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Outlaws have too many feathers in their hats.

Outlaws are allergic to seafood.

Outlaws never forget to floss.

Oh, and outlaws are people who are hunted down because they have been accused of terrible crimes.

Okay, I suppose it’s possible you knew that last bit already. But if so, then you may be wondering, “What’s with all the outlaw stuff? This is a book about the League of Princes, right? Those guys are heroes. Or at least hero-ish.”

And after reading the first two books of this series (which might be a good idea before you go any further with this one), yes, you’d have every reason to assume that the famed Princes Charming—Liam, Frederic, Duncan, and Gustav—would always stand firmly on the right side of the law. First they saved their kingdoms from a vengeful witch, and then they stormed a castle to snatch a dangerously powerful magic item out of the hands of the Bandit King. These princes are definitely good guys.

And yet, in this book, they become outlaws. In fact, it was only a few months after the aforementioned castle storming that the entire League found their faces on Wanted posters all across the Thirteen Kingdoms.

Before you start crying “Spoiler!” let me point out that you would have found out about the whole Wanted poster thing in Chapter 4 anyway. And seriously, the title of the book kind of gives it away, doesn’t it? If I wanted to give you a real spoiler, I would have mentioned the fiasco that occurs in Chapter 16—Frederic struggling for air beneath pounding ocean waves, Gustav struggling to pry open the powerful jaws of a sea serpent, Liam struggling to locate his friends amid the bobbing wreckage of their ship, and Duncan struggling to remove his head from a bucket of chum.

But let’s not get distracted. Because that whole shipwreck nightmare never would have happened if the Princes Charming hadn’t managed to get themselves branded as outlaws. And that would never have happened if they’d actually managed to succeed in their mission when they stormed the Bandit King’s castle. But, no, they’d walked away from that mission without even realizing they’d failed. Come, let’s go back to Prince Frederic’s kingdom of Harmonia, and I’ll show you what I mean.
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“Harrumph.”

King Wilberforce was in a foul mood, as he had been ever since Prince Frederic had stormed out of the palace months earlier. His son had never lashed out at him like that before. And to think it was simply because he had banished his son’s fiancée. What choice did he have? Ella was a bad influence. He couldn’t even keep track of how many times she had nearly gotten Frederic killed. Exiling the girl was what any good father would have done.

At least that’s what Wilberforce told himself as he sat on his velvet-cushioned throne grumbling in a positively un-kingly manner. Apparently forgetting his rule that “a proper man never fidgets,” he absentmindedly fiddled with the dozens of glistening medals that adorned his finely tailored purple jacket. His normally stiff, right-angled shoulders began to dip into a position that came dangerously close to resembling a slump.

“Harrumph,” the king grunted again.

“Your Highness?” asked the tall, thin, well-mannered man standing before the throne. “I mean no disrespect, but I feel the need to remind you that I am … here. Unless, of course, you summoned me only so that you would have someone at whom you could grunt. In which case, by all means, Your Highness—grunt away.”

“I don’t understand the boy,” Wilberforce said, half mumbling. “You’re his valet, Reginald. You know him better than anyone. Why would he go? What’s wrong with him?”

“Perhaps part of the problem, Your Highness, is that you refer to him as ‘the boy,’” Reginald said. “Frederic is a grown man.”

“Who acts like a boy,” the king responded. “Why would he feel a need to go off in search of adventure?” He snarled the word as if it were a curse. Before Reginald could respond, the king rambled on. “Do I not provide enough entertainment here at the palace? We hold royal balls every other week. Banquets! Bard concerts! Frederic never even stopped by the royal art gallery to see the new series of cat portraits I commissioned for him. One of them shows a kitten in a hammock; Frederic loves that sort of thing.”

“Perhaps, sire,” Reginald finally interjected, “the prince was looking for more of a challenge.”

“Challenge?” The king pshawed. “As if that boy could handle a challenge. He’s got no backbone, no determination, no drive. Why, I gave him a custom-made backgammon set last year. After one try, he whined that it was too hard to play.”

“To be fair, Your Highness, I believe his difficulty with the game was due to the round dice you forced him to use. They never stopped rolling.”

Wilberforce arched an eyebrow. “You expected me to give my son those pointy-edged, cube-style dice? He’d lose an eye.”

“Well, if you are going to be such a stickler for safety, why not give him dice the size of honeydews,” Reginald said dryly. While he technically served the king, his loyalty lay with the prince he’d practically raised from birth. “After all, regular-size dice are a dangerous choking hazard.”

“You’re being cheeky with me, aren’t you, Reginald?”

“Cheeky, sire?” the valet replied.

“You’re giving me cheek. Sass. Cheeky sass.”

“I would never dream of it, Your Highness. Look at all those medals on your chest: Best Posture, Team Solitaire Champion, Silkiest Mustache. I have nothing but the utmost respect for a monarch with so many … amazing accomplishments to his credit.”

“Cheek!” Wilberforce bellowed. “Cheeeeeek!” He stood and pointed toward the exit, his arm as stiff as a road sign. “I want you out, Reginald. Leave at once.”

“The room?” Reginald asked. “Or the palace?”

“Think bigger,” the king sneered.

“The kingdom then. As you wish.” Reginald bowed his head. “Someday I hope you realize that just because your wife died as an adventurer doesn’t mean your son will, too. You need to let Frederic make his own choices. Otherwise you will only drive him further away.” He turned and walked out.

Wilberforce leaned forward in his throne. “If you find Frederic out there …” But Reginald was already gone. The king slouched back in his seat and added—to no one—“Take care of him.”

He unpinned one of the medals from his jacket and took a look at it. WINNER: CRUSTIEST LOAF, HARMONIAN BAKE FAIR. He tossed the award angrily to the floor and went back to brooding. Sometime later, the door opened and Wilberforce quickly straightened up as an attendant stepped in.

“Sorry to disturb you, Your Highness,” the attendant said. “But there’s someone here to see you.”

Frederic! Wilberforce thought. He’s come home. “Send him in. Right away.”

“Your visitor? Um, he’s got some friends with him,” the attendant began.

“Yes, of course, I should have figured he’d still be traveling with those ne’er-do-wells,” the king said hurriedly. “But we’ll deal with them later. Just get the boy in here.”

“Boy? But—”

“Go! Let him in!”

The attendant scrambled from the throne room. Wilberforce worked his face into a welcoming smile, almost trembling as he waited. But a moment later, he frowned and cocked a quizzical eyebrow as his visitor entered the chamber. It was not Frederic. It was a tall, broad-shouldered, scar-faced man with some sort of monstrous skull sitting on his head like a helmet. And he had ten more equally questionable characters standing behind him, all brandishing nicked, battle-worn swords.

King Wilberforce shrank back. “Who … who are you?” he whispered.

“I am Rundark, Warlord of Dar and ruler of New Dar,” said the stranger. His thick, braided beard rattled against his armored chest as he spoke. “And I am here to make an offer to the king of Harmonia.”

Now, if Frederic had been there, he certainly would have warned his father about Lord Rundark, the vicious and brutal dictator who had nearly destroyed the League of Princes that past summer. Frederic could have told his father about the Jeopardous Jade Djinn Gem, the mystical artifact that gave Rundark the power to control people like human puppets. He might even have mentioned how Rundark—and the Gem along with him—were supposed to have been swallowed by a school of hungry bladejaw eels. But at that moment, when Frederic could have been very, very helpful to his father, he was many miles away, passing out at the sight of a hobgoblin with a splinter in its toe.
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Frederic wasn’t always helpless. Sure, he’d grown up in a palace with spill-proof goblets, padded bathtubs, and servants who wiped his nose for him; but those days were long behind him. Well, okay, a few months behind him. But in that time, Frederic had changed. He was now a man who had battled witches, negotiated with giants, and escaped from dungeons. He had proven he could be brave—when he had an ally or three at his side, that is. Working solo was still a challenge for him. And sadly, there was not a friend in sight when the hobgoblin lifted its crusty foot and wiggled its fat, infected toe in his face.

As Frederic’s head hit the dirt and consciousness slowly faded away, his mind replayed the events of the previous three months, the pitiful chain of events that had brought him to this point.

It all began when Frederic walked out on his father. He marched out through his palace’s arched marble gateway, his head a dizzying swirl of emotions—shame at having let Ella get banished, pride at having finally stood up to his father, anxiety over the prospect of leaving his royal comforts behind forever. But he had a plan: Go see Rapunzel. The long-haired healer from Sturmhagen had an easygoing warmth that made Frederic feel calm and comfortable whenever he saw her. She got his jokes, she made the best turnip soup he’d ever tasted, and she’d saved his life twice. Just thinking of Rapunzel made Frederic feel like everything was going to be all right.

Unfortunately, seeing her didn’t have quite the same effect. When Frederic finally reached Rapunzel’s cottage in the deep woods of Sturmhagen, he noticed that she was not alone. Through her kitchen window, he spotted the familiar, broad-shouldered silhouette of his friend Prince Gustav. I shouldn’t be surprised, Frederic thought. Gustav was her Prince Charming, after all.

“Good for him,” Frederic said aloud, trying to convince himself he really felt that way. He turned his horse around, trotted back into the forest, and began … wandering.

He spent several days on the shores of Lake Dräng with Reese the giant—but he didn’t like the way Reese’s colossal mother, Maude, licked her lips when she looked at him, so he decided to move on. He got a warm welcome at Troll Place, but the “bed” that Mr. Troll constructed for him—a splintery piece of wood precariously balanced between two jagged rocks—didn’t even come close to his comfort standards; so he politely told his host that he had an important appointment elsewhere. He tried Duncan and Snow White’s estate in Sylvaria, but learned from the dwarfs that the couple had moved out.

“I suppose you’d like to know where they went,” Frank the dwarf said, somehow making it sound like an insult.

“Yes, I would,” Frederic replied.

“Just what I thought,” Frank grumbled. And he walked away.

Frederic had no doubt that if he showed up on the doorsteps of Avondell Palace, Liam would offer him a room. But Liam’s wife would be there, also—and Briar Rose was not a person with whom Frederic cherished the thought of being roomies.

After thirteen weeks on the road, and with nowhere else to go, Frederic headed back to Harmonia. He arrived outside the palace at twilight but couldn’t bring himself to actually reenter the gates. Instead, he led his horse, Gwendolyn, a few yards away, where he laid out a blanket and sat down against the palace’s wrought iron fence, gently caressing the gold-braid tassels that hung from the shoulder pads of his baby-blue suit. Eventually his eyelids drooped. But before he got a chance to dream about warm peach tarts and cardamom ice cream, he was awakened by a strange blue light mere inches from his face.

“Fairy!” he shrieked, before jumping to his feet and attempting—fruitlessly—to climb the fence.

“Wrong thing! Wrong thing!” he heard a twinkly voice call as he slid down the iron bars and landed gracelessly on the grass. He turned around and got a better look at the creature that had terrified him—a tiny woman, bathed in bluish light, hovering three feet off the ground. Frederic began to breathe a little easier.

“I, uh … I don’t know if you were trying to tell me that I was doing the wrong thing or that I had called you the wrong thing,” Frederic said softly, “but in either case, I think the latter is true. You’re not a fairy, are you?”

The little blue woman smiled, her silvery antennae twitching. “Wrong thing. Wrongety-wrong.”

“If I’m not mistaken, you’re a sprite,” Frederic said, remembering Rapunzel’s description of her otherworldly helpers.

“Right thing!” the sprite squealed, and she flew loops in the air.

Frederic grinned. “Sorry about my initial reaction,” he said, his cheeks reddening. “I’ve never actually met a sprite before. I thought you might be a fairy, and fairies make me nervous. Not that I’ve ever met a fairy either. But my friend Liam had a run-in with a very nasty one. You know the Sleeping Beauty story? Anyway … pleased to make your acquaintance. I am Prince Frederic.” He bowed.

“Of coursety you’s Frederic,” the sprite said with a giggle that sounded like sleigh bells. “Frederic is skinny like candy cane. Frederic wears clothes with golden spaghettis. Frederic never touchety dirt. You’s Frederic. Just like Zel say.”

Frederic frowned. “Is that really how Rapunzel described me?” Then he perked up. “No, wait. That doesn’t matter! Rapunzel described me! She sent you to find me?”

“Right thing!” The sprite mimicked his bow, hovering in midair. “Blink,” she said.

“Blink?”

“Blink!”

“Um, okay.” Frederic blinked his eyes.

The sprite shook her head and chuckled. She pointed to herself. “This is Blink.”

“Ah, your name is Blink. Well, Miss Blink, why did Rapunzel send you to me?”

“Zel needs helpety-help. Too many forest peoples been hurt lately. Zel said you help. Comety-come.”

“I’m not sure how much help I’ll be,” Frederic said. “I mean, I’ll go, of course. But I’m not exactly a skilled medic. And seeing as Rapunzel has magical healing tears anyway, I just wonder—”

“Comety-come!” Blink squeaked loudly.

“Right away!” Frederic sputtered as he folded his blanket and placed it neatly in Gwendolyn’s saddlebag. “Uh, Miss Blink? You wouldn’t happen to know if there’s another man, um … helping Rapunzel already? A very large man? With long, blond hair and questionable hygiene?”

“You not understand ‘comety-come’?”

Frederic hopped on his horse and followed the sprite all the way back to the cottage in Sturmhagen. He was relieved to see that Gustav was not present. Rapunzel, however, was not there either.

“Is anybody home?” Frederic called out. His answer came in the form of a second blip of blue light zooming up to his face—another sprite, male this time.

“You’s Frederic,” he said. “Skinny like candy cane.”

“Yes, that’s me.” Frederic sighed. He climbed down from his horse. “Is Rapunzel about?”

“Zel’s in forest. Too many patients. Busety-busy,” the sprite rattled off. “You wait here.”

“I can do that,” Frederic replied. “But, in the meantime, I suppose …” And then he realized that both sprites were gone, having already zipped off among the thickly clustered pines that lined the small valley. He took a deep breath. “Well, I suppose I’ll make myself comfortable.”
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Fig. 1 DEEDLE and BLINK

That was when the hobgoblin limped out of the woods. Dripping with what was either sweat or slime, the rust-colored creature shambled toward Frederic. It was only half the prince’s height; but something about its long, pointed ears, bulbous nose, and jagged teeth told Frederic that this was not a creature to be messed with.

He ran into the cottage and slammed the door. But the thing outside began to knock. “My toe,” the hobgoblin moaned. “Hurts. So. Much.”

“Uh, Rapunzel’s not in right now,” Frederic said. “I’d be happy to take down your name and contact information.”

“Help me,” the monster sniffled through the door. “The golden lady says all who come to her cottage will be healed. Please.”

Frederic’s mind turned to thoughts of his favorite fictional hero. He asked himself, What would Sir Bertram do? No matter what kind of challenge he faced—be it an orc using uncouth language or a baroness eating her entrée from a dessert plate—Sir Bertram the Dainty remained calm, levelheaded, and, above all, polite. There was no question as to what the dandy knight would do in this situation.

“Okay,” Frederic said. “Let’s … uh, see what we have here.” He opened the door and cautiously stepped outside to see the drippy monster wobbling on one leg. “A hobbling hobgoblin. Heh. Try saying that five times fast. Well, I will hazard a guess that there is something wrong with your foot.”

“Yes,” the hobgoblin said. “Look!” It slapped its damp hands on Frederic’s shoulders and raised its bare foot toward the prince’s face, flaunting the three-inch-long shard of broken, splintery wood stuck in the fat flesh of its big toe.

That’s when Frederic passed out.
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When he opened his eyes, Frederic expected to see the grisly snarl of the hobgoblin. He was pleasantly surprised to be greeted by Rapunzel’s smiling face instead, her big eyes bright and her round cheeks dimpled.

“Thank you for coming,” she said. “But must you make me think you’re dead every time you show up at my house?”

“In my defense,” Frederic said, “I looked fine and healthy when I arrived here this time. You just happened to miss it. Lovely new dress, by the way. The blue brings out your eyes.”

“It’s good to see you, too,” she said, blushing slightly. She pulled her waist-length blond hair back and tied it into a massive ponytail. “But this is actually the same old white dress I’ve always had. I dyed it. Felt like it was time for a change.” She helped him up.

“Is someone playing a tambourine?” Frederic asked as he massaged the sore spot on the back of his head where his skull had hit the ground.

“That’s just Blink and Deedle,” Rapunzel said, nodding toward the two sprites hovering nearby. “They sound like that when they speak their own language. They must not want you to hear what they’re saying about you.”

“Why?” Frederic asked, trying to smooth the wrinkles out of his clothes. “Is it bad? Do you have a mirror?”

Rapunzel chuckled. “Relax, Frederic. I don’t understand a lot of sprite language, but I’m pretty sure they’re not mocking your appearance. I think they’re laughing at you for fainting.”

“Right thing!” Blink shouted gleefully.

Frederic loosened his collar. “How did you know I …” And then he noticed the hobgoblin sitting a few feet away on an overturned bucket. The creature waved its now splinter-free foot at him. “Ah, I see,” Frederic said. “He must have filled you in. Well, you see, it was a very large splinter, and—”

“It wasn’t just a splinter,” Rapunzel said. “It was an arrow. Part of one, anyway. Most of it had broken off when this poor fellow was running for help.”

“I was lucky to get away with my life,” the hobgoblin said. “They would have killed me for sure.”

“Who?” Frederic asked.

“Humans—big, ugly ones,” the creature said. “Of course, you all look big and ugly to me. No offense. But I didn’t do a thing to these guys. I was just out herding cats, minding my own business, when they came by and shot at me.”

Frederic turned to Rapunzel and whispered, “Do you think he’s telling the truth?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” she replied. “I’ve heard similar stories from other patients. An awful lot of forest dwellers have been attacked these past few weeks. Too many for me to handle on my own, frankly. Which is why I sent for you. I was hoping you’d be willing to assist me.”

“Assist how?”

“While I’m healing the more grievous injuries with my tears,” she said, “you would be taking care of the patients with, um … everyday problems.”

“Like splinters?”

“Yes, well …” She let out a short, uncomfortable laugh. “If I’d known you would be alone, I would have instructed the sprites to stay with you. I guess I expected you to bring Ella along.”

“You did?” Frederic slumped a bit. “Oh, yes, Ella … well, she and I … She and I have sort of gone our separate ways.”

“Oh!” Rapunzel’s eyebrows shot up. “I mean, that’s … Um, I’m sorry?”

“Oh, no need for condolences,” Frederic said. “It was mutual. She and I just weren’t right for each other. For example, on our way home from Rauberia, I wanted to stop for the night at an adorable little bed-and-breakfast called Granny Pumpkin’s Cozy Cottage—they offer twenty-four-hour scone service. But Ella insisted on an inn we saw named the Battered Kidney. At least that’s what I think it was called—there was an unconscious man draped over the sign. I didn’t think any place could be worse than the Stumpy Boarhound, but this one was. By the time I’d gotten our horses tied up outside, Ella was already involved in a brawl. I walked in to find her pouncing across the bar with a dagger between her teeth. That was when I started seriously rethinking our relationship.

“Don’t get me wrong—Ella and I will always be the best of friends. As long as she forgives me for letting her get banished from Harmonia, that is. But anyway … I was surprised to see that Gustav wasn’t here.”

“Gustav?” Rapunzel asked suspiciously. “Why would Gustav be here?”

“I don’t know,” Frederic blurted. He cleared his throat. “Just because, you know, he lives nearby. If you needed help, I thought maybe you’d ask him first.”

“I need a nurse,” Rapunzel said. “Someone gentle. With a good bedside manner. Does that sound like Gustav?”

Frederic laughed.

“If you stay, I promise it will get easier,” Rapunzel said. “I’ll have Blink and Deedle guide you through everything.”

“No, no, no! Nixety-nix!” cried Deedle, flying between them. “Our job is lookety for new patients; no time for helpety candy cane princes.”

“Where did this candy cane thing come from?” Frederic asked.

“Shushety, Deedle!” Blink squeaked, popping up next to her fellow sprite. “This what Zel needs, this what we do. And if Frederic fall-down-go-boompety again, at least we can finish jobs for him.”

“I really don’t think I went boompety,” Frederic mumbled. He turned to Rapunzel. “Couldn’t you just leave me with a bucket of your tears? It doesn’t sound too difficult if all I need to do is flick a drop at anyone who shows up.”

“I’m sorry,” she answered, shaking her head. “After we lost track of the vial I gave you in Deeb Rauber’s castle, I don’t feel comfortable doing that again. I would hate for my tears to be misused. And to be honest, I don’t want to waste any. We all assume that my magic will last forever, but what if it doesn’t? What if there’s only so much of it in me? What if there comes a time when tears I cry are just salty water?”

Frederic was silent.

“So will you do it?” Rapunzel asked, her big, hopeful eyes fixed on Frederic’s. “Will you help?”

He took a deep breath. As if I could say no to you. He nodded, and Rapunzel threw her arms around him.

“Morning!”

Lying on his cot in the stable, Frederic opened his eyes just in time to see Rapunzel tossing an apple to him. He tried to catch it, but it bounced off his face and landed in his lap.

“Sorry I can’t fix a better breakfast today,” she said hastily. “I’ve got an emergency to get to in Fluglesborg. The sprites are waiting. See you tonight.”

“Tonight?” he asked, still groggy. But Rapunzel had ridden off on her mare, Pippi. “Okay, then,” Frederic said. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes, picked up the apple, and took it outside to wash it (the fruit had touched his pants, after all). On his way to the well, however, he was stopped in his tracks by a streak of blue light.

“New patient!” Deedle cried.

“Already?” Frederic combed his fingers through his sandy-brown hair. “But I must look a fright.”

“Right thing!” Blink chirped. She flew in from the forest with a sad-looking dog-man shuffling behind her.

“Can I change, at least?” Frederic asked. He was wearing one of his lavender silk “sleep suits.” And cashmere slippers.

“Dog-man. Now,” Deedle commanded.

Frederic huffed and turned to the patient. The dog-man nodded his scruffy terrier head toward his rear end and whimpered.

“Brokety tail,” Blink explained.

Frederic grimaced. “That looks painful.” He poked at the fractured tail, and the dog-man let out an ear-piercing howl.

“Wrong thing! Wrong thing!” the sprites shouted.

“I gathered that,” Frederic said. “Apologies, sir. Umm …”

“Tail hurts when tail moves,” Blink said helpfully.

“Ooh! We need to make a splint!” Frederic said. “Just like Sir Bertram the Dainty did in The Case of the Overwaxed Dance Floor when his squire, Niles Tibbets-Wick, stubbed his pinkie finger. Blink, Deedle—can you find me a piece of wood and some string?”

Five minutes later, the dog-man was panting happily as he trotted back into the woods with his newly splinted tail. And Frederic was feeling pretty darn proud of himself, which helped get him through the next several hours of treating patients, one right after another.

Later that afternoon, when Frederic had just waved good-bye to a squinting gnome for whom he’d sewn a very fashionable eye patch, Rapunzel returned. She rode out from the nearby trees and hopped down from her horse looking exhausted.

“Yay! Zel’s back!” Blink shouted.

“We can go now!” Deedle chirped. The sprites sped into the woods.

“So, what was the crisis in Fluglesborg?” Frederic asked.

“Another of these seemingly random attacks by armed men,” Rapunzel said. “Whoever they are, they’re marching across Sturmhagen from the east, and they’ll apparently attack anyone who crosses their path.”

“Hmm,” Frederic said, sitting down on a short log bench under the eave of the cottage. “I’d think they were Deeb Rauber’s guys, but the bandit army is more about stealing stuff than assaulting people. Maybe I should send for Liam.”

“Perhaps,” Rapunzel said, sitting down next to him even though there wasn’t much room on the bench. “How did things go here? I hope you weren’t overwhelmed.”

“Overwhelmed? Oh, not at all,” Frederic said, sitting a bit taller. “Piece of cake, actually. I handled the whole task quite masterfully, if I do say so myself.”

“Really?” Rapunzel sounded amused. “You’re still in your pajamas.”

Frederic looked down at himself. “Well, I didn’t say I was underwhelmed. Not overwhelmed, not underwhelmed—just whelmed. I was whelmed.”

Rapunzel shook her head. “Frederic, I hope you realize you can be yourself around me. You don’t have to pretend you’re anything you’re not.”

“Oh, I’m not pretending,” he said earnestly. “I really am this awkward.”

“Good,” she said. “Because you and I, we’re … friends. And friends should feel comfortable with each other.”
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Fig. 2 FREDERIC, oblivious

“I do feel comfortable. A little too comfortable, perhaps. I’ll go change out of my pj’s.” He started toward the barn when the sprites burst from the trees in a panic.

“Helpety! In the woods!” Blink shouted.

“What is it?” Rapunzel asked, standing up.

“He’s hurt!” Blink said.

“Who is?” Rapunzel asked.

“He said not to get Zel,” Deedle added, glaring at his partner. “Said he’s not hurt bad.”

“But it is bad!” Blink insisted. “Arrows in his back. Leg in a trap. Can’t walkety!”

“Who?” Frederic asked.

“Gustav,” both sprites said in unison.
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Prince Gustav had been in worse predicaments. There was, of course, the time he was thrown from a high tower into a thorny bramble (the incident after which Rapunzel famously healed him). And more recently he nearly had the life choked out of him by a ridiculously oversize dungeon keeper (Rapunzel fixed him up after that one, too). So to the long-haired, big-muscled, well-armored Gustav, having a couple of arrows in his shoulder and one leg caught in a steel-jawed bugbear trap felt like something he could deal with on his own. Sure, it hurt worse than the time his brothers had slipped an angry porcupine into his bed, and yes, he was stuck with no way to reach food or water, but he wasn’t really worried. Hey, he was in the wilderness; he figured that eventually some impatient buzzard would assume he was dead already, start sniffing around a little too close, and—boom!—drumsticks! No, this was a situation Gustav felt pretty certain he could handle.

Until Rapunzel showed up.

He groaned the moment he saw her rosy-cheeked face appear from behind a gnarled fir tree, the sprites orbiting her like miniature moons.

“Aw, for crying out loud,” Gustav groused. “I told you little blue traitors not to bring Sister Goldenhair out here.”

“The sprites did the right thing,” Rapunzel said.

“We had to tellety Zel,” Blink argued. “You’re dying!”

“I am not dying!” Gustav snapped. And he immediately winced in pain. “Annoying, know-it-all firefly.”

Rapunzel ran over to him and examined his wounded leg, which was crunched at the ankle between the steel teeth of a hunter’s trap. “Oh, dear. You look awful.”

“I know, I know,” Frederic said, panting, as he staggered up and flopped against a tree to catch his breath. “My face always gets red like this when I run. It’ll go back to normal in a half hour or so. Oh! You weren’t talking to me.”

“Tassels? What the heck are you doing here?” Gustav cried in bewilderment. “And where are your tassels?”

Frederic joined Rapunzel, crouching down by the fallen prince. “Good day to you, too, Gustav,” he said. “Rapunzel, I assume your tears can take care of this?”

“Heal the wounds, sure,” she said. “But free his leg?”

“Pfft!” Gustav scoffed. “What good are those magical tears of yours if you can’t even cry open a bugbear trap?”

Rapunzel glared at him.

“Relax, Blondie,” Gustav said. “You know I’m just kiddin’ ya. Look, find me a nice, strong piece of metal, and I’ll pry the thing open myself.”

She turned to the sprites flitting beside her head. “There’s a crowbar in the stable by the extra horseshoes. Do you two think you could carry it back here?”

Deedle and Blink bolted away in a blue streak.

“Now, let’s see about those arrows,” Rapunzel said.

“What arrows?” Gustav said coolly. He casually reached over his shoulder and yanked the two barbed shafts from his back. “See … I’m … fine,” he wheezed between clenched teeth, his face twisted into the kind of expression you’d see on a poorly carved jack-o’-lantern.

Frederic teetered, but righted himself. “Me, too! I’m fine. No fainting here.”

Rapunzel shook her head. “I don’t know which of you is worse.”

“Who did this to you, Gustav?” Frederic asked.

“Bounty hunters,” he said. “Tall, homely guy with gnarly teeth, a pointy-eared guy with a bow, a beady-eyed one with giant trained ferrets, couple of others.”

“Did you say ferrets?” Frederic asked. “People train giant ferrets?”

“Never mind that,” Rapunzel said. “Explain the bounty hunters. What could a bounty hunter hope to get by capturing you?”

“Um, untold riches,” Gustav said, looking at them incredulously. “Because I’m one of the most wanted men in the Thirteen Kingdoms.”

“Wanted for what?” The idea was so farfetched, Frederic almost laughed.

Gustav paused. “You two really don’t know?”

Frederic and Rapunzel shook their heads.

“Here,” Gustav said, reaching down into the boot of his free leg and retrieving a rolled-up parchment. “I pulled one of these off the wall of a butcher’s shop in Smorgsjürgen. But they’re everywhere. I figured you would’ve seen ’em by now.”

He handed the paper to Frederic, who unrolled it and started reading.


WANTED

for the CRIME of MURDER:

the SO-CALLED “LEAGUE of PRINCES,”

the members of which are as follows—

PRINCE LIAM of ERINTHIA; PRINCE GUSTAV of STURMHAGEN;

PRINCE FREDERIC of HARMONIA; PRINCE DUNCAN of SYLVARIA;

PRINCESS LILA of ERINTHIA; PRINCESS SNOW WHITE of SYLVARIA;

the LADY ELLA, swordswoman of HARMONIA;

and the LADY RAPUNZEL,

mystic of STURMHAGEN.



Frederic looked up. “I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” he gasped.

“I know,” Gustav said, sounding offended. “Those girls aren’t in the League! It’s the League of Princes, for Pete’s sake!”

“How could I be accused of murder?” Rapunzel snapped. “I’ve devoted my life to healing people!”

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Frederic stammered. “And … and … whose murder?”

“Read on,” Gustav said solemnly. Frederic unrolled more of the Wanted poster.


The LEAGUE has been found GUILTY

of the MOST CRUEL MURDER

of HER MAJESTY BRIAR ROSE,

PRINCESS of AVONDELL.



“Oh, no,” Frederic gasped. “Briar has been …?”

“Apparently so,” Gustav said. “And some blasted bard wrote a song about how we did it. It’s all anybody’s been talking about for the past couple days. I can’t believe neither of you has heard it.”

“This is beyond horrible,” Rapunzel said. “I saved Briar’s life just a short while ago. That snakebite almost killed her, but I brought her back. And now …”

“It’s too awful for words,” Frederic said.

“I know,” Gustav added. “I mean, she may not have been the friendliest person we’ve ever met … and she did force Capey to marry her against his wishes … and she did throw us all in prison for no good reason … and she did try to sacrifice all of us so she could steal a magic jewel and take over the world …” Gustav paused. “Sheesh, no wonder everybody thinks we did it.”

“But there’s no evidence,” Frederic said, still rattled by the news. “I mean, there can’t be, since we didn’t do it. Who told the bards we were responsible? Who would set us up like that?”

“And people really believe we’re killers?” Rapunzel asked, looking slightly green.

“Based on the things they’ve thrown at me, yes,” Gustav replied. “Axes, bricks, flaming barrels—and those were just random farmers outside my door. The real bounty hunters didn’t catch up to me until yesterday.”

A terrifying thought crossed Frederic’s mind. He read the last lines of the Wanted poster.


ANYONE WHO DELIVERS the FUGITIVES—ALIVE—

to the ROYAL COURT in AVONDELL,

SHALL RECEIVE, as his REWARD, UNTOLD RICHES.



“Those bounty hunters are still chasing you, aren’t they?” he said. “And now they’ll find all three of us?”

“Don’t get your pj’s in a bunch,” Gustav said, waving his hand dismissively. “I ditched those jerks way back by the Carpagian border. It’ll be days before they pick up my trail again.”

At which point they suddenly found themselves surrounded by bounty hunters. Six men stepped out of the trees, including one who held three pony-size, gray-furred creatures on leashes.

“See, giant ferrets,” Gustav said.

“These ain’t no giant ferrets. They’re giant mongeese,” drawled the beady-eyed man who held the leashes. His pets hissed and bared their glistening fangs. “Vicious, cunning, snake-eating mongeese.”

“Mongooses,” Frederic corrected.

“You can’t help yourself, can you?” Rapunzel said to him.

“They’re mongeese!” the bounty hunter snapped. “They’re my animals, and I say they’re mongeese!”
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Fig. 3 BOUNTY HUNTERS, assorted

“You know, I have been telling you for ages that ‘mongeese’ is incorrect,” said another hunter, a slender elf with a longbow slung over his shoulder.

“Look, it’s ‘goose’ and ‘geese,’ right?” the first replied. “So ‘mongoose,’ ‘mongeese.’”

“You gotta admit, though,” added a stout, orange-bearded bounty hunter, “‘mongeese’ does sound kinda dumb.”

“Enough!” A hooded man stepped forward; two curved swords formed an X on his back, and his belt was lined with daggers. He pulled back his hood, revealing a creased face and thin lips that curled over a mouthful of misshapen, discolored teeth. “The next person who argues grammar gets a dagger in his eye.”

He sauntered up to Frederic and yanked the Wanted poster from the prince’s hand. He pointed to the sketch of Frederic’s face. “That you?” he asked.

Frederic took a closer look at the drawing. “Uh, yes, that would be me. No point in denying it. The picture is an unfortunately accurate likeness. It figures, you know. The artist we hire to do our family portraits makes me look like I’m half goblin, the sculptor who crafts the League’s victory statue gives me a nose like a toucan, but the guy who draws the Wanted poster? He nails it.” He sighed and continued, “But now you have us at a disadvantage. You know who I am, but you have yet to introduce yourself.”

The leader smiled. “I’m Greenfang,” he said. “I like you. You’ve got moxie. Shame they’ll probably kill you when I turn you in.” He called to the others, “Take him; the girl, too.” A pair of tall, blond twins grabbed Frederic and Rapunzel. While Frederic feared for his life and that of his friends, he couldn’t help feeling at least a smidgen of pride—no one had ever told him he had moxie before.

Greenfang, in the meantime, walked over to Gustav, who was still stuck on the ground. The bounty hunter drew one of his long scimitars, jammed the blade between the teeth of the trap, and pried it open, freeing Gustav’s leg.

Gustav slapped a hand to his forehead. “Starf it all!” he cursed. “I have a sword! I could’ve done that!” His forgotten weapon was then, of course, quickly taken away.

As the three prisoners were led through the thick woods, Gustav hopping slowly along on one leg, the elven archer kept his bow trained on them.

“Give it a rest, Pointy Ears,” Gustav snarked. “It’s not like I can run.”

“Oh, you wouldn’t be able to escape even if you were in prime physical condition,” the archer replied coolly. “And since you so callously feel the need to bring it up, there is no race in the Thirteen Kingdoms with more finely crafted ears than us elves.”

“Aren’t you a little tall to be an elf?” Gustav said. “Shouldn’t you be off making toys somewhere?”

The archer sniffed haughtily. “I am an Avondellian elf. You are thinking of those uncultured craftsmen, the Svenlandian elves. Pudgy little cretins, always baking cookies or mending shoes. And those ridiculous, curly-toed slippers they wear! Feh! Those lowly creatures don’t deserve to go by the name of Elf. They might as well start posing for lawn ornaments like the gnomes.”

“Pete!” Greenfang snapped at him. “I’m gonna shove your silky ponytail down your throat if you go off on one more rant about the Svenlandian elves. Better yet, I’ll cut you out of the reward money.”

Pete huffed but kept his mouth shut. They exited the forest, coming out onto a gravelly road, where the prisoners were loaded into a large iron cage that sat on the flat bed of a waiting wagon.

“So, Mr. Greenfang,” Frederic said as the cage door was locked. “I assume you’re doing this for the gold—am I correct?”

“I see why they call you the smart one,” Greenfang replied.

“Do they? I always thought of Liam as the smart one,” Frederic said. “Well, anyway, I wanted to remind you that I happen to be a wealthy prince. If you were to let us go, I’d be happy to pay you more than Avondell is offering.”

Greenfang let out a dry, rasping laugh. “No kingdom’s got more money than Avondell,” he said. “Enjoy the ride.” The orange-bearded hunter took the reins of the wagon, while the others all mounted horses (or in one case, a giant mongoose) and galloped away.

“What now?” Frederic asked, bracing himself as the wagon began to roll. “The bounty hunters are all up ahead of us. If we’re going to escape, now is the time.”

“First things first,” Rapunzel said. She quickly blinked a tear onto Gustav’s mangled ankle. Wiping her cheek, she cast a warm smile at him. “Can’t save the day if you’re not in top form, right?”

Gustav wiggled his foot a few times, a wide grin on his face. “All right,” he said. “Let’s get outta here.” He stood up, swung his newly healed leg, and landed a colossal kick against the cage’s iron-bar door. The door didn’t budge. Gustav, however, fell onto his back, groaning and clutching his newly rebroken foot. Rapunzel stared at him, incredulous.

“Blink!” Frederic said.

“All right, all right. I’ll give him another tear,” Rapunzel said. “Just hold on a sec; I’m going to have a hard time working this one up.”

“No, Blink and Deedle!” Frederic said. Two blue lights hovered just outside the cage door, keeping up with the rolling wagon. “Did you bring the crowbar?”

“Too heavety,” Blink said, shaking her little head.

“You need to go get help then,” Frederic whispered to them, glancing around to make sure none of their captors were watching.

“Who?” Rapunzel asked. “None of our friends are within even a day’s ride of here.”

“Right … Aha!” Frederic’s eyes lit up. “Go to Castle Sturmhagen and tell Gustav’s brothers we need their assistance.”

“No,” Gustav said adamantly. “Nuh-uh. Not gonna happen.” Gustav’s older brothers were bullies, plain and simple. All sixteen of them. They’d tormented their youngest sibling for his entire life: mocking him, pulling pranks on him, and stealing his glory whenever possible. These were the very men who undeservedly took credit for the League’s rescue of the kidnapped bards.

“Sixteen strong fighters who can probably catch up to us with just a couple hours of riding,” Frederic said. “Sorry, Gustav, they’re our best hope. Go, sprites—alert the princes of Sturmhagen! And be speedy about it.” Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed the intense way Rapunzel was looking at him. He thought it might be admiration. Either that or he had a piece of apple skin stuck between his front teeth. He shut his mouth, just in case.

The sprites rocketed off.

Still holding his foot in the air, Gustav grumbled, “Just what I was hoping for—a family reunion.”

Twenty minutes later, Blink and Deedle arrived at the stark, white-stone walls of Castle Sturmhagen. An hour of searching its antler- and fur-festooned halls, however, proved fruitless. Not one prince was to be found. The sprites hovered under a stuffed caribou head, baffled.

“No biggety princes,” Deedle said.

“Impossible,” Blink replied impatiently. “Should be so many.”

A maid wearing an elk-hide apron stepped out of a nearby bedroom and jumped in terror. “Get away from me, you wee blue demons!” she shouted.

“Wrong thing!” Blink snapped. She crossed her arms and, though she was hovering in midair, she tapped her foot as if there were solid ground beneath her. “Tell us where biggety princes are.”

“We havety message for them,” Deedle added.

“Message, eh?” The maid squinted skeptically at the creatures floating before her. “Well, you’re in the wrong place. Down in the dungeon’s where they are.”

“Princes guard prisoners?” Deedle asked.

“The princes are the prisoners,” the maid said. “Quite a shock, I know. All sixteen of ’em turned traitor. King Olaf himself, the lads’ own father, had to lock ’em away. All of us around here are takin’ the news pretty hard. I don’t even know what those boys did to— Wait a minute. Why am I telling this to you? I don’t even know what you are. I should— Huh? Where’d you go?”

The sprites had zoomed up to the throne room, where they hid behind a wall-mounted torch spying on King Olaf. The seven-foot-tall monarch sat hunched on his pinewood throne like an old, gray grizzly. The sprites would have flown right up to him and demanded to know why he’d imprisoned his sons, but the king was not alone. The left-hand throne, usually reserved for Queen Berthilda, was filled (or overfilled, actually) by a stranger—a man who was so tremendously muscular that he made Olaf look like a dwarf in comparison. The enormous mountain of a man sat there, breathing heavily, a red-and-black mask tied around the top of his head and an insanely long, ropelike mustache dangling all the way to his belly.

The sprites had never seen Wrathgar before, so they didn’t know he was the sadistic dungeon master who’d nearly killed Gustav months earlier. Nor did they know that Wrathgar was one of Lord Rundark’s fiercest and most trusted generals. But they knew trouble when they saw it. They fled immediately.

“What now?” Blink asked as they darted out into the cobblestone courtyard.

“Need someone else to helpety Zel,” Deedle panted.

“Ooh! Princety Charmings!” Blink yipped with inspiration.

“Two Princety Charmings stuckety with Zel.”

“Yes, but there two more. Zel say so. And one is the bestety hero of all.”

“Which one?”

Blink squeezed her eyes shut, thought for a moment, then popped them back open. “Duncan! Princety Duncan. He live in Sylvaria.”

Deedle shrugged. “Let’s go to Sylvaria!”
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Castlevaria, the home of Sylvaria’s ruling family, was different from the royal palaces of other kingdoms. For one thing, it was bright salmon pink. Most castle makers stick with the raw stone look or, if they’re going for something fancier, perhaps polished marble. But Castlevaria was designed by its primary resident, King King—a man who had once instructed his royal scientists to “jazz up the rainbow.” “Try sticking a new color between orange and yellow,” he’d told them. The scientists all quit after that.

In fact, over the course of their twenty-five years in power, King King and Queen Apricotta had seen virtually everyone who worked for them resign. By this point the castle staff consisted only of three untrained guards, a one-armed chambermaid, and a nine-year-old houseboy named Pip. The royal family had to take care of almost everything themselves. Which is why Snow White, wife to Sylvaria’s Prince Duncan, was beginning to regret their decision to leave their woodland estate and move into Castlevaria.

“Dunky, you know I’m never one to shy away from chores—they provide an excellent opportunity for whistling,” Snow said while working her way through the washing of a four-foot-high stack of plates (the queen had served blueberries for breakfast and decided it would be fun to put each berry on its own plate). Even while toiling at the sink, the petite princess wore an elaborate dress of her own creation—this one was canary yellow with swirly ribbons dangling from the sleeves. She paused to pull one of the ribbons out of the soapy water. “But living here is exhausting.”
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Fig. 4 CASTLEVARIA

Duncan, who was sitting at his kitchen “author’s desk” (he had one in every room), did not look up from the pages of the book in which he was writing. “I’m sorry, Snowy. But aren’t you happy that I’ve gotten so much closer to my family?” he said. He wore an outfit that was, for Duncan, relatively subdued—a velvet vest, puffy blue pantaloons, and curly-toed shoes. Sitting atop his wavy black hair was a miniature derby that Snow had made for him as a congratulations-on-saving-the-kingdom gift. “And I’m getting a lot of work done on my book here,” he continued, tapping the pages of his almost-finished Hero’s Guide to Being a Hero. “I’m about to start the chapter on the dangers of ill-fitting leggings.”

He glanced over at his wife. “But I don’t want you to be unhappy,” he said. “Do you think we should go back to live with the dwarfs again?”

Snow sighed and adjusted her acorn-encrusted tiara. “No. But are you sure we can’t hire some more people to help out around here?”

“No one else will work here,” Duncan said with an apologetic shrug. “It’s not like we haven’t tried to get people. And you should have seen some of the incentives my family has offered to potential servants—unlimited use of the royal toenail clipper, all the asparagus you can eat, a new origami pigeon every Friday … although we probably shouldn’t have offered that one, since none of us knows how to do origami.”

“Pip, what do you like about working here?” Snow asked, turning to the grubby-faced boy who was sweeping one of Castlevaria’s fifty-seven fireplaces.

“Well, I like feeling safe,” he said. “My last boss was an ogre. Literally. I was always afraid I might end up his next meal.”

“That’s it,” Duncan said cheerily. “I’ll make up some new Help Wanted signs: ‘Come work for the royal family. We will not eat you.’ Figgy Shortshanks!” That last bit was Duncan naming a mouse that skittered out of the cupboard.

Just then, the kitchen door suddenly flew off its hinges. (Don’t worry; it had never been attached.) “That is exciting every time,” King King said, clapping. “I’m going to do it again.” The gangly monarch stood the door back up, pushed it down with a crash, and applauded once more. As he bounced, his hair, curling up from beneath his pillow-top crown, flapped like a pair of wings.

“Come along, Son,” the king said. “I need to teach you all about ruling a kingdom.”

“No, you don’t, Dad,” Duncan speedily replied. “Anyway, I’ve got a book to finish. My fans are waiting.” He returned to scribbling on a blank page.

Perhaps you can relate. If you have ever
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