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			For my parents, who read me bedtime stories and did all the voices

		

	
		
			
				Then her father said to her, “Dearest child, why art thou so sad? Thou shalt have whatsoever thou wilt.” She thought for a moment and said, “Dear father, I wish for eleven girls exactly like myself in face, figure, and size.”

				—Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm,
“The Twelve Huntsmen” (1812),
translated by Margaret Raine Hunt
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			Prologue

			The Tale of the Twelve Hunters,

			as It Has Been Inaccurately Recorded

			You might have heard the story of the twelve hunters during your childhood. It’s in the same book as the fables about the princess imprisoned in the tower, the children who found a gingerbread house, and the woman who lost her shoe at a party.

			Although the story was based on true events, they were recounted by those who half remembered them to those who had never witnessed them at all. Unlike the other tales, it is frequently skipped or ignored. Which is a great pity, in my opinion, because I am in it.

			As it has come down through the ages, it goes something like this:

			
				Once upon a time, when the world was younger and the stars burned a little more brightly, a prince was engaged to a woman he loved beyond measure. She loved him just as much in turn. Many were the occasions they would sit together, speaking of nothing but how deeply they loved each other.

				“I love you,” he would proclaim—and proclaim it he did, for this was in the days when it was considered poor form to merely “say” something, and everyone was required to proclaim, declaim, avow, or otherwise speak more ostentatiously. So: “I love you,” he would proclaim.

				“I love you more,” she would avow.

				“That is impossible, for I love you most of all,” he would declare. “There can be no love that is greater than mine.”

				“But my love for you is impossible,” she would counter, “because I love you even more than the greatest amount of love one person could ever feel for another. I win.”

				“You cheated,” he would sulk.

				“You still lost!” she would gloat. “Suck on your loss, loser.”

				And then they would make out.

				One day, right in the middle of this nonsense, when they were eagerly anticipating the argument’s aftermath, a messenger arrived with an urgent message.

				“What is it?” the prince snapped.

				“I am sorry to interrupt your daily, um…conference with your lady love,” the messenger apologized, “but your father is gravely ill, on the very point of death, and wishes you to come to his side immediately.”

				“Oh, my goodness! I will go to him at once. My darling,” the prince exclaimed as he turned to his lady, “I must depart for my own kingdom. Take this ring to keep me in your memories. I shall return to you as soon as I can.”

				“Take as much time as you need,” she responded, accepting the ring. “Your ailing father needs you. I will wait, if I must, until the seas run dry.”

				“You will not have to wait, for I will make my way back to you, though my path be barred by a thousand armies.”

				“If those armies should impede you, I will wait for you until the sun shrivels to an ember.”

				“But I shall not be impeded, though the world itself crack in twain!”

				And so on.

				Once their vows had scaled to satisfyingly ridiculous heights, the prince threw himself astride his loyal destrier and galloped to his father’s side. So quickly did he ride that despite the long distance, poor roads, bad weather, and occasional attacks by horrible monsters, it took him only two months, which really was pretty good time, considering. But in spite of his haste, when he arrived, his father, the king, was gasping his last. He had held out until his son’s arrival only through sheer force of will.

				“My son,” his father rasped, his words faint, “I am glad I could see you one final time. I beg of you, swear to me you will fulfill my dying wish.”

				“Of course!” the prince sobbed. “Anything!”

				“Then I ask you to marry the princess of the mountain kingdom far to the east.”

				“I shall!” the prince vowed, then added, “Wait, what?”

				But the king had passed into the realms beyond mortal knowledge and spoke no more.

				The prince was crowned king soon thereafter. He delayed fulfilling the vow for as long as he was able, but once the mourning period for his father had ended, he felt compelled to abide by his promise. He sent a message to the east to propose for the hand of the princess of the mountain kingdom. His suit was accepted and the engagement proclaimed throughout their lands.

				Only then, when he could put it off no longer, did he send a letter to his former fiancée. For so ashamed was he that, rather than face her in person, he broke up with her by post.

				The lady was not pleased.

				She did not, however, pine, or weep, or lock herself in a darkened room while minstrels played sad music for her in the courtyard. Such was not her nature. She stormed through her father’s house in a rage, shouting at all and sundry. She ranted, and raved, and hurled crockery against the wall so she could hear the gratifying smash. Her father was at first understanding of her shock and grief, but when her fury did not abate as the weeks grew into months, he became alarmed.

				In an effort to placate her, he asked, “My dearest daughter, is there anything which would please you? For you may have whatever you wish.”

				His daughter ceased shouting. Lost in thought, she lowered the earthenware soup bowl she’d been about to throw, turning it over and over in her hands.

				At length, she answered, “If that is so, Father, then I would like you to find eleven girls who appear exactly identical to me in every respect.”

				He stared at her in surprise. “I was envisioning something more along the lines of a puppy.”

				“Eleven girls,” she repeated, her fingers whitening as her clutch on the bowl tightened, “who appear exactly identical to me in every respect.”

				“Very well, I’ll find them!” he promised. “Just…just put the bowl down, all right?” For his supplies of crockery were running very low.

				He searched throughout the land until eleven women were found who met his daughter’s requirements. When they arrived, she had a dozen identical huntsmen’s outfits made to their size. The eleven girls changed into these clothes, and she donned the twelfth outfit herself. Thus attired, she bid farewell to her father, and the women rode off together.

				“Goodbye!” he shouted after them. “Have fun doing whatever it is you intend to do with eleven eerily similar women disguised in men’s clothing!”

				As you may have guessed, the twelve of them arrived many weeks later (bad roads, miserable weather, etc.) at the court of the former prince, now king.

				“Hello, strange king whom I have never met!” the lady greeted him. “Have you any need of huntsmen? For we twelve are mightily skilled at hunting and eager to put ourselves at your service.”

				“Is that so?” The king did not recognize her, thanks to her cunning disguise, but he found he was much taken by the appearance of these strangers. “I must say, you are exceedingly handsome fellows.”

				“Are we really?” the lady inquired smugly.

				“Remarkably so. Just to my taste, so to speak.”

				“Imagine that,” replied the lady.

				“Obviously, I could not refuse a request from such a group of attractive, I might even say enticing—”

				“You’re beginning to make this a little weird,” she informed him.

				“Sorry. What I meant to say is, of course I shall accept your service. I hereby declare you to be the King’s Huntsmen!”

				And thus they were welcomed into the court with great celebration.

				Now, as you are no doubt already aware, the king had a talking lion who knew all manner of secret things.

				Oh, did the talking lion never come up before? You’d think such a phenomenal creature would have been brought to your attention right away, not suddenly dropped into the middle of the story like this. And you might, in addition, reasonably expect a quick explanation of why the king had this talking lion, and how it knew secret things, and so forth. But you will not receive such information, not in this version of the tale.

				So—for unknown reasons, there was a talking lion. One day, apropos of nothing in particular, the lion pronounced to the king, “You believe you have twelve huntsmen serving at your court.”

				The king was understandably perplexed. “I know I have twelve huntsmen.”

				“You do not,” the lion averred.

				“I assure you that I do. I have seen them. I was there when they were taken into my service. In fact, I hired them myself.”

				“You do not have twelve huntsmen. They are women.”

				“They cannot possibly be women,” the king scoffed. “They wear trousers. Women do not wear trousers. Honestly, I’d have thought you knew that. What kind of magical talking lion are you?”

				“They are women,” the lion explained, “who have put on trousers in order to disguise the fact that they are women.”

				The king was dumbfounded by this remarkable statement and stood in silent shock for several minutes.

				“If that is true, then prove it,” he commanded, once he had regained his wits.

				“Hm. We could spy upon them whilst they are naked, perhaps.”

				“That idea makes me curiously excited, but no. It seems rude. What else have you got?”

				The lion considered. “We shall scatter some dried peas around the room and summon the hunters to your presence. Men step firmly when they walk and would smash the peas beneath their boots. Women hop and skip and spring about and would roll the peas across the floor.”

				“Really?” The king was dubious.

				“Oh, yes. It’s a well-known fact. I have theorized it’s an evolutionary adaptation designed to keep floors free of vermin. The men stamp any insects flat into the floor, and then the women sweep them aside to the corners. It’s explained in more detail in my book, A Natural History of Humans.”

				“Hmph,” muttered the king. “We’ll see.”

				Despite his skepticism, the king took the lion’s advice and arranged for the plan to be enacted. But a servant who was fond of the huntsmen overheard the discussion and went to tell them of it.

				“The lion wants the king to think you’re girls!” he warned them.

				“How ridiculous,” the lady laughed.

				“I know! You wear trousers!”

				The lady conferred with her fellows once the servant had gone. “When the time comes, you must step firmly on the peas. Resist any womanly impulses to gambol or caper.”

				“Can we not scamper? Or even prance?” one of the girls beseeched her.

				“You must not prance, no matter how powerful your prancing instinct,” the lady ordered them. “Be brave.”

				The following morning, the king called the huntsmen to court. But the twelve disguised women stomped into the room, taking such solid steps that every pea was smashed to bits beneath their boots.

				“You wished for something, my king?” the lady queried.

				“Not really,” he hedged. “I just wanted, uh, to say hi.”

				“Hi.”

				“Hi there.”

				“Hello.”

				They smiled at each other inanely for a while until the lion cleared his throat and the king, coming back to his senses, dismissed them.

				“Well, it looks like I was right and you were wrong,” the king scolded the lion. “Wallow in your wrongness, Lion.”

				“Someone must have warned them,” the lion growled. “They knew you were testing them, so they imitated the insect-stamping walk instead of using the insect-sweeping walk. Give me another chance.”

				“You may have one more chance, but then I will waste no more time on this farce. Choose some final trial.”

				The lion pondered. “All right—here is a plan that cannot fail. Have twelve spinning wheels set up around the room, and summon the hunters to your presence. Being women, they will naturally be drawn to them. Any man would simply ignore them.”

				“Really?” The king was once again dubious.

				“Oh, yes. Female humans are invariably obsessed with spinning, whereas male humans are repulsed by anything of the sort. I have hypothesized this is because humans are actually a kind of enormous spider. It goes back to the days when the women would use their spinnerets to produce webs so they could trap their prey, whereas men would only employ them to swing from tree to tree. Of course, your spinnerets are mostly vestigial now.”

				“That is a compelling theory,” the king admitted.

				“It explains the insect stamping, too. It’s all in my book. I can send you a copy if you like.”

				The king took the lion’s advice and commanded that the spinning wheels be brought in. However, the servant who was fond of the huntsmen once again overheard the plan and went to tell them of it.

				“Oh, no!” cried one of them when she heard what was in store. “How can we possibly resist the powerful allure of treadle-operated textile-production devices?”

				“We must once again be brave,” their leader exhorted them. “Treat them as you would a less beguiling apparatus. Behave as if they were not designed to seductively twist plant fibers into thread.”

				The following morning, the king once again called the huntsmen to court. But the twelve disguised women walked past the spinning wheels without paying them any mind.

				“What do you wish of us, my king?” the lady entreated.

				“Uh, I wished for something, yes,” the king extemporized, realizing that calling them in for no apparent reason was beginning to look rather odd. “I wished…to organize a hunt today!”

				The lady bowed to him. “Then it shall be done.”

				Once they had left, the king frowned at the lion. “They are clearly men. They didn’t even glance at the spinning wheels once. Admit to your lies, you lying liar.”

				“I am no liar!” the lion roared. “Someone must have warned them! They knew you were testing them, so—”

				“Silence!” bellowed the king. “I will hear no more of this nonsense!” And he strode off to join his huntsmen on their hunt, leaving the lion behind to grumble under its breath about ungrateful kings who don’t know how lucky they are to have a magical talking lion hanging around all day questioning people’s gender.

				“Ah, what a lovely day for a hunt!” the king opined as he rode with his hunters through the vast forest. “Just me and my twelve manly companions. Manly men doing manly things in a manful way. Let us idly scratch at our testicles whilst we pee standing upright together.”

				“Um, sure,” asseverated the lady—and I am very sorry she asseverated it, but I am rapidly running out of synonyms.

				As she was wondering how she could best excuse herself from these activities, a messenger greeted them, which to her immense relief distracted the king from his itchy balls.

				Her relief was short-lived, however, for what the messenger had to report was this: “My king! Your bride, the princess of the mountain kingdom, has at last arrived! She has reached the border of the kingdom and will be here shortly.”

				Upon overhearing this, the lady fainted dead away, falling off her horse.

				Distraught by the notion that his cherished huntsman had been injured, the king ran over to help. As he removed the huntsman’s gloves—for as everyone knows, when someone has fallen unconscious, you must take off their gloves immediately—he noticed she was wearing the ring that he had given to his true love. Peering at her face, he recognized her at long last.

				His heart was touched, and he kissed her. As she opened her eyes, he said, “I am yours, and you are mine, and nothing shall ever part us again.” And yes, he simply said it, much to the amazement of everyone present.

				Turning to the messenger, he added, “Go and tell the princess of the mountain kingdom to return to her own land. I cannot marry her, for I have a bride already.”

				Smiling at him through tears, still dizzy from her fall, the lady murmured, “I win.”

				After the wedding celebration, the king grudgingly admitted that the lion had told the truth and made sure that the lion’s book was widely disseminated. A Natural History of Humans proved to be a great delight for the minority of scholars who agreed humans are a kind of enormous spider. And they all lived happily ever after.

			

			That is the story as it is currently told. But savvy readers may perhaps have noticed it doesn’t make a lot of sense.

			What, exactly, was the endgame of the lady’s plan? Why did it require finding eleven identical duplicates? What was up with the gender-essentialist lion? Did the king really not recognize his one true love until he noticed the ring? And what on earth did the princess from the mountain kingdom think of all this?

			That last one, at least, is a question I can address.

			Because I am the princess from the mountain kingdom.
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			Part I

			My Evil Stepmother
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			Chapter One

			The Irritating Riddle of the Sphinxes

			I was going to get myself eaten. I could tell. It was just one of those days.

			The field beyond the low rise was guarded by three stone sphinxes. A sphinx, as you might be aware, is a terrifying creature with the head of a woman, the body of a lion, and a mouth full of sharp fangs it uses to rip off the limbs of slow-witted travelers. When found in nature, sphinxes are about as large as a cow. Whoever had sculpted their likenesses here hadn’t been concerned with realism, and all three were roughly the size of a barn.

			Whether made of flesh or made of stone, sphinxes adore riddles and games. The best way to avoid losing any limbs is to correctly answer whatever they ask. But in this case, I was having a difficult time figuring out what the question was in the first place. So far, I had managed to determine that one of them always lied and one of them always told the truth—although I wasn’t entirely certain which one was which—while the third one, for some reason, only recited nature poetry.

			I remembered there was a way to solve this kind of puzzle, but I couldn’t for the life of me recall what it was.

			“Will you answer this question with a lie?” I asked.

			“No,” said the first sphinx, grinning to reveal its pointed stone teeth.

			“No,” the second sphinx replied as well.

			“A lone fallen leaf / Floats across the placid pond / Autumn has arrived,” said the third one.

			I’d been hoping one of the sphinxes would say it was lying, get caught in a paradox, and…I don’t know. Explode, maybe.

			There might have been no solution at all. I didn’t think the third one was working quite right. It was noticeably more chipped and weathered than its fellows, and its nose had fallen off. If it had been a patient of mine and not a statue, I would have diagnosed it with late-stage syphilis.

			Treat with a carefully measured mixture of arsenical compounds and elemental bismuth, I thought automatically. Keep watch for signs of toxicity; the medicine can be as dangerous as the disease unless the dosage is precise.

			But the sphinx was not my patient, statues could not catch syphilis—or at least, I very much hoped they could not—and arsenic would have had little effect on natural erosion. I didn’t treat patients anymore anyway. To be honest, I never really had; I’d only assisted my mother and father in their work.

			My job was to go on nonsensical quests and solve annoying puzzles. Although I’d been failing at that here, and I was beginning to fear my wits were about to prove fatally slow.

			“You have two questions remaining,” said the first sphinx.

			“And then,” said the second, “we will not eat you.”

			It was probably unreasonable to hope that the first one was the liar and the second was telling the truth.

			“A blanket of snow,” said the third, “Untouched by morning footsteps / Glitters like granite.”

			“That’s hardly a relevant verse at the moment,” I told the sphinx with a huff. “It’s not even cold yet. There won’t be any snow for months.”

			It tried to sniff disdainfully through its missing nose, scrunching its face up so tightly that a few more pebbles cracked off and fell to the ground.

			The day was, in fact, bright and clear, a crisp morning in early autumn that for once promised no rain. A lone cloud stretched across the sky, a thick white line with wisps reaching out from the center in straight, regular rows. It looked like the spine and ribs of some enormous skeleton suspended in midair. Behind the sphinxes, a single row of trees topped the rise, their leaves just beginning to show the first hints of red and gold. And beyond, on the other side of the slope, spread a broad flat field overrun by tall, yellowing grass.

			Which made the sphinxes a problem, because I was supposed to plough that field and sow it with teeth.

			A thousand teeth, to be precise. I had no idea why; my stepmother hadn’t bothered to explain. She never did before sending me or my sisters off on one of her bizarre quests. But when the queen says go, you go. I had tried refusing once, and it wasn’t an experience I cared to repeat anytime soon.

			All three of us, Jonquil and Calla and me, had been assigned the tooth task. But my stepmother hadn’t told any of us where the field was, if she even knew. Calla, my younger half sister—we’re a blended family—had set off for the east. My stepsister, Jonquil, the eldest, had set off for the west. Both of them left their spouses behind at the palace and traveled far and wide across the earth in search of the proper location.

			I, in the meantime, decided to get a start on the tedious process of gathering a thousand teeth. After a few days spent dickering with dentists, I didn’t have anywhere near enough, so I started going door to door. As it turns out, people exhibit a wide variety of reactions to a stranger asking if they happen to have any spare teeth lying around, but none of them could be described as delight.

			The sphinxes were waiting for my next question with unconcealed impatience. “If I asked whether I could just walk past you, what would you say?” I hazarded in ill-considered desperation.

			“I would say no,” said the sphinx I thought was telling the truth, crouching down and lashing its tail.

			“I would say yes,” said the sphinx I thought was lying, rearing up and stretching its claws.

			“The sun-dappled grass / Beneath the windblown branches—”

			“I get it,” I told them with a tired sigh. “One more question and then you’ll eat me. Or maybe you won’t. Or maybe you’ll describe the ocean waves crashing against the rocky shore.”

			“Oh, that’s a good one!” said the sphinx with no nose.

			“Feel free to use it if you want.” Perhaps playing muse to the sphinx would help somehow. It seemed unlikely.

			I had managed to obtain enough teeth for the ploughing, although only because I’d had a lucky break the week before. In the middle of my tooth-collecting rounds, I’d been accosted by a fairy who accused me of trying to muscle in on her turf. She’d been gathering children’s teeth for centuries. In exchange, she left small coins under their pillows. An odd hobby, but the habits of fairies were often difficult to understand. For instance, my sister-in-law, Gnoflwhogir, made necklaces out of the left ears of her enemies. I tried very hard not to be Gnoflwhogir’s enemy.

			When I explained my quest to the weird orthodontic fairy, she forgave my effrontery and took me down a road made of teeth and through a gate made of teeth to her mansion made of teeth so we could sit on her tooth couch and drink tea from a pair of enormous hollowed-out molars pulled from some young giant’s mouth. She was eager to off-load her surplus, honestly. But even so, she refused to let me have any unless we made some kind of trade. Some further chat revealed she was almost out of under-pillow coins; she didn’t earn any income apart from teeth, which made me question her business model.

			I went out to fetch some money for her and came across a cave where a troll was hoarding an enormous pile of small change. He was primed to eat me until I mentioned I was willing to strike a deal for cash, and he revealed that he was a collector of rare manuscripts with a desperate desire for first editions. It ended up turning into a whole…thing, and by the end I had traded the jewels of a princess (my earrings, since I am a princess, technically) for a fiddle that played itself for a goat with a golden fleece for a musty pile of handwritten pages for a sack full of coins for a whole lot of teeth. As an added bonus, the fairy directed me to the field where the teeth needed to be sown; she was an expert on all matters dental.

			She didn’t mention the stone sphinxes, though. And by the time I discovered their presence, I was utterly exhausted from travel and dealmaking.

			But exhausted or not, I had a task to perform. I was about to take a stab at my final question—one that I was fairly sure would result in my being chomped to bits—when I noticed the field had begun ploughing itself.

			I watched in astonishment as neat furrows opened in the dirt, in lines as even and parallel as musical staves. They ripped right through the grass and undergrowth without pause. In less than a minute, anyone would have thought a farmer with a team of oxen had been working the field over for days on end.

			I opened my mouth to ask if that was supposed to be happening and then snapped it shut just in time. That would have been a depressingly bad final question to get eaten for.

			“Hi, Melilot!” came a voice from behind me, startling me so much that I jumped.

			“Calla,” I said, closing my eyes.

			I had a half-formed hope that if I didn’t look at her, my younger sister would turn out not to be there after all, her voice merely a hallucination brought on by stress and fatigue.

			“How’s your quest been going?” she asked, persistently real. “Have you been getting on well with the sphinxes?”

			“Swimmingly.” I swung around, wrenching my eyes back open and plastering a smile on my face. “We’ve become the best of friends.”

			“A lie!” said Probably Truthful Sphinx.

			“The truth,” said Probably Lying Sphinx.

			“On the pebbled coast— / Hold on, I’ve nearly got this— / Roaring, foam-tipped surf…” No-Nose Sphinx trailed off and pouted as it ran out of haiku syllables.

			Calla grinned at me, no trace of malice on her face. There never is. I felt like an ass for wishing her away. Don’t get me wrong. I like my sisters. I love my sisters. But it would be nice if once, just once, they got hopelessly lost on one of our assigned tasks and utterly failed at it, while I came home with every problem solved and all the spoils of victory neatly wrapped up in a bow. Maybe then the queen would stop treating me like the broken cauldron she never quite got around to throwing out. The way she’d treated me ever since she released me from my tower prison.

			Calla, as usual, looked like she had been sleeping in a hay barn—and very possibly she had been, although I’ve also seen her look that way after a comfortable night in her own bedroom. Mysterious stains spotted her surcoat, and so many holes riddled her kirtle that it was less kirtle than hole. My own well-worn traveling clothes were pristine in comparison. Pieces of straw flecked her uncombed hair, and speaking of her hair…

			“You’ve got birds,” I said, “nesting on your head.”

			She nodded slowly, making an effort not to wake them. “Yes. They’re starlings. The little one is Antonio Frühvogel-Featherington, and the bigger one is Tweet. Aren’t they adorable?”

			They were. The pair of them were fast asleep and nestled together, tucked heads resting one atop the other. I was relieved it was only birds taking a nap on her head this time. I’ve seen her infested with naked mole rats. Or even beetles, which is rather off-putting. Calla loves all of nature’s creatures and would never think to evict a friendly beetle from her hair just for being a beetle. No matter what, however, she always somehow smells like a fresh spring breeze. It’s almost obnoxiously pleasant.

			Beneath the birds and above the tattered clothing, Calla looks more like me than our other sister does. That isn’t really surprising, since Calla and I share one parent, while Jonquil isn’t related to me by blood. Jonquil inherited the queen’s looks; my older sister is statuesque, with hair that cascades down her back in long dark plaits—although unlike the queen, she bears angry scars around her neck and all her joints. Calla is on the smaller side, and she and I share the tight curls and dimpled smile that we both received from our father. But Calla has my stepmother’s eyes, and I, of course, do not. I also try to keep my hair cropped a bit shorter than Calla’s since mine tends to grow spontaneously when I’m under stress. If I let it go untended, I start to trip on it.

			“So,” I said, “I’m guessing you’re behind the magic self-ploughing field.”

			“It’s not magic,” she replied. “Some earthworms agreed to do me a favor.”

			“Of course they did.” Peering more closely at the roiling earth in the middle distance, I could just make out the wriggling mass of them as they churned their way through the soil. As a plan, it was disgusting but effective. I was glad she wasn’t carrying any of them in her hair. “How did you manage to make friends with earthworms?”

			“I rescued one from being eaten by a bird.”

			“You saved one worm, and every worm on earth became your sworn friend for life?”

			“Well…yes.”

			If I had tried to save a worm from a bird, all I would have gotten was pecked. In Calla’s case, the only surprising thing was that she hadn’t enlisted an army of gophers and moles as well.

			“I suppose all we have to do now is get past the sphinxes and sow the teeth, then,” I said.

			“Oh, well, that’s…” She sounded almost embarrassed. “That’s taken care of, really.”

			“What do you mean, it’s taken care of?”

			I glanced over at my sack of teeth and found it lying empty and flaccid on the ground.

			“Remember that bird I rescued the worm from?” Calla said. “I didn’t want to leave the poor thing hungry, so I helped it out. One thing led to another, you know how it goes.”

			Over the field, a whole flock of starlings fluttered through the air, wheeling into dense clusters that immediately broke apart again. Tiny white objects rained from their beaks—my carefully collected teeth, I assumed. As far as I could tell, not a single bird was diving down to grab a worm. Calla must have negotiated a truce.

			“So I managed to accomplish absolutely nothing on this quest,” I said. “As usual.”

			“This again?” Calla sighed. “Don’t be ridiculous. It was a quest for teeth, and you literally found the teeth.”

			“You could have done that. Anyone could have done that.”

			“Well, you also kept the sphinxes from attacking us.”

			I frowned. “How…did I do that, exactly?”

			“My comrades, look!” shouted Probably Truthful as it noticed what was going on in the field. “We have been tricked!”

			“This lack of betrayal shall not be met with instant death!” bellowed Probably Lying as it crouched to spring.

			“A storm in the air— / Its sharp and pungent odor / Heralds the thunder!” threatened No-Nose.

			Calla’s eyes widened. “I thought you said you were getting on well with them! You didn’t ask them the question?”

			“What question?”

			“The question that makes them not attack us!”

			“Calla, tell me what the confounded question is. I’ve still got one more!”

			“You ask the first one what the second one would say if you asked what isn’t the right thing to say to keep them from—Eek!”

			She ducked just before a stone claw swung through the air where her head had been. The claw slammed into a tree, which shuddered, tilted, and toppled over, showering us with dirt as its roots ripped out of the ground. Antonio Frühvogel-Featherington and Tweet woke with startled chirps. They launched themselves out of Calla’s hair and took wing.

			The birds had the right idea. “New plan,” I said. “Run.”

			I grabbed Calla’s hand, and we dashed away. The stone sphinxes bounded after us. The ground trembled with their every step. I might have had one question left, but it didn’t look like I was going to get a chance to ask it.

			A tail as wide as a barrel lashed toward me, arcing over the sphinx’s head like a scorpion’s sting. It missed by only the barest of margins as I threw myself to the side. My hair sprouted a few inches in panic.

			“Help!” Calla screamed. I turned, thinking she was calling for me, but then a swarm of buzzing black-and-yellow darts flew into the sphinxes’ eyes. The monsters roared and shook their heads, batting at the blinding clouds around them.

			“Wasps?” I asked.

			“I lent them a hand a while back,” Calla panted. “Long story, no time, keep running!”

			I revised my opinion—there were worse things than earthworms she could have had in her hair.

			The wasps weren’t going to distract the sphinxes for long. No-Nose had already figured out wasps couldn’t do much against stone. It charged forward again. The other two wouldn’t be far behind.

			“If we can find somewhere to hide—” I began, but I didn’t get any further before No-Nose gathered itself for a tremendous leap. The stone sphinx sprang, blotting out the sun as it sailed over our heads. It landed in front of us with a sound like a building collapsing and smiled its sharp-toothed smile.

			“Crickets are chirping,” it growled rather incongruously. I heard the others catching up behind us. “On a sultry summer night—”

			An earsplitting screech rent the air, and something huge crashed into the side of the sphinx, bowling it over. “Ow!” it cried out. “That really hurt!”

			“Get on!” my older sister, Jonquil, yelled from the back of her dragon as it dipped low. “Now!”

			The dragon’s scales glittered with iridescence, red and blue and green, as they caught the sunlight. Calla and I didn’t have to be asked twice. We sprang on, careful not to put a foot through the delicate wing membrane. The two of us scrabbled at the ridge of the dragon’s spine, trying to find a place to cling to as it hurled itself back into the air.

			One of the trailing sphinxes took a lunge at us. It fell well short, its tail snapping off when it smashed onto the ground. The dragon swiveled its long, snakelike neck and unleashed a gout of flame at our pursuers. Heat seared my arm as its fiery breath narrowly missed its own passengers. I tried to shift out of the way and nearly fell off.

			The fire engulfed the tailless sphinx while I struggled to find my balance again on the shifting scales. Dead, crisped wasps dropped from the air around it. Calla made a noise of distress in the back of her throat. I wasn’t sure how I should feel. They had defended us valiantly, but…wasps.

			The sphinx seemed little affected, its stone face merely blackened a bit. “You will escape our wrath!” it roared after us. “We will not chase you to the ends of the earth and beyond!”

			“Maybe that’s the truthful one,” Calla suggested optimistically.

			“Thanks,” I said to Jonquil, more grudgingly than she deserved. “For coming to save us.”

			Jonquil shrugged.

			Unlike both Calla’s garments and my own, her clothing was immaculate in spite of whatever adventures had brought her here on dragonback. There wasn’t a speck of dirt on her highly impractical gown; she was riding the dragon sidesaddle, and I’ve got no idea why she didn’t slide right off.

			Of course, you could drop her in a mud pit, and she’d come out spotless. I was certain she used some kind of magic for it. I’d always thought it pointless, wasting a spell that way, but as the oldest, she felt that there were standards she needed to uphold.

			“I’m glad to be of help,” she said, “but that’s not why I’m here.”

			My brow furrowed. “You didn’t come to rescue us?”

			“No. You’ve been summoned to Skalla. The queen wants to see you immediately.”

			“Seriously? Now?” My stepmother’s sense of timing was as maddening as ever.

			Very few people could send lifesaving assistance in my direction, whether intentionally or by accident, and somehow leave me feeling miffed about it. Only my immediate family, really.

			I finally managed to get a solid grip on the dragon and peered over the side to see if the sphinxes were still trying to follow us. In the field below, babies were beginning to grow out of the ground where the teeth had been planted. Weird.

			“So what does she want with us?” I asked. “Did she come up with another quest before this one was even finished?”

			“She doesn’t want to see all three of us,” Jonquil said. “Just you.”

			“Oh,” I said, my throat going dry. “Crap.” A private audience was never, ever a good sign.

			Being devoured by a sphinx would have been safer.
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			Chapter Two

			A Modest Proposal

			The palace of the sorceress-queen of Skalla has walls of stone with neither mortar nor join, rising smooth and unbroken to the sky. The whole thing was hewn out of the living rock of a mountain by giants, who carved the chambers and corridors over the course of a single day in exchange for whatever it is that giants like. Magical geese? Golden apples? That’s what they prefer in the stories, but plus-plus-plus-size socks sound more practical.

			The interior of the palace is a maze of twisty hallways and irregular rooms. The passages lead up to dizzying heights in towers that used to be crags or peaks and down to suffocating depths in dungeons that were once vast natural caverns. Outside, at the base of the mountain, the queen’s expansive gardens flourish, and beyond those, spreading out in all directions in an almost perfect circle, lies the town that lives under the sway of Skalla’s dread ruler. From a distance, it looks like a small wooden ring that’s been tossed onto a stone peg.

			The town-that-lives-under-the-sway, etc., is a remarkably prosperous and happy one. As I trudged toward the palace, I passed well-kept homes with brightly painted doors and hordes of small children playing games that mostly involved running around and shrieking. A town protected by the sorceress-queen is a well-protected town, indeed; the last princeling looking to wage war here left with his army dispersed by dragon flame. His eyeballs remained behind, impaled on the shrubbery. Invading Skalla is unwise.

			So is stealing anything from the queen’s gardens. The penalty for filching her flowers is death. Well, all right, it’s technically death; the sentence can be reduced by plea-bargaining. The last person to fall afoul of the law, a merchant who stole a rose, only had to send his youngest daughter to board with us for the summer. Nice girl, very popular with the furnishings—always willing to stop for a chat with a lamp or a clock. Jonquil flirted with her shamelessly (this was before my sister was engaged to Gnoflwhogir), but I think the girl ended up marrying a bear? So don’t steal any plants, lest you be saddled with a bear for a son-in-law. Or some other disagreeable fate.

			The gardens are beautiful, though. Even on an early autumn day, the beds were a riot of bright colors, abloom with crocuses and dahlias, cyclamen and begonias. I inhaled the delicately scented air as I meandered through. When I was a child, I lived right outside the gardens, in a little cottage. Before my mother died. Before my father remarried.

			The gardens were the reason I’d asked Jonquil to drop me off outside the town instead of flying me up to the turrets on the dragon. I felt in need of calming before I met with my stepmother.

			I climbed up the thousand steps that led from the base of the mountain to the entry of the palace. Tired and rather sweaty, I passed through the antechambers with their winding staircases leading to all parts of the interior. At last, I stood before the great bronze doors. Beyond them, the queen was lying in wait for me, perched on her obsidian throne.

			The pair of ogres standing on guard screamed, “HALT!” Ogres are noisy in general, every footfall a stomp and every word a bellow. “WHO DARES,” they thundered in unison, “TO BEG FOR AN AUDIENCE WITH THE MIGHTY QUEEN, THE FELL SORCERESS OF SKALLA, THE—”

			“Hi, guys,” I said. “How’s it going?”

			Femus crouched down—both of the ogres were a good twelve feet tall and bulging with muscles in unlikely places—and squinted the single bloodshot eye above the bridge of his nose. “MELILOT? OH, GOOD, YOU’RE HERE. SHE’S WAITING FOR YOU.”

			Humba and Femus had known me since I was a small child, but ogres are not known for either their visual acuity or their brainpower. Squeeze a piece of cheese and tell them you’re crushing a rock in your fist, and they’ll fall for it every time. The “audience with the mighty queen” speech had taken them months to memorize. They were quite nice, though, once you got to know them. Happy to get a box off a high shelf for you.

			“Any idea what she wants from me?”

			“NO, SORRY,” Humba lisped through his tusks. “SHE HASN’T SAID.”

			“I suppose that’s not much of a surprise.”

			He nodded in agreement. “HOW WAS YOUR TRIP?”

			“Oh, the usual,” I told him. “Tedious tasks, confusing riddles, brushes with death.”

			“SOUNDS LOVELY,” Femus said. “MEET ANYONE TASTY?”

			“Not this time, no.”

			His question was not intended as a euphemism. When I described the ogres as being nice, I should have added this was only true if no-eating-people rules were strictly enforced. The deal in my stepmother’s kingdom was that they could have as much food as they wanted as long as it didn’t talk. They tended to be a bit wistful about the taste of human flesh and were always encouraging me to give cannibalism a try. Thus far, I had declined.

			“I shouldn’t keep her waiting,” I said. “Let me through?”

			I took a steadying breath and squared my shoulders as Femus pulled open the heavy doors. As always, they made a horrendous noise as they scraped against the floor. I suspected my stepmother had designed them that way. She does love creating a certain ambiance for her visitors.

			Once I was past the threshold, the doors shut behind me with a clang.

			The throne room is nearly half a mile across, a huge windowless cavity in the heart of the palace lit by flickering torchlight, with only scattered pillars keeping the top of the mountain from crashing down and crushing everyone within. The obsidian throne squats in the exact center like a spider lurking in its web. My shoes clacked against the mosaic tiles that covered the floor, scenes of beasts and battles picked out in sharp, unfaded colors, blood reds and bile greens. Stories from the queen’s life. Who had placed them there? Surely not the massive hands of giants.

			My stepmother was waiting for me, still as the surface of a pond on a windless day, as I approached the throne. I knelt before her, my hands pressed against the cool tiles, my face to the floor.

			She said nothing.

			Until she spoke, I was obligated to wait at her feet. My attempts to ignore the practice during my adolescence had not gone well. Today, my only act of defiance was that I hadn’t bothered to change out of my sweaty traveling clothes. My stepmother would just have to deal with the stink. She might be able to command my presence, but I could choose not to be presentable.

			Minutes passed. I tried not to fidget. What did she want with me this time? It was impossible to predict what schemes might have bubbled up from the depths of her peat-bog mind. Her plans could take years to form and slowly rise, until they burst at the surface with a viscous gloop that left everyone around her smelling bad.

			Perhaps I would be asked to bring her a dragon’s smallest toenail again. Or gather starlight in a bucket, which is even harder than it sounds—it bounces right out unless you can clap a lid on fast enough. Or maybe I’d be given a task with a clear purpose for once, like slaying some monster that was threatening the townsfolk and laying waste to the turnip crop. A deadly basilisk, perhaps. I’d venture out to find it, and a magical talking fox would warn me not to stay at the brightly lit, expensive inn; he’d advise me to take a bed at the miserable, gloomy one instead. My sisters would ignore the warning, but I would listen….

			My knees were aching. Whatever I had expected, it wasn’t to be left waiting for all eternity, head bowed, while she sat in ominous silence. I’d have bruises in the morning.

			To prepare a salve for bruises, I recited in my mind, collect arnica flowers when they are just beginning to bloom. Store them in a jar of oil for four weeks, strain out the blossoms, and combine the oil with beeswax. By which time my bruises would have long ago faded, so there wasn’t much point.

			Neither of my sisters was foolish enough to ignore magical talking foxes, anyway. If a deadly basilisk was getting at the turnips, no doubt one of them was already taking care of it, and we’d have deadly-basilisk stew for supper.

			I began to count the colored tiles set into the floor. One, two, three for the black tiles forming the backward-facing leg of a goat-headed demon. Four, five, six for the red tiles depicting the gore dripping from its maw. Seven, eight, nine, ten, ele—

			“The king of Tailliz,” my stepmother said, “has asked for your hand in marriage. I have agreed.”

			I’d been midway through the hindquarters of a hippogriff. The quivering light from the sconces gave it the illusion of motion, as if it were about to leap up and bite my hand.

			My first thought was I’ll have to leave Skalla. The king of Tailliz isn’t going to come and live here.

			My second thought was If I run away, I’ll need to start the moment I walk out of this room, while there’s a chance it might take her by surprise. Straight out the front gate and no looking back.

			My stomach cramped into a tight knot. It was a struggle to keep my breathing even and controlled.

			I looked up. “Hasn’t he been married a couple of times already?” I asked with what I felt was admirable composure—only a slight tremor on the last word. “And he doesn’t lack for children, the last I heard. Surely he has no great need of another bride.”

			I did not add that the king of Tailliz was, as far as I could remember, three times my age. That argument was unlikely to have any effect on her judgment. No argument would, not once her decision had been made. Try sometime to convince the queen she doesn’t actually need the smallest toenail of a dragon. See how far you get. And then, once you’ve been released from your doorless tower prison, watch as your sister rides by on a grateful dragon cured of its painful hangnail and handily saves your kingdom from an invading army.

			My stepmother hadn’t even had the grace to look smug about it.

			She always turned out to have excellent reasons for her bizarre, complicated, wheels-within-wheels plans. Although she’d never bother to tell you what they were. Or shield you from the consequences of carrying those plans out. Jonquil had been dismembered and beheaded while fighting a grootslang in the Summerlands. She’s fine now. Except for the scars. And the nightmares.

			“You are thinking,” my stepmother said, “of King Estienne. He is king no longer. He has died after a lingering illness. His son, Gervase, sent word to ask for your hand.”

			That did not make me feel any better about the situation. If anything, it troubled me more. I knew something of Estienne from my occasional lessons in statecraft. Tailliz was one of a dozen or so small kingdoms on the shores of the western sea, and its aging king had been a peaceful and conservative monarch, although one of no particular note. His son was scarcely more than a name to me, a footnote on a list my tutors had made me memorize in case I ever had cause to travel west.

			Which now, I supposed, I did.

			She rose from the obsidian throne and walked toward an oval mirror that hung from a nearby pillar. When she tapped the glass, her reflection was replaced by a forest scene. Dense trees and underbrush and, in the far distance, a castle on an island in the sea. Tailliz?

			Now that she was no longer sitting, it was permitted for me to stand as well, much to the gratitude of my throbbing knees. As a princess, I had been given years of training in grace and deportment, so I was able to lurch to my feet with only a tiny bit of a stagger.

			“Why is this happening so rapidly?” I asked. “Is he that desperate for an heir? Does he know I barely count as a princess?” I wasn’t even in line for the throne; that was reserved for the queen’s blood relatives. Calla sometimes grumbled that this was unfair to me, but I had a hard time believing it would ever matter. I expected that my stepmother would still be ruling Skalla hundreds of years after I had perished of old age.

			I thought I remembered Gervase had been a younger son at the time of his birth. Some of his siblings must have died. That didn’t seem like a promising portent. What had they died of? Could I be heading into danger of some kind?

			My stepmother’s eyes remained fixed on the scene in the mirror. “It is possible he is unaware of your parentage. He did not ask for you by name.”

			“How charming. What did he request, then? Any spare girls you might happen to have lying around?”

			“He specified his bride should be of age and as of yet unmarried.”

			“What luck,” I spat, “that I qualify.”

			“Yes.” Her reply contained no acknowledgment of my sarcasm. She did not turn from her contemplation of the forest in the glass. Her features might as well have been carved out of the same raw mountain rock as the palace. She seemed as ageless and eternal as the columns supporting the ceiling, and her expression was just as impenetrable.

			He must have dispatched a messenger immediately after his coronation if I was hearing about his proposal before I’d even known Tailliz had changed rulers. I hadn’t been out on the tooth quest for more than a few weeks. What was the cause of all this speed and urgency? It was odd that my stepmother had accepted so quickly. Had the messenger already been sent back with her agreement?

			And without mine. My assent had been neither asked for nor required.

			Since I was the queen’s stepdaughter, my fate was shaped by the obligations of politics and the caprices of sorcery, not by lesser concerns like my own preferences. I’d always assumed my marriage wouldn’t be of my own choosing. I’d hoped, though, that I would at least have some say in the matter.

			My sister Jonquil was married to a fairy princess from the Summerlands. It was a political arrangement, accompanied by a trade agreement reducing the tariffs on honey, blood, and hen’s teeth and containing a codicil that stopped the theft of babies and their replacement by changelings, an issue that had brought Skalla and the Summerlands to the brink of war. But Jonquil and Gnoflwhogir had had a chance to meet, and fight a grootslang together, and save each other’s lives before the treaty was finalized.

			Calla’s fate sounded worse on the surface; when she turned eighteen the year before, the queen had offered her hand to all comers in a contest, as if she were a prize cow. But for all practical purposes, she’d made a love match. Technically, Liam had won the competition by crossing the world and sailing the seas and bringing back a golden feather from the undying firebird. Everyone knew, though, that Calla had liked him better than any of the others and had blatantly cheated to help him out. The queen pretended not to notice. Calla is the baby of the family and can get away with things that would see me clapped into the tower again in an instant.

			My fate, it appeared, was to be shipped off to some complete stranger, with no opportunity to make my own choice. As usual, I was about to be stuck with the worst of three bad deals.

			I had my suspicions as to why things tended to turn out that way. And just where I stood in my stepmother’s regard. I was an afterthought. I always had been. At best, a disappointment. At worst, an irrelevancy.

			The middle child. The only one with no blood relationship to the queen; when she took my father as her consort, the daughter from his previous marriage came along as part of the bargain. I was the least magical of her three children. Not so enchanted, or enchanting, as Calla, so beloved by nature’s creatures that mice do her sewing and raccoons wash her dishes. Not so powerful in spell craft as Jonquil, who turned herself into a lake once when she was courting Gnoflwhogir. A whole lake. With ducks. Where did the ducks come from, I ask you?

			When I tried to turn into a lake, I only managed to transform myself into a puddle. That was after hours of effort that left my ears ringing. It goes without saying I failed to produce any waterfowl. And I doubted anything would ever strengthen my power—not the Golden Key, or True Love’s First Kiss, or a hair plucked from a devil’s tail. A sow’s ear will not become a silk purse no matter how much effort goes into the sewing. My greatest achievement as a sorceress thus far was making my hair grow, which, as you might imagine, has limited utility. But I was burdened with a stepmother who routinely performed six impossible acts before breakfast and had little patience for those who couldn’t
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