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      This is Book 7, the last book in my Tangled Tales Series. The de Bar siblings have been cursed by the old witch, Hecuba. One by one, the siblings are learning to overcome their shortcomings while they find love, and break the curses along the way.

      Of course, it is better to read the books in order, but each book also stands alone. These are twisted, tangled, romantic, and very paranormal retellings of the age-old fairy tales you probably remember from childhood.

      Since there are many characters in the series, here is an easy reference guide to the de Bar family and some of the other main characters.

      

      Lucio de Bar: Warlock, father of the de Bar siblings

      Hecuba: The old witch who has cursed the siblings

      Medea: Hecuba and Lucio’s magical daughter

      

      The de Bar siblings:

      Hugh (Wolf) & wife, Winifred (Red): Red Riding Hood

      Arnon (Wolf’s twin) & witch wife, Freya: Frog Prince

      Stefan (Eldest sibling) & wife, Bonnibel: Beauty and the Beast

      Kin & wife, Olivia: Rumpelstiltskin

      Rapunzel & husband, Marco: Rapunzel

      Ella & husband, William: Cinderella

      MacKay & wife, Eira: Snow Queen
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      The scar across MacKay de Bar’s chest hurt like the devil. Lifting up his tunic, he studied the wound that covered the area of his heart, carefully running two fingers over the long gash. Yesterday, at his sister Ella’s wedding, he had gotten into a confrontation with the old witch, Hecuba. He’d managed to break her magic mirror. But when it exploded, shards of glass filled the room. One large shard stuck in his chest, and he was certain magical dust from the mirror got into his eyes.

      Gazing into the standing mirror in his solar, he swore the wound glowed. He blinked and tried to clear his vision, thinking he needed to wash out his eyes again. But when he looked a second time, it was still glowing.

      “My lord?” His squire, Oliver, stuck his head into the room, looking through the open door. “What are you doing?”

      MacKay dropped his tunic and spun around on his heel. “Ollie, why the hell don’t you knock before you enter a room?” While the young man’s name was Oliver, MacKay and almost everyone else called him Ollie.

      “I did knock, Sir MacKay. I guess you were too busy admiring your looks to hear me.” Ollie smiled and stepped into the room.

      “I wasn’t admiring my looks. That vain act is held by my sister, Rap.” Rap was the name he and his siblings called their sister, Rapunzel.

      “She doesn’t do that much anymore since she married the Dragon Lord. Or so I’ve heard from your brothers,” said Ollie.

      MacKay was one of seven siblings – all boys except for the two girls. All his siblings had, at one time or another, been cursed by Hecuba. That is, all except him. He rubbed the scar on his chest right through his tunic, worried about the warning Hecuba gave him when he demolished her mirror and was hit by the pieces.

      “You’re thinking about Hecuba, aren’t you?” asked Ollie.

      “Why would you say that?” His hand stilled atop his chest.

      “I saw you looking at the scar made by her broken mirror. Are you worried?”

      “Worried?” He swished his hand through the air trying to make light of the situation. “Hah! I have nothing to worry about. The hag’s mirror is gone, isn’t it?”

      “Remember, she told you that in breaking her mirror, you’ve managed to curse yourself, my lord.”

      “I’m not worried about curses.”

      “Then why were you looking in the mirror at your scar?”

      He didn’t want to admit it, but he was worried. Scared out of his mind, matter of fact. “Ollie, Hecuba told me that my curse would be worse than any of the curses of my siblings.”

      “Ah, yes, she did,” said Ollie, frowning, then forcing a smile. “But as you said, you’re not cursed, so why worry?”

      “I just wonder what she meant.”

      “I can’t imagine anything worse than turning into a frog or a beast.”

      “Thanks for mentioning that.” MacKay swallowed hard and glanced back at his reflection in the mirror, searching for green skin or fur.

      “Your brothers are waiting down in the great hall to say goodbye to you before we leave.”

      “Aye, let’s get going.”

      MacKay led the way down to the great hall of Castle Fremont. This was his sister Cinderella’s new home now since she married Lord William Fremont yesterday.

      “MacKay, do you need to leave so soon?” asked William, flagging him over by calling out across the hall. MacKay’s brothers stood by the hearth drinking ale. Their wives were all nearby chattering.

      “Aye, I will be leaving as soon as I find my father.”

      “Father was out in the courtyard just a short while ago,” said Kin, his golden-haired brother.

      “Where are you heading?” asked his eldest brother, Stefan.

      “Back to the Highlands,” said MacKay. “I will lead my men back home now that Ella has been found.”

      His sister overheard him. Cinderella’s head popped up when he mentioned her name. She and their sister, Rapunzel, walked over to join the group.

      “Ella,” said MacKay. “I am so happy your memories have returned. I am sure you and William will be very happy together.”

      “MacKay de Bar, you have the kindest heart out of all of my brothers.” Ella reached over and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Thank you for breaking Hecuba’s mirror so she can’t spy on us anymore. You are wonderful.”

      “Ella, you always did exaggerate,” MacKay told his sister. “After all, I did nothing that any good brother wouldn’t do on his sister’s wedding day.”

      “You did a foolish thing by pulling the shard out of your chest,” grumbled his brother, Hugh, who they called Wolf.

      “Aye,” added Arnon, Wolf’s twin brother. “Have you had any side effects yet?”

      “Nay,” he answered, feeling a sharp pain in his heart as he said it.

      “You don’t look well,” said Rapunzel. “Marco, summon your dragon and give MacKay a ride back to get his troops.”

      “I will,” answered her husband, Marco. “Would you like to ride on the back of a dragon?”

      “Father said he’d transport me,” said MacKay.

      “Freya can transport your squire, and you can both leave at the same time,” suggested Arnon. Their father, Lucio de Bar and Arnon’s wife, Freya, who was a witch, could both transport by magic and take one other person with them.

      “Yes, I am ready when you are.” Freya held on to her familiar, a large frog. “Gar, are you ready?” she asked her frog, preparing to kiss it to make them transport.

      “MacKay, are you sure you don’t want to go back to your new castle in Wickhambreaux instead?” asked Stefan. “You haven’t spent any time there since you inherited it from the late Lord Armestead.”

      “You mean, stole it,” said Kin. “Just like you stole Breckenridge Castle from Bonnibel’s father, Stefan.”

      “That’s not true.” Bonnibel, Stefan’s wife, put her hand on his arm. “My father gave his blessing for us to marry before he died. Therefore, Stefan was entitled to the castle.”

      “I’m going to look out in the courtyard for Father.” MacKay said his goodbyes, not liking the way his chest ached. He also felt as if he were being suffocated with all his siblings and their spouses crowding around him. He couldn’t wait to get some fresh air.

      MacKay stepped out into the courtyard with Ollie right behind him.

      “I don’t see your father anywhere,” said Ollie.

      “Here I am.” Lucio de Bar walked out from behind a cart.

      “Father.” MacKay reached out to greet his father. When he clasped his father’s hand, MacKay felt an odd sensation travel through his body. His eyes met Lucio’s, but the man looked away quickly.

      “I’m ready to go,” said MacKay. “Then you can come back and get Ollie and bring him to the Highlands as well.”

      “No need to. I’m here and can do it.”

      MacKay turned around to see his half-sister, Medea, right behind him. His body stiffened instantly. “What is she doing here?” he growled. Medea was the spawn of Lucio de Bar and the wretched witch, Hecuba. While she was a half-sister, none of the siblings except for Rapunzel and Ella actually knew her. Medea had both light and dark magic in her and could not be trusted.

      “Medea will transport your squire,” said Lucio.

      “Why?” was all MacKay said, shaking his head and rubbing his chest that started to hurt.

      “She has the power to transport now and wants to help out.”

      “If it’s just the same to you, Father, I would rather not have Medea do anything. I don’t trust her.” MacKay looked over to Medea. She was scowling at him. Her dark eyes glared.

      “I told you it wouldn’t work, Mother,” she said.

      “Mother?” MacKay’s heart jumped. When he looked back to his father, he realized his mistake. It wasn’t his father at all, but rather Hecuba in her shapeshifting form. The old witch turned back into herself and reached out and locked her hand around MacKay’s wrist.

      “Hurry, Medea, now!” Hecuba started to transport, so MacKay was going with her like it or not. There was nothing he could do to stop her. His eyes shot over to his squire. Ollie reached for his sword at the same time Medea clamped her hand around his wrist and started to transport as well.

      MacKay felt his curse starting as his breath left him and he dissipated into thin air. Yes, his was going to be the worst curse of them all.
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      Lady Eira Koldottir looked out the castle window at the tundra of her demesne. This was her island, and no man, Scot, English, or descendant of a Viking would take it from her again. Anger pushed through her veins. The Viking in her blood made her want to kill anyone who tried to take what was hers.

      “My queen,” said her best warrior, Angus, bowing down on one knee before her.

      “What is it, Angus?” she asked, sitting on her throne, feeling as if something bad were about to happen.

      “The troops have reported a disturbance on the west coast of the island.”

      “Disturbance?” Her spine stiffened, and she sat up straighter. “What kind of disturbance?”

      “Intruders, my lady.”

      “How many?” She gripped the side arms of her padded throne, knowing another battle was in the making. Ever since her father and brothers lost their lives and she claimed the throne, she knew trouble was coming. Two months ago, they’d been invaded. Eira stepped in to save the island, leading the troops in her late father’s stead. Thankfully, their attackers had subsided and left the island with a promise that they’d be back. During the battle, she’d taken so many prisoners that her dungeon was filled to the brim. Those who had lost their lives were being burned in heaps or thrown overboard at sea.

      “They’ve reported four, my queen.”

      “Four troops? How many men in each?” She slowly stood up.

      “Nay,” said Angus, looking up and getting to his feet. “Only four people. Two women and two men.”

      “Why do you bother me with this?” she snapped. “Kill the women and bring the men to me. Do they look like good warriors?”

      “Aye, it looks like one is an English knight and the other his squire.”

      “What about the women? Are they their wives?”

      “I don’t think so. One is old, and the other young and beautiful.”

      Eira’s lip curled. She didn’t want beautiful women on her island. She was queen, and no woman would outshine her. Eira wasn’t beautiful, and she didn’t care. She had never tried to look like a lady. Instead, she dressed and acted like a warrior – the way she’d been raised along with her four brothers. “As I said, kill the women and bring me the men.”

      “Aye, my queen, right away.”

      Angus quickly headed out the door. Eira strolled over to the window, pulling open the shutter. Cold air blew in, making her close her eyes and take a deep breath. She liked the cold. The winter months on Skol Island were her favorite and made her feel powerful.

      Reaching up, she touched the crown on her head. With power came duty. She would be known as the fierce descendant of Viking warriors, and everyone would fear her now. She liked that. Her name would be on the tongues of all from Scandinavia all the way down to Cornwall in England.

      Eira didn’t like people. All she desired was power. She was four and twenty years of age but had never been wed. “I don’t need anyone,” she said, slamming the shutter and turning back to her throne. Collapsing atop it, she picked up her scepter and ran her long fingers over the shaft. Men were not to be trusted. She had been betrothed once and betrayed. The man she was to marry, Ailbert Halkerston, had been the one to kill her father and brothers. Because of him, she decided she hated all men.

      A pain shot through her heart and she dropped the scepter, rubbing her hand over her chest. What just happened? She didn’t understand it. And why did she suddenly feel so very lonely?
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        * * *

      

      MacKay had never transported before. The feel of it was somewhat disturbing. Finally, his body materialized again and he got his footing on solid ground. Everything was white and cold – so very cold. He shivered and took a moment to blink his eyes and clear his head.

      Hecuba still held on to his arm. He yanked it away from her and rubbed his wrist. In a cloud of black smoke, Medea appeared with his squire.

      “Where did you take us?” asked MacKay, scanning the frozen land around him.

      “You seemed fascinated by Scotland, so I took you even further,” said Hecuba with a cackle. “You are on a forgotten little island in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Why? Why did you bring us here?”

      “My mother wanted to get you far away from your family,” explained Medea. “Besides, once your curse sets in, you won’t want to ever go back to your father or siblings again.”

      “That’s not true,” said Ollie. “Lord MacKay is very close with his family.”

      “Mayhap he is now, but that won’t last,” answered Hecuba.

      “What do you mean? What did you do to me?” shouted MacKay.

      “I told you when you broke my mirror that you would be cursed even worse than your siblings. Enjoy!” Hecuba laughed again, raising her hand over her head and disappearing into a green mist.

      “I suppose I should go, too,” said Medea, raising her hand in the air.

      “Wait!” shouted MacKay. “Medea, please don’t go.”

      She slowly lowered her hand and raised a brow. “So now you want me to stay? I don’t believe you. You were the one who didn’t want me to help you two transport.”

      “That was before. I’ve changed my mind,” said MacKay, feeling as if Medea were his only hope to escape this frigid land. “Please, Medea. Help me.”

      She almost seemed to consider it for a second, but then she shook her head. “Nay. My mother said it is your turn for a curse and that I can’t intervene. Perhaps Queen Eira will take pity on you. Then again, she’ll most likely kill you, so be alert.”

      MacKay and Ollie both ripped their swords from their sheaths, causing Medea to burst out laughing. “This curse isn’t a physical thing you can kill with a sword,” she said.

      “Well, what is it?” asked MacKay. “What has Hecuba done to me?”

      “You’ll find out, all in good time,” she said. “Or should I say . . . in bad time?” She smiled, then giggled and disappeared in a puff of smoke.

      MacKay stood there not knowing what to think. The wind whipped his cloak in the cold breeze. Blowing snow hit him in the face. His chest ached, and all he wanted was a warm fire and a tankard of ale.

      “What do we do now, my lord?” asked Ollie, looking just as bewildered as MacKay felt.

      “What can we do? We’re trapped on some godforsaken frozen island in the middle of nowhere.” MacKay looked at his surroundings and shook his head. “I don’t know where we are, but I’m willing to bet it isn’t England or Scotland. If we don’t find shelter soon, we’re going to freeze to death. Look around for someone – anyone that might be able to help us.”

      “No need to look. I think they found us.” Ollie nodded to an army of men coming down a hill and headed their way. Most were on horseback. Some of them ran alongside the leading soldiers. All of them were armed to the hilt with swords, battle-axes, daggers, and maces.

      “Shall we fight, my lord?” asked Ollie, holding his sword in front of him.

      “Nay,” said MacKay. “We are but two men against a small army. Put away your weapon, Squire. We have no choice but to surrender.”

      MacKay shoved his sword back into the scabbard and held his hands above his head. Ollie did the same.

      “You there!” snarled a soldier as the men surrounded them in a circle. “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      “I am Sir MacKay de Bar, and we are not here by our own doing.”

      “What do you mean?” asked the soldier, pointing the tip of his sword at MacKay’s neck. The man remained seated atop his steed.

      “We were tricked and brought here by an old witch and her daughter,” Ollie blurted out.

      “Witch? There are no such things as witches,” said the man.

      “I wish that were true.” MacKay’s hand went to the scar over his heart.

      “Hands above your head!” snapped the man.

      MacKay slowly raised his hands over his head again.

      “Queen Eira will only kill them later. Save her the time and do it now,” said another of the soldiers.

      “Queen Eira?” asked MacKay. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of her. I am not even sure where we are. I would like to meet her.”

      “The queen doesn’t take audiences with anyone,” snapped the first man.

      “Why not?” asked MacKay.

      “She doesn’t like people. Plus, she doesn’t like anyone looking at her so intensely the way you are doing to me.”

      “Is she that ugly that she thinks her face would repel us?” asked MacKay.

      “Don’t talk that way about our queen.” The tip of his sword came closer to MacKay’s throat. “I think mayhap killing you now is the answer.”

      MacKay reached up and clamped his hands over the flat sides of the soldier’s sword, yanking and bringing the man to the ground. With one foot, he stepped on the man’s chest as he flipped the sword in the air and grabbed it by the hilt, pressing the sharp tip against the man’s throat.

      “Then again, I could kill you instead,” growled MacKay. “Now, take us to your queen.”

      The army moved forward, but the soldier stopped them. “Nay, stay back,” he called out. His eyes turned up to MacKay. “What is it you want with her, Sir MacKay?”

      “All I want is to get off this frozen piece of earth and go home. But for now, I would settle for a hot fire and a tankard of ale and an audience with your queen.”

      “Done,” said the man.

      MacKay hesitated, his eyes scanning the rest of the army.

      “This could all be a trick, my lord,” Ollie warned him. “I don’t believe he’ll keep his word.”

      “Will you keep your word?” MacKay asked the soldier.

      “Yes. I would nod, but you’ve got the blade so close it would severe my head if I did so.”

      “I’ll take your word for it, but I’ll keep your sword for now. And my squire and I will ride your horse back to the castle.”

      “Nay, don’t let him do it,” someone yelled out.

      “It’s either that or I push the sword deeper into your neck,” snarled MacKay.

      “All right, I’ll do it,” said the man.

      MacKay moved the tip of the sword away from the man and held out his hand to help the warrior up. The soldier hesitated, but then took MacKay’s hand, and got to his feet.

      “What’s your name, soldier?” asked MacKay.

      “I’m Angus,” the man answered. “I am the queen’s head guard.”

      “Who is the king of this godforsaken place?”

      “Skol Island doesn’t have a king,” Angus told him. “Queen Eira claimed the throne recently, and I guarantee you she will never have a king at her side.”

      “Why not?”

      “Lady Eira is cold-hearted and cares only about power and war. You will see for yourself. She holds no favors with men.”

      MacKay chuckled. “Well, that is fine with me, because I am not looking for favors. I only want to get home, so I think we’ll get along just fine.”

      “No one gets along with Queen Eira,” said Angus. “She is homely both inside and out. But if you tell her I said that, I will strike you down dead faster than the words can leave your mouth.”

      “I’m not in the habit of telling any woman she is homely,” said MacKay. “Ollie, get on the horse. We’ve got to meet this Queen Eira and convince her to send us home where we belong.”
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      Eira sat at her long dais table all by herself, as usual, eating her meal. A young female servant stood behind her, along with the cupbearer. The hall was crowded with her warriors, both male and female, who all sat below the salt. Eira’s hounds, Odin and Thor sat at each side of her waiting for table scraps. Her father had trained these dogs to kill. They were chained up to a post at the foot of the dais in front of the table. No one walked anywhere near them for fear they’d be bitten.

      Ever since Eira claimed the throne, her life had changed drastically. Never again would she depend upon another person. Neither would she trust anyone – especially a man. She could count on no one but herself. She didn’t need friends or alliances. Eira was a warrior and queen, and never again would she be considered just a lady.

      The door to the great hall burst open. Angus charged into the room followed by an entourage of soldiers and two strangers.

      “Queen Eira,” said Angus, hurrying to the dais with the others following close behind him.

      “What is the meaning of this?” she asked. “You dare come into my great hall before you’ve washed? You are interrupting my meal.”

      “We have the prisoners you instructed us to capture, my lady.” Angus pointed to the two strangers behind him. One of the men looked to be about her age of four and twenty years
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