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      Rapunzel

      

      Spending your whole life in a tower isn’t as dull as you might think.

      First, when I wake up, the birds are always singing, and I always break up some of my breakfast into crumbs to feed them. At first I had to leave it on the sill, but I kept getting closer until I could feed them out of my hand. They’re like my little pets.

      Certainly, they are better than the “pet” the Witch got for me when I begged and pleaded for one. I wanted a cat, and she came home with a stuffed crow. It is permanently fixed with its mouth slightly open like it’s cawing, and she told me I could pretend it was talking to me.

      She means well. I try to tell myself that.

      I think she got it very cheaply, though.

      Anyway, once I’ve fed the birds and myself, it’s time to tend to my hair. My golden locks are my pride and joy, and when they are loose, they are as long as my tower home is tall. I usually keep them plaited, but they get messy when I sleep, so every morning I undo the plaits and comb my hair from roots to ends. It takes a long while, and from there it must be plaited again, which takes another long while. Occasionally I weave a ribbon into it just for my own fancy.

      Of course, if the Witch shows up, I have to undo the whole thing again. But even that I don’t usually mind. It keeps me busy and sometimes I’m desperate for someone to talk to, even if that someone is always the Witch.

      She can be very lovely, really. She makes her stew with dumplings in it, and tells me interesting stories while she stirs the pot, if she’s in a good mood. Usually, she is, as long as things are tidy. The Witch likes everything just-so.

      If it were up to me, I really wouldn’t care, but idle hands are the devil’s work, or so she says. So every day I sweep the floors and tidy up the place and then I made myself a little schedule for other things that don’t need to be done as often: dusting and so on. Once she told me I would make a nice little wife for someone, and I should have asked what she meant at the time, but I was too surprised because it was the only time she ever implied such a thing. A nice little wife for who? No one ever sees me.

      I’ve never seen a man in my life. Well, once in a while, in the winter, when the trees are bare, I can see them on the King’s Highway far in the distance on horses. I assume they’re men. They’re actually too far away to tell, the size of ants from my vantage point.

      They are too far away to hear me, I know that. Once when I was fourteen I got very bold and decided to yell “Halloooooo!” at the top of my lungs and those horses didn’t even slow down. Luckily the Witch never found out.

      Oh yes, the schedule. I’m quite proud of it. I dust on Mondays, scrub floors on Tuesdays, mend on Wednesdays, polish on Thursdays, bake on Friday, and on Saturdays I wash my hair and rinse it in rose water. It smells so beautiful afterward. I don’t have to do the washing because the Witch takes that out to somewhere or other, so on Sundays I rest.

      Once everything is clean, I am free to read books from the library or play my lute or do embroidery. Once I asked the Witch if I could learn to be a witch myself and she was very alarmed and said if I ever asked again she would have to take a switch to me. I suppose it’s all right. There isn’t much reason to do witchcraft in my tower, but I dream about it anyway.

      It would be some little power of my own, that’s all.

      Most of the books I have to read are stories telling children how to be good. I’m a grown woman now, but the Witch doesn’t bring me new books very often, and when she does they are manuals on managing a household, so I’m stuck with the same old ones. It’s astonishing how much fun you can have with a story if you get creative. I like to rewrite them so the villains win. Not that I think villains should win in real life, but it’s fun to figure out how they could, because the odds are really stacked against villains, when you think about it. Heroes and heroines always end up having the perfect magical power or friend to defeat them.

      I know I shouldn’t imagine things like that. The world is full of wicked people, and that’s why I have to stay locked up in this tower. Here, I am safe and protected from all the horrors of the world. Even my own mother was a horrid thief. That’s why the Witch took me away from her.

      Sometimes you have to wonder about a story like that, though, don’t you? I mean, none of the girls in my books are locked up in towers. But the Witch says there are lots of other girls locked up in towers, all over the world. The most perfect, beautiful girls. A girl like me could be kidnapped by demons or stolen away by faeries or taken advantage of by rogues in the woods.

      So here I am, safe and sound in my tower, talking to myself, and the birds, and a stuffed raven.

      Maybe the tower was built for another girl before me. I don’t know where it came from or how long it’s been here. It has very thick stone walls and must be very old. The top floor, which is my bedroom and living space, has windows circling all around that I can open to the breezes and the scent of the forest.

      There are two floors below me. One is the Witch’s work room and storage for food and herbs, and the bottom floor is the kitchen, which has a great big stove, and a water pump connected to a cistern. These rooms have no windows except a few tiny ones for ventilation near the top of the wall. Even in the middle of the day, I sometimes light a candle to work down there. One day, I found little scratches near the bottom of the kitchen wall, behind the work table. It looked like someone had been marking days, or weeks. I never asked the Witch about it. The sight gave me a chill.

      The tower has no doors. So no one can get to me except the Witch.

      I’m safe up here.

      I’m not sure I am being entirely honest with myself, about being happy in the tower.

      It’s not dull, not exactly, but it is very very lonely, and sometimes in the middle of the night I lay in my bed, with my room lit by moon shadows, and I think I might die of yearning to have some other soul with me. Other times I feel like I might go mad. The Witch is usually gone for alternating weeks, and for the first day or two after she leaves, I’m happy to be alone again, and then it becomes so awful that sometimes I stomp around the room whacking the furniture with my broomstick.

      I don’t think I am actually going mad, though. As long as I cook and clean and plait my hair, surely I must be a pretty normal young woman.

      Anyway, there are worse things than being locked up alone in a tower.
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      I woke to the familiar whistle of the Witch down below my window, early in the morning. Hoo-weet-weet!

      She was back three days early. How odd! But maybe it meant she had a present for me. Usually when she came back early it meant she had come into some extra money and had brought me something.

      “Just a minute!” I sang.

      I unbraided my hair as quickly as I could and dragged it to the window. I shoved it out and let it cascade down past the brambles growing there. There was a tiny clearing in the thorns just below the window so my hair didn’t snag. The Witch stood just out of the way but as soon as my hair was down, I felt the tug of her hands travel up to my scalp.

      I hate to be vain, but I have always enjoyed the sight of that sea of golden hair flowing down the side of the tower. Maybe I liked it because I could imagine it as a passage to the wide world beyond, even though it was only a passage for the Witch and not myself. Or maybe I was just proud of all the work it was to keep it so clean and unsnarled.

      The witch was a little old woman with a stooped back. She had always been so, but in recent years it seemed to me she had gotten even littler and older and more stooped. She definitely didn’t climb my hair as quickly as she used to, although she was still nimble enough. She didn’t weigh all that much. She always wore the same black cloak and the same print dress, and she had a sack with the laundry and other supplies. The sack didn’t look any larger than usual, so if she had brought me a present, it must be a little thing like candy.

      I really, really wanted that present. Even when she brought me bad presents, like stuffed crows or household manuals or aprons, every present was still a thing I had never seen before. I lived for things I had never seen before.

      Hand over hand, she made it up, her sturdy shoes gripping the stones as she went. When she reached the top, I held out my hands and helped her up the rest of the way. She brushed her hands over her clothes, straightening them out, and put down the laundry, and looked at me.

      “My sweet Rapunzel,” she said. “You really have grown up.”

      “Yes,” I said. “I know.” Somehow in the past couple of years I had gotten very busty. My dresses didn’t fit that well. I had always made my own and I didn’t know how to fit them around my body these days. Once I tried to make pockets to fit my breasts in. It was the most awful thing anyone could imagine. I had to burn it and pretend the fabric had caught fire in an accident, and the Witch slapped me for being careless.

      She unfolded her pack and handed me a small pink box.

      I squealed. “Candy! I was hoping!” I lifted the lid. Inside were pieces of marzipan, shaped like a family of pigs. I gasped. “They’re too cute to eat! But I will eat them, don’t worry. Oh, thank you, thank you!” I gave her a hug.

      “Shh, shh.” She waved me off with a grumble and headed for her favorite chair, slipping off her shoes. It was a very long walk from town to this place. “Don’t get too excited.”

      “You know me. I always get too excited.” I took out the little candy pigs and arranged them on the table in a circle so they could talk to each other.

      “We must talk.”

      “Oh, good.” I sat down. I liked it when we had talks.

      “This is not an easy talk. You see, I’m getting older. I’m getting very old indeed. And there may come a time when I won’t be well enough to take care of you anymore. Which is why, in some ways, this will be for the best, even though I’ve dreaded it for a long time.”

      “What will be for the best?”

      “I must give you away.”

      “What? Like a marriage?” No, I had not forgotten her comment about being a wife.

      “Yes,” she said, with a frown. “It is time I told you about how you came to be with me. You see, a long time ago, when I was a younger witch, I traveled to the northern woods to get a particular rampion plant that only grows in the wood of the King of the Northlands during the very short northern spring. It is a potent ingredient in spells, and I wanted to grow it in my own garden. It meant trespassing on the king’s land, but I didn’t think he would notice one small woman creeping around his forest.”

      “Oh, no! Did he find you? Did you get in trouble?”

      She gave me a sharp look. She always got upset with me for asking too many questions, but I could hardly help it. “I had only just dug up one of the rampion plants and put it in my sack when a horrible monster came tearing up the hill. He must have been seven feet tall, with white fur on his back, and dripping fangs. A troll, towering over me, shouting at me in a booming voice, ‘Let go of my rampion!’”

      I gasped. The Witch was a very good storyteller when she had a story to tell. “Was it one of the king’s guards?”

      “It was the very king himself!”

      “The King of the Northlands is a troll?”

      “Something like, I suppose.”

      “How did you know it was really him?”

      “Well, dear, he told me so, and one does not question the authority of such a beast. Why shouldn’t he be? They have trolls up north. And I was scared completely out of my wits.” She shook her head, exasperated with me. “The point of the story is that this great Troll-King was a breadth away from striking me down, and I cried for him to wait. He lowered his paw and asked me what I would give him in exchange. I was so frightened that I didn’t know what to say except to ask him what he would like. And then he said, ‘You may take my rampion, but you must only use it in your spells. No one must ever taste it but you. If anyone else has a taste of the rampion, then you must take the thing that is most precious to them and give it to me.’ And of course, I said yes. I knew no one else would ever taste the rampion, because I would take it to my walled garden and only use it in my spells.”

      The Witch said this, and she took out a handkerchief like she was close to tears. “Your mother—,” she began.

      I had never seen her come close to crying before. It scared me a little. “Should I make you some tea?” I asked.

      “No. Listen.” She tried again, composing herself. “I grew the rampion in my garden and for years it remained safe. But your mother and father moved into the house beside mine, a newly married couple, and soon your mother was pregnant. One night, I heard a loud rustle in my garden, and when I came outside, I saw it was your father. He was cutting leaves from my rampion. I told him he must stop and never touch my rampion or I would have to take the thing most precious to him, and he went completely white and said he had already taken some the night before. His pregnant wife was craving rampion something fierce. And that variety of rampion was called…Rapunzel.”

      “What is rampion, anyway?” I asked.

      She sighed. “It is a plant with leaves a bit like watercress and a tasty root. But do you understand? I had to take you away.”

      “But that’s not a real story, is it? Then you would have had to give me to the King of the Northlands.”

      “Silly girl, that’s what I’ve been getting at this whole time. I do have to give you to the King of the Northlands. You are the trade for my own theft. That’s why I’ve kept you hidden in this tower. To protect you from him. But now you are twenty years old and he has sent me a message, saying that he knows I have you and he would like to take you as his wife. And I don’t see that I have much choice. I am getting old, anyway, just as I said. One day I might die and then you would be trapped here.”

      “Oh.”

      All at once, I felt incredibly silly. Silly? More like stupid. Shouldn’t I have known all along? But how could I? I knew nothing of anything.

      It was such an awful, impossible story that I couldn’t connect it to my own safe little world. But if it was true…

      The Witch got up and stood behind me, and gently she began to plait my hair for me, as she liked to do when I was younger. Her hands were so frail and stiff now.

      “I have my hopes that he might be kind to you,” she said. “That is why I have always insisted that you keep your hair pretty, and the house clean. He will be pleased if you are a good wife.”

      I would like to say I was very brave, and lifted my head stoically to face my fate. Or, at least, that I flung myself on the bed and wept beautiful tears.

      But, no. My lip sort of folded up and my nose wrinkled and I made a noise kind of like, “Ewaaaaaahhh!” before blubbering out, “I don’t want to marry a troll!”

      “Sometimes ugly men make very good husbands,” the Witch said.

      “But he’s not even a man! You said he had dripping fangs! Why did you tell me that?” And then I started thinking about one household manual she had brought home that had a chapter on babies, and it got even worse.

      The Witch kept quietly braiding my hair, and I managed to pull myself together a little. “You said my mother was a thief,” I said. “But you were the true thief, all along.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. Just that, and nothing else. She didn’t scold me; she didn’t make excuses.

      That was when the tears really began to dry, because I knew it must be real.

      “How long do I have?” I asked.

      “He will send for you on the full moon.”

      That was only a week away.
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      Prince Dorin

      

      I stopped to fill my water flask at the river, watching the moonlight reflect on the water.

      I heard a rustle in the woods, and my hand flew to my bow as a reflex, before I remembered—this was not my forest. This was the land of human kings, and I dared not risk hunting in their forest. An incident like that could spark a damn war.

      There was peace these days, between Yirvagna and the human realms, but I still thanked my lucky stars I could see in the dark, and travel by night. Less chance of incident.

      So, it was dried elk and hard bread for supper tonight. Again.

      Thank my lucky stars? For what? I bit off a tough chunk of meat with my sharp canine teeth, more than a little annoyed at my lot in life.

      The Prince of Yirvagna was not supposed to be hunting down his wife in the human lands. It was humiliating, quite frankly. I could only hope she was a good strong woman worthy of the throne of Yirvagna. Dark and tall and beautiful, good with horses. Bad enough that she would not have horns or a tail.

      Couldn’t my bond mate at least be a goblin? Goblin maidens were small and rather dirty with their bare feet, and culturally they were very untamed, but one could not deny they were still closer to darklings than the humans.

      There’s still hope, I suppose. I could meet a goblin or a faery out here in the woods, but since everything had already gone this wrong, I wasn’t really hopeful.

      I rode for some time, following the call of the bond spell. It was growing stronger, so the moment of reckoning must be near. Soon, I would see her and know what I was in for.

      I had been dreading the bonding since I was a rather young man, even though it was a crucial rite for the Yirvagnan royalty. It was also an ancient rite, and felt a little like a remnant of more barbaric days.

      Yes, we had a reputation for being strong and vicious warriors and very hearty folk, living as we did in the deep, cold woods. But those who dared to visit our court were always impressed that we also had some of the most refined court manners and dress in all the land, stunning artisans and musicians. As the heir to the throne, I had been raised to be reserved and controlled.

      And then came the bond spell. This spell had long been used by members of the royal court, to ensure that we had the strongest possible children. While most other royal families around the world preferred to marry other royals, growing in-bred as they made their political alliances and forced unwilling young princes and princesses together, we relied on ourselves and raised strong children. The bonding spell created a fierce magical draw to the unmarried young woman who would make the best match for me, which usually meant a darkling girl of Yirvagna or Mirkatha, sometimes a peasant.

      I had heard the story of my parents’ meeting many times. The bond spell was administered to my father, and he immediately felt a call to the west. Messengers were dispatched immediately, requesting for all young women in the west to gather in the city. My father rode out to see the throngs of eager girls, and out of them all, the spell drew him closer and closer to my mother. She was a weaver’s apprentice in town, but like every young woman, she harbored the remote possibility that she might become a princess and then a queen.

      I could hardly imagine that my mother had ever been anything but a queen. She seemed born to the part. Regal, beautiful, graceful, healthy, pragmatic…the list of her qualities went on.

      And because of this custom, the kings of Yirvagna were sympathetic to the peasants in a way that was unknown in many other nations. My father made sure everyone had access to education, and in years of scarce food, he did all he could to make sure no one went hungry.

      But when it was just my father the prince, and my mother the weaver’s apprentice, the bond made him wild with desire. The story went that he had taken her to his carriage and fucked her within an hour of his first sight of her.

      Nobody really had a choice in the matter, once that spell was in motion. And practically everyone in Yirvagna was there to watch him find his bond mate. They all knew what was going to happen. They had, supposedly, danced around the carriage banging pots and pans.

      It was all sort of uncouth if you asked me, but it was going to be a hundred times worse if I had to drag a human girl into it. The whole court was going to laugh and sneer and privately blame me for finding my perfect match among the humans.

      I was starting to think it might have been easier to arrange a marriage at this point.

      The sun was beginning to rise as the bond tugged me deeper into the forest, off the road. I had to tie up my horse and continue on foot. The forest was so thick that at first I wondered if I could even go on. I should have brought a machete. But then I found the suggestion of a path, although I had to duck under brambles. In a few spots I was practically crawling just to get through.

      I heard singing.

      It was not exactly what I would call good singing. The voice itself was pretty. The song was…like a song invented by someone who had never heard a song before.

      But what an effect it had on me. I suddenly felt like I had to hear more of that terrible, terrible song, to the point that
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