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Beauty and the Beast (Faerie Tale Collection)

“Jenni James takes this well loved faerie tale and gives it a paranormal twist. Very well written and hard to put down, even on my cruise vacation where I had plenty to do. Looking forward to others in Jenni's Faerie Tale series. A great escape!”

—Amazon reviewer, 5-star review

 

The Frog Prince (Faerie Tale Collection)

“…this story provides a fun twist on the original fairy tale. The prince deliberately lets himself be turned into a frog to find out whether his betrothed is the spoiled child he believes -- boy is he in for a surprise.”

—Katharina, Amazon 5-star review

 

Snow White (Faerie Tale Collection)

“A perfect retelling of Snow White…. I have read all Jenni James Faerie tale books and all are good and well written. And so far Snow White is my favorite. Jenni's version is excellent, staying true the main story. Instead of the seven dwarfs, there are the seven faeries which have names that are significant to the story.

—Dee, Amazon 5-star review

 

“A Snow White you will LOVE!!”

—Kathy Jo, Amazon 5-star review

 

Cinderella (Faerie Tale Collection)

“I have read most of Jenni James' fairy tale books and this is my favorite!”

—Amazon 5-star review

 

“I absolutely LOVE the re-envisioned Faerie Tales that Ms Jenni James writes!!! I am amazed at how she keeps every story true to form but definitely adds her own twist!!!! Cinderella is by far my favorite to date!!! You will find yourself falling in love with the prince right along with our kind and lovely Ella..... The depth of the characters and the way the story flows carries you right along from beginning to end!!! An absolute MUST for every Faerie Tale lover!!!!”

—Wendy, Amazon 5-star review
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This book is dedicated to Chloe, my tangled princess—one whose hair I am so grateful is not forty feet long!
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“RAPUNZEL, RAPUNZEL, LET DOWN your hair, that I may climb your golden stair!”

The twelve-year-old girl giggled as she looked down from the fairy house her father, the king, had the gardeners build for her on her eighth birthday. The small home was high in the tree so she could feel like she was flying, just like a fairy. There were two ladders made of rope that led up to the charming wooden abode, but Prince Jonathan liked to tease her. Her hair reached past her feet, and he would say that if she braided it and hung it over the edge, he could climb it instead of the ladders.

“Never! Come up like a true gentleman, or do not come up at all!” she called down to him.

“You are such a spoilsport.” He grinned as he clutched the nearest rope and began to climb up.

“’Tis a good thing you decided to show yourself. I have pastries from Cook up here.” She taunted him with one as she took a large bite, crumbs tumbling to the ground past him. Some even landed on his head, putting chunks of white in his brown hair.

“Princess Rapunzel, I will now eat two for such boorish behavior,” he called up.

“With as slow as you are, they will be all gone before you get here.” She took another bite and quickly ducked inside when he increased his speed up the fifteen rungs or so of the ladder. Opening the small door to the house, she beamed a smile at him as he climbed onto the porch. “Welcome!”

“Ha!” Jonathan brushed his hands upon his trousers. “So, where is mine?” he asked as he looked pointedly at the pastry in her hand.

“Right here.” She took another bite and then giggled when he chased her inside the little place. It was about six feet by eight feet. It had just enough room for two small chairs and a table, a fine old rug, and a collection of older pillows. On the table was the basket with the pastries.

He dug in and began chewing on one while holding up another. “See?” he said around a mouthful. “They are both mine. You cannot claim them.”

“I can, if you continue to drop as many crumbs as this upon my newly cleaned floor!”

“You sound like a fishwife!” He took another bite and plopped down on a cozy section of pillows.

“Me? A fishwife?” She pretended to act scandalized as she sat down next to him, her white skirts spread prettily around her.

“Whot?” He grinned. “Do you not think royalty can act like commoners, then?”

She rolled her eyes. “I do not think the two should ever be compared.”

“Fine.” In an odd moment of seriousness, he straightened his features and said, “Forgive me.”

She waited for the coming quip. Something about him being mistaken—she was not a fishwife, she was more of an ogre—but it never came. Her smile fell and she leaned back, looking into his darkened eyes. “What is it, Jonathan? Is something wrong?”

He shook his head slightly and sighed. “When is anything wrong with me?” He did not look away.

“Never. You are always in perfect spirits.”

“Precisely. So why do you assume something is bothering me now?”

“What is it? Tell me, please.”

He blinked and looked away.

“Jonathan?”

“Would you like another pastry?” he asked.

“No. I would like you to speak to me. Jonathan, ’tis not fair. I share all my secrets with you.”

His gaze met hers and he stared at her for what felt like several minutes. She waited. For once in her chattering existence, she wanted to know, really know, what he had to say. And she did not dare ruin the moment by speaking over him.

Finally, she was rewarded for her persistence.

“I have to go away to school.”

“What?” She felt as though a load of rocks had fallen upon her chest. “When? Why? For how long?”

“I have one week before I am sent off.”

“Jonathan!” She reached for his hand, something she had never done before. She could not bear losing him.

He squeezed her fingers. “I had to come and tell you. I made Father bring us here so I could say good-bye properly.”

“How long will you be gone?”

He looked away then. “I do not know, exactly. It could be years before I see you again.”

She shook her head. “No. No! What about my coming-out ball? You promised me you would be there!”

He glanced back and chuckled. Reaching up, he brushed a lock of her long hair out of her face. “Rapunzel, that is years away. You are only twelve, and I am merely thirteen. It will be fine.”

“Will you be back once I turn sixteen, then? Do you give your word you will dance with me?”

“I hope so.”

Hope. He could only hope. Possibly four years without him? Without his laughter? His wisdom? His larks? What would she do without him?

“You are crying. You cannot cry,” he said gently. “It is good for me to go away to school.”

“No. I wish you to remain stupid and stubborn and all things horrid so that I may have you near me!”

“Listen to yourself. You do not mean it!”

She brushed at the tears. “You are correct. I cannot mean it. I wish you the best. I always have. I guess I should have realized they would send you away sooner or later. I just did not think about it.”

“I wish I could stay, or take you with me. But I cannot.”

They had been playmates and the best of friends since she was four and he nearly five. They had been inseparable and visited one another as much as possible. They had long wondered if there was some sort of understanding between the two royal families when it came to them, if they were betrothed to one another. But neither of them cared; there was no one else they would wish to be with anyway.

“I have something for you,” he said. “Something to remember me by.”

She did not want a token—she wanted him. But when he pulled out a pretty gold chain with a sapphire butterfly pendant, she gasped. “It is beautiful.”

“Come here so I can put it around you.”

She turned, scooted closer, and held up her long hair. She felt his hands secure the necklace in place.

“Rapunzel?” he asked as she released the mass of curls.

“Yes?”

“We have often wondered if our parents planned for us to marry. And I know this is very sudden and soon . . .” His voice trailed off.

She turned slowly toward him, her heart beginning to lighten and beat strangely within her. “What are you saying?”

He gulped and closed his eyes. “Will you wait for me?”

“Of course.”

“Truly?” He peeked one eye open.

“Yes, I will wait for you.”

A huge burst of air released from him, and he smiled. “Good.”

She grinned. “Good.”

All at once, he leaned forward and kissed her swiftly upon the lips before jumping up. He dashed out of the little house and worked his way down the ladder.

She touched her mouth, marveling at the tingly way her lips felt, before leaping to her own feet and leaning out the window.

He was already to the ground when she called out.

“Jonathan, don’t you dare forget me! You better come back—do you hear?”

He looked up at her. “Even if you were a thousand miles away from here, I would still come back for you. I would find you. You have the Balligryn pendant, after all. And I cannot become king without it!”

“Wait. What?” She held the necklace out. “This?”

He grinned. “Do not ever lose it. My father would slay me.”

And then he ran away, Rapunzel’s heart twisting and jolting and beating like it never had before.
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ON HER SIXTEENTH BITHDAY, Rapunzel was out riding, racing the wind, on Bella, her favorite horse. Tomorrow was her coming-out ball—finally. She grinned as she loosened the reins and allowed the beast to run full tilt. Her long hair was wrapped multiple times around itself, the heavy mass lumping against her back, but she didn’t care—it was worth the headache to feel like she was flying.

She knew this field well. It was an old friend of hers, and Bella was such a great sprinter. Rapunzel closed her eyes for a bit and just relished the perfectness of the day. Goodness, she felt nearly old enough to be a woman now. So many things had happened to her, so many handsome beaus to tempt her into smiling at them all. So many dances to accept. Tomorrow was her day, her glorious chance to show the world just who she was and let them know it was time for her to be taken seriously.

After the ride, she brought the horse back to the stables and jumped off. Her hand instinctively reached for the butterfly pendant near her heart. It was still there. She gave a quick prayer of relief that she did not lose it, as she always did, and then scampered into the house.

Immediately upon entering through the side door, she was met by Lottie, her maid. Agitated and wringing her hands the older girl approached.

“What is it?” Rapunzel unbuttoned her riding gloves from about her wrists and slipped them off as she began to climb the servants’ stairs up to her rooms. “Whatever has put you in such a state?”

“Their majesties request your attendance immediately in the throne room,” said the maid as she began to follow her up the steps.

Rapunzel paused in the cramped stone area and looked down at her. “The throne room? Why ever for?”

Lottie shook her head, and then those dark eyes locked with Rapunzel’s for a moment.

“What is it? What will you not tell me?”

She shook her head again. “Just hurry, please. And be sure to dress appropriately.”

“Appropriately? Good heavens!” Rapunzel grumbled under her breath as she climbed the last of the steps and opened the door leading to the elaborate family wing. She was going to have to bathe first and then put on her court attire. Ugh. They must have visitors. She rushed down the hall to her chambers with a frown upon her lips. But why summon her? It made no sense.

As she opened her door, her heart jolted and then suddenly sprang to life. “Of course!” She spun around just as the maid entered behind her. “Jonathan has come! He made it! He made it in time for my birthday. I knew he would. I knew it.” She did not wait to hear Lottie’s response. Instead, she rushed into the bathing room and giggled.

Twenty minutes later, primped, curled to perfection, and looking simply dazzling in her ruffled peach satin and cream lace, Rapunzel entered the grand throne room and elegantly curtsied before her mother and father.

Her smile was wide as she arose, but then quickly dimmed when she realized Jonathan was not there.

“Rapunzel, at last!” her mother exclaimed from her opulent seat. “Come forth, my dear, and meet our guest, Lady Vactryne.”

Her mother’s smile was too bright, her looks too eager as she beckoned a woman from the shadows. Something was wrong. Rapunzel glanced at her father. He immediately looked away.

What was this about?

Taking a couple of steps to the right, toward the awaiting guest, Rapunzel curtsied again, this time much deeper, allowing her mind to sort through the confusion and stress she could feel mounting in the room. As she raised her head, she met the gaze of the intense woman standing before her. Lavishly bedecked in purple velvets and silks, the woman was tall and angular—her sharp eyes were beautifully made up, but crisp and spiteful.

A shudder ran down Rapunzel’s spine.

“So this is your daughter, the princess?” The woman smirked and then said, “She is very lovely.”

Rapunzel glanced at her father again. Still, he would not meet her eyes.

The queen tittered nervously. “Yes, thank you, Lady Vactryne, she is.”

She walked closer to Rapunzel. “And you have named her after the plant you stole from me?” An unexpected cackle arose from the stranger’s throat.

“Y—yes,” her father replied, clearly nervous.

Rapunzel remained silent, not sure what to do.

“Do you remember what you two promised me that fateful night?” came the sinister question.

“We have not forgotten,” said the king. “I still regret it to this day, and humbly beg your apology.” He father stood, his royal robes stirring at his ankles. “Is there something else we can do to repay you?”

Lady Vactryne laughed. “Are you mad? Honestly? I have money. I have lands and houses aplenty. No.” She looked at Rapunzel. “I seek my daughter, my prize.”

Rapunzel took a couple of steps back. “What is this? What is happening?”

“Tell her!” the woman shouted at her parents. “Tell her why I am here!”

The queen flinched, but would not meet Rapunzel’s gaze either. “When I was pregnant with you, I craved rapunzel tea, and your father would bring it to me.”

“I do not understand,” she said as her parents shared a look.

Her mother stood, and the king and queen clasped hands.

Finally her father glanced at her. “There were no rapunzel flowers near the castle, but I had heard of a garden that grew some not far from here, in the neighboring kingdom. At first I sent my men and attempted to buy the plant, but Lady Vactryne would not sell it. And so, after a fitful night where the queen wept, I rode my steed and climbed the wall of the home myself. I was not thinking clearly then—I was only thinking of your mother. I brought home the first of many bunches, and went back several more nights afterward until eventually there were no more left.

“From her window, Lady Vactryne watched me steal the flowers. I had no idea she knew I was there. And on the last night when I took the rest, she followed me back to the castle and surprised me and your mother as we were having the tea prepared.”

The woman stepped forward. “It was then that we decided to come up with a little way to repay me for all the stealing the king and queen had done.” She crossed her arms in front of her. “And in exchange for their lives,” she smirked at Rapunzel, “I bargained for yours.”

“My life?” Rapunzel felt as though the floor had fallen out from under her. “Is she jesting?” she asked her parents, hoping this was all some bad dream.

“No.” Lady Vactryne cackled, as if this were indeed something to mock. “No, my dear. You are of an age now. And I have come for you.”

Rapunzel’s heart pounded in confusion as she glanced at the king and queen. “Why did you never speak of this before?”

“We had hoped that when the time came for you to leave us, we could plead with Lady Vactryne and keep you with us.”

The woman laughed. Her great, roaring glee filled the whole room until her laughter became more distressed and haunted. Then a sound of anger like Rapunzel had never known shook the chandeliers in the great hall as the woman suddenly shrieked, “Enough, fools! I will accept nothing but the girl. She is mine.” She glared at them all. “And you shall never see her again!”

And then, as if by magic, a long staff appeared in the woman’s hand.

“No!” shouted the king as he began to run down the steps. “You cannot take her! Please, reconsider. Take me in her place.”

Instantly, a great shot of green light flew from the staff and to her father, turning him into stone. Suddenly frozen, the force of the change had his stone form toppling down the last step and then sliding upon the floor near Rapunzel’s feet.

She screamed and almost did not see the same fate that had befallen her mother until she heard the shout coming from the queen. Rapunzel looked up just in time to watch her mother, in an act of coming to her husband’s aide, harden before her eyes near the king’s throne.

“No!” Rapunzel stepped toward her father, her mind whirling in a mass of horrid jumbles. Just before she knelt in her court gown near the granite man, her mind became fuzzy, and all went black.

Her last thought was of the oddness of dark fog that seemed to carry her gently to the floor.
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PRINCE JONATHAN RODE HARD as he made his way into the village of Ellyania. It was late, the darkness long settled in, and it was probably excessively rude to come at such a time, but he did not care. He had to surprise his Rapunzel. It had been much too long away at school and it was still her birthday, if only for an hour. “Come on, Brute,” he encouraged the horse as his heels dug in. “We are almost there, boy.” It had been a tedious ride from the school in the nether region to here, but he made good time. Just two days, instead of the typical three his father was certain it would take.

He grinned as they rounded the last corner of the small village and began to ascend their way up the well-worn path to the castle.

Once at Ellyania, he jumped off his horse and whistled for a stable hand to help. When none came, a small fissure of concern washed over him, but he quickly pushed it away. No doubt the men had made themselves merry in the festivities celebrating Rapunzel’s birthday. After all, no one was expecting him. He glanced around the empty courtyard. However, surely someone heard his arrival. “Hello? Is someone there?” Slowly he made his way into the stables. The Ellyanian horses whinnied at his entrance as he made his way to an empty stall, but all else was eerily quiet.

Was something wrong?

His heart froze and he glanced up at the large castle through the window nearest him. There were lights on in the east wing. Good. Someone was awake.

“Prince Jonathan!”

He turned and saw a man rushing toward him through the door. “Finally! Ronald, good to see you.” He grinned at the now-grown boy who used to accompany him and Rapunzel on their countless rides around the kingdom.

“Am I glad to see you!” Ronald broke all protocol and hugged him. Tightly.

“Whoa!” Jonathan chuckled as he removed himself from the stripling’s grasp. “What is the meaning of this?”

“Forgive me. There has been great trouble. And we are all worried.”

“Trouble?” His heart froze again. “With the family?”

Ronald nodded, but did not speak. His face scrunched as though he were repelling emotions—fear.

“My word! What has happened? Tell me everything.”

Ronald shook his head and took the reins. “I will take care of the horse. It is best you go up and see for yourself.”

Jonathan grabbed his arm. “Tell me, is it Rapunzel? Is she well?”

He looked away.

“Speak to me! What has happened?”

He glanced briefly at him and then away again. “I cannot say. No one knows for certain. But she is gone.”

“What?”

“Go! Go see for yourself.”

Frustrated and apprehensive, Jonathan did not need another bit of encouragement. He rushed from the stables, and just as he left, he heard Ronald shout behind him.

“Save them!”

That was all it took. He sprinted the rest of the way up to the doors, and instead of banging down the front, he went around through the side servants’ entrance he and Rapunzel had always used. “Hello?” he shouted as he headed down the empty corridors.

Where was everyone?

As he came into the main hall, he could hear murmuring. A maid scurried from his sight. “You there, halt!” He followed her retreating form. Though she did not stop to acknowledge him, she did lead him toward the throne rooms. He slowed down as she entered the great gold filigreed doors and slipped in behind her. Then he gasped.

It would seem the whole of the castle was there. As he pushed through the mass of workers and servants, they parted and made way for him. “Prince Jonathan! Is it you? Have you come to save us?”

“What is the meaning of this?” he asked. “Why are you all in here? And where in the world is Jeffries?”

“I am here, Your Highness!” The old butler came through the crowd. His hair was askew, clothes rumpled, and the lines on his face were well worn. Jonathan had never before seen the man look a fraction less than perfection. Things were bad indeed.

He walked over and put an arm around Jeffries’ frail shoulders. “What has happened to Rapunzel?”

The man shook his head. “I do not know. No one knows where the witch took her.”

Jonathan paused. “Witch?”

“That is not the worst—it is not by far the worst. Come, and I will show you. And then I promise to explain everything I can.”

The man led him to the throne area and then pointed at a stone statue upon the ground. “What is this?” Jonathan asked as he knelt, wondering where in the world the thing came from and why it was lying on its side. “Who brought this here?”

“Look at it, Your Highness.”

He studied the features a moment, and his heart went cold. “It looks like the king is in great distress. But why have such an unflattering statue made? I do not understand.” And then it hit him. “Of all that glories! This cannot be! It is the king, is it not? This is what you are showing me! He has been turned to stone.”

“Yes. And look.” The man pointed up toward the thrones.

Jonathan choked when he saw the queen. He stood and grasped Jeffries. “Rapunzel! What has happened to her? Is she stone as well?”

He shook his head. “No, she took her. The witch took her. “

“You have spoken of this witch. Who is she? What has happened? Out with it, man!”

“I know only the barest of facts, I assure you. If any of us knew more, we would have given it.” He began to weep. “I will tell you all. All of it. But tomorrow, there are guests arriving for Her Royal Highness’s coming-out ball and our distress shall shortly be known throughout the land. What are we to do? We have no princess. We have no king and queen. Please help us!”

Jonathan led the butler to a quiet corner and they discussed at great length everything he had managed to gather from the servants who were in attendance at the time it had happened—the witch who was owed a debt that no one had spoken of, where she hailed from, even down to Rapunzel’s name—the name of the plant her father had stolen. It was a sad mess indeed. But one thing was for certain—Jonathan had to get his Rapunzel back, as quickly and as safely as possible.

“Do you know in which direction the witch left? Has anyone attempted to follow her?”

“Nay, Your Highness. She simply vanished from this room, taking the sleeping princess with her.”

Jonathan nodded, barely keeping his rising irritation and fear in check. “Then I will speak to every gardener, stable hand, or outside worker you have. Surely she did not poof into existence when she came. She must have brought some sort of carriage with her. Would she not have wanted to keep her power secreted for as long as possible?”

“Yes, she did. She came with a carriage and horses, but they disappeared as well.”

“Then I shall start with her home and see what can be found there, though I doubt she has kept Rapunzel so very close. At least it is somewhere to begin. Until my return, watch over the kingdom, cancel the ball, and tell those who come not to stay here—mention that the royal family has fallen ill. That should do the trick and keep them all away until we can sort this mess out. Meanwhile, please have someone write to my father. Let him know all that has happened and where I am off to. I will write when I can. But have him send reinforcements here—we could use them. As soon as I am ready, I will send for your army’s captain to attend me and anyone my father has sent as well. We will bring her back.” He glanced at the king and queen. “Hopefully, there is a way to break their spell as well.” He touched the man’s shoulder. “Do not give up hope. All shall be fine.”

“Thank you.” The older man brushed at his tears, stood up straight, and fixed his attire. “It is time for me to put on a brave front also. This castle needs me. I will not fail you, Your Highness.”

Jeffries had always been the greatest of men, but it was not until that moment that Jonathan realized just how truly valiant and loyal a servant could be. “Thank you. Stay strong. I do not lose. Ever.”

With that, he rushed from the castle into the stables. Collecting Brute, he made his way back into the night, with only a twinge of guilt that his steed had not had much rest. It could not be helped. He had to find her! Now.


[image: ]

RAPUNZEL’S HEAD BOBBED AS she blinked awake. She moaned and rubbed her temples, and then wondered at the intense cold in the room. Did someone not keep the coals alive during the night? She sat up and winced, wishing she had not risen quite so quickly. A grunt escaped her lips as she attempted to open her eyes again. Good heavens, she had not felt this dreadful for ages. Perhaps she was ill.

Finally her lids obeyed her and she felt a jolt as she took in the scene of the little room. Where was she? A shot of panic coursed through her. Blinking in confusion, she stared at the beautiful, but small, bed where she lay as if she had been set there on top of the blankets. She shivered and quickly snatched up the folded afghan at the foot of the bed. She placed it around her shoulders like a shawl. There was an elegant table with a washbasin on it, and a small fireplace with a chimney, plenty big to keep the room warm, but no coals. The odd room looked to be smallish and round, but finely decorated.

Glancing behind her, she found her own personal trunks. She scrambled off the bed and rushed to the smallest one on top. Clutching her shawl closer, she opened the case and was amazed to find her clothes inside. When did she have these packed? What had happened?

Why was she here?

Everything seemed fuzzy and so confusing. She placed the first trunk on the ground and quickly opened the second. How did they get here? She could have sworn she had never seen this room before, but it all seemed so familiar, and she was not certain.

Was she alone? Had she always lived here?

Why could she not think? Why was everything so frustratingly blank?

Rapunzel. Her name was Rapunzel.

These were her clothes.

She glanced around the little room, and yet she could not remember anything else.

“Rapunzel!” shouted a voice outside.

Her eyes traveled to a window she had not noticed before in the only flat-walled area of the room. She opened it and stepped out onto a curved balcony. It was beautiful, and the views to the forest around her were vast and breathtaking. Until she looked down.

Oh!

Never had she been so high in her life. She stepped back a few paces and attempted to calm her pattering heart.

“Rapunzel!”

She heard the voice again and cautiously made her way to the ledge and looked down, her hands clutching the balcony railing. There below her was Lady Vactryne.

The witch!

All at once, everything came flooding back to her mind. Her parents’ turning to stone, the woman coming to get her, the terror, the confusion—everything. She screamed and stumbled backward. Racing around the little room, she searched frantically for a door to get out, and could not find one.

“Rapunzel! Come here this instant!” the woman shouted.

“No!”

She felt her hair yank and pull her back through the opening to the edge of the balcony. “Ow!” she cried and tugged against the hair to relieve the pressure on her scalp, but could not as she was dragged all the way over to peer down at the woman below. “What do you want from me?”

Her hair lifted and began to unravel itself from its extensive braid. It jerked against her head as it unfurled and straightened in the air above her. Tears stung Rapunzel’s eyes as the sharp pain pierced her tender skin.

Finally the hair had completely unwound and began to drop about five feet below the window. Then all at once, Rapunzel watched it begin to grow and lengthen until it puddled on the grass at the woman’s feet. Rapunzel could not hold her head up under the new weight. Her eyes were inches from the stone railing as she leaned over the edge and braced herself on the railing. Her hair had always been long, but my goodness! Had anyone ever had hair that reached what looked to be forty feet or so?

It was so heavy, her head began to throb.

But the spell was not done. The new, longer hair began to twist and braid itself into a strong rope. “Ahhh!” More tears erupted as she felt the wrenching mass transform beneath her. She had to clutch the balustrade to keep from toppling over.

Once the rope was formed, the witch shouted, “Put your hair on the hook next to you!”

“What?” She tried to lift her head, but the bulk of the hair was too strong. “Put it on a hook?” Did she hear that right?

“Yes! Next to you. Look to your side. It will take the heaviness away so you can stand up straight.”

Rapunzel slowly craned her neck to first her left side, then her right. The witch was correct. There was indeed a large iron hook protruding from the wall. It was a little above her, about shoulder height, and right where the curved balcony met the tower.

She slowly began to heave up the hair in sections to lie over the barrier and on the balcony floor near her feet. Once she had gathered enough to make it easier to lift, she secured the braided hair on the hook.

“Now throw the rest of the rope down to me,” shouted the witch, “so that I may climb up there.”

Oh, no! What had she done? “No!” Rapunzel snatched the remaining hair and began to drag it up over the balcony, but the witch was faster. With a tug, the whole lot fell back down again, and Lady Vactryne began to climb up.

Frantically, Rapunzel looked around for something to cut the rope with, something to guarantee that the woman could not make it to her. Her movements were limited to just a few feet forward and backward with her hair on the hook, and there was nothing she could make out within her reach. She even attempted to remove one of the tower stones nearest her in a mad try to protect herself, but none were loose.

Then, all at once, she caught sight of the washbasin sitting upon the little dresser just out of her reach. Straining with all her might, and yanking a few hardy strands of hair in the process, she barely managed to stretch and wrap her fingers around the handle of the pitcher. In the next instant, her hand was clutching the pretty jug as she allowed her hair to pull her back to the balcony and peered over at the witch making her way up the rope. She was probably only ten feet from the top.

Without a moment to lose, Rapunzel threw the pitcher. Lady Vactryne shrieked and nearly lost her grip as it hit her face and bounced off to shatter on the ground below.

In a rage, the woman practically flew up the last of the rope and lunged at Rapunzel. The girl was still trapped, her hair anchored by the hook, as the witch beat her forcefully with her hands.

“You will never strike me again. Do you understand, Princess?” She spat in Rapunzel’s face as her words hurled out of her livid lips. “You will remember that I own you now! This is your new life, and I will not tolerate insolence again!”

Rapunzel cowered and attempted to shield herself from the blows of the witch, but it was too much. They were too fast. She muffled her whimpers and prayed the horror would end soon.

Finally, the fury died down. Rapunzel could hear the woman panting from exertion, but Rapunzel remained curled up, sitting in a ball, her hair stretched tight.

Lady Vactryne lifted her to her feet and then removed the rope from the hook. She whipped her around to face the hook and said very quietly, “If you so much as attempt to anger me in such a way again, I will place your neck on that hook.”

Rapunzel swallowed and nodded, her face stinging from the blows. “Forgive me,” she whispered.
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THE WITCH LEFT RAPUNZEL, stepped into the circular room, and sighed. “I do not have to be so angry all the time. We can certainly get along, you and I.”

Rapunzel backed closer to the wall and watched the woman walk around the place.

“If you are good, you and I will be good. If you are bad, you and I shall be—” Lady Vactryne looked back and raised a brow. “Very bad. Do you comprehend?”

Rapunzel nodded her head, but still would not speak.

“Very well. As long as we understand each other.” She then walked to the fireplace, and with a snap of her fingers, it roared to life with a fresh log. A kettle hung from the brick just a few inches above the flames. The witch turned and snapped her fingers again. The empty area near the bed poofed into a kitchen cupboard brimming with accessories, food, and a charming little table with two chairs nestled near it.

The room itself seemed to expand to allow for the added items, remaining large and cozy enough for comfort.

“What do you like to do?” asked the witch.

“I beg your pardon?” Rapunzel was confused at the sudden change in the woman’s demeanor.

Lady Vactryne placed a long-fingered hand on her hip. “Do? What is it you like to do? How do you occupy your time?”

“Oh! Um . . .” Rapunzel glanced around the room, not certain why this was a necessary question, but afraid to anger the woman. “I love to ride my horse and explore and enjoy the outdoors.”

The witch snarled. “Inside. What do you prefer to do on rainy days when you cannot explore?”

Rapunzel blinked. She loved riding out on rainy days as well. “Uh, read, I suppose. I love to read. And play simple games, watercolor, sew a bit.” She shrugged. Those were all things her mother wished she would do more, but apart from reading, there were too many other fascinating things to do elsewhere.

“Very well.” The woman nodded. “What do you like to read?”

“Oh, anything. Facts, adventures, history, science.”

“Interesting.” The woman walked toward her and stopped a few paces away. “It is good to see that you have a lively, active mind. It will take you far.”

She did not know what to say. “Thank you.”

Lady Vactryne snapped her fingers, and a small bookcase appeared by Rapunzel’s trunks of clothing. On one shelf sat five books. On another, a basket brimful of yarns and threads and the like, and on another, a brand-new collapsible easel and box of paints.

“Oh!” The witch was providing her with entertainment. Rapunzel rushed to the books and quickly pulled out each one.

“They are books on several different subjects. Magical books.”

“What?”

“Each time you open the book that contains the subject you wish to read about, the words shall be different, and you shall learn and experience something new.”

Rapunzel slowly turned one of the books over. It was a beautiful maroon hardbound with gold leafing. “Are you jesting?” Her heart began to pound in excitement at the possibility.

“No. I never jest. I have given you five books. One on history around the world, one on interesting facts, one on the most modern technology and advances, one on particular memoirs and adventure stories, and one you did not mention, but I assumed you would like—fairy stories. A compilation of every fairy tale ever written.”

“Great heavens!” These were by far the most amazing books she had ever been given.

“Just a moment.” The witch snapped her fingers again. “There. Now, if you ever wish to reread a particular story or fact, you may simply ask the book to show it to you again, and it will.”

Rapunzel smiled for a moment, completely distracted by the prospect of such wondrous things. She placed the book back on the shelf and her mind drifted briefly to her mother, always reading to her before bed. Such happy memories . . . And then her stomach clenched. Her mother was stone! No number of magical gifts could replace that.

She glared at the witch. “Why have you done this to me? To my family? Why I am here? I do not understand your purpose.”

Lady Vactryne smirked. “You do not need to know my purpose, do you? You merely need to understand the rules of your new home so that I do not have to kill you.”

“Better I die than to be here with you!” Rapunzel flung out.

The witch flew at her and grabbed her jaw, her sharp nails digging into the sensitive flesh of Rapunzel’s throat. “Listen here, Princess,” she hissed in a frightening whisper. “Your impudence will serve no one. I suggest you remember that I am allowing you this opportunity and to be grateful that I have fitted you up in a room so nice as this. I did not have to.”

“Why?” Rapunzel gasped. “What do you want me for?”

Lady Vactryne pulled back. Her brown eyes flashed orange for a moment as she searched Rapunzel’s features. “Why would I want you? Why would I punish your family and turn them to stone?” She laughed, a slow smirk making its way upon her lips. “Do you not know the rule for those who steal from a witch?”

Rapunzel shook her head slightly, the nails still digging into her throat.

The witch’s eyes snapped to hers. Raising an eyebrow, she whispered, “Those foolish enough to take from one of such power as I have should know that I then can return any time I wish and take that which is most precious to them. Never, ever steal, my dear girl, or your fate may not be much better.”

So many questions rattled through Rapunzel’s mind, so much confusion and chaos. But mostly came the thought, Are there really people as cruel as this in the world?

Rapunzel gasped as the witch let her go and walked to the balcony. She watched the woman whisper some bit of nonsense and then traced her finger over the whole length of the balustrade railing.

“If you so much as attempt to escape from this home I have graciously provided for you, I shall know instantly.” Lady Vactryne turned and looked at her. “And then you will really pay for your disrespect.” She snapped her fingers, and shards of the fallen water pitcher flew from the ground into the air above them and reformed itself into a perfect container once more. It floated easily to the small dresser it had been upon. “As long as you are obedient and do not try to escape, the magic in this room shall remain. Meaning, you will always have food, water, and entertainment. If you choose to break away from my hospitality, the lessons you learn shall be quite harsh. Do not attempt to usurp my authority. Do you understand?”

Rapunzel had no notion what the woman could be planning, but she could not imagine her life in this place forever. She would escape somehow, someway, when the timing was right. “Yes, I realize what you are saying.”

“Good. Then we are in agreement. I shall leave you to get acquainted with your home and new lifestyle. It may take some getting used to, but you will be able to adjust well, I am certain.” Her skirts swished around her ankles as she gave a smirk and then said merely, “Good-bye,” before disappearing in a poof of grayish smoke.
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JONATHAN’S HEART CLENCHED AS he left yet another abandoned home of the witch. Where was she? It had been over a week now and there was still no trace of his sweet Rapunzel. The hope he once had of finding her was slowly being replaced with dread. Something he thought would be quite simple to attain, he now understood to be much longer and harder than he could have imagined. Already he had sent word to school and to his father that he was putting off all other activities until his Rapunzel was home safe and her kingdom restored.

His outriders had combed the whole area, looking for any clue they could find to continue on with their search. Rapunzel’s servants, too, were actively interviewing and rewarding anyone who had information on the whereabouts of the witch. But it was all for naught. Nothing seemed to work. Instead, it had been an exhausting, worrisome road. Where was she?

He slowly made his way to his awaiting horse. Just as he was about to climb into the saddle, the bile in his stomach rose as he imagined the worst of his fears for a few moments. Instead, he grasped the leather horn and allowed the wave of nausea to glide over him. His beast did not move a fraction of inch and took his forlorn weight as he rested his cheek upon the smooth seat, weary.

Would he ever see her again? The pain of the thought was too much to bear and he winced. Enough, he scolded himself. It will do you no good to think right now. Just act. Move. Go. Find her.

He took a deep breath, and in a swoop of determination, he quickly climbed atop the horse. He would succeed. He would find her. Or he would die trying.
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RAPUNZEL SIGHED AS SHE leaned against the balustrade and looked out at the world below her. Beautiful green grass and tall pine trees could be seen far and wide. It had been over seven months now since she had been trapped in this awful little place. Seven whole months. And it had been at least three weeks since she last attempted to flee.

She glanced at the small jagged scar upon her hand. It was the only thing left of the marks and bruises she had received the last time the witch caught her endeavor to escape. Sighing once more, she closed her eyes and winced. What in the world was to become of her now?

Honestly, death had to be a better respite than this continual torture, day in and day out, only witnessing the world as a prisoner from a hidden tower. Her heart bled for her dear parents. Many times, she cried herself to sleep worrying over their frozen state, hoping and praying that they had already passed from this realm so as not to be continually trapped in a hard casing. At least she could move her body around this room. The thought of being completely turned to stone gave her terrors.

The vivid nightmares plagued her.

However, her deepening sadness was worse. So much worse.

Over the months, dark thoughts seemed to have completely consumed her once lively and happy mind. She knew it was not right to think so morbidly and cheerfully about death as she did, but she could not help herself. If escape was not an option . . .

Rapunzel leaned far over the ledge. She could feel the shackles around her ankles begin to dig in painfully. Ugh. She pushed away from the balcony in disgust.

If only she could break free of this horrid place.

She kicked at the large chains that bound her here. Lady Vactryne had insisted that she be properly detained this time as with so many attempts at escaping, she could no longer trust that Rapunzel would not run away.

As if I would stay willingly, she thought as she walked to the bed and flung herself upon it. The weight of the chains bit into her flesh. With an irritated groan, she sat back up and tugged a portion of the heavy links up on her coverlet to release the extra pressure of the metal dragging upon the floor each time she moved a foot.

As she flopped back upon her pillow, a small lock of hair flipped into her face. Rapunzel quickly brushed it away and then ran her hands over the shortened strands. Her fingers tugged upon the ends that came to just below her chin. Tears welled up in her eyes, blurring her vision of across the room where the large braided rope of hair hung upon the hook near the balcony.

How foolish she had been to cut off her own tresses and attempt to escape! She should have known the witch would have sensed her endeavors to leave. But she had hoped, had truly thought it was the best plan yet to throw her own braid over the side and climb down. But alas, she was caught and beaten soundly for it, and was now shackled to the wall like an animal.

She curled her legs into a ball, the heaviness of the metal making it a bit more awkward, but the feeling of comfort as she wrapped her arms around her knees was worth it. How she hated this place. How she hated every aspect of being here. Alone. And miserable.

Rapunzel began to weep as she thought of her happier life, her life full of sunshine and joviality and all things perfect. Oh, to be home again! How she missed it. How she missed her mother’s sweet voice as she sang in the hallways, or her father’s loud laugh as he visited with his friends. She would sneak to the top of the stairs in the castle and listen to the world below. Her parents would be aghast to know how many nights she had stayed awake listening to their galas and dinner parties long after they believed she had been sent to bed.

The smells of the ladies’ perfumes. Their beautiful gowns and glittering jewels. The wide smiles on the men in their fine attire. Her family had always been sought after as peaceful, joyous company, not eager to fight or to engage in conflict, but merely to coexist and enjoy and help and uplift each other.

Jonathan’s parents would often come to the parties, sometimes just them alone in an intimate gathering, or at times with masses of groups of people. How she had wished she could join them all! That was the reason for her coming-out birthday party, to allow her to finally enjoy the lavish lifestyle and evenings her parents did. To be considered old enough to participate. And to finally be allowed to dance at the balls.

A pain surged through her heart at the thought of missing that dance. Poor Jonathan. What must he think of all this? She glanced at the smallest trunk that held every single letter he had ever written her while he was away at school. She sighed. To finally have had a chance to hug him again, to laugh with him, to speak with him, to see him!

A small tear made its way down her cheek. What had happened to him? Had the witch found his family and turned them to stone too? What was she to do without him?

To think that was supposed to be the happiest day of her life.

A time to celebrate.

But now there was no celebrating.

How she hated her birthday. Her weary heart convulsed as a shot of deep pain hit it hard. She had ruined everyone she loved. She had ruined them all! Looking back, the simplest solution to everything would have been her elimination from the quandary.

Had Rapunzel simply never been born, her mother would never have been pregnant and craved the flower in the first place, and hence she would still be alive, enjoying her glorious fêtes. Her father would never have thought to steal from the witch and could never have experienced the horror of being turned to stone, frozen.

Ahhh!

She grabbed a handful of her hair and yanked. Her mind was too preoccupied even to decipher the pain she knew must be felt.

How she detested the thought of them incased in stone! Stark fear held her captive. It was too frightening to imagine. Too horrid to comprehend that her parents could not move. Their screams still haunted her.

She would never forget that sound.

And she would never forgive herself for causing it!

Why?

Why was she the one to live and they to suffer?

She yanked another handful of hair. This time, the pain was in full force. Good! She wrenched another handful. More tears pricked her eyes as the sting shot its way through her head down to the nape of her neck.

Rapunzel deserved the pain. Not them. Never them!

Claustrophobia clawed its way through her darkened mind and choked off her airways.

The morose thoughts continued to roam and fester and build within her until she was not quite sane for the tears and wailing she produced. One would literally go mad locked away as she was, feeling shame and guilt and begging for the mercy of death to release her from this torment.

Morbid, horrid torment.

She wound herself tighter and sobbed to sleep. When she awoke hours later, it was nightfall. The witch had come. A lantern was lit and she could see a fresh pot of flowers upon the table. But the woman was gone.

Rapunzel gazed at those flowers for what seemed like several minutes while she lay exhausted and physically too ill with black heaviness to move.

And then in a flash of rage, she grabbed the nearest item she could find, a book, and hurtled the thing right at the cheerful vase.

Its satisfactory shatter brought a small smile to her lips as the water drained upon the table and the flowers fell in a drowning heap upon each other. Slowly, she closed her eyes again, and all went dark.
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A WEEK LATER, THE heaviness in her chest had become the worst she had ever felt. Listless and uncaring, she stared blankly at the wall in front of her, forgetting about food, about life, about anything at all. She was simply numb, and the weight of her internal darkness was too much to carry anymore.

She waited to die—was eager to die—so she could slip from this eternal doom into another life awaiting her. One where she was not imprisoned, one where she could be free with her family once more.

Rapunzel honestly had no thought of blinking, her gaze becoming distorted and blurry, and yet she stared on. Each breath came as a sort of extreme accomplishment.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Lady Vactryne came into the room, and still Rapunzel did not move. The woman murmured around her, brought food toward her as she spoke, her distant-sounding voice too muffled for the girl to comprehend what was being said.

She honestly could not care less anyway.

Of course the witch was concerned and would try to revive her back into normalcy.

Inhale.

Exhale.

Rapunzel closed her eyes.

After a few minutes more, the woman left.

When Rapunzel opened her eyes again, she found herself staring at a plate and utensils not even six inches from her face. She was reminded once again of the shattered vase, with the flowers dropping to the table surface. The plate looked to be the same color and make as the vase.

She closed her eyes once more before opening them widely.

Shattered fragments. There was an object that would shatter into fragments inches from her. She tilted her head a fraction, imagining all the horrors such a sharp piece could do to a person, remembering the image of the butler the day he sliced through his finger on a broken plate and the large, red drops that had splattered the dining hall floor and soaked through the cloth that had been pressed upon the wound.

All at once, Rapunzel had a desire to throw that plate and break it into splinters. To feel one of the sharp points pierce her flesh. The weight of her arm was immensely heavy. That simple act of her brain commanding her appendage to move seemed completely impossible, for it would not budge a fraction of an inch, let alone the wide arch it needed to reach the plate.

Instead, Rapunzel stared at the dish for long, dreary minutes, allowing her mind full rein on all the grotesquely fascinating things she could do to herself if only she could find the strength to pick the thing up.

She awoke hours later to the fading light of day and the plate taunting her with the luminous gleam of the porcelain. This time she rolled over and pushed herself upright in a mad rush before the heaviness held her captive again. Her chest felt tight and weighed down, but the thought of the broken fragment grew more exciting by the moment.

It gave her a new burst of strange life in the midst of this complete and utter numbness.

Her fingers curled almost reverently around the plate as she brought it up to her face. Curiosity. Intrigue. The first real emotions she had felt in days.

The vivid thought of what she could do with such a piece of porcelain consumed her thoughts for several moments before she tossed the whole plate to the brick wall at her right. Food splattered everywhere. It was the first time she had noticed the meal since the witch had set it down. With the chunks of old bits amongst her covers lay shards of broken pottery. Slowly she found the strongest, sharpest one, and was amazed at how alive she felt in those moments.

She brought the cool fragment to her arm, allowing it to scratch gently along her skin.

Her notion was to slice from the crook of her elbow to her wrist deeply and swiftly, and then watch in fascination as the skin unfolded to the pouring blood. After, she would lie down on her pillow and stare as it seeped and spread upon her bed. She allowed a small smile to form on her lips as she contemplated those actions. Her life would simply flow out, and then it would be done. This manic torture would be over and she would be finally free of this horrific existence.

A strange, hypnotically peaceful feeling flooded upon her. This was the answer she had been seeking. This was the truth she needed to find.

End her life.

It was that simple.

Be done with this all.

Clutching the largest shard with her left hand, she held out her right arm and gave a sort of relieved chuckle as she placed her palm facing up. Taking the point up to the crook of her elbow, she forced it down, stabbing swiftly and eagerly into her flesh. She gasped in pain at the burst of blood that sprang from the wound.

Wincing she bit her lip. It was time to finish it.

Taking a deep breath, Rapunzel closed her eyes and heaved, attempting to gain the courage she needed to do this. It was over. This was the only way out of here. She would never see her family or dear Jonathan again. He would have found her by now if he were still alive, she was certain. It was all finally over. It was time to join them all.

Nausea overcame her as she looked down upon her arm, with the sharp porcelain still clutched in her hand and protruding from her flesh. The pain was unbearable and the blood so sickening. Could she do this?

Just then, she caught a winking flash of gold in the setting sun. It was peeking out from beneath her dress.

She blinked and swallowed attempting to keep the fading lightheadedness away. The gold winked again. What was that?

And then she knew.

The necklace. The Balligryn pendant! Jonathan needed it or he could not become king.

As if by a miracle, the strangest thought occurred. What if she were wrong? What if he was still alive and looking for her? And when he finally found the tower, Rapunzel would be dead and the witch would have his pendant!

Jonathan would never give up on her. If there was breath in his body, he would not give up on her.

She gasped then, inhaling huge, sharp, forceful breaths, as if she were truly taking her first real breaths of life. My great heavens! What was she doing?

Snapping fully out of the fog of weight surrounding her, she removed the bloody shard from her arm and quickly closed the wound over with the skirt of her gown.

Her breathing was so labored and loud as the shock of all she was about to do consumed her that she could not believe she had allowed herself to come to such a state. She, the most happy of all the princesses the castle had ever known, had allowed moroseness to consume her, consume her to the point that she nearly took her life!

What a fool she had become. What an utter, complete, wretched fool.

And then she began to sob.

Big, heart-wrenching sobs.

Sobs of relief. And sobs of disbelief. But mostly sobs over how alone and distanced from everything and everyone she felt. Slowly, the ebbing heaviness faded. There was a hollow in her heart—still that vicious ache—but the pain was replaced with a sliver of hope.

A small sliver that did not grow overly large, but kept the worst of her thoughts at bay. For now she was alive. Now she had a second chance to continue forth and stay above her darkest moments.

And soon she realized that when one was truly trapped as she was, that was the best anyone could expect her to do. Just stay a small step ahead of the gloom.
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HOURS LATER, IN THE dead of the night, Rapunzel was awakened by the lantern being lit. A few seconds after opening her eyes, she saw a large ball of fur land upon her bed.

“Here,” said Lady Vactryne. “Hopefully he will help you enjoy your stay a bit more.”

The ball unfolded itself to reveal a cat. A very frightened cat. It curled back and hissed at her before scurrying off the bed to hide.

The witch laughed and then pointed to the food on the bed. “You had better clean that before I return tomorrow.”

Rapunzel had a brief moment of panic as she spotted blood on the multi-colored coverlet. She quickly tucked her wrapped arm underneath her, but the woman did not seem to notice at all. Instead, she glanced around the room and shrugged.

“Or, if you do not like the feline, and find that breaking my dishes is more to your liking, I suppose you can simply mope around here longer. The choice is yours, Princess. I really cannot control how you feel in this place. I can only see that you are taken care of.” She flipped her hand. “Good night. And you are welcome.”

“Th—thank you for the cat,” Rapunzel said weakly, not sure the creature was any more thrilled to be captured and placed here than she was.

With that, Lady Vactryne was gone.
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RAPUNZEL GOT OFF THE bed and walked to the washbasin, dragging the heavy chains with her. The cold water stung her arm as she cleaned the gaping wound as best she could. Another bout of nausea and lightheadedness overwhelmed her for a moment. She clutched the small table for balance as she became woozy. It took several moments before she felt strong enough to stand again. Then, ripping the washing towel into strips, she wrapped her arm much more securely and tied the bandage off with a knot. She washed her face and hands and neck as best she could and put on a new long-sleeved gown to hide her stupidity.

She was not certain what the witch would do if she ever found out about Rapunzel’s foolishness, but she clearly did not ever wish her to know. After changing into the fresh gown, even though the heaviness in her chest was all consuming, she did feel a bit better. And hungry.

Within minutes, the girl had eaten up some fruit she had found in a basket and bread the witch had brought earlier. Upon her last swallow, she was reminded again that her own parents would never eat like this and simply allowed the ache to continue as she cleaned up the broken shards and mess of food on her bed, floor, and a bit on her wall before she curled up on the covers and drifted off to sleep.
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“MEE-OWRR,” CAME THE SOFT sound below her.

Rapunzel opened her wet eyes and peered over the edge of the bed. There was the cat. She smiled as the little guy began to lick his paw. It had already been three weeks since Lady Vactryne gave her the stubborn animal. Three whole weeks, and his own nonchalance and ignorance of her as a companion did nothing to squelch the ache she felt within her. In fact, he seemed to make it worse. However, each day she did try to get him to accept her.

“Well, hello there. Have you finally decided to awake from your nap and grace me with your presence?”

“Mrrow,” he replied while continuing to make himself look presentable.

“You are a horrid cat—you know that, do you not? Always sleeping, never allowing me to cuddle you or hold you or do anything like a proper pet would.”

He ignored her.

She sighed and closed her eyes again. Her heart was too heavy to care about anything but her own misery anyway. It had been too long.

No one cares if you are alive anyway. No one has come for you. No one has found you. It is over.

The tears came again. As they always did when she got this way.

Eventually, she cried herself to sleep.

But this time when she awoke, the soft taste of fur was in her mouth. She pushed the silly cat away from her face, spitting as she did so, before realizing he was actually on her chest. Asleep. He had come to cuddle with her! Maybe the pompous thing cared more than he let on. Quickly, she scooped him up closer, not caring if the fur assaulted her again. And despite his mew of protest, he did not abandon her as she thought. Instead, he curled up tighter and purred quietly against her cheek.

Rapunzel smiled.

Later that week, she was rereading some of Jonathan’s letters, attempting to focus on the happier ones where he described his life and friends there at school. She loved his humor and the silly little things he found to share with her in their correspondence. How she missed him—his smile, his laugh, his torturously fun teasing. Even his handwriting, those bold, slanted strokes, was adorable and so very missed without new letters coming in.

She rolled over upon her bed and closed her eyes, attempting to imagine what he would look like today. There were small fissures of remembrance that would flash in memory of him, but to combine what he once was with what she could imagine now was nearly impossible. Would he still laugh the same? Still have that adorable crooked grin? Still taunt her?

The last letter she received from him just before her birthday definitely hinted at the boy she once knew. She grinned at the promises he made for the ball and the surprise he had hoped to give for her birthday.

And then for no reason at all, she began to feel sad again. Just when she believed she had found a nice mental place to stay for a bit, then came the agony of knowing she might never see him or anyone ever again.

Rapunzel curled back upon her bed and wept and wept and wept. She even cried as the cat snuggled against her and wrapped its long, furry tail around her neck as a sort of hug. He must have known she needed him because he allowed her to wrap her arms around him and sob into the pillow with him pressed up against her. He even remained that way for several minutes until she eventually calmed down enough to sleep.

A few days later, the cat jumped on the balcony ledge and gingerly picked his way up to her, his tail swishing in her face as he ducked under her arm and against her chest.

“Well, hello there. Did you miss me?” Rapunzel chuckled and rubbed the stubborn beast behind his ears. He instantly began to purr.

She grinned. “I am so glad you have decided to like me. It is much better this way.”

His response was to butt her hand with his head, asking for more.

“You know, I think I should come up with a name for you. Would you like that?” When he did nothing but enjoy her scratches, she continued, “How about something very robust and manly sounding, like Albert, perhaps?” She pulled back and asked again. “Albert. Do you like that name?” He stretched under her hand again, so she kept scratching. “Very well, not Albert. How about Shadow, or Midnight, or Hercules?”

Hercules. She liked that one.

“Never mind. I have decided not to give you an option. Your name shall be Hercules whether you like it or not.”

He arched his neck to make sure she scratched him there as well.

“You greedy little thing.” She continued to pet him for some time and then said, “You remind me of one of the stories I read in the witch’s book about a greedy prince who turned himself into a frog. Perhaps I should call you Nolan instead.” All at once, she began to hum a little ditty, a children’s rhyme she had learned ages ago from her nurse. After a few measures, it was quite easy to replace the actual words with new ones about the frog prince.

So she humored herself by petting the cat and creating her own lines to the old song.

 

“Prince Nolan wasn’t very bright,

He made himself an ugly sight

To show that his betrothed

Was just as awful as he had supposed.

 

But when he met the princess fair,

His larks proved him the worst there.

For Blythe was lovely to behold

And the opposite of what he’d been told.

 

He hopped around in his sorry state

Falling in love and mourning his fate.

He didn’t deserve a treasure as this,

But to break the spell, he needed a kiss.”

 

She was just getting ready to come up with another verse when some birds began to chirp with her, and so she sang the first three lines louder than before and then found herself giggling like a loon at the oddity of the situation. Almost as if she was happy. As if something wonderful was about to happen.
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JONATHAN WEARILY DROPPED FROM his horse, ready to take a much-needed respite after a long, hard ride that morning. So when he came to a brook he could not recall ever seeing before, he immediately stopped to catch his bearings and consult his map. After taking a long drink, he sat down and unwrapped the portion of dried meat and bread he had in his pouch and began to munch while he poured over the detailed map in his hand.

Where was he?

He had found many places that had yet to be located on the map he had, so he was not too overly surprised. However, it was an odd thing to find an actual water source that was not shown. Just as he was skimming past the last known ridge he had come across, he thought he heard a sound. A faint noise, like singing.

It resonated much like the melody of a nursery song Rapunzel used to sing. If he closed his eyes, he could imagine his friend singing down from her tree house, her long, flowing locks of hair tumbling over the edge.

It was the most vivid memory of her he had to date—her singing like this. So soft and sweet, as if the world were perfect. Almost as if she was real. As if she was there by him.

And then the singing got louder.

He dropped the map and sat up straight.

Was that giggling he heard?
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JONATHAN QUICKLY JUMPED UP on the horse and followed the sound, praying that the girl would not stop singing until he found her.

As they made their way closer and the sound increased, he was amazed at how much it really did sound like Rapunzel. It was too good to be true—it had to be! Turning toward a cluster of shrubbery where the sound resonated the most, he slowed the horse and picked his way through the overgrown vines and patches of the forest greenery. Suddenly he pushed aside the last of the fronds and stumbled into a large clearing with a tall, exceptionally high, tower.

How long had this been hidden here?

Jonathan could make out a small window high above, but no Rapunzel. However, her singing was most definitely prevalent. He glanced around the meadow, looking for danger before cautiously slipping from his horse and tying the reins to a nearby branch where it could remain hidden in the foliage. Then, in a flash, he ran to the tower. His heart raced as he slowly made his way around the base, not certain if the witch would appear or not. After several moments when he could clearly hear Rapunzel speaking, he came to the spot directly beneath her, where her voice was the loudest.

He looked up and could only see the underside of what appeared to be a balcony. It was harder to understand what she was saying, below her as he was, but he could tell she was happy.

His hammering heart paused a moment at that thought. Thank heavens she was safe and happy—alive!

Now to rescue her.

The sing-songy tone of her words made it seem as if Rapunzel was talking to herself. He waited to hear if anyone was responding to her, but could only make out her playful sounds. Slowly, he crept away from underneath the balcony and out more into the meadow. Just a few steps, only enough to see her elbow resting on the curve of the balustrade. Her words were a bit clearer now.

“. . . If you were a frog, all of this would be much easier for me . . .”

He tensed and waited to hear someone else speaking, but could not.

After a few minutes of his own rigid stance, he eventually decided to brave it all and shout up at her.

Holding his hands to his mouth, he called, “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair that I may climb the golden stair!”

He heard her gasp and watched the movement of her arm before she peered down at him.

“Jonathan!” she shouted in glee. “It is you. You have come!”

Her smile, her joy, her laughter. How he had missed her. “Of course I have come, you moppet!” he chuckled. “Did you give up on me, then?”

“Nearly! Stay right there. Let me get my hair for you!”

“Your hair?” He laughed as she disappeared from sight. What was she on about? “I was merely jesting, you mad princess,” he shouted up at her.

All at once, a long, thick braided rope of hair fell from the tower. How in the world? He tugged upon it and saw that it was attached high above him. Good heavens, that was a lot of hair!

Her bright face popped above. “It is all right now, and secure. You can climb up.”

“Seriously?” he asked as he tugged upon it again. It seemed secure enough.

“Of course! Hurry up. I cannot wait to hug you!”

Jonathan needed no more encouragement than that. In a trice, he found himself up the long mass and standing before her. Without a moment to truly say anything remarkable, she was already in his arms and murmuring her own joys at having him so near.

It was all incoherent. His heart was hammering so loudly that nothing was making sense. It was as if he were experiencing a dream of some sort. The long rope of hair, the happy chatter. Could she really be standing in his arms? Could all of this actually be happening? Or would he awaken in a short while to find himself near that brook, exhausted and hoping to achieve the impossible?

Then a fraction of her babble began to seep through his consciousness.

“I never ever thought I would see you again. I have been so worried. My mind has been frenzied. What if the witch had destroyed your family too? What if you were turned to stone? What if I was truly all alone forever?”

Jonathan pulled back just enough to see her face as she prattled on about her fears. My heavens, she was beautiful. More lovely than he had remembered seeing her all those years before. Even with her eyes shimmering in tears, he had never seen a more divine creature in all his life.

Gently, he brushed a lock of hair from her cheek and leaned down and kissed that ever-moving mouth, hoping to silence her for just a moment.

Rapunzel gasped and then kissed him back. There was so much more she wished to say, but this—this was a thousand times better!

When he released her, she could feel the flush on her cheeks and asked, “Why did you do that?” Instantly, she berated herself for being so forward. Clearly she was not rational enough to ask proper questions at this time. She blushed again.

He grinned and then sighed, his eyes sparkling at her. “I have missed you too.”

She searched his now stronger, more defined features and smiled. “Good.”

“Let us not do this again, you being captured and taken away. I do not feel my heart could bear it.”

“No. Please, let us not.” She could feel her lips quiver as she attempted to hold her smile in place.

He clung to her then and she eagerly rested her head against his larger chest. He had grown so much, was greatly altered from how she remembered him. Like this, he almost looked like his father, almost resembling a man. “Are you for real?” she whispered, “Is this really happening?”

She felt his hands rub her back, their warmth and comfort seeping through her weary bones.

“I do not know if any of this is real,” he said. “But I vow to enjoy each moment with you until I awaken to reality once more.”
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WHEN JONATHAN PULLED BACK again, this time he noticed Rapunzel’s cropped hair. It came just to her shoulders. “But I do not understand.” He glanced behind and saw the long rope he had climbed up hooked upon the wall. “Was all of that really your tresses? And the witch cut them?”

“No.” Rapunzel chuckled. “She had put some sort of spell on my hair and created that massive length. The weight of it hurt so much, I was actually grateful when it was cut and used as her ladder.”

He shook his head, barely hiding the words that choked against his throat. How could anyone treat this girl so cruelly? To force her to live up here, cutting her locks and—Just then she moved, and he noticed the shackles at her feet. Incredulously, his eyes traced them from the balcony into the room to the wall where the large chain was mounted. “Are you suggesting she felt the need to harness you in here? As if being feet above the world was not enough, you are now chained like an animal as well?” His voice had risen with each word, and he made an attempt to calm his mounting temper.

She grinned and let out a long breath. “You have no idea how much I have missed you.”

“And you have no idea how long I have searched for you.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Let me guess . . . eight months?”

“Minx.” He winked.

She laughed and hugged him again. “It feels so good to see you.”

His arms immediately went around her. It would seem he could not fathom anywhere else his hands should be but holding her. “We have to get you out of here.”

Her voice was so quiet, he could barely hear her. “Do you not think that I have tried just that for all these months? Why do you suppose I am shackled? It is because I would not stop attempting to leave. It was her last effort.”

“And why have you not succeeded?”

She stepped away from him, and he watched as those heavy chains dragged when she walked further into the room. Her back was to him as she fiddled with the few utensils on the kitchen counter. “There is another spell placed upon this tower, that if I am to leave, Lady Vactryne knows it immediately and comes to halt my progress.”

“Well, that would seem more logical. How else could she keep a girl with her own ladder within this tower?” He stepped into the room with her.

She still would not meet his eyes. “Jonathan, it had gotten so bad that recently I have had very morose thoughts.”

He took another step toward her. “What do you mean?”

She shrugged and would not say, so he waited until she finally gave in to the silence. "Not long ago, I had even planned to take my own life.”

“No,” he whispered, his gaze taking in her blonde hair and dainty frame.

She nodded, her eyes then meeting his, bright, shining with unshed tears. “Yes. It was better than be a prisoner here.” She held out her arms.

For the first time, he saw the quaint little room, prettily decorated. But beneath the beauty that was portrayed, he could feel the great ache of sadness here. Of lifelessness and misery. No matter how beautiful a room, if one felt trapped, it cannot be loved. They cannot feel comfortable enough to enjoy it.

“We need to get you out of here this instant before you do something foolish.” He walked over to the mounted chains and inspected them. “I can purchase tools necessary to remove these. It would take me but a few hours to locate a blacksmith. I could be back in the morning.”

“No!”

He glanced over his shoulder. Her distraught features nearly did him in. “What is it?”

“Do not leave me, please.”

“Rapunzel, I promise to return.”

She shook her head. “No. Not yet. Tarry with me a little longer. Can we not wait until nightfall, when the witch returns?” She approached him and clutched his arm. “Please do not leave me alone again—not when I have just been reunited with you. Give me a few hours more.”

“But time is of an essence. We really should not waste another moment.”

“Jonathan, I have been here for months. Do not go away quite yet. I need you. I need you to stay.”

Those words, the unshed tears, the downturned mouth. She was desperate for companionship. For him. And his heart swelled at the feelings of insecurity and fear he saw within her. He could not deny her anything she wished. “I am here. I will not leave you. I will remain as long as possible.”

She lunged for him then, her tears exploding upon his chest. And for the first time in their short moments together, she began to sob in earnest, as if finally she understood he was really there. As if she could allow herself to hope of his reality.

“You must think I am the silliest goose,” she muffled into his waistcoat after a few minutes.

“No. Not silly, but maybe a goose, yes.”

She sniffed and swatted him. “Monster.”

“Hey, now. I thought you loved me.”

“Ha.”

He hid the sorrow he felt at seeing her in such a state behind a grin. “So, what would you like to do now that I have finally come?” His hands trailed over her back again, attempting to ease her into happiness once more.

“I do not know.” She snuggled closer. “Just talk to me, I suppose. I have missed our talks more than anything.”

“Me too,” he said softly. Then he said, “Oh, I offer my birthday felicitations.”

“What?” She chuckled and pulled back a bit. “But it is not my birthday.”

“I missed it, though.” His eyes skimmed over her. “I missed everything about that grand day. Even your ball.”

She sighed. “Yes, well, even I missed my ball, so all is well.”

All at once, he stepped away and bowed low over her hand. “My dear Princess Rapunzel of Ellyania, would you do me the honor of dancing with me?”

She giggled, her whole face lighting up. “What, now? Here? With these chains?”

How he loved to see her happy. “Why ever not? Every girl should be able to celebrate her coming out with a proper dance upon the arm of a handsome prince.” At her laugh, he continued, “Unfortunately, since I am the only one available at the moment, my somewhat mediocre looks will have to do.”

“Good heavens, you are quite the most dashing man I have ever met, and you know it, scamp!” She quickly curtsied and before he could reply and said, “Yes. I would be most happy to stand up with you. I thank you graciously for asking.”
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A SURPRISED CHUCKLE ESCAPED Rapunzel’s lips as she gathered her skirts. Jonathan slipped an arm around her and began to count gently near her ear.

“One-two-three, one-two-three.”

“I cannot believe you know the waltz!” she exclaimed.

“Hush. I am certain there are many things you do not know about me.” He held her right hand and began to sway ever so slightly to the simple count. And then in a moment, they began to really move. Short, easy steps, but they were moving.

“One-two-three, one-two-three . . .”

“Oomph!” Rapunzel tripped upon one of her chains and stumbled into his chest. “Forgive me!”

“No. It is I who had not thought about the stupid things.” He released his hold. “Are you hurt at all?”

She giggled. “No. Just my pride.”

“Hmm . . .” He stepped back and looked at the winding rows of metal. “They will make dancing deuced challenging.” Walking around her, he suddenly snapped his fingers and said, “I have got it. Hold still.” In a trice, Jonathan swooped down, walked in front of her, and in each hand, held the weighty chains.

“But how will we dance?” she asked. “Are they not heavy?”

He shrugged. “Not particularly. But I imagine they would become tiresome after a while.” Stepping forward, he grinned. “So we better get started straight away.”

“What would you have me do?”

His charming eyes looked right into hers. “Why, come closer and wrap your arms around my waist or neck, and we shall dance as I carry these chains safely away from our feet.”

“I think my mother would faint if she ever saw me attempt something so scandalous,” she whispered as she came as close as she could and placed her hands around his middle.

“Well, I would make a comment about how your mother managed to faint over the smallest things—remember the collection of toads we insisted stay in your treehouse?”

Rapunzel gasped and then laughed. How could she forget? “I have missed you. I have missed all of our mischief and fun and conversations of seriousness too. I have just honestly missed you as though a piece of me has been gone.”

His gaze captured hers again. “Aye, and my heart has never beaten for anyone but my sweet Rapunzel. I have missed you—our banter, our teasing, our bickering, our laughter, our talks, our dreams, our long nights discovering and building and thinking of the world around us. I have missed my dearest friend more than I have missed anyone.”

Slowly she removed her arms from around his waist and settled them up upon his neck, her head nestling into his shoulder. She sighed as she heard the deep thud-thud of his heart and felt the warmth of the rise and fall of his chest under her cheek. To hold him, to feel so safe and protected and cared for . . . loved. She felt so very loved. “I cannot bear to be apart again. “

“Nor I.” He sucked in a large lungful of air, and she grinned as she felt the warm breath splay over her hair and cheek. “I have never known such worry, such . . .”

“Shh,” she said. “Let us speak of good things right now, please.”

He paused a moment and then began to whisper, “One-two-three, one-two-three . . .”

She grinned as she began to feel him sway back and forth, her body moving with his. Then before she knew it, with his hands still holding the chains out, they began to move. Slowly and perfectly, they danced around the little space.

“One-two-three, one-two-three . . .”

Her hands clutched his shoulders as he increased the rhythm a bit. Circling faster, she could hear the scrape of the chains around them and the soft, numbered chant of the waltz, but beyond that, it was as if her ears became muffled. All at once, it seemed as if they were dancing about in a glorious ballroom, music gently guiding their steps along. She could feel it, hear it, almost experience the warm glow from the chandeliers above them.

And then the song came. The simple waltzing melody began to tickle her ears as her charming Prince Jonathan began to sing. It was a sweet hum that grew to actual words the longer they danced.

 

Every once in a while,

The world produces a

Love like ours.

Every once in a while,

The hearts of the young lift

To the stars.

You can hear their prayers,

As they’ve lost their fears.

Their world spins round in hopes

Of a brighter future

Where the angel wing floats

Amid the sky of carefree

Cries into the autumnless

Wint’ry slopes.

 

Every once in a while

The world produces a

Love like ours.

Every once in a while,

The hearts of the young lift

To the stars.

And my dear, your el’gance

Knows no bounds

Upon the graceful swirls

Of love’s crown.

You are my beating heart,

You are my endless bliss.

Oh, to twirl amidst the

Love like this

Is to experience joy’s

First real kiss.

 

Every once in a while

The world produces a

Love like ours.

Every once in a while,

The hearts of the young lift

To the stars.

 

As his lovely words grew softer, he stepped back and grinned, her gaze searching his face for a long moment as he stilled their movements. Then she stood upon tiptoe and kissed him. He dropped the chains and instantly wrapped his arms around her, and she allowed all her emotions into this kiss, her happy heart, her glorious memories, and her joy at seeing him again. He truly was the sweetest man she had ever known.

And he could sing!

She could hear him sing a thousand evenings such as this and never grow tired of that voice. “I love you,” she whispered against his mouth. “I love you so very much.”

“And I have always loved you.”

He loosened his grip upon her just a bit and she felt as his hand followed the golden necklace to the front of her shoulder. He gently tugged upon the chain and pulled out the Balligryn pendant from beneath her gown. “You still have it!”

“You seem amazed that I do.”

“Aye, I am amazed. I am relieved and all things marveled that such a pendant has not been lost in all the hustle and awkwardness of the years and then imprisoned as you have been.”

“Lady Vactryne never cared of any of my clothing or jewels. At least, she never mentioned them. But before then . . .” She touched his strong stubbly jaw with her palm, bringing his eyes back to hers. “Dearest, out of all the things to lose, the item that kept you closest to my heart would not be one of them. Not only is it what finally snapped me from my darkest thoughts, saving my life, but it is my future with you. It is our promise together. I would always have taken it seriously.” Then, in a flurry of activity, she began to remove it. “Here, though. Now you are back. Keep it safe that bit longer for me. I do not know what will happen when we attempt to escape, so please tuck it away somewhere and I promise to wear it forever more afterwards.”

He seemed shocked. “But Rapunzel, do you not want to wear it?”

“Of course I do,” she said as she finally unlatched the delicate rope from around her neck and held it out to him. “However, your kingdom depends upon this necklace. Your service to the crown cannot go on without the Balligryn pendant. So please—please take it.” She pushed it into his hands and stepped back.

He let out a short chuckle. “But how did you know this?”

She grinned and raised an eyebrow. Had he forgotten? “Because you told me the day you gave it to me.”

He nodded as he turned it slowly around in his fingers. “I did not remember that I mentioned it. And it is true. It is the only way I can become king.”

“Why? What does the pendant do?”

He shook his head slightly, as if he were afraid to tell her. “Something I am not sure you are quite ready to understand.”

“Jonathan, if you are implying even for ten seconds that I cannot comprehend the slightest silliness that you could produce from your—”

He kissed her.

Properly shut off her tirade efficiently enough, if she did say so herself.

When he finally broke away, he simply said, “Because I am not a prince. I am not royalty at all, and the whole kingdom knows it. Without this gift from my father, I will never be the king he wishes me to be.”
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RAPUNZEL’S JAW DROPPED. JONATHAN watched as a trace of disbelief flashed across her features as she stepped out of his arms. “What do you mean?” she asked.

“It is not all that bad. I was simply adopted into the royal line.” He slipped the gold chain over his neck and tucked it within his shirt.

“But—how?” He could tell she was completely bewildered. “They have always called you their prince.”

He nodded and took a step forward, his eyes capturing hers. “Trust me.”

She held his gaze and nodded. “Very well.”

Jonathan held his arms out and sighed in relief when she instantly went to him. With one arm wrapped snugly around her, they walked to the bed, where a cat was snoozing.

“Oh, is this who you were singing to earlier?”

She chuckled. “Yes. The witch brought Hercules to me some weeks ago, attempting to cheer me up. It has worked. Now, stop stalling and explain yourself to me.”

“In a hurry, are we?” He grinned and quickly removed several pillows from the bed, careful not to disturb the cat, and then set them upon the floor. Then gently, as if she were the most fragile item he had ever touched, he brought her down to sit with him amidst the pillows. They had so much time to make up for. These last several months without her cheerful weekly letters, he had known true heartache. Those papers uplifted him and reminded him of all he had awaiting for his future. Her words always encouraged him and gave him the hope he needed while at his lowest points away from his family. He never fully realized how much she had meant to him until she was gone. There had always been love there, always.

He swayed them both gently from side to side as he relayed what he had always promised to keep secret.

“My mother, the queen, gave birth to a baby boy, Prince Jonathan of Balligryn, three days before my mother, the butler’s daughter, gave birth to me. My mother, in reverence and respect of the new prince, named me Jonathan as well.”

“But?” Rapunzel’s hands tightened upon his.

He kissed the top of her head. “Shh. Let me continue, and then I will answer all questions you have later.

“There was a great storm that came through the kingdom, and the castle grew excessively cold that winter. Within two weeks, many of the servants had lost loved ones. The little prince did not last the fortnight. My own mother, who still was ill from complications from the birth, died later the same evening as the prince.

“When the king heard of the butler’s predicament, attempting to find a wet nurse for his grandson, he spoke to his grieving wife. In hushed tones, she asked to see me privately. They say that my rosy cheeks, tuft of hair, and small bright eyes nearly broke her heart. They reminded her so much of her own newly born babe, but she could not simply turn me away because I had no mother. It was very clear that I was hungry.

“Mother says I latched on like a starving goat and would not release for nearly an hour. She wept and wept and wept, tears spilling down her neck and chest. How she missed her sweet son. How she grieved his passing and each minute was agony, knowing she would never have these moments with him again.

“With the castle in dire straits and illness spreading rapidly, she did agree to continue to suckle me until they could find a suitable wet nurse. However, she told of how, during the course of the next twenty-four hours, my small whimpers and nudges and grasping hands managed to soothe her heart more than break it. And on the second day when a nursing mother was found in the next village, Mother turned her away.

“Father knelt at her bedside, brushed her tangled hair away from her face, stared deeply into her eyes and asked simply, ‘What shall I do? You tell me and it will happen.’

“When he saw her lip quiver, afraid to ask him what she wished, but so overcome with emotion tears had begun again, he did not ask more. He nodded his head and kissed her lips and then nose and brow and said, ‘He shall be ours. He will want for nothing. I will change the law to state that as long as he has the pendant, he will be known as our son.’

“Mother says it is the day she truly knew what a marvelous man she had married, one who would break custom and the ancient ways to appease the love of his life. Her own love for him grew to be unwavering from that moment on.”

Jonathan slowly traced Rapunzel’s arms with his hands. “And that is how I am to become king, but was never a prince.”

All was silent for a few moments and then she asked, “Did my parents know?”

“Your parents and mine have been dear friends for so long, they felt it was fate when my mother had a son and a couple years later, yours a daughter. They were always so eager to see us get along, so when we did and I expressed a wish to join the families together one day, my father took me aside and told me it was my choice to share my circumstances, but if I never wished to do so, then no one need ever know. However, I did speak with them both before I left for school. Even before I came to the playhouse on our last day together.”

“What did they say?”

“Well, I was a nervous wretch. My knees were knocking and everything. But after finally spilling out the whole of the story, your father merely grinned and said, “We have never thought of you anything other than the prince of Balligryn. So if your father, the king, has no objections, why should I?”

She turned within his arms and grinned. “I knew it. I knew Father would say something just like that.” Snuggling into his chest, she fiddled with the beautiful pendant. “Thank you for sharing. And I am even more honored that you allowed me to wear the pendant all this time.”

“How did it save you? Will you tell me?”

She glanced up at him, her features flashing with pain before searching his eyes and then shaking her head a bit. “I was so imprudent then. I still cannot comprehend how easy it was to allow myself to go into such a state.”

“Hush. All is well. We are together. Now what happened?”

“Nothing, really. I had just pierced my arm with a piece of shattered porcelain and was ready to drag it painfully the rest of the way down to my wrist when—”

Jonathan inhaled quickly, his stomach twisting into hard rocks within him at her words.

“Just as I was about to slice further, I caught a small portion of the gold chain winking at me from where it peeked beneath my dress.” She dropped the pendant, and her arms wrapped around his neck. “I realized then that you might still be looking for me, and I could not harm you by allowing the witch to have what you needed most to become king. It saved me. It truly snapped me out of the trance I had been in and forced me to hope again.”
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RAPUNZEL FELT JONATHAN’S HANDS trace her back as he said, “Let us make sure you never do that again.”

“I promise I will not.”

“Good. I have already lost you once; I could not bear to lose you a second time.”

“I have missed you,” she whispered, knowing she was repeating herself, but it was true. Her dearest friend had been missed for years.

“Well, that is something else that shall be rectified. Once I get you back to the castle, I shall continue my studies at home and be with you every chance I get it.”

She clutched him tighter. The smile soon became covered in her happy tears.

They sat like that for a few moments, and when he pulled back, he seemed to remember that she still had her shackles about her ankles. Holding her face gently between his hands, he said, “I have to leave soon. The sun is setting. I will be back, I promise you. I will not leave you here. However, just in case something detains me, or if you find yourself without me and are frightened because you believe I have been gone too long, remove a stone from these walls and hammer away at the metal holding you captive. It may take you days to finally release the bands, but it will work eventually. When the time is right, you will know how to escape, but I believe it may be best while the witch is already here in the room. Do what you must to save yourself.”

She nodded, her heart lurching at the possibilities and almost finality of his words. She clutched his elbows. “You will come back?” Even though she knew the answer, she had to ask again.

“Yes.” He kissed her. “Yes, yes, yes.” He placed a delicious kiss on her lips in between each word. “Yes.”

She believed him. “Go, then. But hurry back shortly.”

He stood up and held his hand out for her. Together, they walked to the balustrade, Hercules circling their legs as they did so. “I will be back in the morning. And then we shall get away from here forever.”

She giggled as she flung her arms around him. Her emotions bordered on hysteria, but she did not care. It sounded wonderful. Perfect. For the first time in eight months, she felt truly safe.

“Good-bye,” he said.

“Godspeed.” She kissed him once more and then watched as he scurried down the long rope of hair. He had come! He had truly come! And tomorrow they would be safe.
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LADY VACTRYNE HISSED WHEN she came out of the clearing and heard voices at the top of the tower. Quickly, she hid herself amongst some fronds and cursed the idiocy of believing the girl was truly mourning her fate.

Her eyes squinted as she watched the chattering couple embrace and then saw him climb down onto the ground, only to have Rapunzel quickly bring it back up again. No wonder she cut her own hair off—to provide him with a rope! The fiend had no doubt been faking her own morose illness as well, pretending to be listless so as not to alarm her while she entertained this strange man.

Lady Vactryne clenched her fist tightly around the satchel she was carrying. A small drop of blood made its way out of her hand to splatter upon the ground below her. Some things were not to be tolerated. This was definitely one of those things.

Lady Vactryne had not been this livid for several years. But to be duped so completely with this clandestine relationship was enough to burst the fury out of anyone. She refused to be made a fool! And both the girl and that young man would pay for their insolence.

After waiting a few minutes, willing herself to remain calm, she walked into the clearing and called up to the wretched girl. In a trice, the long rope of hair was thrown over the side, and the witch was upon the tower. She inhaled a silent, shaky breath and then smiled as best she could. “How was your day?” she asked the girl.

Nothing could hide the glow about Rapunzel. Nothing. “Good.”

“Hmm . . .” Even pretending to be calm would become too taxing today. Her mind was racing. The more it whirled, the angrier she became. The more livid, the more out of control she felt. This would not do. Not do at all. Slamming her satchel upon the table caused the girl to jump, but she covered up the display with a bit of a laugh.

A flash of worry crossed Rapunzel’s features.

“Well, let us get your supper ready. I have so much on my mind, I will not be able to stay long.”

“Oh.” The girl approached cautiously. “Would you like some help?”

“No, thank you.” Lady Vactryne pulled out the pretty blue vial from her bag and carried it to the cupboard. Then she created a lovely soup—soup fit for a queen—and presented it to the girl. Once Rapunzel had eaten, Lady Vactryne poofed a glass of milk and poured in a bit of sleeping potion from the blue vial. It was something she did so often, she was certain Rapunzel never truly thought about it. Since the sleep was one that came upon gradually, it would never seem as if she was actually being forced to shut her body down and rest.

After nearly a quarter of an hour, Rapunzel was lying down, tucked nicely into her fine bed. Her eyes closed, and then the witch raged.

A shriek that rattled the rafters escaped from her throat. How she hated feeling like this! How she hated betrayal! It was only the worst type of person who would betray another so blatantly. And the princess was nothing better than her greedy, betraying, lying, thieving parents! Ahhh! She should have known the girl would not be any greater than her own family!

She began to pace as she thought of what to do next, her long skirts swirling about her legs. The first thing would be to remove the young man completely from this farce. Rapunzel was hers—not his! And Lady Vactryne would be skinned alive before seeing someone take what was rightfully hers.

She was certain he had no idea what to do with the girl anyway. Probably a mere little infatuation he gained from her pretty presence, but the witch knew better. She knew what that girl was capable of. Did she not see it from the first moment she laid eyes on the babe not yet two toddling about the castle grounds? Yes. She saw then the unleashed power within the princess. All that rapunzel tea her mother had drunk had certainly passed on to the girl.

There was a reason all those who wished to harness great power kept mint and the rapunzel flower growing within their gardens. It had been known by the most powerful witches for years that if you were to use those two herbs together, they would unleash incredible powers, as well as strength and fortitude. When she approached the king and queen, it was with the knowledge that they had also included mint in the teas she had been drinking. Bargaining for the unborn infant was the perfect foil to create the fear she hoped to generate within them. She had not been certain if she would actually take Rapunzel until she crept to the palace gardens and saw the little thing wandering around the gardens. Oh, then she knew!

No one else would be able to raise the child as well as she could.

Lady Vactryne glanced at the sleeping form and snarled. So much potential. So much power within that slight frame. But she had to be comfortable to access it. She had to be in her element, and right now, the witch needed the princess to trust her. Urgh. The imbecilic lad! How dare he attempt to ruin all her plans?

He would pay. She would see to it that he would never lay eyes on his dear princess again!
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RAPUNZEL AWOKE THE NEXT morning with her mouth covered in a cloth, and she could not move her legs. They were cramped and near her chest. She was in a small, tight box, possibly one of her traveling trunks. It was dark and frightening. What was happening? She attempted to scream and jerk within the box, panicking and desperate to get out. Her arms were tied behind her back and her racing pulse was causing havoc in her chest. Great heavens, how did she get here?

Get out. Get out. Get out.

HELP!

Her muffled cries and jolting finally alerted someone. She heard the box being opened. The next instant, bright sunlight blinded her.

Lady Vactryne spoke. “So, you have woken up, have you? Well, we cannot have that, now can we?”

Rapunzel felt the gag being removed from her mouth. Her lips were swollen and parched. She squinted and felt the witch grab her jaw. “What is happening?” she managed to get out just before some sort of liquid was poured down her throat. She sputtered and coughed.

“There. It is full strength, so it should not take you too long.”

“Too long to what?” Already, Rapunzel could feel the tug of exhaustion begin to pull upon her. Was that a sleeping potion? Her eyes grew heavy as the witch replaced the gag around her mouth. She could not even find the energy to protest. Within the next minute or so, all went dark again.
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AS JONATHAN ARRIVED AT the tower, he slipped from his horse and grabbed the tools he had bought from the blacksmith to remove Rapunzel’s shackles, as well as a few other items he figured he could use in defending them against the witch when she came.

He called up to Rapunzel. “I am here! Let the hair down.”

As it dropped to the ground in front of him, another bout of anger flashed through him. How dare the witch be so cruel to the girl? She deserved to die for all the havoc she had wreaked upon the whole Ellyanian court. Even if the family did steal, to kidnap a daughter and force her into a tower by herself, hidden away from the world, was not a life created by a kind and caring person. This Lady Vactryne had more greed within her than could be accepted. She had already ruined Rapunzel’s parents, but to take their daughter as a prisoner as well? How long would the punishment for the theft last? Who else was to pay for her selfishness?

No, this must end now.

He almost lost the princess once—he would never risk losing her again. It was time.

Tugging on the belts strapped around him to guarantee the tools were secure, he grasped the hair and began to ascend the long rope. However, he climbed a bit slower than before. Something was wrong. Rapunzel was not leaning over the balustrade to greet him. It was too quiet.

He pulled himself up another couple of feet. His stomach clenched. The witch must be here. She must be hiding, waiting for him, and had Rapunzel tied up so as not to be able to speak. All was not right. His climbing stilled altogether. If he battled the witch inside, there was risk for Rapunzel to be hurt and him to fall victim to whatever trap Lady Vactryne had laid.

No. It was best he drew her out into the field with him. He had a much better chance at winning.

Jonathan called up, “I have forgotten something! Forgive me—I will return tomorrow.” With that, he slid down the rope and ran to his horse. Jumping onto the beast, he galloped out of the clearing to one he had found nearby.
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LADY VACTRYNE HISSED AS she ran to the balcony from within her hiding spot to see the young man leaving. “The fool!” He must have realized she was waiting for him. Urgh. In a great sweep of agitation, she swiftly descended the tower and chased after him. He would not get away from her this time. She would find and punish the menace. How dare he think to outwit her!

She would have to use a spell to guarantee she found him in time. It would weaken her, yes, but it was a price she must pay to foresee that he did not thwart any more of her plans. In a swoop of blue smoke, she arrived a great length away from where she had been and in a clearing of woods she knew well.
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THE WITCH WAS FAST! Unbelievably so. Jonathan had arrived merely a few moments before she did and had just enough time to slip from his horse and grab a large coil of rope as the smoke appeared. As soon as he saw the poof of smoke forming, he lunged at it before the witch was even visible. He collided with her solid form and quickly began to twist rope around and around her body.

The shocked witch lunged and fought with all her might, but he was too quick. Wrapping her up tightly, he forced the woman to the ground. Amidst her grunts and raging shrieks, he managed to hold her secure enough during the surprise attack to bind her legs as well. However, he was not prepared for her feet to break free of his strong grasp and lurch at him quite so forcefully.

Her swift kick hit him squarely in the stomach and sent him careening backwards into some bushes. By the time he had scrambled to his feet, she was already sitting up and loosening the bindings.

“No!” He hurled himself at her once more, allowing his body to slam her to the ground and tightening his arms around her, pinning her hands in place between them.

How she screamed and wailed, but Jonathan paid no attention as the surprisingly strong woman continued to thrash about, rolling him from side to side and attempting any means possible to escape.

Her sharp teeth managed to bite into a portion of his neck, causing him to lose his grip and force her jaw away.

Just as he was about to strike the witch, she hissed at him, “Do what you will to me, but you will never see the princess again!”

He had to kill her now before she destroyed Rapunzel! Just as he slammed his fist into her mouth, his vision went dark. At first he thought his eyes were closed, but after several attempts to open them, it was obvious they already were.

The witch laughed at his confusion. He swung again, but only felt his fist slam into the ground. Then she really cackled, pushing him off her.

“Arrgh!” He got to his knees and dove toward the sound, his arms colliding again with solid ground as she moved easily from his grasp.

“You shall never catch me,” she taunted near his right side.

He continued to reach and lunge for her while she mocked him.

“In fact, my dear sir, you shall now truly understand what it means never to see the one you love again.”

She grasped his jaw, her nails digging painfully into his skin. He brought his hands up to fend her off, but all at once, every part of him became frozen.

“No. You will not attack me again. Instead, you will listen to what I say to you. I do not tolerate someone as dimwitted and underhanded as you appear to be thwarting my plans. In fact, you have truly upset the wrong person. Your punishment for your idiotic notions is to be forever blind. You think her pretty enough to visit as many times as you have, then I shall take that ability from you. She is mine now! No one shall ever take her from me, especially not you! And I dare you to find her!”

She released him, throwing his frozen body to the ground. And then she was gone. It took several moments of darkened panic before he noticed that his form was beginning to move again. He had not been turned to stone! Great mercy. Big, gasping breaths of relief escaped as he truly took into account his situation. The evil beast actually did remove his sight. But what was she going to do with Rapunzel? He had to get back to her. Allow the witch to spend her time harming him—he did not care. But not Rapunzel! She did not deserve any of this.

Once he could fully move, he stood upon his feet, but had no sense of his bearings. He was dreadfully lost, with not even a fraction of hope of knowing which direction was which. Calling for his horse, he stumbled again and again over bushes and into divots and trenches in the grounds beneath his feet. Without a placement of direction, he could not be certain where to go, and the darn creature would not come to him. He must have left during the skirmish with the witch.

Jonathan stumbled into the trunk of a tree and held on. For a moment, he allowed the hopelessness of the situation to hit him. Rapunzel was in danger, waiting for him, and he could not get to her. Sliding down the rough trunk, he turned his back and brought his knees to his chin and wept, not as a child saddened by his own miserable state, but as a man desperate to save the woman he loved and having no notion of how he was to achieve such a thing.


[image: ]

RAPUNZEL AWOKE AGAIN INSIDE the tight, dark box. No! She thrashed around, frantic to escape the confinement. She banged and jerked until sweat poured from her forehead to her gagged mouth. Her heart was racing. It was so hot. And she could not breathe fast enough through the cloth. It hurt. And she was so very frightened and cramped. Finally, she stopped, attempting to catch her breath.

Think. What should she do? How does one escape something like this?

All was silence around her. What had happened? Where was Jonathan? How long had it been? Jonathan! What if the witch had him?

Gah! No! Let me out!

She banged and clanked and rocked the box until something must have unlatched above her, for in the next instant, the lid sprang free and fell open completely. She crouched in case it was the witch who had opened the trunk, but when Lady Vactryne did not appear, Rapunzel carefully climbed out of the box. The place was bathed in light from the sun. In the much larger space of the room, she was able to bounce and jerk and grunt and bring her tied arms out from behind and underneath her legs and skirts and up to her mouth.

She loosened her gag, breathing in fresh gulps of air, and then used her teeth to begin working on loosening the bands around her wrists. Once her hands were free, she would then work on her ankles. One thing was certain—she was not bound by the heavy chains. The witch must have removed them to fit her into the box.

Rapunzel smiled and worked and pulled and attempted all manner of tugging to remove her bands. Finally, she noticed a small, jagged piece of stone that protruded from the tower wall. Scooting over to it, she began to saw through the rope. It took several minutes and her wrists were positively swollen and rubbed raw, but in the end, it was worth it. She was free. After that, it was only a matter of minutes to untie the rope around her ankles.

Standing, she glanced around the room, not sure how much time she had. It was still daylight, so that was good. But it was probably late afternoon, so not much time to find Jonathan while there was still daylight to navigate through the foreign woods. She had to hurry. It was not until she approached the balcony with her long hair hanging over the edge that she remembered the blasted curse. Urgh! If she even attempted to climb down the tower, Lady Vactryne would be there.

How was she ever to escape? There had to be a way.

Rapunzel looked out toward the great clearing before them. And then she panicked. There was the witch approaching even then! How did she know? Rapunzel had not thrown one leg over the balustrade yet!

Of course. She did not know. She probably was coming to see her and do whatever it was she had planned. Rapunzel backed away, hoping she still had a chance to conceal herself. She quickly scanned the room and found the heavy shackles. There was a portion of them still mounted to the wall, but about six feet of the large, bulky chain was completely unattached to the rest. Tossing it to the trunk, she first hid the rope and gag under her bed, and then picking up the metal, she climbed back into the box, and just before she shut the lid, Hercules jumped in with her. “Shh!” she whispered to the cat, hoping desperately that he would not give her away. She left a crack in the lid to peek through.

Moments later, she heard Lady Vactryne on the balcony. “All right, you little menace. I saw you from the clearing. Obviously, you have escaped from your bonds. Where are you?”

Rapunzel saw her enter the room and walk toward the bed. She held her breath and brought Hercules in closer.

“Your precious young man has been dealt with. He will never see you again. Now, I suggest that you be a good little moppet and come out now. And obey me, or I will kill you. This has been an exceptionally rough day for me, and I am seriously disgusted at the betrayal I have witnessed. Do not attempt to defy me again!”

What did she do to Jonathan? Was he dead?

She heard grunting as the witch looked under the bed.

“Where are you?” she shouted.

Rapunzel flinched as she heard the rope lash against the trunk. The cat meowed and hissed in fear.

“Oh, is that where you are hiding, then? Thinking to go back to where I put you? In case I was not stupid enough to see you?”

Rapunzel crouched, ready to spring just as the lid flew open.

“There you are!”

Hercules leaped at the witch, clawing her face, as Rapunzel lunged, stepping out of the box, and flung the heavy chains about her, instantly whipping around and flinging the woman into the trunk. Then she quickly slammed the lid down and locked it, ignoring the shrieks as she lugged and pushed and dragged the heavy box out of the room and to the balcony. The ungracious cat sat upon the lid of the thing as she pulled. Just before she got to the edge, Lady Vactryne escaped, the box shattering around them and flinging the cat to the wall, and flew at Rapunzel.

Rapunzel ducked, and the witch hurled over the balcony. She grasped the long rope of hair just as she was about to fly completely over. “No! You are not coming back!” Then by instinct, Rapunzel picked up a piece of the broken trunk and rammed it into the witch’s hands over and over again. Hercules came out of nowhere to land on the witch’s face, hissing and clawing.

Lady Vactryne shrieked, her attempts at gaining momentum gone. And then with a final blow to the hands, Rapunzel clutched the cat’s fur as the witch fell, grasping and screaming to her death, the large piece of trunk tumbling down after her. The earth exploded with a bang, and a great dust cloud billowed up from below.

Great heavens! She was free! She was finally free! She clung to Hercules, thanking him, and then tucked him upon her shoulder. Without waiting another second, Rapunzel scurried down the long rope of hair and ran with all of her might out of the clearing. She did not pause to examine the woman. Instead, she escaped the same way she had seen the witch return.

“Jonathan!”

She ran and shouted and ran and shouted, looking and searching for the man. Oh please, oh please, do not allow him to be dead. Not now. Not after all of this. Please!

When she stumbled into a stream, she placed the cat down and stopped a minute to drink the water and still her racing thoughts. If he were still alive, he would have to be someplace near. Just then, she heard the faint whicker of a horse.

“Jonathan?” she called, attempting to follow the sound. It was somewhere up the stream, she imagined. She heard an answering snort and walked quicker. “Jonathan, is that you and Brute?”

Pushing aside some brush, she found his horse, saddled and drinking from the water.

“Jonathan?” She glanced around, but could not find him anywhere. Hercules meowed softly and she picked him up. Approaching the horse, she asked, “Brute, where is he? Can you take me to him?” She tossed the cat on the saddle and then climbed aboard the large animal and grabbed the reins. Hercules found a pocket in the saddle bags to mold into where he could be safe. “Come on. Let us find your master.”
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JONATHAN HAD COLLAPSED IN a heap of foliage. He had wandered around for what seemed like hours and finally decided sleep was the best thing in the world. He had no notion of what time it was, or how much time had passed. But he needed rest and a moment to think properly enough to form a plan for how he was to save his princess.

When he first heard Rapunzel, he dreamed they were children, playing a hide-and-capture game at her home. He was enjoying the dream until Rapunzel’s voice grew fainter and fainter.

Wait. She was going the wrong way. She was missing his hiding spot.

He awoke to the eerie stillness all around him. That dream had seemed so real. “Rapunzel?” he called out as loudly as he could. When he heard a muffled answer, his heart began to race. Quickly, he scrambled to his feet and called again. “Rapunzel! Rapunzel! Is that you?”

He heard her reply softly, and finding a nearby tree trunk, he clutched it. “I am over here. Follow my voice.” Relief in the form of unexpected tears sprang from him. Could this truly be happening? Thank the heavens she was safe!

It took several attempts of a call and chant between the two, but she eventually found him. He heard her gasp and felt the ground shift as she ran to him.

Her soft hands clutched his face and brushed the grime from him. “What has she done to you?”

“Shh. It is okay. I will be fine. The witch wanted to ensure that I would never see you again.” His hands reached up, tracing the features he could not see. “You are alive. I am so grateful you are here. What happened?”

“You would not believe it.” He felt sweet kisses rain upon his face and lips. “I cannot believe it myself. By the good grace of all that is holy, Hercules and I escaped and even killed the witch.”

His hands found her shoulders, and he traced down them to feel the swelling of her wrists. “But how? Never mind. Allow me to hold you close. We have plenty of time to talk later. Just knowing you are here and safe is all that matters.” He gently pulled her toward him and hugged her, his kisses matching hers. “I am so grateful you are alive. I was terrified she had killed you.”

“And I you!” Rapunzel’s shoulders began to shake, and he realized she was crying.

“Hush, do not cry. All will be well. Shh.” He lowered them slowly to the ground.

He could feel her small hands clutching him as her tears came faster. “No, it will not be well. Nothing will be well again. You are blind, and it is not fair. None of this is fair. You have done nothing to deserve this! Nothing.”

“Neither have you.”

He felt her hands capture his face, and her sweet mouth finding his forehead, eyes, and cheeks while the tears fell down. “For months, I have been so worried about you. I cannot do this anymore. This world is a cruel, cruel place.”

“I love you,” he whispered. He could feel the gentle plops of her tears as they touched his cheeks, and a few slid into his eyes. The dear, sweet girl. “Rapunzel, do not be anxious. All will be well, I promise.” His own tears began to form again. It was too much. He had been so worried and here she was, fine and healthy. He shifted his head slightly to kiss her again, but then he noticed a faint glow of light behind his eyelids. He blinked, and very blurry images began to appear before him. But they were definitely images!

He held her closer. “Rapunzel! I can see! I think your tears are healing my eyes.”

“What?” He heard her gasp and then truly begin to sob. “Are . . . are you certain? Could this be true? Can you see?”

More and more the image of her face became clearer. “Yes. Yes, it is working.” She began to sob in relief, pouring her tears into his eyes.

After several moments, he could finally see her again, her red-rimmed eyes and happy smile. How he loved her. He brought her head down and kissed her perfect lips, and then sighed.

“Let us get you home.”

She nodded and hugged him. “Yes. It is about time.”

Just then, a large gray cat peered up at him from Rapunzel’s side. “Well, hello there, Hercules. Would you like to join us too?”

When he answered with a rub against Jonathan’s leg, Jonathan scratched his neck.

“I would say Hercules was greedy, but I believe he deserves extra love today. Without him, I am not certain I would have escaped as easily.”

“Really? Well, then, we shall be certain to reward him handsomely for his efforts.” Jonathan leaned down and kissed his grinning sweetheart.

“Mew-row.”

He looked down at the brazen cat and said frankly, “No. I shall not kiss you too, no matter how heroic you are. I shall leave all my kisses for Rapunzel.”
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A FEW DAYS LATER when Rapunzel, Jonathan, and Hercules rode into Ellyania, the whole village came out to greet them. Many shouts and exclamations and excitement could be heard throughout the land. Rapunzel rushed to the throne room, eager to see her parents. The servants had placed the statues on either side of their respective thrones.

She had come to say good-bye, to wrap her arms around their hardened bodies and whisper that she loved them and that she was home.

What she did not expect was to sob so heartily when she did so with her mother, or to feel the amazement of her mother’s answering and warm embrace. Goodness! She was alive!

“Your tears!” Jonathan exclaimed as he approached her. “They have healed her too!”

Rapunzel ran quickly to her father and cried upon him as well. The whole family soon hugged and laughed and wept together. What an incredibly joyous day for them all! A day of perfection, of bravery, and of love.

All of the village wept with the great happiness of the royal family. It was truly a marvelous day.

Jonathan’s parents came as soon as they heard the amazing news. The whole kingdom celebrated, and eventually Jonathan and Rapunzel got to dance at her coming-out ball for real.

They were married a few years later and lived to a very old age. The Balligryn pendant became a great symbol of hope and overcoming the odds when the story of the trapped princess and the brave prince came to light. Many people looked to the Balligryn kingdom as a place where discovering one’s greatness and overcoming life’s circumstances could be found within.

Ten years into their marriage, Jonathan’s father abdicated the throne to his son, who proudly wore the Balligryn pendant while the people wholeheartedly praised and applauded the event.

The great king and queen had two sons and two daughters, all of which kept them on their toes. Rapunzel never allowed her cravings to become out of hand during her pregnancies, and she made sure to ban rapunzel from being grown anywhere near the kingdom.

Hercules became a very spoiled, very loved, and very fat cat who enjoyed chasing the castle mice and tormenting them. However, he was absolutely too used to eating the finest of foods to lower his standards enough to even taste mouse, much to the merriment of the children who teased him and scratched him and loved him most of all.

As they developed into great rulers, Rapunzel taught her children the importance of all the lessons she had learned on her journey of self-discovery away from home. But mostly, she taught them the value of never giving up, never allowing moroseness to govern their thoughts for long, and to truly believe there was always a way to make things better—even if the odds would seem impossible, there was always a way out.

And so now, dear reader, I pass their lesson along to you. No matter what is happening within your own life, no matter how desperate and bad things may seem, all is not lost. There is hope. There is a way to overcome. Find it. Search for it. Believe in it. And it will be.
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PEARL GIGGLED AS THE rush of bubbles swirled up and around her fins and over her arms and kissed her cheeks. There was nothing more exciting than the Octavian underground sea vents.

"Try this one," Keel shouted from about ten feet to the left of her. "You have never experienced anything like this."

Not needing another moment to decide, she quickly swam over to the handsome prince. He was amidst three streams of bubbles, all coming from the same hole tucked within the shimmering coral beneath them. Each stream sparkled and tickled as it burst around them.

He slipped his arms around her waist, his own fin twitching as the persistent air escaped over their bodies.

She snuggled against his chest and grinned. Just then, the tide shifted and the bubbles caught her hair, whisking and dancing with it above them both. It felt so wonderful, as if a million minnows were gently tugging against the strands. Mm . . . She laid her head back and relished in the sweetness of it all.

He chuckled, his deep voice resonating through his chest. "Did I not tell you this was magical?"

"A hundred times."

“And yet you still resisted coming out here, did you not?"

She closed her eyes and wrapped her hands around his waist. "Hush, you. I can choose to be stubborn if I wish to be."

"Aye. As stubborn as any of the great female tyrants who have ruled the sea."

"Tyrant?" She gasped and pretended to be appalled at his silly declarations, but found that the sensation of being in his embrace and the soft tickling of the bubbles around her was too delicious not to stay exactly where she was for some time more.

He chuckled again. "You sound so upset by my teasing."

"I am," she murmured into him. "And later, you shall pay for being such a brute. Until then, I think I shall remain here a bit longer."

"Only a bit?" She felt his hand slowly work his way up her back. So calm and peaceful.

"Mmm . . . Maybe a bit longer than a bit." She grinned into his chest.

After a few minutes of silence, he murmured against her brow, "Pearl?"

"Yes?" she asked, not moving an inch.

She felt his chest expand as he inhaled a large mass of the glorious sea water in these parts. His hands stilled in their travels along her back and instead came to rest against her shoulders. Slowly, he pushed her resisting form back enough to look deeply into her eyes.

"Keel, what is it?" she asked. Usually he was much more playful. "Why are you so intense all of a sudden?"

"You know there is no one else in this ocean I would rather be with than you."

"Yes, I know. We have so much fun together."

He shook his head, his features looking a bit lost for a moment. "Do you only ever see the fun?"

Pearl blinked, not sure where this conversation was going. "Do you not?"

"No." His fingers reached up and captured her jaw. "No, my dear, I think of so very much more when I am with you."

She trembled when his thumb traced her lip briefly. "What do you imagine when we are together?"

"Everything. The world. The ocean is ours. As if we could truly rule it all together."

"But . . . Keel?" Could he really be saying this to her now? Did he not remember she had vowed never to love him? Why would he even briefly touch on such a subject? He knew her desires to see so very much before she settled down. There was so much more to explore and do and see and become and learn from.

"I know you will believe I am speaking out of turn or whatever nonsense you have convinced yourself of, but Pearl dearest, you are in love with me, and it is time you understood that."

She flinched and was about to push out of his grasp, but Keel was quicker. His mouth found hers. Again. Great reef! Why could she never function after the merman kissed her? Nothing seemed to form even the faintest of coherent thoughts when his perfect mouth decided to remind her once again how much she enjoyed his company.

Sighing, she happily brought her arms around his neck and kissed him for quite a few more minutes before he pulled back.

He smiled smugly and then kissed her cheek before moving to her ear and whispering, "Marry me."

Her heart fluttered for a full ten seconds and she could hardly catch her fluid, it was so difficult to inhale. Yes! She wanted to shout. Yes, the dancing flutterfish in her stomach were enough evidence to tell her there was nothing she could wish for more than to be his wife. His princess. His love.

Gah. She melted into his chest again, her frantic heart racing, her smile so very wide. And then she remembered. Clutching his arms for a moment, she allowed the wave of silliness to leave her. Instead, she focused on the sparkling bubbles around them. The vibrant, skittering domes bobbed and tumbled their way up to the surface.

To that great unknown world.

Oh, to be free like that! To explore and see and have so very many adventures!

She looked back at the dear merman in front of her. Touching his face lightly, she stared into his pretty aqua-colored eyes and then kissed those handsome lips tenderly before declaring, "I cannot. My destiny lies in the world above me. I must go. I must search this amazing place out first. To really live and see and be and do."

Worry etched his chiseled face. "If you do, I cannot imagine you ever returning."

Pearl bit her lip and then shrugged slightly. There was nothing to be said about such a declaration. "And I cannot promise to return. There is hope and happiness and beauty here. But what of my desire to know what is best for me? What of my longing to see what might be out there? If it is my destiny to return, I shall, but with this tugging within me, I cannot imagine there being anything here that will make up for the glories I will find."

The words were out before she realized the true sting of them.

His open, trusting eyes distanced themselves in that instant, as if an unseen barrier came between them and he hardened the friendship he had with her. "Go, then. Go and see your world. Live your dreams." He kicked his fins and swam a few paces from her. Instantly, she felt bereft without his arms about her. "Go. The rest of us will stay here and do what we have promised to do."

"You say it like I am betraying my family or something."

"Are you not?" The coldness about him shocked her.

A surge of irritation flashed through her small frame as she flipped her fins. "You may believe what you wish, Prince Keel, but I know my place is not of this ocean yet! I must learn and grow first. Think me selfish if you must. But a true friend, a true man who loved me, would want what is best for me. I refuse to be tied down to this boring sea life. There is nothing about this that makes me happy!"

All at once, Keel seemed harrowed by a shot of pain. His eyes darkened, his perfect mouth turned down, and he simply shook his head. "Forgive me for my proposal. May the great waves be with you. I wish you well." With that, he swam away, leaving her alone in the joyous Octavian underground sea vents.
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