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        I couldn’t have inherited a better sister when I got married. Thank you so much for your sweet smile, your joyful spirit, and your faithfulness. You’re one of my favorite people in the whole world.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            To the Honorable King Everard and Queen Isabelle…

          

        

      

    

    
      To the Honorable King Everard and Queen Isabelle,

      

      Once again, Peter and I offer our sincerest thanks for allowing us to add our stories to the Fortress’s library. I would be lying if I said I felt worthy of the honor, but since you have assured me that you wish to collect as many stories as possible, I am thrilled to add to your collection. The idea of having so many stories from all over the world in one place is astonishing, and the moment we’re finally ready to travel again, we will readily accept your invitation to visit.

      As for this first tale, though I’ve voiced my doubts, Peter assures me the story of the White Slipper is true. It was one of Tinker Bell’s favorites, one of the few she was willing to tell the Lost Boys before they fell asleep. I hope you find it as amusing as she did.

      

      Yours respectfully,

      Wendy Darling Pan

      

      Once upon a time in a faraway land…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      River smiled smugly as she pulled the shawl off her head and shook out her curls. While her disguises didn’t do her hair any great favors, they were a lot of fun. Almost as fun as the errand she was using this disguise to run.

      Today’s featured concealment was one of her simpler ones, just a borrowed dress, a shawl, and her boots. If someone had looked closely, they probably would have recognized that such fine shoes shouldn’t belong to a peasant woman. But River was familiar enough with the ways of the court to know how to avoid scrutiny, something she could never do without a costume, of course.

      But a simple working woman carrying a sack of linens was nothing out of the ordinary. And in the five times that River had used this particular disguise, she’d never once been questioned.

      Sweat beaded on her forehead as she made her way down the dusty road that led to the river for which she had been named. It had been one of her mother’s favorite places.

      The day was bright and cloudless and on its way to being extraordinarily hot. The dust she kicked up stuck to the bottom of her gown, and the wind that rustled the tall grasses on either side of her path mussed her hair. But in River’s fifteen years, she’d never felt freer, and she wasn’t about to complain about being a little dirty.

      Ten more minutes of walking and a slight climb up the ridge later, the river came into view. The sun glittered blindingly on the water as it foamed and crashed merrily around the bend below. River made her way carefully down the side of the bank, slipping slightly in the sand until she reached the bottom. And there, beneath the large rock in the center of the bank, was her gift.

      The leather pouch was nestled in the small hollow under the boulder. She’d brought it with her several years before, after realizing the rain could spoil the gift she was leaving in return that day. Since then, they’d placed their gifts in the pouch to protect them from the elements. 

      She smiled now as she lifted the flap. Today’s gift was a round, sparkly river rock. River ran her fingers over its smooth white surface, marveling at how even the reddish-brown veins that ran through it were too smooth to feel. 

      River peered across the rushing water and shaded her eyes. Had he remained this time? In the three years she and Avery had been trading gifts, they’d never come to the river at the same time. This wasn’t a surprise, though. Her visits to the rock weren’t regular. She had to wait until she found a way to escape, which was generally once every two or three weeks. And though, as a second-born prince, Avery had a bit more freedom to go where he wished, presumably his father kept him just as busy.

      But the challenge of the adventure was worth the effort escape required. Never once had she been disappointed. There was always some little token for her. Nothing fancy or expensive. A pretty stone, like today, or a seashell from where the river met the sea, or a few lines of poetry or a paragraph from a book scribbled on a scrap of paper.

      But perhaps that was what she loved most about the gifts. Her life was one of opulence and luxury. With a father bent on spoiling her and adoring courtiers at her beck and call--and now that she was nearly the age to marry, hopeful royals with unattached sons--all she had to do was mention in passing that she would like this or that, and it was hers.

      These gifts, though… They were personal, and they grounded her in the life she knew she was hedged off from. 

      “I’m sorry for taking so long,” she said into the breeze. No one answered her, of course. No one ever did. But she liked to pretend Avery was there, hiding in the bushes to see what she thought of his latest gift. She’d never seen him do so, of course. But as his father’s own palace lay just a few miles on the other side of the river, which served as a boundary between the two kingdoms, it wasn’t unthinkable. “I’ve been taking lessons on how to properly set a table with courtiers who dislike one another.” She laughed a little. “Be glad you’re a boy. My tutor says only women get this kind of education because men don’t care enough to try, and if they did, wars would break out like the plague.”

      The wind picked up, and River was suddenly aware that the shadows had lengthened noticeably. She quickly opened her reticule and pulled the parchment she had prepared. It was nothing impressive, just a few lines copied from a book she’d enjoyed, a story about a sailor who had spent twenty years making his fortune for the family he loved back home. But as Avery had often left her bits of his own stories, she liked to think he might delight in such from her as well.

      Leaving the parchment in the leather pouch, tucked within the crevice to keep it from blowing away, she prayed he would come to fetch it before the rains returned. Then she picked up her skirts and hiked the sandy bank again until she reached the path that led home.
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        * * *

      

      River breathed a sigh of relief as she slipped her dinner gown back over her head. Her return to the palace had nearly exposed her when one of the pages had looked a little too hard at her face as she made her way toward the kitchens. The weight of his gaze had caught her attention, and when she had turned to look at him, his eyes had widened. But before he could say anything, the cook had shouted for him to get back to where he belonged. By the time he might have looked for her again, River had slipped into the servant’s passage and made her way up to her room.

      “Beth,” she called to her lady-in-waiting, who was fussing over her tea in the next room. “Tie these strings for me.”

      Beth appeared at the door and gasped. “Your Highness, why didn’t you tell me you wished to change gowns? I would have helped you out of the other!”

      “I’m perfectly capable of changing out of my gowns,” River laughed. “I just can’t cinch up the new ones in the back. Is my father back from his ride yet?” 

      “No,” answered a smooth voice as a stately woman in a long, peach-colored gown entered the dressing chamber. “But he should be back in time for supper.” 

      “Aunt Laura!” River hurried toward her aunt, forcing poor Beth to follow, dress ribbons still in her hands.

      “I thought you were out in the town this morning,” River said.

      “Oh, I was. I was out with my husband, actually. Then I saw the most interesting servant leave the palace, and I just had to know what she was doing.” Aunt Laura smiled a little, though her brown eyes narrowed slightly, and River felt her heart drop into her stomach. “She looked so much like the daughter of a woman I was once very close with.”

      “That’s interesting,” River said politely.

      “Thank you for your help, Beth,” Aunt Laura said, coming toward them. “I believe I can fix the princess’s hair adequately. I would prefer you to pour the tea for us in the sitting room.”

      Beth, about River’s age, bobbed a curtsy and went to do as she was bid. River’s neck grew hot as her aunt shut the door behind the servant and turned to fix her gaze on River.

      “Just how long have you been going unattended to the river, my love?” Her words were kind, but her voice was sharp.

      River sighed and turned toward her vanity. “How did you know it was me?”

      Aunt Laura snorted delicately. “I hope I would know my sister’s child, no matter what she was wearing.” She began to brush River’s hair. “So,” she continued more gently, “are you going to tell me what you were doing?” 

      River sighed. “Three years ago, after my mother died, I would go down to the river and imagine she was still there.”

      Aunt Laura smiled as she began to braid River’s hair. “She loved that river long before she became queen. Your grandfather finally gave up trying to keep her away from it and sent a footman with her instead.”

      River nodded. “I went to visit it every week. But I knew my father wouldn’t let me go alone…like I needed to be. So I started sneaking out.” 

      “And your father would have been right to worry. Can you imagine how easy it would have been for an enemy to kidnap a twelve-year-old girl?” Her aunt pressed her lips together, then sighed. “But I do understand.”

      “I ran into Avery there a few weeks after I started going,” River continued. “We talked for a little. And after that, he started leaving me presents.” She smiled in spite of herself. “And I would leave presents for him, too. Nothing big. Pretty rocks or little sweets. Once, he left me a whistle carved out of wood.”

      “Well, I’m glad to hear it’s the son of your father’s closest friend and not some vagabond set on kidnapping you,” her aunt said as she began pinning gems into River’s hair. “Nevertheless, I’d feel better if you–don’t look at me like that. I was going to say I’d feel better if you would at least tell me when you’re about to set out on these little treks.” She gave River a knowing smile in the mirror and put her hands on her hips. “I may only have married a duke, and I’m certainly not your mother, but I would feel better if I knew where you were if I arrived here one day and no one could find you.”

      River grinned back sheepishly. “I never know for sure when I’ll get to slip away.” She looked around her desk. “What if I leave a signal for you when I go? Maybe…” She paused and picked up a quill. “I’ll leave this on my pillow. Then you’ll at least know where I’ve gone.”

      A loud banging on the door in the adjoining room made them both jump. Beth scurried in to open it.

      “What do you mean making such a racket on the princess’s–” she began, but she was cut off.

      “There’s been an accident!” River recognized the voice of her personal guard, Stephan. “The king’s been gravely injured!”
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      River didn’t remember jumping up or outstripping the guards as she ran to her father’s room. All she remembered after that day was waiting for an eternity outside his bedchamber, her aunt holding her hand and praying quietly with her while the sound of many physicians’ voices came through the door in a confused muddle.

      “What happened?” Aunt Laura asked Stephan in a low voice. 

      “He hadn’t planned to go hunting,” Stephan answered in a low voice, “but he was out with a few of his dukes, and one of them suggested that it was a lovely day for a hunt. He agreed and had his hunting gear sent for. Unfortunately, they forgot to bring hunting boots, and he thought it inconsequential.” Stephan paused and lowered his voice. “He was walking beside the horse when he accidentally stepped on a trap. It went through his shoe and into his foot.”

      “Do they expect him to live?” River asked.

      Aunt Laura and Stephan looked down at River, their faces taut. River squared her shoulders. “Do they expect him to live?” she asked again, louder this time, willing her voice not to tremble as it was.

      “They’re…not sure, Your Highness.” Stephan bowed his head. “That’s what they’re deliberating on now.”

      River took a long, slow breath. She had lost her mother when she was twelve, and the following year had felt like a nightmare. She’d walked around as though in a fog, never able to escape the horror she awakened to daily.

      At first, she’d thought the pain could never lessen. She would never be able to go on. But her father’s careful attention, her aunt’s constant vigilance, and her then-weekly trips to the river had slowly, painfully pulled her from the pit of despondence she’d been trapped in. But healing had been a struggle, and a great many days had passed before she’d begun to feel as though life might go on.

      And now, three years later, to lose her father…

      “River?” Aunt Laura squeezed her hand. River looked up to see her aunt’s carefully arranged expression. “The physicians say your father will see you now.” 

      River walked to her father’s door in a daze. She’d wanted nothing more than to join him since hearing of his accident, to see and touch him and assure herself that he was still alive. But even as she walked, a cold fear slithered in, whispering that any minute, he could be stolen from her as well.

      She stopped on the threshold. 

      He was laid out on the bed, his large frame taking up a good deal of it. Blankets had been piled on every part of him except his leg, which was held up in some sort of contraption that kept it raised above the rest of his body. His face was pallid, and the whites of his eyes bright red. And though he was the tallest man in the court and one of the strongest, he suddenly seemed fragile and sickly. 

      “Well,” he said breathlessly before swallowing. “If you’ve come for a grand scene, I’m not sure I can provide you one.” He trembled slightly, but there was a twinkle in his eye.

      With a cry, River threw herself at her father’s bedside. She clutched at his shirt as she began to sob through no accord of her own.

      “Now come, River,” he said gently, wiping her tears away with shaking hands. “No need to weep as though I’m dead. You’re not free of me that easily.” 

      His attempt at humor only made River cry harder, to which he responded by rubbing her back and continuing to whisper gentle words, as though she were a spooked horse. Finally, when there were no more tears to cry, he smiled and touched her cheek.

      “This isn’t like it was with your mother. She was sick for a long time. I’m as healthy as a team of oxen.”

      “What are they going to do about it?” River gave a sniffle, which turned into a hiccup.

      The king flinched as he reached over to his bedside table and lifted a chalice of water which he then gave to her. She drank greedily, realizing that she was parched. Was it because of her walk out to the river that afternoon? Or because she’d cried nearly every drop of water in the world?

      “This is beyond our physicians’ scope of knowledge, I’m afraid,” he said slowly. “But I don’t want you to fret. They’re summoning every physician in our land and inviting those in our neighboring kingdoms.” He tapped her nose. “Promise me you won’t fret?” 

      She glared at him through wet lashes. “Only if you promise to get better.”

      The king smiled, and River was relieved to see that even in his pain, his smile lit up his bearded face just as it always had. “I thought you were going to exact some impossible promise, seeing as you seem to think this is my deathbed.”

      She quirked one brow. “Let me plan your birthday party this year.”

      At this, he fell back into the pillow and roared with laughter before wincing in pain. After a moment of grinding his teeth and breathing heavily, he finally opened his eyes again, panting. 

      “I’m sorry,” River said, but he just ran his hand over her golden curls and gave her a tired smile. 

      “My pain is not your fault, my love. And no, you can’t plan my birthday. You’d plan some sort of ridiculous frippery as though I were some dandy.” 

      “I would make it fitting for a king.” 

      He chuckled again at her scowl, then took another shaky breath. “No, my love. Not this year. But I will promise to get better. How’s that?” He took her face into his hand, and she leaned into his palm.

      “Then
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