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Rapunzel sat down hard near the side of the top step outside of the castle, feeling as if the wind had been knocked out of her sails. 

Just far enough out of the way to avoid being tripped over, she slouched forward in a way that her Mother would never approve of, cupped her chin in her hand, and sighed deeply. 

She had been followed by one of the small palace dogs. It sat back on its haunches and barked at her, then nestled its head into her hand, asking to be petted. 

Tentatively, Rapunzel pulled her hand away, paused, and then carefully put two fingers forward to stroke the head of the dog, who was light brown, and fluffy beneath her fingertips. It made happy noises, and cuddled up next to the side of her ankles. 

Rapunzel brushed at its short fuzzy hair with her palm. 

It seemed so strange to her, to have confined animals around a palace. She had read about pets in books before she had come down from the tower, but seeing them in person was quite an experience. 

It was kind of . . . lovely. 

And it took the edge off the sense of being lonely. 

And strangely, it gave her a warm kind of feeling in the base of her stomach, and a lightness of heart—this was perhaps the only kind of company she would have welcomed just now. 

Though the stone beneath her felt cold where she sat, still the beautiful front entryway of the Dria castle was regal and beautiful and inviting all at once—as though it had been created by all of the best architects and craftspeople that the broader region had to offer. The entrance was carved of what looked like cold marble but the color was somehow welcoming. It had the warm brown patina of a beloved and well-used bowl, all the careful care and polish of a much-loved object. 

In any other moment, Rapunzel may have felt delighted to be sitting at the front of such a beautiful place—after all, she was used to being confined to living within a solitary tower that would have been dwarfed by the expanse of this castle with its many hallways, ballrooms, and intricate towers. And she was usually limited to talking with one person who—though beloved—was sometimes frustrating anad always seemed to offer the same conversations and points of view. 

Everything about the space where Rapunzel sat now whispered of expansive opportunities and the broader world which she had for so long yearned to better know. 

The air smelled of the salty ocean, which she could see glimmering off in the distance at the base of the valley beyond; there ships streamed in and out of the mountain-framed harbor with all the bustle of the ladies of the court she was visiting. 

Both people and ships liked to bustle here, she’d found. 

The preference of the people of the court for busyness had made it easy for Rapunzel to become reasonably invisible by finding some places out of the way to drop down and sit. 

The chatty folks were less likely to go after a silent, unmoving target, especially if she were tucked someplace out of the way. 

As she pondered this, a handsome passing noble with curly black hair raised a hand toward her in greeting. She scowled and turned away, in no mood to chat. Pointedly, she fixed her attention on a distant beautiful mountain, which was covered in a blanket of trees cloaked in fall foliage. The noble, catching her hint, chuckled to himself and moved on. 

Perhaps the front entrance of this castle was not as out-of-the-way as she might have hoped for peace and quiet. 

She would get up and move to a more private place, but at the moment, just being in the fresh air felt medicinal, and she soaked in the sunshine like a flower craving the light. 

She had been so excited to come and visit her storied pen pal cousin. Rapunzel had hoped they’d have so much in common. But now it turned out that Princess Adrienne Rose was asleep. And had been for some time. Leaving Rapunzel with nothing to do and nobody to talk to on this visit. 

At least nobody interesting. Or interesting to her, at least. 

Several eligible young men and various people about the court had wanted to get to know Rapunzel better. But she had come to this castle to visit one specific person. And now that she knew Princess Adrienne Rose was deep in an undisturbable sleep, all the luster of the visit had vanished for her completely. 

All the bustling court people might as well have been a swarm of butterflies to her: pretty to look at but not something she planned on talking with.

The visit felt like a complete waste, and she was regretting having talked her Mother into allowing Rapunzel and her Aunt Carina to make the trip. 

Princess Adrienne Rose and Rapunzel were not officially cousins—at least not to Rapunzel’s knowledge. 

But in the last few months, Mother had enrolled Rapunzel in a pen pal program for classically trained young ladies that Aunt Carina had excitedly told them about. 

Rapunzel’s mother had agreed that exchanging letters with another well-raised young woman might be a simple and non-intimidating way for Rapunzel to begin to branch out more into the world. 

The letters had started simply enough—with an exchange of formal introductory notes, and then a flurry of little letters in which the two girls compared interests and hobbies, favorite books, and hopes for their respective futures. 

Rapunzel had been impressed with Adrienne Rose’s knowledge of world culture, and Adrienne Rose for her part had written that she was deeply enchanted with Rapunzel’s evocative imagination when Rapunzel shared a few short poems she had created, along with some carefully crafted, hand-lettered, encouraging mottos which Rapunzel had sent to her new friend. 

A wide smile had broken out across Rapunzel’s face when she’d received a note in return from Princess Adrienne Rose proclaiming that they must consider one another to be cousins as they were such kindred friends and admirers of beauty in the world. Adrienne Rose wrote that nothing would bring her greater delight than to host Rapunzel for a season which would start off with a ball which would be held at her castle 

Rapunzel’s family had been impressed with Princess Adrienne Rose’s credentials and family: she was a princess with considerable connections and was well liked throughout the broader region. It was a bit of travel to get to her castle, but they figured that the trip would do Rapunzel good. 

In a minor miracle, Rapunzel’s Mother had stayed at her family’s home, allowing Rapunzel to travel with her Aunt Carina as a chaperone. 

Carina felt more comfortable around culture, and it was agreed that she would be the ideal chaperone to accompany Rapunzel out to the castle. 

They had left Rapunzel’s Mother clasping her hands, face wearing something between a grimace and a smile. 

It had clearly been hard for Rapunzel’s Mother to let them go on this trip without her. But it felt like a freeing thing for Rapunzel to go meet new people, and she hoped it would be a nice change for her Mother as well, to renew her relationships with family. 

Now here Rapunzel was, staying with Aunt Carina at the castle of her sleeping pen pal, avoiding humans and having been befriended by a dog. 

Life was strange. 

Rapunzel decided that she’d been sitting on the cold stone steps of the castle for long enough—the chill had begun to saturate into her legs, she had gooseflesh down her arms, and the color was beginning to grow pink in the sky as the light began to wane. 

“Well, what shall we do now?” she asked the little dog. 

It stared at her with its shiny bright eyes, tail wagging, watching to see what she wanted to do next. 

“Why do I get the feeling that you’re waiting for me to entertain you?” Rapunzel asked. 

She sighed and got to her feet, picking up part of her skirt to go back into the castle. 

The dog made a strange little high-pitched raspy sound, which made Rapunzel turn back to glance at the little creature. 

He was sitting back on his rear haunches, and was wagging his little tail like crazy, and staring at her with an expression that resembled openly begging. 

“What do you want?” Rapunzel asked, staring down at the little creature. “Are you hungry? I don’t have anything I can feed you.” 

She turned and took a few steps away. 

The dog barked twice. 

Sighing, she turned back toward the little creature. 

“What do you want?” she asked. “Can you show me?” 

Feeling a little foolish to be having a conversation with a dog, Rapunzel awkwardly crouched down next to the little beastie and stared at him. 

She could have sworn that the little dog had a new expression: Smug. 

The small dog turned away and took a few steps away—toward the edge of the steps. Then, he paused, and looked back over his shoulders expectantly. 

As if waiting to see if she was going to follow him. 

All right. Her evening had just taken a very interesting turn. 

Her aunt had warned her not to go anywhere with strangers, but she hadn’t mentioned anything about strange dogs. 

So Rapunzel, mounting curiosity rising within her, followed the little creature as it headed down the chilly cold steps and around the side of the castle, where the gravel crunched beneath Rapunzel’s feet, and the gardens smelled of green and florals, and the pink-painted sky made her body feel alive to the world. 

As the dog and the young woman turned the corner on the castle, Rapunzel’s heart picked up. Here, on the side of the palace, there was a short flight of stairs and a door. 

Rapunzel watched with mounting curiosity as the little dog scampered up the steps and looked back to see whether she was coming. 

“You have an interesting sense of adventure,” she told the little dog. “But I’m not sure as a palace guest that it’s my place to go barging through random doors.” 

The dog barked at the door, and
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