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The great famine ended. Ten golden years
ensued; and it seemed that things, for a time, would go on as
everyone hoped. The granaries overflowed. In the streets of Good
Times, capital of the Fairytale Kingdom, the king’s servants passed
out free bread to the poor. Merchants did a roaring trade, and it
seemed all would be well until the end of time.

It was not famine they had to worry about,
nor was it foreign attack: the Warlock Kingdom was weak, a pale
shadow of what it once had been and losing territory every day; and
the Sugarplum Kingdom, south of the Lollipop Forest, was an ancient
ally. Nay, the threat came from within: from two inventions that
spread like wildfire through the wide world.

Hansel and Gretel, the great witch-slayers,
had used the new invention of black powder and a fearsome weapon
called the musket. They had used the wondrous weapon in the service
of King Philippe, but it was not until another invention that
muskets would prove to be his downfall. This new masterwork—the
printing press—spread dangerous ideas through that land of
perpetual good times.

Not long after Hansel and Gretel passed away,
Lord Oliver—the self-proclaimed Commander of the Revolutionary
Army—laid siege to the walls of Good Times and, after a month-long
struggle, claimed the capital of the Fairytale Kingdom for
himself.

He accused King Philippe of innumerable
things, but the most frequently printed were “softness,”
“effeminacy,” “impiety,” and “offense to God.” To the horror of the
people of Good Times, Lord Oliver had King Philippe publicly hanged
in the square, and buried in an unmarked pauper’s grave.

And from there, Lord Oliver assumed command
of the new Fairytale Nation. He brought his twelve daughters, and
his wife Margaret, and took up residence in the Fairytale Castle.
From there, he announced three new laws that would form the
morality of the new State:

 


No music.

No wine or beer.

 


And finally, and—according to Lord
Oliver—most importantly:

 


No dancing.

 


But such laws are difficult to enforce.


 


1.

 


For a while, it seemed that the citizens of
the Fairytale Kingdom would obey the onerous decree. All the
taverns in Good Times were shut down, and all licenses to sell wine
and beer were revoked. Soldiers blocked access to all the concert
halls and the public theaters; the music shops, the sellers of
lutes and guitars and horns, all ceased operation. Lord Oliver
expected everyone to spend all their time praying, or otherwise
devoting themselves to God.

It was not long before the people grew
exasperated. Every week, more and more people began to protest:
they stood out in the streets, sang and danced. Lord Oliver’s
soldiers immediately arrested them. But it was not long before the
protests grew closer to home; and eventually, in the Revolutionary
Commander’s own household.

His twelve daughters—all brown-haired like
their father, and much more beautiful—had begun to chafe under
their father’s strict rules. They dared not disobey openly, like
the protesters throughout the streets of Good Times. But Lord
Oliver, one night, saw that the soles of their shoes were worn.

His own daughters were dancing!

 


~

 


Lord Oliver sent one of his guards to watch
the door, and to listen in on his daughters. But they neither left,
nor could the sound of dancing feet be heard through the halls.

Baffled, Lord Oliver announced in Good Times’
new publication—The Revolution’s Herald—that whoever discovered how
his daughters were dancing could take his choice of wife; and that
whoever failed after three days’ effort, would be summarily
executed.

Alexander, the son of one of Oliver’s lesser
Revolutionary Generals, soon rose to the task. His father, Edward,
had served the nation’s commander-in-chief well.

 


~

 


Young Alexander sat in the girls’ bedchamber;
something totally against the principles of the Revolution, but
Oliver—in his desire to stop all wine, music, and dance—was willing
to overlook it.

Much laughter, flirtatious talk, and giggling
echoed from the room that night; but a while after dark, the eldest
daughter brought Alexander a cup of tea. He drank it quickly, and,
before he knew it, fell asleep.

This happened the next day, and the day
after.

Edward protested against Alexander’s
execution, but Lord Oliver was a man of his word. The soldiers led
Alexander to the city square. There, the executioner decapitated
young man. Anyone who doubted that Oliver would follow through no
longer had any illusions of mercy.

Still, the prospect of marrying one of
Oliver’s daughters, and becoming the Commander of the Revolutionary
Army, greatly outweighed the fear of death in the eyes of many.
Many more aspirants came to solve the riddle of the twelve dancing
girls. Over the course of a year, the state executioner beheaded
the hopefuls in an almost-weekly ritual.


 


2.

 


It was nearly Christmas. Lord Oliver had
banned all celebration, and when Brom—a soldier of the late King
Philippe—returned to his home country, he was puzzled. He had fully
expected the border town of Godfrey’s Crossing to have all the
holiday trappings: holly, mistletoe, and effigies of Father
Christmas.

Brom, a senior soldier, had just returned
from his duties as an ambassador to the Warlock Kingdom. He
returned with a wounded body, because his meeting with the Warlock
King, Diabolus, had taken a turn for the worse. He had hoped for an
early retirement; a small plot of land from King Philippe, a little
cottage in the woods to live out the rest of his life. But when he
reached Godfrey’s Crossing, he couldn’t shake the bad feeling he
got; and when he entered the town inn, he quickly learned the
feeling was right.

“The Revolutionary Army has overthrown
Philippe!” the innkeeper explained. “Lord Oliver—that wicked
sod—has banned music and dance and wine… everything that brings
people joy! It’s all illegal.”

“So you have no wine.” Brom groaned. “I will
have some tea, then.”

The innkeeper nodded and poured him a
steaming cup. “I am sorry you’ve returned to a different country
from the one you left. We aren’t the only ones angry: even Oliver’s
own daughters have rebelled against him. They are dancing, and he
is offering a great reward to whoever finds out how. No one has
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