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Dedication







To all those who welcome strangers! 

Your hospitality makes the world a better place.













CHAPTER ONE

Comics to the Death?

*William*
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Early one morning, eleven-year-old Prince William of Marigold was chopping onions for the royal family’s restaurant. The patio next to the kitchen building was the best place for so many onions, and today he had company.


Mr. G, technically Mr. Giant, always introduced himself as “the biggest parsnip farmer in the Seven Kingdoms,” followed by a laugh like a summer thunderstorm rolling in. 


While William chopped, Mr. G heaved tree trunks into place for a new pergola over the patio, to make shade for the outdoor diners. The queen was going to plant tropical vines and hang kerosene lamps on the new pavilion. 


“I want it to be exotic,” she’d said. For her, sticking out was fun. She’d been born in the Seven Kingdoms. “Like a trip to India . . .”


William didn’t want to be exotic. Normally, Mr. G worked at his big farm in Cochem Kingdom, where he produced vegetables for most of the Seven Kingdoms. He usually came by once a week to deliver vegetables for the Royal Marigold Restaurant. The building project was a favor.


The onions were fresh from Mr. G’s vegetable farm. 


Cooked, they were tasty, but raw?


“These could make an army weep.” William wiped his eyes on his sleeve. 


“The stronger they are, the sweeter they are,” Mr. G said, slamming another post neatly into the ground. “Just like me.” He chuckled again.


Mr. G grunted and heaved a huge tree trunk into a deep hole. The giant’s shovelful of dirt flew over his shoulder and landed on the other side of the Elf Brook. 


How did it feel to be that strong?


William didn’t ask. It was too much like how-does-it-feel-to-be-a-giant. Too much like how-does-it-feel-to-be-from-India.


Instead, William asked, “You know something? I wish we had ‘Speech or Die’ here.”


“Why the death wish?” Mr. G heaved another post into the new hole. “Onions getting to you?”


“Speech or Die” was Cochem Kingdom’s secret weapon for winning the InterKingdom Speech Tournament. Mr. G had told William about the funny speeches people gave. The Marigold Kingdom didn’t have anything like it.


William spoke his thought aloud, “What if we did ‘Speech or Die’ with comics?”


“Comics to the Death!” Mr. G said, in his deepest, mountain-shaking voice, then ruined it with a belly-shaking chuckle. Swinging a massive mallet, he pounded the tree trunk into the ground. In a high, squeaky voice, he said, “I’m dying for a new comic.” His deep chuckle rumbled again.


“You’re the only one who thinks they’re worth dying for,” William blinked his watery eyes. The breeze on the patio was no match for this pile of stinky onions. “But seriously, my family’s not from here. Nobody here gets my jokes. Look at this—” William wiped his hands, dug a carrier pigeon message from the Seven Kingdoms Proclamation out of his pocket, and handed it to the giant.


Mr. G squinted at the message. “How’s a giant supposed to read such tiny print? A pelican would be much better than a shrimpy carrier pigeon. Now there’s a roomy beak.”


William snorted and made a mental note to add a pelican delivery bird to a comic strip. He wiped his hands on his clean apron, took the message from Mr. G, and read aloud:

[image: ]

FROM: Editor-in-chief, Proclamation Office

TO: Jack, Somewhere in the Marigold Kingdom




Dear Jack, 

Please stop sending your comic strips. We don’t pay you for advertising. You pay us. 




Also, your comic strips are boring. People sit around eating, and nothing ever happens! We’re also wondering how you are getting your hands on royal pigeons from the Marigold Kingdom. Is your name really “Jack”? We don’t know anyone by that name in the Marigold royal family.

Editor-in-Chief

Seven Kingdoms Proclamation




P.S. If you have to send us stuff, please include a self-addressed carrier pigeon. Our office is getting full.
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“First of all, I like your comic strips. Second of all, I’m a Proclamation reader. And third of all, that’s just plain nasty,” Mr. G said. “Is that why you didn’t give them your real name?”


William shrugged. “I didn’t want them to take the comic strips because I’m a Crown Prince.”


“Oh.” Mr. G nodded. “You want to do it the hard way.”


William frowned. He was thinking about how to get some carrier pigeons from another dovecote.


“What did you send them?” Mr. G asked.


“How to Make Friends With Chapati.”


“But I like that one!” Mr. G was indignant.


Actually, William had sent two, but Mr. G didn’t need to see the other one.


“What’s wrong with the Proclamation?” Mr. G pounded a tree trunk into the ground. “Haven’t they ever had chapati?” 


“Nope.” Because chapati aren’t from here. That was why William’s comics were never going to catch on in the Seven Kingdoms. Mr. G got them, but he wasn’t from here either.


“I have to see that one again.” Mr. G picked up William’s sketchbook. “Do you mind?”


“One sec—” William did mind, but his hands were full of onions. 


“Got some secrets in here, William?” Mr. G chuckled. “I won’t tell anybody.”


By the time William had wiped his hands on a clean kitchen towel, Mr. G had found the page with the chapati comic. “Every time I look at this, I get hungry.”
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Then, before William could stop him, he flipped the page and gave a shout of laughter. “Did you send this one too?”
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“I was kinda mad.” William’s face flamed. That was the comic Mr. G wasn’t supposed to see.


“I guess.” Mr. G’s big nose quivered, and he tip-toed to William’s other side, ridiculous in his giant boots. “I’ll try to stay on the cook’s good side.”


William’s mouth twisted. “Not funny.” The Royal Marigold Restaurant didn’t joke about food poisoning.


Mr. G snorted. “You’re the one who put my funeral in a comic strip.” He dug another hole for the pavilion, then put down his shovel. “They rejected that one too?”


William shrugged. “No answer means no.”


“What more do they want? I mean, I died in that one.” Mr. G dropped a tree trunk into the new hole. “When did you send it?”


“A couple months ago,” William said.


“Been wanting to bump me off for so long,” Mr. G mused, shaking his head in mock sadness. The shaking spread to his huge torso, then his low chuckles built up to a bright crack of laughter. 


That was the laugh that kept William drawing comic strips, even on the darkest three-rejections-from-the-Proclamation days.


Pumping one huge fist in the air, Mr. G shouted, “Comic or die!”


William was never going to hear the end of this.


A few moments later, when Mr. G had finally recovered from his laugh attack, he leaned on his shovel. “Maybe Bridget knows what’s going on with your Proclamation problem.”


“Ace Reporter Bridget?” William asked. He’d seen her around Cochem Castle. She was about his age, but she didn’t go to school with the royal family. “You know her?” 


“Of course,” Mr. G said. “She’s in the Vintner’s Ventriloquism League with me. I’ll tell her to bring all those Proclamation people over to ‘Speech or Die’. That’ll straighten them out.” His deep rumble rattled the restaurant windows.


“Speech or Die” seemed like a bloodthirsty place to learn manners, but William let it go. Good thing Mr. G had a different sense of humor. Not everyone could laugh about their own funeral. William let out a breath he’d forgotten about.


Then he had another depressing thought. If Bridget was the one telling the Proclamation to turn down his comic strips, he was sunk. Bridget knew what people liked here. A few years ago, she’d given the winning speech at the InterKingdom Speech Tournament. 


Her speech was awesome. 


The crowd had thrown flowers and stomped their feet until the ground shook. 


If Bridget thought people wouldn’t like William’s comics, they wouldn’t. He groaned.


After a moment, Mr. G gestured at the onions with his elbow. “Why so many?”


“Dry eye therapy,” William quipped. 


“You can stop with the crying now.” Mr. G heaved a tree trunk into a vertical position. “I’m not dead.”


“Glad to hear it.” William blinked his watery eyes against the overpowering scent and scraped the onions off the chopping board into a huge bowl. “I’m covering the restaurant today.”


Mr. G dropped the post in the hole, dusted his hands, and gave William a mock salute. “The Marigold Kingdom needs their Crown Prince to do his duty.”


William returned a half-hearted salute and went on chopping vegetables for the soup. His family had other ideas about his duty. The truth was, he needed more time to work on his comics without a lot of people around. His friends and family knew he drew comics, but—until a moment ago—his “Jack” comics had been a secret. They were going to be big: epic adventures with oversized heroes. Everywhere William went, he’d see strangers reading them.


“Where are the king and queen today?” Mr. G asked.


William was glad to switch to a safer subject. “They went over to the Welcome Café. Again.”


“Didn’t feel like welcoming anyone today?” Mr. G said, too lightly.


“Welcome to the Royal Marigold,” William said, in his best head-waiter manner. “Where would you like to sit?”


“Thanks very much,” Mr. G said with a dainty head bow, falling into the game right away. “I’d like to try your best table by the window for once.”


For once? 


William’s head snapped back. The restaurant’s dining room hadn’t ever felt like a touchy subject before.


Still in waiter mode, William tried to pass it off. “So sorry, sir, that table isn’t available.”


With an airy wave of his huge hand, Mr. G said, “I’ll stay out here then.” He turned his back and dug a hole for the next post. It was silly, but William felt like he’d shut the giant out of the restaurant.


Mr. G didn’t need to be welcomed. He’d lived in the Seven Kingdoms forever, much longer than William’s family, and everybody loved the giant. 


Unlike William, he hadn’t had to bribe kids with fresh chapati to be his friends. Mr. G sold people vegetables. Vegetables were definitely not a bribe.


Here, cry over these onions and be my friend. Burn your eyes with these hot peppers and we’ll be blood brothers.


Right.


“You know,” Mr. G said, “I’ll take you to ‘Speech or Die’ any time you want. Just say the word.”


Touched, William said, “When they start doing comics, I’ll be right over.”


“Draw a comic in six minutes or die?” Mr. G said. “That sounds terrifying. If that ever happens, you’re on my team. Don’t forget.” He jabbed a finger at William and stomped around the post, leaving deep boot prints in the mud.


A perfect comic strip frame popped into William’s head. Whenever Mr. G was around, William got new ideas. Probably because the giant’s actions were superhero-sized. Today was no different. William suddenly saw the pavilion as it would be when it was finished, but his mind kept on drawing.


A woman in a silk sari carries a tray of fresh chapati out into the jungle. Up above, a jaguar lies in wait . . . Can the giant save her? Or the chapati?


The was jungle vivid in his mind. William wiped his eyes on his sleeve, pivoted the chopping board, and let his knife fly through the chopped onions again. Rat-a-tat-a-rat-a-tat-a-tat. Done.


As soon as William figured out how, he would set up a table for Mr. G next to the biggest restaurant window.


William laid down his knife and picked up the board full of onions. “Got to get the soup started. Want anything else? Chapati?”


Mr. G said, “Only if there’s an extra. I don’t really need one.” 


William grinned. No one could resist the restaurant’s chapati. The round flatbreads puffed up like a balloon on the griddle when they were almost ready, and the warm, slightly smoky scent was irresistible—the ultimate friendship-making food. How could the Proclamation resist his comic strips about them?


After his family had moved to the Seven Kingdoms, William hadn’t known anyone in his new school. The other kingdoms had their own schools, but King Monsoon had sent William to school in Cochem Kingdom. “I don’t want you to be outsiders.”


William hadn’t seen the point, but his father was the king, and William was a Crown Prince. End of story.


The huge Cochem royal family was overwhelming. All fifteen of the royal Cochem children stared at his lunch and his bright orange clothes and said nothing.


After weeks of awkwardness, William had offered a fresh chapati to the youngest princess, the one they used to call “Fifteenth”. She’d shared it with one of her fifteen siblings and suddenly William had friends.


Chapati magic.


These days, he had friends all around the Seven Kingdoms. But remembering those first days still made the hair on his arms stand up.







CHAPTER TWO

Giant Earthquake

*William*
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Later that same day, when the lunch rush had slowed, Mr. G ordered a bowl of soup and another basket of chapati. He’d made himself a place to eat on top of a pavilion post. All eight posts were in place now—sawn off at roof height. When Queen Studentenblume came home, she could start planting her jungle.


William brought out a sunflower in a vase, a small tablecloth, folded like a napkin, and the large serving spoon that Mr. G got whenever he visited the restaurant.


“Can I hand this up to you?” William held the tray above his head.


“Nice flower”—Mr. G set the vase on the cut surface of the tree trunk—“And this table has the best view.” He laughed, but a twinge of guilt caught William in the neck. Usually, the royal family perched Mr. G’s dishes on some castle ledge, and the giant stood on the slope to eat. He’d never complained. 


That was officially over. The giant still didn’t have a chair, but from now on, he would have a table.


“Careful, it’s hot!” William handed up the soup tureen that served as Mr. G’s bowl, and the picnic basket that held one giant-sized serving of chapati. 


Mr. G took the basket of chapati, and his eyes lit up. “This is what I’ve been waiting for.”


William wished him “Guten Appetit!” and seated some new customers at the patio tables. William was in the restaurant kitchen, filling a people-sized basket with chapati, when an incredible thud shook the castle, like a thousand-year-old tree hitting the ground.


William dropped the chapati into his deep apron pocket and ran outside.


Knocking over dishes and chairs, the other customers fled the patio. They shouted, “Earthquake! It’s an earthquake!”


Abandoned soup, melting chocolate ice cream, and dark purple grape juice flowed over the edges of tables and onto the stone patio. 


“I want a new ice cream,” wailed a little girl. 


From underneath the aerial stone bridge that connected the Marigold Castle with the outside world, a customer snapped his fingers at William. “Waiter! Bring me my bill!”


“Me too!” said someone else. “I don’t want to wait around here all day.”


“I’ll be right there, sir,” William called over, then added a quiet “As soon as I find out what’s going on.” Breaking into a run, he dodged the debris on the patio.


Then stopped short. A pair of boots lay sideways on the ground, the deep, waffle-stomper tread facing the patio. Mr. G was no longer standing at his “table”. Had he taken off his boots and gone wading in the Elf Brook? 


The soup tureen lay smashed in a puddle on the patio, surrounded by soggy chapati. The picnic basket teetered upside down, on its woven handle. Something was very wrong.


But when William reached the massive boots, Mr. G’s feet were still in them. 


The giant lay full-length on his back as if he’d pushed himself over backwards. William hurried down the slope to Mr. G’s head. The Elf Brook was washing his hair with icy cold water, but Mr. G’s eyes were closed.


“Mr. G? Are you okay?” William tried the giant’s first name. “Reggie?”


No answer.


Kneeling at the giant’s head, William tried to figure out what had happened. 


Had he burned himself on the hot soup?


His elbows, deeply wedged into the hillside, had kept him from sliding into the river. His legs stretched up to the patio, and his work pants were a terrible purple color at the knees. 


Was that . . . blood?


Wait—purple! William gave Mr. G’s knees a second look. Grape juice! Don’t panic. Using Mr. G’s arm to help, William pulled himself up carefully and pressed his ear to the giant’s chest. 


Thump. Thump.


A long pause, then thumpity, thump.


Another long pause.


Thump. Thump.


Mr. G wasn’t dead. But his heartbeat sounded like it might lose its place, or stop. William let out a shaky breath and mopped his sweaty hair out of his face. What now? His first aid course hadn’t covered giants. And they didn’t have a giant-sized Heart Starter.


He slid down Mr. G’s arm, then ran up the hill to the castle to sound the emergency bell. 


Mr. G’s a regular. We should get a giant-sized Heart Starter for him. I’m going to tell the king and queen when they get home.


As William ran over the aerial bridge to the guardroom, he called down to the customers huddled below. “It’s not an earthquake, it’s Mr. G.”


A little girl’s voice floated up. “Do giants make earthquakes, mommy?”


“Yes, Samantha.”


“I don’t like giants,” Samantha said. “They ruin everything.”


The whole group started talking about how much trouble a giant could cause. Nobody said that Mr. G belonged here. It was weird.


William didn’t have time to set them straight. This couldn’t be happening. Mr. G had been perfectly healthy when he came into the restaurant. He’d laughed at William’s newest comic strip, like always. Half-way across the bridge, William’s face burned like fire, then went cold. 


The last comic strip had been the one about Mr. G’s funeral. 


Nooo. A comic strip is not a fortune cookie. This cannot happen to Mr. G.


William took off running, feverishly re-drawing a new ending to the comic strip in his head. He had to get Mr. G to the hospital before it was too late. Puffing with exertion, he pushed himself harder.


The Marigold Castle was built on the top of a steep hill, on top of a solid rock foundation. Double steepness. The Elf Brook looped around the hill, cutting it off from the forest. That was why the castle had an aerial bridge. But Mr. G was far below the bridge and the Elf was much too shallow to carry a boat big enough to carry him. 


Eventually, the Elf joined the Mosel River, which was deep enough to carry barges. A barge on the Mosel River would be perfect. Once Mr. G was on a barge, they could get him to the Magenta Kingdom, where there was a hospital. They’d take care of Mr. G, and he would be okay. William hoped.


His job was ringing the emergency bell.


The medics would handle how to get Mr. G there. 


At last, William got to the castle bell tower and leapt for the bell rope. With every pull on the rough rope, he went through the soup ingredients in his head, one by one.


Onions, garlic, celery, carrots, beans—the beans had come from Mr. Giant’s farm, so they couldn’t be the problem—potatoes, and all the spices they always put in. William had made it all fresh this morning. He’d made the spicy soup hundreds of times with his family. 


Mr. G had never mentioned any allergies. Other customers sometimes asked for something to “put out the fire”. But Mr. G never did. 


The whole thing was a mystery. The broken tureen, the flying chapati picnic basket, the sudden fall. What had happened?


At the rumbling of the medic wagon over castle’s stone bridge, William let go of the bell rope, and ran out of the castle.


“It’s Mr. G,” he called out to the medics. “He was eating some soup. I was in the restaurant kitchen, and there was a crash like an earthquake. When I came out, he’d fallen over.” A shiver ran down William’s back. He wrenched his body straight. 


All those jokes about death and dying this morning! This was like a bad dream from his own comic strip. He wished he’d never drawn it, never shown it to Mr. G, never sent it to the Proclamation. William’s only comfort was that the Proclamation would never print it.


“Don’t panic, sir.” The wagon driver pulled up his oxen and jumped down. “We’re here to help!”


But when the medic saw Mr. G, he climbed back into the wagon. “You called us for a giant? We’re not equipped for giants. False alarm, guys, let’s go!”


“You can’t leave—wait!” When the wagon started to move, William pulled a chapati out of his apron pocket and offered it to the nearest ox. It immediately planted its feet, and nibbled delicately at the chapati edges. The medic called to the oxen, but the wagon stayed put.


“It’s serious,” William said. “Mr. G has to get to the hospital right away.”


“Okay, let’s be realistic,” the medic said, with a long-suffering sigh. “You see the wagon”—he waved at his wagon—“and the giant”—he waved at Mr. G. “Now, what’s wrong with this picture?” 


The medic looked William in the eyes. “Your giant is too big.”


“Actually, your wagon is too small,” William said.


The medic shrugged. 


It’s the Heart Starter problem all over again.


William silently ran through his options. No dragon was available, the rowboat would be too small, and William’s parents and siblings were gone. They’d taken the royal coach to the Welcome Café, but it would have been too small too. This was comical and not at all funny.


“So how is a giant supposed to get to the hospital?” William asked.


The medic shrugged. “Try the hospital in the Giant Mountains. Try a carrier pigeon. I don’t know. It’s not my problem. And stop feeding my oxen.”


Yes, it is your problem, William thought, but how can I make you see it?


“Oh, sorry.” William acted like he hadn’t noticed the oxen nibbling and handed out more chapati to the medic’s team. “Would you like one, sir?”


The medic frowned, but he took one and bit into it. And pulled up his oxen again. “This is good.”


William offered him another one.


“You have these every day?” the medic asked.


“Yes, sir,” William said. That was beside the point. He wasn’t giving away chapati to advertise the Royal Marigold Restaurant. “Would you mind taking a look at Mr. G?”


The medic didn’t answer for a long moment, then exhaled long and loud, and hopped down from the wagon. “I’m here, anyway. Might as well.”


After the medic climbed up on Mr. G’s face, he lifted the giant’s eyelids and peered in. “Looks okay to me.” 


He climbed down to Mr. G’s chest and used the wrong size stethoscope to listen to his heart, then climbed back down onto the ground.


“How is he?” William asked. 


“He should go to the hospital,” the medic admitted. “But don’t look at me—I can’t take him.”


“I think I have an idea,” William said. He’d been thinking about barrels. “Let me grab my sketchbook from the kitchen—come in if you want more chapati—and I’ll show you.”


Even with bribes of more chapati, the medic didn’t want to go along with William’s plan to transport Mr. G. He’d gotten ten barrels up from the storeroom to use as giant rollers. 


“But what do we do when he rolls off the end of the barrels?” the medic asked.


“Some of us will roll the barrels to the front again, under his feet,” William said, pointing to his diagram.


“That’s never going to work,” the medic said.


“We have to try,” William urged. Then he drew them discount coupons for the restaurant, offered them free chapati on their birthdays, and promised to help with the barrels. 


Finally, they gave in. After that, everything was a blur of barrels, slipping around in the mud, and trying not to lose Mr. G off the end before the next barrel was in place to catch him.


When they actually got Mr. G down to the riverbank, the only barge captain who stopped didn’t want Mr. G to flatten his coal cargo. 


That was the way it went, the whole afternoon. Everyone they met was having an off-day. William had to speak up for Mr. G for every little thing.


William was shivering by the time they got to the place called the Seam, where the brown waters of the Rhine River joined with the blue waters of the Mosel River. He asked the barge captain for blankets for Mr. G, but the barge captain gave him a few old burlap sacks instead. 


“I don’t want to wash all the blankets afterwards,” the captain said. “We don’t have time for that mountain of laundry.”


After that remark, William didn’t feel the cold, because he was too steamed up. But he was even more worried about Mr. G.


The giant still hadn’t woken up. William pressed an ear to the giant’s side and the mighty heartbeat thumped unevenly, like a ball that forgot every third bounce.


In some fairy tales, giants fell asleep and turned into mountain ranges, only to wake up a hundred years later. William wouldn’t be around in a hundred years. Did that mean he’d never hear Mr. G laugh again? William’s jaw twitched, and he had to clear his throat. 


At the Magenta Kingdom dock, William had another problem: getting Mr. G off the barge. The dock was at the base of a cliff and the Magenta Fortress—and the Royal Aeronautical Academy Hospital—were on top. By the time William ran up and down the hundreds of steps, the barge captain was counting the seconds.


“This isn’t a giant taxi service.” The captain drummed his fingers on the ship’s rail. 


William drew up a coupon for a free dinner with dessert at the Royal Marigold Restaurant and offered it to the captain with a polite bow. “Thank you very much for your help. We couldn’t have gotten Mr. Giant here without you.”


“That’s something, anyway.” The captain took the coupon and ordered his crew to cast off.


Fortunately, the Royal Aeronautical Academy students thought that heaving a giant up the cliff in a net made of ropes was an excellent way to spend the afternoon. This was the Seven Kingdoms William knew and loved. People helped each other whenever they could.


But the hospital went back to the same old story.


“We don’t have that kind of room.” The hospital clerk at the front desk coughed behind her hand. “Try the one in the Giant Mountains. They’re set up for oversized patients.”


She thinks this is funny?


William tried again. “I can’t get him to the Giant Mountains. Besides, he lives in the Seven Kingdoms. Doesn’t the hospital get veggies from Mr. Giant’s farm?”


The admitting clerk shrugged. “The problem is he’s not a regular-sized patient. I told you already, we don’t have giant beds. The doctors can’t see him.”


“Can’t the doctors come outside?” William asked, taking out his sketchbook, so he could show her what he meant. “Look—Mr. G’s already lying on the parade grounds. He fits. He just needs warm blankets and some way to keep the rain off his face.” As William sketched, he thought of another idea. “I’m sure the Magenta royal family would loan their pavilion to the hospital for a few days.” William added it.


The hospital clerk’s eyebrows went up, and she folded her hands. “I’m not asking to borrow the royal pavilion for one stray giant.” She wouldn’t budge.


“Fine, I’ll go ask them,” William said. He couldn’t believe the hospital wouldn’t do this for Mr. G. 


“And he’s not a stray giant!” William tossed the words over his shoulder on his way to the royal family’s apartments.





CHAPTER THREE

Ace Reporter Bridget On Duty

*William*

[image: ]

Before William got anywhere near his friend Vlad or the Magenta royal family’s apartments, a doctor in a white coat crossed the hospital corridor at the end where it turned into a T. 


William switched plans. 


“Excuse me,” he shouted at the white coat. Borrowing the Magenta royal pavilion could wait. Mr. G would have to stand the weather a few more minutes. He dashed towards the T. “I’m Prince William of the Marigold Kingdom. I brought Mr. G up on the barge. Can I ask you a question?”


The white-coated person turned. Her name tag read: “Dr. Bohne.”


“Dr. Bohne,” William gasped and skidded to a stop. “I need your help waking up a patient.”


“That’s not usually my job. What seems to be the problem?” the doctor asked.


“It isn’t far,” William said. “Can you come and look?”


Dr. Bohne gave him a sideways look. “Who are you, again?”


William bowed, politely, and kept walking. “Prince William of Marigold, ma’am. We’re almost there—”


He walked out of the hospital, ignoring the clerk at the front desk, but Dr. Bohne stopped in the doorway.


“I can’t leave the hospital,” she said. “I have patients.”


William pointed at Mr. G’s boot, clearly visible. “He’s right there, ma’am.”


“If this is a prank . . . ” the doctor warned.


“Prince’s word of honor!” William said and gave her his best formal bow. 


She followed him outside, but stopped at Mr. G’s ankle. “This is a giant,” she said in a flat voice.


William’s stomach sank. The doctor’s difficult too? He insisted, “This is a Seven Kingdoms patient.”


She dismissed him with that sideways look again. 


“Dr. Bohne?” William needed her attention. “Mr. G is the biggest parsnip farmer in the Seven Kingdoms.” 


Something flickered in her eyes. 


William’s eyes narrowed. You smirk and I lose it. 


After a moment, she shrugged, and walked the length of Mr. G’s body, stopping at his shoulder, where someone had thoughtfully installed a sturdy ladder.


Whoever did that is getting a medal.


Dr. Bohne climbed up the ladder. A few minutes later, she climbed down again.


“How is he?” William asked.


“He needs a specialist.”


“Please don’t give up on him, ma’am,” William whispered.


Dr. Bohne didn’t answer, but she didn’t walk away. She took a small notebook out of her pocket. “Were you there when it happened?” 


“Yes, ma’am,” William said. “Well, I was in the restaurant kitchen, but I heard it. I’d just come back from serving Mr. G his soup. It felt like an earthquake.” He shuddered. “I tried to wake him, but he kept on snoring. He didn’t fit on the wagon, so we rolled him to the Mosel on barrels and got a barge captain to help.”


“Hmm.” Dr. Bohne made some notes. “Had he eaten any of the soup?”


William was brought up to notice whether the customers enjoyed the food or not. He thought back for a moment. “The bowl fell off the table, so I don’t know how much he ate.”


“Has Mr. Giant eaten at your restaurant before?” she asked.


“Yes, ma’am.” William said, immediately. That was an odd question. “He comes there for lunch almost every day. He always takes the soup.”


Dr. Bohne made a few more notes. Notes were a good sign, William told himself, even if she didn’t answer his question. But he wished she would do something to cure Mr. G.


After a few minutes, he cleared his throat. “I have to go home now.” His parents were away, and he was still in charge of the restaurant. “Can you send a message to the Marigold Kingdom about how Mr. G is doing?”


“Are you family?” Dr. Bohne asked, but there was no sarcasm in her voice.


“Practically,” William said. “He’s been staying in the Marigold Kingdom this week.”


At that moment, Ace Reporter Bridget raced up. “I’m here from the Proclamation,” she said, holding up her press card. “Can you tell me what happened?”


“No one seems to know.” Dr. Bohne sighed, much friendlier to Bridget than she’d been to William. “Mr. Giant was delivered by barge and appears to be sleeping soundly. Heartbeat is a little rocky, respiration seem to be fine, but we’re not able to wake him up.”


Glad to know that. Next time, I’ll say I’m from the Proclamation.


“Are you the giant specialist?” Bridget fired the question at the doctor who shook her head. 


Bridget didn’t even pause. “How long will it take to get one here?” she asked. “What will happen now?”


Get ‘em, Bridget. William nodded along with her questions, glad that the Proclamation’s reporter was getting to the bottom of things. She was his age, but she was fierce. Maybe they could work together to save Mr. G.


“I can’t answer that.” Dr. Bohne paused, then seemed to change her mind. “No comment at this time.” She turned her back on Bridget and William and walked away.


“No comment” was what people said when they didn’t want their answers showing up in the Proclamation, because the answers wouldn’t look good. William had thought getting Mr. G to the hospital was enough, but it didn’t look like the hospital knew what to do either. That was terrible news. Mr. G had to get better, but Ace Reporter Bridget had just chased the only doctor away.


Terrific.


Bridget’s eyes narrowed. “How about you, Prince William—what can you tell me about Mr. Giant? You brought him, right? How did that happen?”


William swallowed. He didn’t have anything to hide, but her eyes felt like a huge spotlight searching out secrets in his brain. “The medic team helped get him out of the forest, and a barge captain brought him over.”


“So, he was in your kingdom then. Did you see what happened?” Bridget had her quill poised over her notebook.


William repeated the part about the earthquake. “When I came out onto the patio,” he said, “everyone was running away, and stuff was all over the place. Nothing made sense. Mr. G’s boots lying on the ground, tables and chairs tipped over.”


Bridget frowned. “Mr. Giant was eating in your restaurant before he fell over? What did he have to eat?”


William had second thoughts about involving her. All the way to the hospital, he’d worried about the soup, but he wanted to talk to his parents about it, not the Proclamation. He thought about saying “No comment” but that would probably look worse. “He had soup. He always gets the soup. I don’t think it had anything to do with this—” William gestured at the giant’s prone body on the green.


“What about the comic strip?” Bridget asked.


“What?” William’s heart lurched at this sudden change of topic.


But Bridget peppered him with another question, “What do you know about this artist called ‘Jack’?”


“Jack?” William’s brows came together, and he shut his mouth. “Jack” was secret. No one but his own family—and Mr. G—knew that Jack and William were the same person. He’d always signed “Jack” on the comic strips he’d sent in, never “William.”


“Prime suspect #1,” Bridget pulled a familiar comic strip out of her notebook and handed it
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