Very well. Keep the jewel safe until I come for it,’ said the beast. 

‘Soon? Do you promise?’ asked the princess.

‘Yes,’ said the beast. ‘Now go.’

‘Very well,’ said the princess. 

Then the beast turned, owning his full height, unsheathed his talons and spread his wings in war-like form, and ran to meet the ambush waiting at the entrance to the dungeons.
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Escape from the Black Mountain
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Princess Beatrice ran to the beast’s dungeon cell, crept through the bars, found the hidden trapdoor and pulled the trapdoor aside. She lowered herself down into the recess and pulled the stone slab back into place. She crawled inside the narrow tunnel and waited.

The beast never came.

The princess waited and waited and waited. The darkness above her was silent and still. Nobody returned to the dungeons.

The princess was afraid to risk venturing out of the trapdoor prematurely and, thinking that the beast had been delayed, she continued to wait in the darkness of the tunnel, boiling with impatience for being denied a chance to help the beast and wondering what harm might have befallen him.

Princess Beatrice was woken up by the soft growling of her stomach. She had fallen asleep and had lost count of how long she had been waiting in the tunnel.

The dungeon above her remained silent.

With a heavy heart, Princess Beatrice clambered up and returned along the tunnel. She had a dreadful moment of indecision at the parting of the way as to the best course of action: to take the other tunnels to search for the beast in the city of stone, or return to the cave, roll aside the boulder, and leave the Black Mountain? Finally, she decided to leave the Black Mountain and head home for Trasimene. There was a better chance of success in helping the beast if she hurried home quickly and brought reinforcements back from Trasimene to the kingdom of the Black Mountain than if she went to search for him, alone and weaponless.

At the cave’s entrance, she had another bitter moment of indecision: if she had not promised the beast, if she had not been given the jewel to safeguard, if she had not a duty to the kingdom of Trasimene, if she had not promised her sister Cristabel...

I must hurry home so that I can hurry back to help, thought the princess as she pushed the boulder at the mouth of the cave to one side and walked into the ebony night.

The journey home to Trasimene was the longest one that she had ever undertaken.

After Princess Beatrice had rolled the boulder back into place, she tried to retrace her way back down the mountain by memory, facing once more the treacherous footing and broken boulders and rocky crags that took on menacing shapes, hoping she would find the clear spring again. The landscape and wilderness looked different in the night. She was careful to move in the shadows of the trees and shrubbery in case there were gargoyles sent out by Lord Godric searching the perimeters of the mountain. She tried not to think of what wild creatures might also lurk in the shadows. As she walked and climbed, the princess wondered what had happened to the beast and what was happening back in the kingdom of Trasimene. She tried to will herself to forget her thirst and hunger.

It was a lonely journey down the mountain in the surrounding darkness relieved only by the starlight sifting through the clouds and weighted heavily with the thoughts of the dangers attending others. The jewel felt almost weightless in her pocket but its presence eased her heart’s disquiet for as long as she kept it safe, it guaranteed that the beast’s life would be spared and it promised the salvation of the kingdom of Trasimene.

Princess Beatrice walked until the sun rose. She was grateful that she had not run across any unfriendly wild animals or gargoyles from the Black Mountain during the night. Using the sun as a guide, she continued travelling southward bound, avoiding the main roads and human dwellings and areas where soldiers were likely to be encamped. She tried to make good time by keeping up a steady pace during the daylight hours, safe from patrols of marauding gargoyles, even though her hunger and thirst grew. She drank the morning dewdrops collected on leaves to relieve the worst of her thirst and thought longingly of wild sloes and blackberries when she could not find any wild mushrooms that she could recognise as edible. She spent the second night sleeping cradled in the spreading branches of a tall sycamore tree and set off again at daybreak.

Princess Beatrice travelled for three days and nights.

On the morning of the fourth day, Princess Beatrice was coming out of a woodland into an open field when she heard the sound of an approaching party on horseback. She ran back into the woods and climbed up the tree with the thickest branches and densest canopy. She crouched on the tree branch and kept still and listened.

The princess heard the sound of horses below passing along the forest floor through the path between the tree trunks. She thought the danger of discovery had passed when the small party rode briskly past her tree, appearing to be oblivious to her presence—until the sound of a dog barking echoed through the woods. The barking came closer to the trunk of her tree and became more excited, attracting the attention of the rest of the party who circled back and clustered below her tree.

‘Gryff! What have you found, Gryff?’ said a familiar voice.

Princess Beatrice poked her head down through the leafy boughs. Then she climbed back down the tree to greet the dog, Gryff, and the party of riders.

Sir Liam, Lady Sophia, and Lord Peregrine’s son, Sir Edmund, bowed to the princess and hastened to offer her water and food from their saddlebags.

‘When Thunderbolt arrived at the abbey with the mother and son seeking refuge, the Mother Superior sent word to her Highness Princess Cristabel, and Princess Cristabel secretly sent out rescue parties to find you, your Highness,’ said Sir Liam.

‘We divided up the territories between Trasimene and the Black Mountain with Sirs Thomas and David and the Ladies Lucy and Megan who have also been out scouring the land for your Highness,’ said Sir Edmund. ‘A rumour was put about that your Highness had gone in search of the oracle and had lost your way.’

‘Gryff would not be left behind,’ said Lady Sophia.

‘I am very glad to see you all,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘We must hurry back to the capital. And then we must hurry back to the Black Mountain with a very large rescue party.’

‘Who requires rescuing from the Black Mountain, your Highness?’ asked Sir Edmund.

‘A gargoyle,’ said Princess Beatrice.

The princess climbed onto the back of Lady Sophia’s horse and the party travelled back to the capital of Trasimene.

On the main road, as the party neared the capital and recognised the familiar spires on the horizon, they saw villagers and travellers and passers-by wearing mourning.

Princess Beatrice’s heart filled with misgivings. 

They hurried to the capital and to the royal castle. 

When King Theobald saw Princess Beatrice riding up to the castle, he left his retinue and ran down the castle steps to embrace her.

‘Father,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Thank the heavens you are safe,’ said the grieving king. ‘You are all I have left now, Beatrice.’
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Three days prior, Princess Cristabel had ridden out with a party of knights to answer a call for help from a village in the north-east beset by a raiding party of winged beasts. Prince Xavier had joined his betrothed’s expedition, bolstering the force of her party with his own soldiers.

The battle had been fierce and brutal, diminishing the numbers on both sides. While the combined Trasimenean and Ossaian forces were prevailing by the use of unpredictable feint and attack stratagems under Princess Cristabel’s command, the princess and Prince Xavier were lured away from the main battle to pursue the fleeing leader of the raiding party.

The troops found Prince Xavier cradling Princess Cristabel’s body beside a brook. 

Nobody could be certain what had happened. Princess Cristabel’s trusted honour guard of knights had not been by her side because she had sent them out that very morning to find her sister, Princess Beatrice. It was suggested that something must have surprised or terrified Princess Cristabel’s horse so much that it had reared and thrown off its rider and bolted, and that Princess Cristabel had broken her neck in the fall. Her body had been found by Prince Xavier upon finally catching up with Princess Cristabel who had ridden on ahead furiously in pursuit of the leader of the raiding party, Lothaire, the same beast who had escaped the Sanguineto Ravine. Prince Xavier thought the winged beast must have reappeared suddenly and startled the princess’ horse.

Princess Cristabel’s horse, Midnight—like the wild boar roaming the forest of Ermengard—was never found.

With a kingdom under attack by the winged beasts of the Black Mountain and having lost two daughters and with a third daughter missing, whereabouts unknown until only recently, King Theobald had been disconsolate.

How strange that such an accident should have befallen Cristabel and the stalwart mare, Midnight, who had borne her sister safely out of the Sanguineto Ravine with a raging inferno and an entire host of vengeful winged beasts on her tail, thought Princess Beatrice.

The princess kept her thoughts to herself. She tried to swallow her grief and dismay and despair to comfort and console her father. 

By the accident of fate which had taken away her sisters, she was now King Theobald’s sole heir. 

I must do my duty, thought the princess.

In a private audience with the king, Princess Beatrice told her father about her journey to the kingdom of the Black Mountain and all that she had seen and met there. 

‘You brought back the jewel that would protect our kingdom?’ asked the king in wonder.

‘Knowledge about my journey to the Black Mountain and that I have the jewel must be kept a secret, father. There are many who would seek to steal it,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Does it have the power to protect the kingdom as the oracle foretold?’ asked the king.

‘I do not know, father,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘You must guard it carefully,’ said the king. ‘The jewel may yet reveal its magic.’

The princess wished that fate had not required the exchange of a sister for a magical jewel.

‘I hold it in trust for someone who needs our help, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘If you would allow me a company of knights, Sir Liam and Sir Edmund and I will ride out directly while Ladies Megan and—’

‘Beatrice,’ said the king. ‘You are all that I and this kingdom have left. And you are now also guardian of this jewel. We cannot spare you.’

‘But,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘We cannot abandon him, father.’

‘Do you believe this gargoyle to be truly different from the beasts who have been attacking our kingdom?’ asked the king.

‘I trust his deeds, father, and I must keep my promise,’ said Princess Beatrice, gazing up at the gargoyles carved into the edifice of the castle.

‘There is already a scarcity of troops guarding and defending our kingdom. Our defences are spread thin even with our Ossaian allies stationed across the land. You will find it difficult to find spare men to make up a rescue party, Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘So long as I have your leave to do so, father, I will find a way,’ said the princess.

‘There is another consideration. Even if you were to find the men, it will not be quite so easy to lead your company on this mission to save a gargoyle of the Black Mountain kingdom now that Trasimene and Ossaia stand joined against the Black Mountain. Prince Xavier will not be pleased,’ said the king.

‘But the prince does not rule Trasimene,’ said the princess.

‘We still need the truce that comes of the alliance with Ossaia,’ said the king. ‘I cannot be seen to be openly defying Ossaia if the prince objects.’

‘Oh,’ said the princess. ‘Prince Xavier need never know.’

‘The king of Trasimene cannot be seen to be openly defying or conspiring against the crown prince of Ossaia,’ said the king.

‘I understand, father,’ said the princess.

Princess Beatrice went to the abbey of Ermengard.

‘My sisters were accomplished and kind and loving and loved. They led armies and helped our father, the king, rule and defend this kingdom,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘How can I ever step into their shoes?’

‘Honour is purchased by the deeds we do,’ said the Mother Superior.

The princess went to see Sir Hugo and the generals.

‘This course of action is by royal decree of his Majesty, the king?’ asked Sir Hugo.

‘Yes,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘His Royal Highness Prince Xavier called for war and a greater show of might and mustering of more forces to vanquish the beasts of the Black Mountain,’ said Lord Trecombe.

‘Prince Xavier expresses his grief,’ said the princess. ‘I speak of practical matters in the interests of the defence and preservation of our kingdom of Trasimene.’

‘It shall be done as you wish, your Highness,’ said Lord Moncrieffe. 

‘Thank you,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Your royal sister, the late Princess Cristabel made similar arrangements,’ said Lord Moncrieffe.

‘My sister?’ said the princess.

‘Her Highness Princess Cristabel did not trust the friendship extended by Prince Xavier to Trasimene,’ said Sir Hugo.

‘Oh,’ said Princess Beatrice, unable to stifle a tiny, fraught gesture of her hands.

‘After the joint councils of war, the late Princess Cristabel used to go for a stroll in the gardens favoured by the late Princess Alexandra,’ said Sir Hugo.

‘The shade of the linden grove was a popular place to rest, secluded from spying eyes, your Highness,’ said Lord Rinaldo.

‘I wonder if Prince Xavier ever suspected,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘If your Highness has no other countermanding instructions?’ said Lord Falconridge.

‘I shall send word the next time I take a stroll in the linden grove,’ said Princess Beatrice.

A party of knights led by Sir Liam and Sir Edmund discreetly left Trasimene for the Black Mountain.

Since Princess Beatrice had promised her father that she would not leave with the rescue party, she turned her attention to the matter of the kingdom’s defences.

Under the guise of observing mourning for her sister—and, later, accompanied by the Ladies Megan, Sophia and Lucy of the royal guard ostensibly as her ladies-in-waiting—the princess rode out to clandestinely survey the military preparations and encampments of Prince Xavier’s troops and to visit, in disguise, the regions outside of the capital to see with her own eyes what was happening throughout the kingdom. Her secret reconnaissance was often followed by a stroll in the linden grove of the late Princess Alexandra’s favourite garden.

The royal household enjoyed an unexpected respite from the upsets caused to its routine by Princess Beatrice, but Lady Sarah and Lady Gersilde had cause to lament that the princess was now always with her head in some military book or map in the royal library, or hobnobbing with the privy counsellors and Exchequer, or off on some jaunt with her knights in tow, and never to be found in her proper royal duties or adhering to protocol as she ought.

‘Was Beatrice late again in sitting for her portrait?’ asked King Theobald.

‘Not late, your Majesty,’ said Lady Sarah. ‘The court painter sent by Prince Xavier complains that he has never seen the princess’ royal person.’

The return of Princess Beatrice seemed to usher in a change of fortune for the kingdom of Trasimene. The people grew less fearful of the threat from the Black Mountain when they saw the succour given to the hurt and injured and downtrodden, and the industry of the king’s men in guarding the lands and repairing and securing the damaged roads and crops and homes from future attacks, and their faith began to grow in the unfailing arrival of the princess and her knights to repel the incursions of the beasts from the Black Mountain and occasionally, it was rumoured, from the soldiers of Ossaia.

‘You overburden yourself, Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘The winged beasts keep returning, father, and there is never enough men or food or gold or time to set against them,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I must try to make do with what we have. Trasimene must not be weakened or risk losing the war through battle or attrition.’

In the privacy of her chamber, the princess stared at the jewel, resting now in a setting shaped like a golden gargoyle’s claw made by the royal goldsmith, Master Peter, hanging on her necklace next to the crystal vial.

The jewel stared back, clear and unblinkingly silent.

There were no tidings of the beast or of the party sent out to his rescue.

A year passed, and then another.

The frequency of the Black Mountain kingdom’s forays into Trasimene waxed and waned, their intensity blunted by the defences set up under instructions, openly or in secret, from Princess Beatrice.

‘It would appear that her Highness Princess Beatrice and the knights of Trasimene hoard all the victories and honour and glory to themselves,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘My men grow restive and rusty from inactivity.’

‘We all hope for and look forward to the day when we can proclaim peace in the land,’ said King Theobald.

‘Indeed, your Majesty,’ said Prince Xavier.

A messenger came hastily before the council of war.

‘Sir Gustav sends a request for urgent reinforcements, your Majesty,’ said the messenger.

‘Tell us at once what has transpired,’ ordered the king.

Princess Beatrice and Sir Gustav and their knights were returning to the capital on the way back from rescuing a village from an attack by the beasts of the Black Mountain. They had evacuated the village after sundown and were escorting the villagers to a safer location when they were beset by another legion of winged beasts during the night. The princess sent Sir Gustav and half of the knights on ahead to take the villagers to a nearby fort while she and the remaining half of the knights stayed back to hold off the winged beasts.

‘I will ride out at once with my men to answer the request,’ said Prince Xavier.

When Prince Xavier returned, greatly chagrined, to the capital of Trasimene with the rescued villagers and their knightly escort but without Princess Beatrice, a chill ran through the kingdom.

‘For several hours the fighting went on,’ said Sir Phillip, who was among the knights who remained with the princess to hold off the winged beasts on the journey from the village. ‘Everywhere a desperate struggle was kept up but it raged most intensely around the princess who was the object of the winged beasts’ fiercest attacks. The princess sent four of her royal guard away from the battle with urgent instructions. When it appeared that the numbers of the winged beasts were dwindling, along with our own not long before dawn, Princess Beatrice ordered a rapid retreat in the direction of a small wood that stood before the ridge of a hill. The princess stopped before the wood and sent the rest of our company of knights over the hill to join Sir Gustav at the fort with instructions to defend it and to seek for reinforcements from the capital. As we passed over the hill, we saw the four royal guards riding and dragging branches and logs about the ground and causing a monstrous dust storm. Only Lady Lucy of the royal guard remained with the princess on the other side of the hill. That was the last that we saw of Princess Beatrice.’

King Theobald ordered more search parties to be sent out to scour the land for his daughter.

One day later, Sir Hugo brought a message to the king from the Mother Superior of the abbey of Ermengard.

‘The Reverend Mother requests the royal apothecary to attend upon a patient brought to the abbey?’ asked the king.

‘It is a matter of the utmost secrecy, your Majesty,’ said Sir Hugo.

Perplexed, the king followed Sir Hugo and Prospero to the infirmary of the abbey of Ermengard. 

Sir Hugo’s niece, Lady Lucy of the princess’ royal guard, was in the infirmary with the injured patient, Sir Liam.

‘I am charged with bearing a message to your Majesty from your daughter, Princess Beatrice. Her Highness the princess sends her apologies for her delayed return to the capital,’ said Lady Lucy.

King Theobald sank heavily into a nearby chair.

‘Explain, please,’ said the king.

When Princess Beatrice and her knights had arrived at the wood, she sent the knights on to warn Sir Gustav at the fort and to seek reinforcements, assuring them that she and Lady Lucy would remain to hold their ground so that the winged beasts would not pass the wood. The wood stood on a gentle incline up a hillside. The princess had earlier sent Sirs David and Thomas and the Ladies Megan and Sophia just over the ridge of the hill to ride and rattle and drag tree trunks and branches about the ground and kick up a dust storm that would rise into the sky and be visible above the canopy of the wood and appear to be the evidence of a huge restless army hiding in reserve behind the ridge of the hill. The dark sky behind the wood indeed seemed to be alive and rumbling with agitated dust and activity. The princess and Lady Lucy took up their places in front of the wood, waiting for the winged beasts to arrive.

‘Dear heavens,’ said the king.

When the winged beasts caught up to the wood and saw only the princess and Lady Lucy on horseback and the cloud of agitated dust rising from behind the hill, they hesitated to attack. Princess Beatrice had earned something of a reputation for tricks of military stratagem and surprise ambushes.

The winged beasts were wary that this was another trap and since they could not see through the wood or beyond the ridge of the hill, they did not dare move forward to strike. The princess urged her horse ahead a step and told the winged beasts to come forward to meet her or begone.

‘Dear heavens,’ repeated the king.

The princess had known that it was a desperate ruse, easily discoverable, and that the winged beasts outnumbered them, but she had been counting on the sun to shortly rise. And so it did, moments later, in glorious bright rays spreading over the hill, catching the winged beasts by surprise and turning them to stone.

The king wiped his forehead. 

‘And where is my daughter now?’ asked the king.

When the sun rose and the winged beasts had turned to stone, a bearded man stumbled out of the wood before Princess Beatrice and Lady Lucy. The man struggled to bow to the princess but fell to the ground. The princess and Lady Lucy hastened to give him water. The man’s clothes were in rags, dirty, and stained with dried blood. His hair and beard were long and tangled. He appeared haggard and ill, and his body was covered with wounds, but they recognised the knight, Sir Liam. After Sir Liam had revived, he told the princess and Lady Lucy of how he came to be hiding in the wood.

The expedition to the Black Mountain to rescue the gargoyle had been ambushed at the foot of the mountain. All the knights had been killed during the ambush or captured and tortured to death when they could not reveal where the magical jewel was. Sir Liam had been led on his way to the torture chambers when a melee broke out. It appeared to be some sort of rebellion. Sir Liam was dragged back and forth in the crush of the fighting until something clutched the chain mail on his back and lifted him into the air and flew with him up towards the watch towers of the city of stone and out of the balconies hewn out of the mountainside and into the night air. Just as they were clearing the side of the mountain, something hit the creature that was bearing Sir Liam and he was suddenly dropped from the sky. Sir Liam fell into the dense canopy of a tree whose branches scratched and clawed but ultimately broke and pillowed his fall. Sir Liam climbed out of the tree, took off his chain mail so he could blend in more readily with the forest vegetation, and attempted to navigate his way towards Trasimene. He eventually came to a village whose residents gave him food and aid, but the village was raided by Ossaian soldiers and Sir Liam, unrecognisable as one of the princess’ knights, was taken prisoner along with the rest of the villagers. For two years, he was kept in slavery until he escaped and again attempted to make his way to Trasimene. He had made camp in the wood one night when he was awoken by the sound of many thundering hooves and a great ruckus being made over the hillside. Sir Liam stayed hidden until sunrise for there was the danger of meeting winged beasts during the hours of darkness. When he emerged from the wood, he saw the princess and Lady Lucy standing before a gathering of winged beasts frozen into stone.

Princess Beatrice had been distressed by the story and angered by the news that Ossaia was still plaguing villages and practising slavery—that the measures undertaken and treaties made since the princess’ return to Trasimene had been ineffective—Ossaia had simply continued the practice, taking more care to evade discovery, dealing ruthlessly with anyone who would report the offences, and removing evidence and witnesses before word of it reached the ears of King Theobald and the wider population of Trasimene.

Princess Beatrice tasked Sirs David and Thomas and Lady Lucy to go to the fort to make sure that the villagers were safe, and to obtain help for Sir Liam’s injuries which a drop from the princess’ crystal vial could not fully heal, and to bear report to King Theobald. Then the princess, accompanied by the Ladies Megan and Sophia, rode away, in the direction given by Sir Liam towards the border between the kingdoms of Trasimene and Ossaia, to investigate the atrocities Ossaia was still covertly perpetuating.

‘Why have we had no news of this from Prince Xavier? Did you meet with his company of reinforcements at the fort, Lady Lucy?’ said the king.

‘Reinforcements, your Majesty?’ said Lady Lucy. ‘We were obliged to leave Sir Liam in the wood with Sir David because Sir Liam was too weak to ride. When Sir Thomas and I arrived at the fort, Sir Gustav was there, keeping watch. Sir Gustav had sent the other knights on to escort the villagers to the capital with the additional protection provided by Prince Xavier’s men but had insisted on remaining behind himself, close at hand, to wait on the princess should she arrive and require assistance. Sir Gustav said that he had given Prince Xavier an account of the night’s events and directions to the wood. Sir Thomas remained with Sir Gustav at the fort to wait for the princess. I returned to join Sirs David and Liam in the wood with a fresh horse and supplies for Sir Liam, and the three of us travelled back to the capital. None of us have seen Prince Xavier’s men since the night the winged beasts attacked, your Majesty.’

King Theobald rose to his feet, red with anger.

‘He dares to be so bold in his lies and treachery!’ said the king.

Sir Hugo moved to calm the king.

‘Please, I beg your Majesty to veil your rage and be patient,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘Sir David is bearing instructions from the princess to the generals. There are arrangements in place, your Majesty, similar to the contingent defensive measures established by the late Princess Cristabel. But they must remain secret until everything is in readiness. There are still many Ossaian soldiers encamped across the kingdom. Princess Beatrice has been insistent upon secrecy to ensure that the exposed and vulnerable villages are not endangered when our plans are revealed.’

‘Very well,’ said the king. ‘It will not be easy keeping it a secret from Prince Xavier.’

When King Theobald returned to the royal court, Prince Xavier came forward and bowed.

‘I have received tidings that the winged beasts from the Black Mountain have taken Princess Beatrice and is holding her for ransom,’ said the prince. ‘They demand the magical jewel in exchange for the princess’ life.’

‘How came you by these tidings?’ asked the king.

‘My men captured one of those vile monsters,’ said the prince. ‘The rack loosened its tongue.’

‘I wish to speak to this beast,’ said the king.

‘The monster is dead, your Majesty,’ said the prince. 

‘You tortured, then killed the prisoner?’ said the king.

‘I slayed the villain before he could utter more insults to the princess,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘I would do it again to defend her honour.’

Before the king could reply, the trumpeter announced a late arrival to the royal court.

Princess Beatrice hurried in and went to kiss the king.

‘I am terribly sorry I am late, father. My horse threw a shoe and I was obliged to stop by a village to find a farrier,’ said the princess.

‘Beatrice,’ said the king, embracing his daughter.

‘It is a miracle that Princess Beatrice is returned safe and well, your Majesty,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘We must take care that she remains so given the threat issued by the kingdom of the Black Mountain.’

‘What threat?’ said the princess.

‘The beasts of the Black Mountain believe you possess the magical jewel that was stolen from their kingdom,’ said the prince.

‘I see,’ said the princess.

‘They say that you are responsible for the death of their prince,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘Many things have been said about me, but that does not mean that they are true,’ said the princess.

‘Is some part of it true? Do you, in fact, have the jewel?’ asked the prince.

‘Not quite,’ said the princess. ‘The oracle appeared before me and revealed the jewel’s whereabouts. I was told that it must remain a secret.’

‘Then that is even greater reason for Princess Beatrice’s safety to be of utmost concern to the kingdom,’ said the prince.

‘I will not be coddled and confined,’ said the princess.

Prince Xavier’s concern for Princess Beatrice’s safety intruded upon the princess, bringing her great vexation and inconvenience. Each time the princess tried to throw off the restrictions on her activities, Prince Xavier would protest the dangers of leaving the capital, and sure enough, reports of scouting parties of winged beasts searching the land would follow soon thereafter which proved the foresight of the prince’s words.

Nothing the prince said or did, however, could curtail the princess’ determination for slipping away to the abbey on the edge of the dark forest when the attention shifted momentarily away from her, or leading a sortie of knights out to repel the continuing attacks of the winged beasts on the kingdom of Trasimene.

Prince Xavier grew desperate. It appeared that the many victories of Trasimene had exhausted the patience of the winged beasts of the Black Mountain and, according to the prince. the beasts had turned their attention to fervently attacking Ossaia.

‘My subjects call for me to wed, and to join our kingdoms in strength and solidarity against the Black Mountain, your Majesty,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘Princess Beatrice would make a fine queen.’

‘Prince Xavier wishes to pay court to you, Beatrice,’ said King Theobald.

‘Oh,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘I will tell the prince his suit is declined,’ said the king.

‘If the prince has asked for my hand, he may have it,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘If the prince plots mischief, then it is necessary, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘And I will do my duty.’

News of the royal betrothal of Princess Beatrice of Trasimene to Crown Prince Xavier of Ossaia was announced to much astonishment.

The royal household continued to enjoy the respite from the upsets stirred up by Princess Beatrice, despite the preparations for the betrothal celebrations, for being betrothed to the prince did not dampen the princess’ characteristic waywardness or prevent her from joining the knights in riding into battle.

‘Beatrice, you have finally made a conquest of Lady Sarah,’ said King Theobald.

Lady Sarah blamed Prince Xavier for the deaths of the Princesses Alexandra and Cristabel, the king told Princess Beatrice. She was so aggrieved by the prince asking for Princess Beatrice’s hand, compounding the loss of the two princesses, that, lacking a proper outlet for her grief and ire, Lady Sarah told the royal chef to exchange salt for the sugar, and sugar for the salt, in the meals prepared for Prince Xavier for an entire sennight before the prince began to seek for a royal chef of his own.

‘Lady Sarah did that?’ said Princess Beatrice in wonder.

‘She had a good teacher,’ said the king.

‘I have never put salt in the sugar bowl, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘But I must remember to be nicer to Lady Sarah.’

A fortnight after the betrothal announcement, Prince Xavier and Princess Beatrice were riding through the streets of the capital in a parade to greet the common people. Princess Beatrice had reluctantly agreed to attend, being impatient to meet with the generals and knights regarding a fresh report of sightings of winged beasts to the east.

As the betrothed couple rode down a street followed by their entourage, several heavy objects suddenly fell from the sky and dropped a mere foot away from the princess and her startled horse.

The objects turned out to be roof tiles from a house along the route which had become loosened with age and weathering. Princess Beatrice assured everyone that she and her mount were unhurt and rode off to join the generals and the knights.

Shortly after the parade, gifts began to arrive for the betrothal of Princess Beatrice and Prince Xavier. Among the lavish gifts for the princess was a pair of beautiful jewelled hair combs in a velvet lined silver casket. One of the princess’ handmaidens admired the beauty of the combs so much that she yearned to try them on. The handmaiden was found later in the day, lying lifeless on the floor with the combs still in her hair. 

The teeth of the combs retained residue of their deadly poison, but investigations led nowhere as the gift had arrived mysteriously and from an unknown well-wisher.

King Theobald ordered a tightening of security around the capital and the princess.

‘But, father,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘It is necessary, Beatrice,’ said the king.

On the day of the betrothal banquet, Princess Beatrice was called away—to the great protests of Prince Xavier, Lady Sarah and others of the royal household—to deal with a report of winged beasts harassing villages to the north of the capital. She returned late in the evening when the entertainment for the betrothal banquet was already underway.

It was Lady Megan and the princess’ standard-bearer, Lady Elizabeth, who noticed that Lemondrop, the pet of the royal household who had once been a skittish kitten, was lying motionless underneath Princess Beatrice’s chair, next to Prince Xavier’s, at the banquet table. Lemondrop had crumbs of the betrothal cake on her front paws which she had evidently stolen from a corner of the untouched slice on the princess’ plate.

The news that Princess Beatrice, after the first two failed attempts on her life, had almost been poisoned at her betrothal banquet spread through the land like wildfire.

The attempted poisoning incident at her own betrothal banquet did not curb Princess Beatrice’s recalcitrant ways. She carried on her usual pursuits and was very stern with anybody (including Prince Xavier) who suggested that she required more guards to follow her about every moment from dawn till dusk for her protection or who blamed the poor baker for the poisoned cake when the investigations had clearly shown that only the cake slice on her plate had been tampered with, laced with belladonna.

‘Lack of evidence to identify the true culprit does not mean that the baker is guilty,’ said the princess.

‘It dies not mean that he is innocent,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘It will take a bit more than a discourteous poisoning to stop me from eating the baker’s cakes,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘This cannot go on, Beatrice,’ said King Theobald. ‘I cannot allow you to continue risking your life.’

‘I take no more risk than anyone else in this kingdom who lives under the dark cloud,’ said the princess. ‘I am merely another piece on the chessboard. The game will play itself out.’

‘Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘Please do not be troubled, father,’ said the princess. ‘All will turn out well.’

‘Perhaps these are hopeful signs that things may be changing in the tide,’ said Princess Beatrice to Sir Hugo in the linden grove.

‘How so, your Highness?’ asked Sir Hugo.

‘Perhaps underhand villainy is a sign that our foes cannot win by fair means. Perhaps the evil in the kingdom of the Black Mountain is weakening. Perhaps the Black Mountain and Prince Xavier’s attentions will be distracted away and give Trasimene a reprieve,’ said the princess.

‘Your Highness is resilient in your optimism,’ said Sir Hugo.

In the middle of the night, in the privacy of her chamber, Princess Beatrice took out the jewel and stared at it.

And the jewel stared back, obstinately silent.

Three full moons rose and set over the land in the continuing grind of war.

One day, when the magnolia trees were in full bloom across the kingdom, Prince Xavier announced his wedding gift to his future bride.

Prince Xavier had found a site on the Ossaian side of the border between the two kingdoms near the Piegaro Valley on which he was going to build a great castle to celebrate the unity of the two royal families and kingdoms. Once built, it would become the principal residence of the royal household of Ossaia and the new capital. Since it was to be their future residence, the prince asked Princess Beatrice to visit the site with him so that he could be satisfied that she too was pleased with the beauty and eminent suitability of the location.

The privy counsellors and the royal court of Trasimene considered it an outrageous proposal.

‘Our princess has, by the grace of the heavens, survived three attempted assassinations,’ said Lady Sarah. ‘And now the prince wants Princess Beatrice to travel to the border when not so very long ago he was vehemently opposed to the princess leaving the capital on the grounds that it was endangering her life?’

‘Princess Beatrice is as precious to me as my own life,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘She will travel with me under the full protection of my personal guard and army. I will not allow any harm to come to her.’

The privy counsellors suggested that sending an envoy in lieu of Princess Beatrice might appease Prince Xavier, but it proved impossible to argue with Princess Beatrice who said she would ride out herself at the prince’s invitation.

‘It is not safe for the princess to travel so far away from the capital at this time,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘But if her Highness should be determined to make the journey, it would be most inadvisable for her to travel without a full military escort.’

‘I will lead a detachment of troops to escort her Highness there and back again to the capital,’ said Lord Moncrieffe.

‘Well, Beatrice?’ said King Theobald in resignation. ‘You know what my wishes are, though I cannot prevent you from accepting Prince Xavier’s invitation anymore than anyone else could ever persuade you from anything.’

‘I will take a stroll about the linden grove, father, before I give my answer,’ said the princess.

To the dismay of the king, the privy council and the royal household, Princess Beatrice accepted Prince Xavier’s invitation.

Three days later, Princess Beatrice left the capital of Trasimene with Prince Xavier to travel eastward towards the border.

As Prince Xavier had promised, his troops travelled as escort ahead and alongside the prince and princess. Following behind the advance guard of Ossaia marched Princess Beatrice’s own retinue comprising her royal guard and a small army led by Lord Moncrieffe. 

‘You look like you are heading into battle,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘Do I?’ said Princess Beatrice.

They marched for two days. On the third day, they reached the road leading to the Piegaro Valley and the boundary between Trasimene and Ossaia traversed by a great winding river. To the northern and southern sides of the road lay a series of heavily forested hills. The valley pass through which they marched was even but as they approached the border, the road began to dip to where the curving valley met the banks of the river. 

‘The bridge of Piegaro is ahead,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘Once we cross the bridge into Ossaia, it is only a short journey to arrive at our destination. I look forward to welcoming you into my realm.’

The bridge of Piegaro was a sturdy wooden trestle bridge wide enough for horses to ride over in single file over the raging currents of the Piegaro beneath.

Prince Xavier’s advance guard marched over the bridge, followed by Prince Xavier and Princess Beatrice and her escort.

‘Where is Lord Moncrieffe?’ asked Princess Beatrice upon reaching the other side.

‘The valley road was narrow, your Highness,’ said Lady Sophia. ‘The general and his troops have been somewhat delayed in reaching the bridge and making the crossing.’

‘Perhaps we should wait for the general and his men,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘I am sure they are not far behind and will catch up shortly,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘Very well,’ said the princess.

And so Prince Xavier and Princess Beatrice, with the prince’s soldiers and the princess’ royal guard, proceeded into the realm of Ossaia.

The terrain levelled as they marched along the road at the foot of the Piegaro Valley hills. They passed through a forest whose foliage was sparse enough that the travellers could see the peak of the adjacent hillside upon which stood the grey ruins of an ancient fortress keep.

‘Built in the age when our ancestors were at war,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘Are those gargoyles sitting atop its battlements?’ asked Princess Beatrice.

‘There is no need to fear. They are merely statues made of stone, my love,’ said Prince Xavier.

They came into a small clearing.

‘This seems like a pleasant spot to rest,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘But we are very near our destination,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘I should like to rest awhile here and wait for Lord Moncrieffe to catch up,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I did promise my father that I would not lose my escort this time.’

As the soldiers set up a temporary camp in the clearing, Princess Beatrice sent one of her royal guards to ride back to find out Lord Moncrieffe’s progress, and another to try to find a better view of the fortress ruins.

The sun started to sink in the sky, throwing out beams like dying embers across the valley.

‘You have a visitor, your Highness,’ said Lady Megan.

‘A visitor?’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘But that is impossible. No one could have found us here.’

‘The lady simply appeared outside your tent, your Highness, and requested an audience with Princess Beatrice of Trasimene,’ said Lady Megan. ‘She gave her name as Lady Diane, former mathematics tutor to the royal princesses of Trasimene. She is unarmed and awaits your Highness’ pleasure by the clump of the three intertwined trees yonder.’

‘Lady Diane left the royal household and Trasimene many moons ago when she wed a foreign ambassador,’ said Princess Beatrice. 

Nevertheless, the princess followed Lady Megan and went to the clump of three intertwined trees.

A hooded figure stood facing away from the princess and Lady Megan. The figure turned around as the princess approached and bowed.

‘Your Highness,’ said the visitor.

‘Who are you?’ said the princess.

‘Nightfall is coming, your Highness,’ said the visitor.

The visitor lowered her hood. Princess Beatrice recognised the visage of her old mathematics tutor and yet she could not quite believe the evidence before her eyes.

‘Lady Diane?’ said the princess.

‘Look to your friends, princess. Look to the skies over Ermengard,’ said the visitor, and vanished.

Princess Beatrice was quiet for several long moments.

‘We return to the capital at once,’ said Princess Beatrice at last.

‘Your Highness?’ said Lady Megan.

‘One does not lightly disregard a visit from an oracle,’ said Princess Beatrice.

Prince Xavier was incredulous when one of his soldiers reported to him Princess Beatrice’s unexpected decision to return to Trasimene.

‘But we have set up camp here at her request,’ said the prince. ‘It will take at least another night for the troops to be ready to march!’

‘Princess Beatrice and her royal guard have already left, your Highness,’ said the messenger. ‘The princess sends her apologies.’

Prince Xavier threw his cup into the fire and stormed out of his tent to find his horse. The prince and a small party of his personal guard left the camp and rode back along the road to catch up with Princess Beatrice.

After crossing the bridge of Piegaro and riding a short distance, Prince Xavier’s party found Princess Beatrice and her royal guard at a bend in the road, examining the pile of tumbled rocks and boulders sealing the path from one side of the valley to the other.

‘The valley pass appears to have been blocked by a rockfall, your Highness,’ said Lady Sophia. ‘Lord Moncrieffe must be stranded on the other side.’

‘And we are stranded here,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Why the sudden urgency in returning to the capital, my love?’ asked Prince Xavier.

‘I had a premonition,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘But now the way is blocked,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘We will find another way,’ said Princess.

‘The only other way, aside from riding over the hills—which no one has ever been foolish enough to attempt on account of the difficult terrain and hostile valley tribes who inhabit the forest—is to take the circuitous route around the valley and hills which is a journey of at least a sennight,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘If the journey is to be a long one, it would be better to start immediately,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘The evening darkness is nearly upon us,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘The sensible thing to do would be to head back to camp for the night.’

Princess Beatrice could not argue with the good sense of this scheme. Reluctantly, she turned her royal guard back from the rockfall to follow Prince Xavier’s entourage.

As they approached the bridge of Piegaro, the air began to vibrate and the twilight sky darkened with the shadows of immense wings. 

‘Beasts from the Black Mountain!’ cried a soldier.

‘To the bridge!’ cried Prince Xavier.

‘To arms!’ cried Princess Beatrice.

Princess Beatrice and her royal guard arrayed themselves in a formation and drew out their weapons as winged beasts swooped down from the sky.

The princess raised her bow and shot one poison-tipped arrow into the breast of a winged beast whose screeching cry as it began its death plummet echoed horrifically through the valley and was followed swiftly by the cries of its fellow winged beasts as they too plunged from the air, choking out bewildered roars and tongues of fire from their bellies, burning up the sky in bursts of golden flames.

‘Shields! Fall back but stay alert!’ cried Princess Beatrice as poisoned shafts rained down on the swarm of winged beasts.

The air was filled with the acrid smell of singed chaos and death as, one by one, the winged beasts succumbed to the poison which speared through them like harpoons thrust by an invisible hand from the murky depths of the surrounding forest, set alight by their own fiery breaths.

The princess and her royal guard fought and subdued the remaining winged beasts that fell from the sky who had escaped the deadly shower or were nearing the final throes of the poison spreading through their veins but were still thrashing and lunging and heaving and rolling and writhing with violent rage and bloodlust.

As the last of the winged beasts were defeated and being bound up by her royal guard, Princess Beatrice dipped the tip of an arrow into a nearby flickering flame that had not yet burnt out and shot it into the night sky. It soared, flaring, and died out in the darkness. In answer, the invisible shower ceased and the forest quietened and became still.

‘They will say you dabble in witchcraft,’ said Lady Lucy, surveying the aftermath of the skirmish.

‘Will they?’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘It might come in handy. A fearsome reputation is sometimes as useful as an army.’

Princess Beatrice was discussing the burial arrangements for the fallen beasts with her royal guard when Sir Joshua approached and bowed.

‘Lothaire, the captain of the winged beasts, has been captured, your Highness,’ said Sir Joshua.

‘Please take us to him,’ said Princess Beatrice.

The princess, accompanied by her royal guards, rode up to the prisoner behind the standard-bearer, Lady Elizabeth, to meet the captain of the winged beasts. Arms and legs bound, guarded by two knights, the twin brothers Sirs Callum and Zachary, the captain of the winged beasts acknowledged the princess’ arrival with vicious snarls.

‘Your brethren are perished or taken prisoner, Lothaire. Will you discuss terms?’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘You have no authority to demand terms,’ snapped Lothaire. ‘Your knights foolishly neglected to bind my wings. You give me good reason to linger and take my vengeance.’

The wings tucked behind Lothaire’s back burst open to their full sinister glory, casting a shadow over the princess heavier than the twilight darkness.

‘Ah,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘Would you take your chances again with the spirits of the forest?’

‘Then the tales are true?’ cried Lothaire. ‘You have sorcery at your command! No mere human princess could have rebuffed the kingdom of the Black Mountain and held it at bay.’

‘Will you discuss terms?’ said Princess Beatrice.

The captain of the winged beasts grudgingly lowered his wings.

‘What do you want, princess?’ said Lothaire.

‘I want to know what befell my sister Cristabel and her horse,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I think you alone know their true fate.’

‘Then you are mistaken, princess,’ said Lothaire with a hideous grimace of a smirk. ‘There is one other who knows.’

The princess’ reply was interrupted by the sound of brisk hooves as Prince Xavier and his personal guard came riding back along the valley road.

Prince Xavier came to a halt at the sight of all the slain winged beasts scattered about the valley floor and the living captain of the winged beasts standing before Princess Beatrice.

‘My love, you are alive and safe!’ exclaimed Prince Xavier. ‘We tried to ride for reinforcements but returned as soon as we could when we found that the bridge had been burnt down.’

‘Oh,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘What an unfortunate stroke of luck.’

Prince Xavier observed the scene around him.

‘’Tis incredible that your small band of royal guards has defeated the vastly superior force of the winged beasts,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘How did you do it?’

‘We had a better run of luck than yours,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Sorceress!’ hissed Lothaire.

Prince Xavier turned his gaze upon the captain of the winged beasts.

‘Why is this monster still breathing?’ asked Prince Xavier.

‘He is a prisoner and will be accorded the usual rights,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Rights!’ exclaimed Prince Xavier. ‘Monsters have no rights.’

‘He was taken prisoner in a battle with the royal guard of Trasimene and therefore he is now under my protection,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘This beast and his ilk sought to annihilate you. He has no appreciation for your fine principles and would betray you the moment your back is turned,’ said Prince Xavier.

The captain of the winged beasts began to cackle with bitter mirth.

‘Her Highness The Princess Beatrice Who Would Not Be Poisoned!’ sneered Lothaire. ‘How fitting that the jewel thief princess should be betrothed to the two-faced, covetous knave of a prince. Take care, princess, that your wedding feast does not also—’

Lothaire fell silent as Prince Xavier galloped up, lance in rest, and plunged it into the beast.

‘Foul monster!’ said Prince Xavier. ‘Are you all right, my love?’

Princess Beatrice stared at Prince Xavier in shock.

‘He was restrained and unarmed,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘He was intending harm to your person,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘Do not waste your sympathies on the monster.’

‘My sympathies are mine to waste,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘You will leave the other prisoners of Trasimene alone.’

‘Very well, my love,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘We would do better to turn our minds to leaving this accursed valley. We are truly stranded now that we no longer have a bridge to cross over the river to reach our camp.’

‘There is no need for the bridge or a long journey around the undulating hills,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘How so, my love?’ asked Prince Xavier.

‘We return the way we came,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘But recall, my love, the rockfall blocks the way,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘We have fire and we found vinegar in our supplies,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘We will blast a way through the rockfall.’

‘It is an ingenious idea,’ admitted Prince Xavier. ‘But will it work?’

‘We shall see,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘It worked well enough in the quarries.’

Several knights of the princess’ royal guard went to gather firewood for the fire-setting. However, before the preparations were ready, resounding cracks split the rockfall. The knights all fell back as the pile of rocks and boulders rolled away to expose a jagged path through which Lord Moncrieffe appeared. The general came before the princess and bowed.

‘Apologies for the lateness of the hour, your Highness,’ said Lord Moncrieffe.

Princess Beatrice smiled.

‘I am very glad that you also carry vinegar with you, Lord Moncrieffe,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘We are ready to return home.’

‘As your Highness wishes,’ said Lord Moncrieffe.

When Princess Beatrice arrived back at the capital of Trasimene, she was summoned to an audience with the king.

‘Beatrice, I hear such alarming tales from Sir Hugo and the reports from Lord Moncrieffe and the returning royal guards of your expedition that I can scarcely credit my ears,’ said King Theobald.

‘Your Majesty,’ protested Sir Hugo.

‘Is it true that you accepted Prince Xavier’s invitation and rode into the Piegaro Valley with the prince and his men despite suspecting—knowing—that it was planned as a trap?’ asked the king.

‘Well,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘Yes, father,’ said the princess.

‘Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘I would not have more innocents die or be unjustly maligned like the handmaiden and the baker and Lemondrop,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘If there are those who will continue to scheme against this kingdom and think to succeed by trapping me, it is no great inconvenience for me to oblige. Entering a trap is no different to riding into pitched battle if one is prepared.’

‘Prepared!’ cried the king. ‘The crown prince of Ossaia leads an entire army into the Piegaro Valley followed by the princess of Trasimene with only a small contingent of the royal guard and—’

‘You forget Lord Moncrieffe, father,’ said the princess.

‘Of what use was Lord Moncrieffe’s detachment of troops when a rockfall prevented them from continuing along the valley pass as your escort?’ said the king. ‘How could your royal guards hold against the superior numbers of Prince Xavier’s army and the winged beasts?’

‘Lord Moncrieffe’s detachment was not meant to bolster our numbers in the event of battle, father,’ said the princess.

‘Then what was its purpose?’ said the king.

‘To deter Prince Xavier from attempting anything until we entered the Piegaro Valley pass,’ said the princess. ‘The prince cares somewhat for his reputation.’

‘Were you not already risking enough that you had to deliver yourself up on a platter?’ said the king.

‘Princess Beatrice was afraid that the enemy’s intention was a double attack: to fall upon an unsuspecting capital while ambushing her in the Piegaro Valley, sire,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘It is the reason the Lords Peregrine and Falconridge were instructed to remain behind and hold the main force of troops in reserve and hidden, to come to the capital’s defence if the need arose while the princess made a show of allowing Lord Moncrieffe’s detachment to escort her to the Piegaro Valley. The princess wished to split and draw the enemy’s attentions and resources away from the capital.’

‘The threat to the capital was far greater than any threat to me,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘I might have been lured into the Piegaro Valley but so too were Prince Xavier and the vast proportions of his army. Sir Hugo and the other generals could protect the capital more readily and without interference while Prince Xavier’s lines of communication to the Ossaian forces which remained behind near the capital were cut. The Ossaian troops stationed around the capital could not move without receiving the prince’s command.’

‘As an additional precaution in case other Ossaian lines of communication remained intact, the Lords Peregrine and Falconridge were instructed to send men to light campfires on the distant hills away from the capital so as to convince the Ossaian troops that the Trasimenean forces were further away than they actually were,’ said Sir Hugo.

‘And the royal court and the privy counsellors and I had to be played for fools while my daughter rode off to offer herself as bait and be set upon by a host of murderous winged beasts!’ said the king. 

‘Naturally the arrangements had to be secretive, father. It would have been more difficult to discover and foil the enemy’s plans if everyone, including the enemy, was wise to them. We all had our roles to play,’ said the princess.

‘Princess Beatrice and the generals had studied the geography of the Piegaro Valley and noted that it was well adapted for an ambuscade, your Majesty,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘The princess proposed to lay a stratagem to surprise the enemy and counter their plans. The Lords Rinaldo, Aldemar, Trecombe and Sanditon had long ago been assigned to make diplomatic forays into the regions along the border of Trasimene and Ossaia—’

‘This has long been planned?’ said the king.

‘Cristabel did not trust Prince Xavier, father,’ said the princess.

‘It was suspected that Ossaia might be in league with the beasts of the Black Mountain, your Majesty, though whether Ossaia is playing both the Black Mountain and Trasimene false is uncertain,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘The Lords Aldemar and Sanditon had succeeded in striking strong alliances with the native tribes of the Piegaro Valley. The extension of civility and amity by the lords and the princess’ knights, along with the reputation of your Majesty’s rule over the kingdom of Trasimene, won over the inhabitants of the forest and valley who had long suffered under the oppressive rule of King Arnulf and his forbears and held no warm love for or loyalty towards Ossaia. Three days prior to the princess’ departure for the Piegaro Valley, knights were selected from the princess’ royal guard to undertake special missions. Sirs David, Thomas, Liam, Ishaan and Akash and the Ladies Hannah, Astrid and Saski were despatched with troops to the valley to scout the conditions and conceal themselves in the forested hills and prepare for an ambush. Sirs Timothy, Lachlan and Benjamin were sent to intercept, or close off as necessary, the enemy’s lines of communication.’

‘Was Lady Sarah aware of her enlisted role when she insisted on three days of preparations necessary for the princess’ wardrobe to be readied?’ asked the king.

‘If Lady Sarah had her suspicions, she kept it to herself,’ said the princess. 

‘The valley tribesmen came down from the depths of the wooded valley to meet the knights and alerted them to the presence of Ossaian soldiers concealed on the low slope of the forested hillside just above the valley road, gathering boulders and making preparations to cause a rockfall,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘The knights scouted the enemy camps and sent report of their discovery back to the capital and received orders to allow the Ossaian soldiers to continue their preparations undisturbed, but to observe them from a higher concealed position on the hillside overlooking the valley road and to remain well hidden, waiting in readiness to strike at the opportune moment.’

King Theobald sighed.

‘The Piegaro river has steep banks, densely overgrown with brambles and other thorny plants, and only one bridge for hundreds of miles which traverses its churning waters,’ continued Sir Hugo. ‘Sir David was instructed to take his troops to the bridge of Piegaro and conceal themselves in the underbrush of the Piegaro river under the cover of night, and to guard or destroy the bridge as necessary.’

Sir Hugo looked towards the king who waved him assent to continue.

‘It was assumed that the purpose of the expedition was to isolate the princess in a location where succour was far from hand,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘However, it was unclear when and how the deadly strike would come.’

‘And from whom,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘Prince Xavier generally seems to prefer to keep his own hands clean—or at least concealed.’

‘To encourage the enemy to reveal his hand, the enemy’s preparations were allowed to proceed undeterred,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘Lord Moncrieffe ensured that his troops were readied with sufficient supplies of vinegar and firewood and purposely marched them in the rearguard to gradually fall behind. The rockfall came and blocked Lord Moncrieffe’s detachment from continuing, cutting the princess off from her escort. The princess and her royal guard continued to follow Prince Xavier’s army to the other side of the bridge of Piegaro until they arrived at nearly nightfall in a forest clearing within sight of a ruined fortress on the hillside. When the princess saw stone gargoyles sitting on the battlements of the fortress ruins, it became clear that an ambush was nigh—a scene in which Prince Xavier would claim to have tried but failed to prevent the assassination of his betrothed by winged beasts.’

King Theobald sighed heavily again but did not otherwise interrupt.

‘Princess Beatrice and her royal guard were able to make their way back across the bridge of Piegaro unopposed because the Ossaian soldiers who had been stationed there to block the pass had been taken by Sir David and his troops,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘Prince Xavier came after the princess in such hasty pursuit that he did not stop to question how the princess and her royal guard had gotten past his soldiers.’

‘The prince was likely unconcerned because he was confident that the winged beasts would succeed in finding us irrespective of the location,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘And he was right. They did find us.’

‘The winged beast prisoners whisper and murmur of your sorcery, Beatrice,’ said the king.

‘Oh,’ said the princess, laughing. ‘Lucy was right.’

‘Beatrice,’ sighed the king.

‘Oh, father,’ said the princess. ‘I persuaded Prince Xavier to set up camp in the clearing so that his army would be slowed down if the prince later commanded all of his troops to come after us in pursuit. I sent Lady Sophia ahead to warn Sir David to burn the bridge after Prince Xavier crossed it so as to prevent the superior numbers of his army from joining him, and to signal to the knights posted to the heights of the forested hills. The knights hidden in the forested hills had, with the help of the valley tribesmen, captured all the Ossaian soldiers after the rockfall and were waiting in concealment in the forest with their archers in readiness for battle—waiting for the signal to attack. They played their part until Lord Moncrieffe arrived—or rather, reappeared with his detachment, for Lord Moncrieffe had also been waiting for his cue. There was no sorcery or magic.’

‘Prince Xavier did not expect a reserve contingent of the princess’ knights would penetrate the forest and come over the Piegaro Valley hills. It has never been done before,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘It is more than likely that the prince came back after abandoning the princess and her royal guard to the winged beasts to confirm that the attack had succeeded and to finish off any survivors. Or perhaps the prince was a little unsettled to find the bridge unexpectedly burnt down and his royal person suddenly separated from his army, with only the few men in his personal guard for protection.’

‘Perhaps he came back in the hope that we were vanquished by the winged beasts and that the soldiers he had ordered to cause the rockfall were still there to answer his command,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘It seemed rather desperate that Lothaire, his ally, died at the prince’s own hand.’

King Theobald sighed a final time.

‘It is well that you kept it a secret, old friend,’ said the king to Sir Hugo. ‘I could not have given the command to allow Beatrice to be lured into the Piegaro Valley, knowing all this, nor stopped myself from going after her. I imagine it was the same with regard to Lady Lucy.’

‘It was difficult, your Majesty,’ said Sir Hugo. ‘But my niece chooses her own path.’

King Theobald turned his gaze upon the princess.

‘Well, Beatrice?’ said the king. ‘If Prince Xavier is as you fear, he will be very angry to again be thwarted and forced to suffer such heavy losses.’

‘Yes, father,’ said Princess Beatrice. ‘The danger grows. Nightfall is coming and there is so very much to be done before it arrives.’

Shortly after the expedition through the Piegaro Valley, two things occurred which were worthy of note.

The first was that Prince Xavier spent long hours shut away in his tent with his advisers, never again mentioning his intended wedding gift to his betrothed.

The second was a terrible deep rumbling which shook the land one night. Many people in the capital of Trasimene thought that it had been the tremors of an earthquake. Princess Beatrice had been outside in the sunken garden of Ermengard Abbey that evening observing a starfall in the night sky. She noted that the rumbling had not arisen from the earth but rather had seemed like an echo from the north reverberating through the air of the cavernous night.

A storm of knights arrived in the capital the following day. Princess Beatrice ran out from the royal stables to meet them.

‘Good tidings or bad?’ asked the princess.

‘We cannot say for certain, your Highness,’ said Sir David. ‘But the tremors did originate from the Black Mountain. The villagers and watchmen we spoke to said the mountain shook and glowed like a hearth of black fire.’

‘Oh,’ said the princess.

Three days later, Prince Xavier came before the royal court and bowed.

‘Your Majesty, it seems that a ferocious one-eyed beast now rules the Black Mountain,’ said Prince Xavier. ‘In light of these black tidings, I believe that, for the sake of our kingdoms, Princess Beatrice and I should wed at once.’

‘I must deliberate on this matter with my privy counsellors as must the princess. We will not act in undue haste,’ said King Theobald.

But the princess gently kissed the king on the cheek, then turned towards Prince Xavier.

‘It shall be as you wish, prince,’ said Princess Beatrice.
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Promises Kept and Made—A Meeting in the Forest
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The one-eyed gargoyle came towards the abbey of Ermengard at the edge of the dark forest to stand before the princess. 

––––––––
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‘SO MELCHIOR AND BEATRICE were actually friends?’ asked the mill owner’s daughter.

––––––––
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‘YOU LIED,’ SAID PRINCESS Beatrice.

‘As did you,’ said the beast.

‘I did not,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘You did, by word and by omission, princess,’ said the beast. 

‘White lies do not count,’ said Princess Beatrice, repeating a childhood catechism. ‘And I kept my promise.’

‘So did I,’ said the beast.

The princess drew out the chain around her neck from which hung the crystal vial and the intricately wrought setting which held in its golden claws the clear jewel that the beast had entrusted to her in the dungeons of the Black Mountain. She took the jewel off her necklace and held it out to the beast.

‘The possessor of this jewel was meant to have the power to protect their kingdom,’ said the princess. 

‘And so it has,’ said the beast, accepting the return of the jewel.

‘I returned from the Black Mountain to this kingdom and three years of war and death and strife,’ said the princess. ‘How did it protect Trasimene?’

‘You did,’ said the beast. ‘The power lay with the possessor, not in the jewel.’

‘But the oracle,’ said the princess.

‘Oracles can be wrong—or inaccurate—or influenced,’ said the beast. ‘The Black Mountain’s late king was deceived by a traitorous oracle.’

‘I am sorry for the sorrows that your family and kingdom have endured,’ said the princess.

‘As am I for yours,’ said the beast.

‘Is the Lord High Chancellor dead then?’ asked the princess.

‘Yes,’ said the beast.

‘Did you kill him?’ asked the princess.

‘Lord Godric and his followers were tried and executed for their treason,’ said the beast. ‘They were given swift deaths, another kindness they had denied to their victims.’

‘I wondered what befell you when you sent me away,’ said the princess. ‘I disliked very much what you asked of me.’

‘I know,’ said the beast. ‘Godric boasted of the unfortunate ambush which had met the party of humans sent from Trasimene to find the one-eyed beast of the Black Mountain. I am sorry about the fate of your men.’

‘One of the knights survived. He was saved by a gargoyle,’ said the princess. ‘Ought I to address you now as your Majesty?’

‘You may address me as Melchior,’ replied the beast. ‘I remain a prince. A coronation is less important than unfinished business.’

‘Involving the jewel?’ asked the princess.

‘Yes, the jewel is important,’ said the beast.

‘How?’ asked the princess.

‘The jewel is the birthstone of the royal family, passing from one generation to the next, possessed by the ruler or the heir to the Black Mountain kingdom. This stone was passed to me by my cousin Balthazar as he lay choking on his own blood from the poisoned lamprey at his wedding feast, the last member of the royal family murdered by Caspar and his scheming henchmen,’ said the beast.

‘Was that when you hid the jewel in the tree?’ asked the princess.

‘Yes. The jewel is enchanted. It only answers to those true and loyal to the kingdom of the Black Mountain. Caspar murdered those he thought obstructed his path to the throne. He did not realise that royal bloodlines did not guarantee him a crown,’ said the beast. ‘He should have consulted a better oracle.’

‘His plan does seem rather poorly thought out,’ said the princess.

‘His ambition overcame his reason,’ said the beast. ‘And he had poor counsellors, each serving their own interests. By the time Caspar understood the truth, I was the only relation he had left who could retrieve the jewel.’

‘Is that why you were kept alive?’ asked the princess.

‘Caspar believed that by possessing the jewel, he would finally have command of the kingdom. He wanted my allegiance and the jewel to justify and legitimise his pretension to the throne. And to silence any doubts, opposition or rebellion,’ said the beast. ‘He was displeased when I failed to oblige.’

‘But you gave the jewel to my keeping,’ exclaimed the princess.

‘Yes,’ said the beast.

‘I was not true or loyal to your kingdom,’ cried the princess. ‘A stranger! A foreigner to—’

‘A mere human girl who managed to find a way into the hidden, magically fortified kingdom of the Black Mountain. A tiny foolhardy thing who ran voluntarily into the arena where all the monsters prowled,’ said the beast.

‘I was born reckless,’ said the princess, repeating a childhood catechism. ‘But you—’

‘The jewel was colourless when I placed it in your hand,’ said the beast. ‘Have you ever seen it change colour?’

‘No,’ said the princess.

‘That is because the jewel recognises other qualities besides loyalty to the kingdom of the Black Mountain,’ said the beast. ‘Qualities such as kindness. Valour. Purity of heart. Caspar could not have ruled the kingdom even if he had found the jewel.’

The beast brought the jewel to his chest. It glowed deeply for a moment, like a heart of black fire, then vanished.

The princess stared in astonishment.

‘It is hidden in a safe place,’ said the beast.

‘Are things put to rights now in your kingdom?’ asked the princess.

‘Unfinished business remains,’ the beast reminded her. ‘But there is less of it since the small trickle of resistance grew into an uprising against the lawless reign. Godric could not silence all the whispers spreading throughout the land about the human girl who felled the great tyrant Caspar with her slingshot.’

‘You lied to me,’ said the princess. ‘I would not have left otherwise.’

‘I know,’ said the beast.

‘How did it all come to pass?’ asked the princess.

‘The late King Eldred was a noble and pacific ruler,’ said the beast. ‘Half score years ago, when emissaries from another human kingdom arrived offering peaceful alliance, the king’s counsellors urged him to accept the treaty and the tributes which came with it. The king had misgivings and remained undecided for a long time. Eventually, he went to consult an oracle. The oracle told the king that peace and prosperity would arise from an alliance between the two kingdoms. So the old king quelled his doubts and accepted the treaty. But Caspar and Godric were among the false counsellors in favour of the treaty. It was they who had brought the foreign emissaries to the Black Mountain, they who had bribed the oracle and later slay her when her usefulness passed. The kingdom suffered for Caspar’s ambition. The kingdoms surrounding the Black Mountain also suffered under his reign. King Eldred would not have allowed such injustices to his neighbours.’

‘From which kingdom did the foreign emissaries come?’ asked the princess.

‘The kingdom of Ossaia,’ replied the beast.

‘I see,’ said the princess. ‘Unfinished business.’

‘Yes,’ said the beast. I am sorry to be the bearer of unhappy tidings.’

The princess was silent, thinking of her dead sisters. Her kind, valiant eldest sister, Princess Alexandra, who had died from an adder’s bite while out on a wild boar hunt. Her brave and clever second sister, Princess Cristabel, who had died from a riding accident, thrown from her horse on an expedition against the rampaging beasts of the Black Mountain. Each sister had, in turn, been courted by Prince Xavier and had died after becoming formally betrothed to the prince. And her sister Cristabel’s loyal mare, Midnight, vanished without a trace, maligned in death as a coward...

‘How did you find out the guilt of the conspirators against your kingdom?’ asked the princess.

‘They were careful in the beginning to hide their treason from the king and those loyal to the king,’ said the beast. ‘Afterwards, when they had slain or imprisoned the loyal and just in the realm, they became careless or simply did not care who witnessed their greed and cruelty. Those who could not be bought, intimidated or coerced, those who stood in their way, were crushed.’

‘Before our kingdoms joined together in defence against the beasts of the Black Mountain, Trasimene and Ossaia were enemies,’ said the princess. ‘It was a truce and alliance born of desperate expedience rather than trust. Even during the alliance, my father, the king, and my sisters heard rumours of hostile incursions against our people but it was always blamed on the beasts of the Black Mountain. My sisters were independent, brought up to be queens of Trasimene in their own right. My father’s uneasiness with the alliance with Ossaia caused him to reinforce the tradition, as a safeguard, that a foreign consort marrying into our royal household could never rule Trasimene as king.’

Princess Beatrice sighed. 

‘My sisters both died shortly after becoming betrothed to Prince Xavier,’ said the princess. ‘I believe less and less that their deaths, and those of others, were accidents.’

‘Then you probably come near the truth,’ said the beast.

‘And while my father or I live, Prince Xavier could never be king,’ said Princess Beatrice.

‘Xavier wants your crown, princess,’ said the beast.

‘And perhaps your jewel too,’ said the princess.

‘Yes,’ said the beast. ‘I believe he does.’

‘It is said that you killed and destroyed in indiscriminate and unbridled haste on your way here,’ said the princess.

‘Do you believe all the tales told about me—especially the ones spread by Ossaia?’ asked the beast.

‘Many do,’ said the princess.

‘Such things are slow to change,’ said the beast.

‘You should return to your kingdom,’ said the princess. ‘It is not safe.’

‘I have unfinished business here,’ said the beast.

‘This is not your battle,’ said the princess.

‘Neither was Caspar yours,’ replied the beast.

‘This is different,’ said the princess.

‘Is it?’ said the beast.

‘Prince Xavier leads an entire army,’ said the princess.

‘Look up to the belfry and rooftops, Beatrice,’ said the beast. ‘You are not alone.’
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The Final Battle
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The sun rose and fell over the kingdom of Trasimene as its people made preparations for the impending battle. Soon, dusk rose again over the capital, turning the fortified citadel walls to sable.

An army, terrible with banners, was ranged on the plain before the walls of the capital of Trasimene. Behind the army ranks stood the bulk of giant war engines, and behind these engines, the walls and watch towers of the capital were lined with soldiers and archers and other machinery of war. All was in readiness for battle. 

A shadow flitted over the rising moon.

A massive beast glided down from the night sky on his powerful splayed wings and alighted on the plain before the approach to the capital. He had only one eye but his black gaze was deep and glowed in the darkness as he stood before the city gates and waited.

The portcullis to the capital of Trasimene rose.

Prince Xavier rode out before his men, astride a great destrier, his splendid armour and helmet visor and fine cloak gleaming richly in the moonlight. Prince Xavier’s advisers rode out behind the prince, and the highest ranking generals of Trasimene followed. Behind the generals came the knights and the advance guard of Trasimene and Ossaia. Lord Trecombe stood alongside King Theobald at the head of the archers on the battlements of the city walls. Of the Princess Beatrice, there was no sign. It was said that she had been banished by the king from seeing another battle, and had not been seen since she left for a stroll earlier in the day to the linden grove.

Prince Xavier came forward to face the lone beast.

‘You forget your place, Prince Xavier,’ said the one-eyed beast. ‘Trasimene’s king still lives, as does its princess, despite your best efforts to be rid of them.’

‘I will silence that lying tongue, monster, ere the night is over!’ said Prince Xavier.

‘Caspar the Cruel is no more. His lieutenant, Godric the Pitiless, has fallen,’ said the one-eyed beast. ‘Your secret alliance with the tyrants who betrayed the kingdom of the Black Mountain is dead.’

‘Nobody believes your lies, monster,’ said Prince Xavier.

‘Prince Melchior speaks the truth,’ said Princess Beatrice, removing her helmet and riding out from behind Lord Moncrieffe where she had been waiting in the ranks, attired inconspicuously in the same armour as the other knights of Trasimene.

Prince Xavier stared at the princess.

‘Prince Melchior speaks the truth,’ repeated Princess Beatrice. ‘Prince Melchior had entrusted his kingdom’s jewel to us for safekeeping. The kingdom of the Black Mountain is no longer under the murderous reign of Prince Caspar and Lord Godric, and the jewel has been returned to Prince Melchior, its rightful sovereign. He has come to Trasimene to offer his aid and support against those who would seek to harm and enslave us under a false flag of friendship. Your treachery is known, Prince Xavier. You said once, and rightly, that you were not your father. Your father, King Arnulf, was openly ruthless, villainous and cruel, while you hide behind a goodly facade all the evil that is in your heart. Your deeds have shown you to be worse than your father. But you will answer for your crimes—for your conspiracy with Prince Caspar to conquer Trasimene, for all the plotting and destruction and blood split by your hand and at your direction. If you agree to surrender peacefully, you may be assured of a safe passage to your trial. Prince Melchior has agreed that the same courtesy will be extended to your troops. What say you, prince?’

Prince Xavier raised his sword arm, slowly and deliberately. Up on the rampart, his captain, Renaud, disguised as one of the Trasimenean archers, pushed aside the king’s guard and slayed Lord Trecombe who had stepped into his path to try to stop him, and seized King Theobald, aiming the point of his sword at the king’s throat. 

‘Now we can discuss terms,’ said Prince Xavier.

Witnessing their king imperilled, a wave of stunned outrage and anger awakened in the troops loyal to Trasimene. A wary defensiveness answered in rippling countercurrents across Prince Xavier’s men. The allied army fractured in half, bristling and rattling, barely curbed from spilling their indignation: the Trasimenean troops did not dare make a precipitous move, fearing for their king’s life; the Ossaian soldiers awaited the command from their prince, daring not to enrage him with a premature charge.

‘Well, my love?’ said Prince Xavier.

Princess Beatrice held up her bow tightly drawn at the prince, with an arrow pointed at his heart.

Prince Xavier waited, showing no fear. His malice and resentment and power breathed like a predator in the darkness. He did not believe he could lose.

‘Beatrice,’ said Prince Melchior.

The princess looked into the dark glowing eye of the beast, then turned away. A moment later, the arrow flew swiftly out from her bow, arcing high into the air, over the heads of both armies, and straight into Renaud’s heart. Renaud dropped his sword, releasing the king, and clutched at his chest, turning ashen as he crumbled to his feet. 

‘There is my answer,’ said the princess. 

She then raised her bow straight and high into the air in a signal for her knights to charge, and rode forth to lead the way, sword aimed at Prince Xavier, crying out: ‘For King Theobald! For Trasimene!’

Her army obeyed, surging forward and crashing through the dense masses of the Ossaian troops with a terrible roar.

Above the clamour of the first clash of battle, horrified cries pierced and rose to the sky. Up on the rampart, the dying Renaud had crawled forward on his knees and, with his last expiring breath, pushed King Theobald forward towards the battlements. The king’s guard had rushed to help their king but they were too late. The king had tottered, grasping for a hold on the stone battlements, his hands meeting only empty air, and he had fallen from the citadel wall. 

As the cries spread to the thick of battle on the plain and multiplied in distress and despair, a shadow crossed the moon.

The king’s plunge to certain death was halted by a swoosh of wings as Prince Melchior flew up and caught the king and carried him to safety. His flight was followed by the sound of many powerful wings beating the air: the stone gargoyles from the castle and the abbey and the forest had awakened and joined the battle.

The unexpected arrival of the gargoyle allies and the rescue of the king emboldened the regiments of Trasimene, renewing the stoutness of their hearts and the vigour of their attack on the enemy Ossaia. 

The battle raged fiercely on. The knights and footsoldiers of Trasimene hacked and plowed diligently through the ranks of the enemy hordes who spared no niceties in meeting their rage. The seething mass of two violent armies swayed back and forth in successive offensives and counter-attacks. Between alternating interludes of arrows and burning projectiles raining from the city walls and formations of unmounted detachments, charging and retreating and unfurling like a rosebud and then swinging around to charge again with the full might of the advancing flanks of knights led by Princess Beatrice and her generals, the gargoyles of the Black Mountain swarmed above in the night sky, descending in deadly force, exhaling waves of flame and and scorching all between the ground and air with their fiery breaths, slicing through necks with their scimitar-like talons, and lifting hapless victims up into the air to a great height and dropping them or tearing them to shreds with their clawed feet.

The Trasimenean army pressed hard and the Ossaian forces fell back, confused and cut down in panic by the shifting formations and manoeuvres of the Trasimenean troops coming at them from different directions as if its numbers had doubled in size in the night.

And then, through the cacophony of the battle, came the call of a battle horn, followed by a quaking of the earth and a sight which chilled the blood of the Ossaian troops—the vast hidden forces of Trasimene led by the Lords Peregrine and Falconridge appeared on the moonlit horizon, surrounding the plain, and came thundering towards them.

Before the break of dawn, the tide of the battle turned clearly in the favour of Trasimene and the gargoyles from the Black Mountain. What was left of the Ossaian army crumbled, fled or begged for mercy. Carnage matted the plain and blood soaked deep into the earth. 

When the din of battle finally ceased, the victors turned to gather the vanquished, tend to the wounded, and to count and bury the dead.

Prince Xavier was brought before King Theobald. He refused to kneel or to surrender or concede defeat. 

‘Your defeat was clear from the moment my daughter unseated you from your horse,’ said King Theobald. ‘The day of reckoning is at hand. Ossaia is no more. You and your followers will nevermore menace these lands.’

Incandescent with hate, blazing with wilful fury, Prince Xavier spat out foul curses—cursing men and gargoyles and heaven and hell and most especially Princess Beatrice—until he was taken away.

King Theobald turned to thank the gargoyle who stood beside him.

‘We owe a great debt to you this day, Prince Melchior,’ said the king. ‘You have shown us what true friendship means.’

Prince Melchior bowed.

‘I am here today in repayment of a debt to your daughter, your Majesty,’ said Prince Melchior. ‘Where is the princess?’

‘Beatrice is with the apothecary, Prospero, and the nuns, seeing to the wounded, human and gargoyle,’ said the king.

‘Of course,’ said Prince Melchior.

‘Will you join me, prince? There is much to discuss,’ said the king.

‘The sun is about to rise, your Majesty. I must see to my own people,’ said Prince Melchior.

‘Ah, the dawn of a new day,’ said the king. ‘Until night falls then, prince. Give my thanks to your people, their rest has been valiantly won. We will speak anon.’

When the sun set again over the kingdom, the gargoyles descended from their stone perches and alighted in the great hall to meet King Theobald and the assembled royal court. 

As the king had promised, matters of grave import to the kingdoms of Trasimene and the Black Mountain were discussed and decided.

It was a productive assembly and soon the king invited his guests to adjourn and join him for supper. The king’s invitation was cordially accepted.

‘Will the princess be joining us?’ asked Prince Melchior.

‘Beatrice sends her apologies. She is kept busy in the infirmary and will be leaving on the morrow with the nuns on another mission of mercy,’ said the king.

‘The kingdom must be proud of its princess,’ said Prince Melchior.

‘Yes,’ said the king. ‘She holds its heart more tenderly than her own.’
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When Darkness Falls
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In the aftermath of the battle, there were many matters for King Theobald and his subjects to attend to in the administration of justice, the commemoration of the fallen, and the repair and rebuilding of the kingdom. To celebrate the victory and to thank the kingdom and its friends and allies, the king announced a great banquet and issued an invitation to all in the land.

There was great enjoyment of the festivities at the royal banquet by humans and gargoyles alike. Any lingering mutual suspicion which had not been allayed by the fellowship forged on the battlefield faded and melted away in the genial close contact, goodwill and shared revelry of the evening. The merriment and feasting spilled out from the castle and into the capital’s streets, and lasted from dusk till dawn.

Prince Melchior had been the royal banquet’s guest of honour at the invitation of the king. He sat at the king’s table and conducted himself with respectful and unassuming dignity among his host and fellow guests.

Princess Beatrice made a brief appearance at the royal banquet just before the king’s toast. She had been travelling across the land as an emissary from the king to his people to help heal the woes and damage wrecked by Prince Xavier’s reign. The princess’ appearance was the first occasion in what seemed like a long while since the kingdom had last seen its princess, and she was met with warmth and cheer across the great hall and castle grounds. She graciously greeted friends and guests, conscientious in ensuring that she had shaken everyone by the hand. She kissed her father, exchanging a few whispered words with the king, and courteously greeted and welcomed his guest of honour. Then she begged to take her leave.

‘So soon, Beatrice!’ exclaimed the king.

‘I have done my duty, father, and I have stolen enough cakes to last me for the night,’ said the princess. 

‘Beatrice, you will be queen one day. It is your duty to stay,’ said the king.

‘Not for a long time yet, I hope, father,’ said the princess. ‘I set out again on the morrow at first light for the western villages.’

‘Beatrice,’ sighed the king.

‘Good night, father,’ said the princess. ‘Good night, Prince Melchior. Once again, thank you.’

Prince Melchior bowed.

––––––––
[image: image]


IN THE DEEPEST HOUR of the night, in the darkness before the coming of the dawn, a cloaked figure slipped out from the castle and headed down the cover of the cloisters towards the abbey of Ermengard. At the yew avenue on the southern approach to the abbey, the figure suddenly stopped and listened. In the stillness of the night, she heard the crack of stone.

There was a gargoyle looking down at her from the ledge of the chapel windows, crouched on his stone pedestal in the mottled shadows of the flying buttresses. His left eye glowed dark in the night.

‘Princess,’ said the gargoyle.

‘You should still be at the banquet, Prince Melchior,’ said the princess. ‘You are missing the continuing festivities.’

‘As are you,’ said the gargoyle.

‘You are the king’s guest of honour,’ said the princess.

‘You are the kingdom’s future queen,’ said the gargoyle.

‘I have come to visit my sisters’ tombs,’ said the princess.

‘Do you prefer the company of the dead to the living?’ said the gargoyle.

The princess did not respond.

‘Why do you shun the company of your friends and subjects and, most particularly, that of your father?’ asked the gargoyle. 

‘I cannot become queen,’ said the princess. ‘I cannot be entrusted with the governance of the kingdom. I cannot.’

‘You doubt yourself,’ said the gargoyle.

‘You were there when I put my father and the kingdom at risk. You bore witness. I am ashamed,’ said the princess. 

‘If that is what I bore witness to on the night of the battle, then yes, Beatrice, you are covered with shame,’ said the gargoyle.

‘I cannot become queen,’ repeated the princess. ‘I am not fit to rule.’

‘It is not the only reason you are running away,’ said the gargoyle.

‘I am not running away,’ said the princess.

‘These diplomatic journeys,’ said the gargoyle. ‘The missions of mercy.’

‘They began as penance for the shame of endangering my father’s life,’ said the princess. ‘But then it was no longer penance. I feel ashamed but also a strange exhilaration. I am seeing the world, Melchior.’

‘In all your wanderings, there is a place you have neglected,’ said the gargoyle.

‘Where is that?’ asked the princess.

‘The Black Mountain,’ said the gargoyle.

‘I go where I am needed,’ said the princess.

‘Trasimene will one day need a good queen who serves its people as well as its princess has,’ said the gargoyle.

‘My sisters would have made good queens,’ said the princess. ‘I am the recalcitrant one.’

‘You certainly are,’ said the gargoyle.

‘I do not need to rule to be of service,’ said the princess.

‘I think when the day comes you will do what is best for the kingdom,’ said the gargoyle. ‘You will do your duty.’

‘Yes,’ sighed the princess.

‘Will you ever return to visit the Black Mountain?’ asked Prince Melchior.

‘Perhaps. If there is a need for it,’ said the princess.

‘You will need a guide,’ said the gargoyle. ‘You will not know the way.

‘I can find my way back into the kingdom of Black Mountain,’ said the princess. ‘I remember the way.’

‘This time, when you enter the Black Mountain kingdom, you will be welcomed in through the front gates,’ said the gargoyle.

‘Oh,’ said the princess. ‘I am certain that it would be a wondrous sight, restored to the beloved home it was before evil came into it.’

‘I hope so. I will strive to make it so,’ said the gargoyle. ‘I never appreciated it until I came to realise that it could be lost.’

‘Yes, there are a great many precious things beneath the sun,’ said the princess.

‘One day, you will find yourself tired of your journeys and wanderings and long for the life and the things you left behind,’ said the gargoyle.

‘What do you know of the yearnings of a human heart—for unseen things—for a life beyond one’s allotment?’ said the princess. ‘You have seen far more of the world than any human will ever see. You have wings. You sit high up above on the rooftops and towers and soar across the skies, looking down upon the plodding human creatures below.’

‘No sky is as high, no ocean as deep, no plain as wide, no night as dark or day as bright, as the human heart,’ said the gargoyle.

‘Not even a gargoyle’s heart?’ asked the princess.

‘Gargoyles are immortal. We watch the world fade. We do not fear time nor cherish it in the way humans do. My late cousin Balthazar used to envy the splendour of humans and their mortal lives. Humans manage to cram so much into a brief, frail existence, a few finite heartbeats,’ said the gargoyle.

‘Some, perhaps, do. Most are quite ordinary and sorrowful, especially at the end,’ said the princess. ‘I wish I had wings.’

‘Will a friend’s do?’ said the gargoyle.

Princess Beatrice stared at Prince Melchior.

‘You wore the jewel of the Black Mountain for three years against your heart. It heard your heart’s murmurings. It knows you,’ said the gargoyle.

He shifted and flexed his wings and, with a half beat, he launched himself into the air. He circled the night sky above the princess’ head thrice and glided back down to stand before her.

‘Oh,’ said the princess finally.

‘Do you wish to fly, Beatrice?’ said Prince Melchior, extending his hand.
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A NIGHT WATCHMAN HURRIED down the abbey cloisters, holding out a lantern in one hand to light his way and pulling on his coat against the chill night air with his other hand. He had stayed too long at the royal banquet, enjoying the revelries, and was late to his shift. 

As he turned a corner into the garth, he thought he saw something flickering in the moonlight. The night watchman raised his lantern to shine the light about the quadrangle and into all its dim corners, but all was still. Then, once again, he felt a flickering shadow pass over him. The night watchman looked up into the darkness. For a moment there was nothing, only the soft constant gleam of the moon and the expanse of night without stars. The night watchman sighed. He had drunk too much good ale this night. 

Then came another flicker. He looked up again. 

A shadow flew across the face of the moon. 

The night watchman blinked. He had witnessed many wonders these recent days to be much surprised anymore, but he thought he had just seen the silhouette of a two headed gargoyle flying across a starless night sky. 

The night watchman blinked several times more and rubbed his eyes. He had certainly drunk far too much good ale. He lowered his lantern and returned to his watch.
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‘DID PRINCESS BEATRICE become queen?’ asked the dairy maid.

‘Did Princess Beatrice marry Prince Melchior?’ asked the washerwoman’s niece.

‘What happened to Prince Xavier?’ asked the candlestick maker’s young assistant.  
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WHEN KING THEOBALD’S knights and soldiers entered the kingdom of Ossaia and were clearing out its stronghold and freeing all the captives forced into slavery by Ossaia, they discovered that King Arnulf had been dead for a very long time. The old king’s body had been buried in an unmarked grave. King Arnulf’s death had been kept hidden by Prince Xavier to maintain his royal authority and the secrecy of his conspiring with Prince Caspar for the thrones of the kingdoms of Trasimene and the Black Mountain, and, more importantly, to hide his hand in his father’s murder which had come of his impatience for King Arnulf’s crown.

Prince Xavier was stripped of all his titles, lands and possessions. He was tried and found guilty of a long list of charges. In deference to the manifold grievances suffered by the gargoyles at Prince Xavier’s behest, and for the help and friendship extended by the gargoyles to the kingdom of Trasimene in its hour of need, King Theobald offered the prisoner to the Black Mountain kingdom for the passing of his sentence.

The erstwhile Prince Xavier of Ossaia was spared the executioner’s block. He spent the remainder of his days upright in an sparse field as a stone scarecrow, scowling fixedly at the sun and the taunts of disrespectful young children and the curious birds that came to rest on his stone crown and shoulders. His transformation to stone was irreversible. Unlike the gargoyles, he could never return to human form. His henchmen were sentenced to banishment from all the lands surrounding the Black Mountain and given the warning that they would share his fate upon the moment they chose to abandon their exile.

As for the princess and the gargoyle...

Princess Beatrice and Prince Melchior remained friends for the rest of their days, and the lands and kingdoms which came under their protection enjoyed friendship and contentment and peace from dawn until dusk until dawn again for ever after. 
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‘BUT,’ SAID THE WEAVER’S grandchild.

‘The rest is up to your imagination,’ said the school mistress.

‘But,’ said the butcher’s boy.

‘Or you could go down to the village library and look up the story in the history books,’ said the school mistress.

‘But,’ said the cowherd’s niece.

‘Or you could visit the abbey of Ermengard,’ said the school mistress. ‘And wait until dusk to watch for the skies.’
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The End
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Thank You for Reading
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Thank you for reading.
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A discussion guide for reading groups and book clubs has been included to help make sharing this book with friends and family and other children a fun, interactive reading experience.
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If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review at Goodreads:

Goodreads:

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/36063458-the-princess-and-the-gargoyle?from_search=true
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Discussion Guide for Reading Groups and Book Clubs
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Here are some suggested questions to help guide discussion for reading groups and book clubs:
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1) WHO IS YOUR FAVOURITE character in the story? Why do you like this character?
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2) WHO IS YOUR LEAST favourite character in the story? Why do you dislike the character?
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3) WHAT IS YOUR FAVOURITE scene in the story? Why?
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4) FROM A YOUNG AGE, Beatrice has been considered naughty, wayward, reckless, troublesome, and chaos-ridden. Do you agree with this assessment? Why or why not?
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5) BEATRICE IS THE youngest of the three princesses and has been given the appellation of the Recalcitrant One. How does she develop throughout the story? (Hint: has her character changed or merely the impressions of her held by others?)
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6) CRISTABEL NOTES that ‘Nothing has ever stopped Beatrice from doing what she thought was right’. How has Beatrice demonstrated this independent, conscientious sense of personal responsibility in contrast to other characters in the story?

7) Beatrice meets the royal cousins, Caspar and Melchior, in quick succession and forms a different impression of each. Why do you think Beatrice trusts Melchior and considers him ‘good’ despite his fearsome appearance, in contrast to Caspar?
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8) THE THREE PRINCESSES and Melchior and Prince Xavier all mention doing their ‘duty’ and doing what is ‘right’. Do they mean the same thing? How have they each demonstrated this in the story?
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9) BEATRICE MAKES MANY friends in the story. What qualities do you think Beatrice embodies that earns her their friendship?
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10) BEATRICE STATES that ‘Many things have been said about me, but that does not mean that they are true’. Similarly, Melchior asks ‘Do you believe all the tales told about me—especially the ones spread by Ossaia?’ Have you ever faced a similar situation? How did you deal with it?
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11) WHAT THEMES AND motifs do you recognise in the story? (Hint: fire, animals, the number three, certain colours, fairness of trials, the composition of the royal guard and various members of the royal household of Trasimene.)
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12) WHAT ROLE DO ANIMALS play in the story? (Hint: compare and contrast Midnight, Thunderbolt and Lemondrop to the ortolans and the red fox and field mouse.)
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13) THE ABBESS TELLS Beatrice: ‘Honour is purchased by the deeds we do.’ How has Beatrice and the other characters in the story demonstrated this? (Note: can you find the identity of the English playwright who originally wrote the words spoken by the abbess?)
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14) DO YOU THINK THAT the jewel of the Black Mountain saved the kingdom of Trasimene? Why or why not?
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15) MELCHIOR TELLS BEATRICE that the jewel of the Black Mountain recognises good qualities such as kindness, valour, and purity of heart. What other qualities does Beatrice possess? What qualities do the other possessors of the jewel (such as Melchior, his cousin Balthazar, and his uncle King Eldred) possess? Do you think these qualities are good or bad?
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16) SEVERAL BATTLES feature in the story. How many can you list and how do you think they were won? (Hint: not all of the battles involved bloodshed.)
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17) CONSIDER THE SUBPLOT involving Liam and Lord Peregrine’s son, Edmund, and Lord Mowbray’s son: compare and contrast the development of their characters.
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18) DARKNESS, NIGHT, and the colour black feature prominently in the story. What do you think they represent?
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19) WHAT DO YOU THINK the story says about appearances and the nature of evil? (Hint: refer to the speech that Beatrice gives just before the final battle between Trasimene and Ossaia in which she unveils the true character of Prince Xavier to the kingdom.)
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20) FOLLOWING THE FINAL battle between Trasimene and Ossaia, Beatrice increasingly doubts her fitness to rule. Do you agree? What do you think are the qualities of a good king / queen / leader?
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21) THE MILL OWNER’S daughter asked: ‘So Melchior and Beatrice were actually friends?’ How did Melchior and Beatrice show their friendship towards each other? What do you think are the qualities of a good friend?
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22) IF YOU WERE TO WRITE an epilogue to this story, how would you end it?
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23) BONUS QUESTION: the name of the kingdom of Trasimene, and some of Beatrice’s exploits, borrow from historical fact. Can you find the story of the famous Carthaginian general who changed the face of history?
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Author’s Note
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Mythical creatures such as the unicorn (traditionally seen as a symbol of purity and innocence) were popular subjects used in European art and literature. The hunt for the unicorn was a common theme in late medieval and renaissance works of art and literature. The tapestry that the young Princess Beatrice defiles is based on The Hunt of the Unicorn, a series of seven tapestries dating from between 1495 and 1505, now in The Cloisters in New York. The tapestries depict a group of noblemen and hunters in pursuit of and capturing a unicorn:

(1) The Start of the Hunt

(2) The Unicorn at the Fountain

(3) The Unicorn Attacked

(4) The Unicorn Defending Himself

(5) The Unicorn is captured by the Virgin

(6) The Unicorn Killed and Brought to the Castle

(7) The Unicorn in Captivity.
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VARIOUS CHARACTER NAMES find their namesakes in the pages of European history. There is nothing subtle or symbolic in these choices aside from the lovely flavour of antiquity which their names impart.
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THE ROYAL GARGOYLE cousins of the kingdom of the Black Mountain share their names with the three magi who bore gifts to the baby Jesus in Bethlehem. Nothing untoward is suggested about Caspar by giving his name to the villainous cousin in this fairy tale.
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THE ORTOLAN, OR ORTOLAN bunting (Emberiza hortulana) is a bird in the bunting family. For centuries, the eating of the ortolan was a rite of passage for French gourmets. (In the classic 1944 French novella Gigi by Colette, the title character is taught by her Aunt Alicia the proper way to eat ortolans.) The tiny birds were captured alive in nets and then kept in covered cages or boxes. This ‘artificial night’ caused the birds to gorge themselves on grain until they doubled in bulk. After this force-feeding, the birds were drowned in Armagnac, then roasted whole and plucked. The roasted ortolan was placed feet first into the diner’s mouth while holding onto the bird’s head, and eaten whole, bones and all. Traditionally, the diner would cover their head and face with a linen napkin while consuming the ortolan. Some claim the purpose of this was to preserve the precious aromas while others believe it was to hide the shame of such an act from God’s eyes.
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‘HONOUR IS PURCHASED by the deeds we do.’ The Mother Superior of Ermengard Abbey owes these words of wisdom to the English playwright and poet of the Elizabethan era, Christopher Marlowe.
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THE YOUNG PRINCESS Beatrice reminds me of the Jesuit maxim (variously attributed to Saint Ignatius of Loyola, Saint Francis Xavier, and Aristotle) which states ‘Give me the child before seven and I will give you the man.’ Or woman, as the case may be.

––––––––
[image: image]


ANYONE WHO HAS STUDIED or holds an interest in the Second Punic War will recognise the name Trasimene and the other names scattered throughout this fairy tale as taking inspiration from the story of the Carthaginian general Hannibal Barca and his great victory over the Roman forces in the Battle of Lake Trasimene (24 June 217 BC), considered the largest ambush in military history, and the second of his three famous history-changing victories over the Romans (the other two being at Trebbia and Cannae). Folklore states that the blood from the terrible massacre at the Battle of Lake Trasimene filled the waters for over three days and led to a small stream feeding the lake being renamed Sanguineto (‘Blood River’). In the vicinity of Lake Trasimene, there are further areas that retain a particular meaning, including Ossaia (‘Charnel House, Place of Bones’), and Piegaro (‘Subdued Place’).
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HANNIBAL, REGARDED as one of the greatest military strategists in history and one of the greatest generals of Mediterranean antiquity, ran rings around the Romans during the Second Punic War. His shenanigans at Lake Trasimene (and later, devastatingly at Cannae, regarded as one of the greatest tactical feats in military history and one of the worst defeats in Roman history) were responsible for the phrase ‘barbarians at the gates’ becoming quite the vogue in Roman circles—it was purportedly a cry of horrified terror taken up by the panicked Roman civilian population at the (previously unthinkable) prospect of Hannibal’s armies marching on Rome after his decisive victory at Lake Trasimene brought him to the gates of the city state. Many of the military strategies and ruses employed by Princess Beatrice in the Piegaro Valley echo those used by Hannibal in his battles with the Romans during the Second Punic War.
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THE LATIN PHRASE ‘AUT inveniam viam aut faciam’ (translated as ‘I shall either find a way or make one’) has been attributed to Hannibal; supposedly being his response to his generals when they told him it was impossible to cross the Alps by elephant.
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I LIKE TO THINK THAT Princess Beatrice and her sisters have something of Hannibal’s spirit in them, as well as of the brave, daring and ingenious heroes and heroines in the tales in One Thousand and One Nights, the wily Odysseus from Homer’s The Odyssey, and the figures in classical Chinese mythology such as Nezha (the lotus root child deity) and Sun Wukong (Monkey) who, each in their own youth, single-handedly wrecked havoc between Earth and the heavens. 
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PRINCESS BEATRICE’S trick in creating the illusion of an army hiding behind a hill to fool the winged beasts is based on a commonly used military ruse relayed in Chinese folklore tales and one of many famous stratagems recorded in the classic Chinese historical text, The Romance of the Three Kingdoms. Princess Beatrice might well have been studying the military stratagems of the legendary military adviser and strategist, Zhuge Liang, in the archaic volumes housed in the royal library of Trasimene. And perhaps also of the 5th or 6th century BC military treatise, dating from the Spring and Autumn period, The Art of War by Sun Tzu (which technically was first introduced to Europe in 1772 by a French Jesuit priest living in China, Joseph Amiot, who made an attempt at a French translation—but let us set that timing aside for the purposes of this tale). The ancient treatise contained such pearls as: ‘Thus it is that in war the victorious strategist only seeks battle after the victory has been won, whereas he who is destined to defeat first fights and afterwards looks for victory’ and ‘The onrush of a conquering force is like the bursting of pent-up waters into a chasm a thousand fathoms deep’ and ‘Let your plans be dark and impenetrable as night, and when you move, fall like a thunderbolt’.
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FINALLY, THE SECRET council of the linden grove: it is true that the secret councils of war held by Princess Beatrice (instigated by her sister Princess Cristabel before her death) in the linden grove smack of coup d’etat and would have been difficult, as a practical matter, to pull off. However, in their defence, both princesses were heiresses to the throne of Trasimene and had joint royal authority ceded by their father, King Theobald, as well as his general tacit approval and specific ratification for their orders and actions (albeit generally after the fact). In addition, they were motivated by a desire to support and protect their father, the king, not to overthrow him. Most importantly, this is a fairy tale, and therefore issues of chain of command, absolute primogeniture, various otherwise pertinent legal and political concepts and customs pertaining to feudal states, and other related implausibilities, hold little sway and should appropriately be set aside for the duration.
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