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      Hanging by her long braid and swinging from the tower, Rapunzel de Bar hurriedly lowered herself to the ground. She barely dared to breathe, hoping Hecuba wouldn’t notice she tried to escape. Lightning slashed across the sky, lighting up the tall, stone tower in an eerie bluish glow. Thunder rumbled in the distance, sounding like the low growl of an angry giant. It would be only minutes before the sky split open and rain came pelting down. She had to hurry!

      “I knew this wretched curse had to be good for something,” she said aloud to herself, never having anyone but the witch to talk to since she’d been imprisoned in the tower. “I’ll show the old hag no one can keep me locked up and treated this way.” Rapunzel had cleverly tied the end of her very long braid around the bedpost in the tower. Then she used her hair as a rope. Climbing out the window, she rappelled downward, making her way to the rocky earth below.

      With no doors and only one window in the tower, she had no other means of escape. This had to work. Waiting for her brothers to save her had become tiresome. They were taking much too long. Besides, it wasn’t as if a knight in shining armor were going to ride up and rescue her. Nay, she decided if no one were coming to her rescue, she would just save herself.

      The witch had, thankfully, left her alone for the time being. Rapunzel could only hope in the light of the moon she’d be able to find her way in the night back to Castle Fane in Slapton. That’s where she’d last seen her brothers Hugh, Arnon, and Stefan. Or possibly, she could make her way to the last place the old witch had her hidden at Breckenridge Castle before bringing her here. She’d seen her brothers, MacKay and Stefan, arrive at the gate of Breckenridge in a failed attempt at rescue. She’d called out to them but was whisked away by Hecuba before her brothers could make their way to her.

      “I’m almost there,” she said aloud, looking to the ground that was still a good body’s length or more away from her. Her hair was long, but not quite long enough to reach down the entire length of the tower.

      With one arm wrapped around her blond braid to support her weight, she reached into her boot with her free hand and grabbed the pair of shears she had hidden there. Her only hope was that wherever Hecuba was right now, she wasn’t gazing into that mirror of hers. If so, Rapunzel’s escape would no longer be secret. No one could hide from the witch’s magic mirror.

      “It’s not going to hurt,” she told herself, eyeing up the hard, jagged earth below, trying to convince herself it was true. Rapunzel decided to stay positive in this dire situation.

      Opening the shears and placing the sharp edges against her hair, she prepared to cut herself free. The beating of her heart echoed in her ears even louder than the distant thunder.

      As she prepared to snip her locks, she heard the sound of hoofbeats pounding the earth, coming right toward her. Dangling like a limp rag doll in the air, she curiously watched the scene unfold. Unfortunately, her luck became worse when the sky opened up and released a torrential downpour. It was the last thing she needed.

      One rider on horseback sped past beneath her, and another followed right behind him. Closing her eyes, she squeezed the shears against her braid, severing the hair in two. Down she fell, crashing into the second rider, managing to land atop the horse instead of the ground. Her fall had been broken! Rapunzel’s eyes sprang open. Her arms flayed wildly, grabbing for the man that sat in front of her on the horse as she tried to regain her balance.

      The force of knocking into the man sent both of them tumbling to the cold, wet ground. Rapunzel gasped as the horse reared up and pawed the air. The animal cast a shadow from the moonlight, threatening to come crashing down on her. It would have landed right on her if the man hadn’t rolled over the ground and pulled her out of the way with him. The horse’s hooves crashed down right next to her head. With eyes opened wide in terror, Rapunzel held her breath.

      “Bid the devil,” the stranger ground out. With both of them tangled in his long, black cloak, she found it nearly impossible to move. Rain continued to fall like a barrage of arrows, soaking them to the skin. The next crack of thunder was so close that it spooked the horse.

      The horse whinnied, and turned and ran away in the dark.

      “Nay! Come back here, you stubborn nag,” screamed the man, ripping his cloak out from under her and jumping to his feet. He took two strides, starting to go after the mare but stopped in his tracks when he realized it was no good. He’d never catch the animal in the storm.

      “You!” he spat, pointing an accusing finger at her next as he stomped toward her. His booted feet splashed in the puddles of water that were quickly accumulating on the ground.

      His hood slipped off his head, enabling her to see his features in the moonlight. Short, black, curly hair glistened in the rain. Water dripped down his face from a strand hanging over his eye. His craggy brows made his features look menacing. And the stubble on his chiseled jaw told her he hadn’t shaved in days. “It’s your fault I lost not only my horse but also my bounty.”

      “Bounty?” she asked, pushing up to her knees, looking for her shears in case she needed to use them for protection. “Who were you chasing?”

      One strong hand clasped around her arm as he dragged her to her feet. Dark eyes the color of weathered blackthorn drilled into her. “You’re a girl!” he spat as if the idea not only surprised but also disgusted him.

      “Good of you to notice.” She pushed back her shoulder-length hair. It felt freeing to be rid of all that weight. But even with her hair mostly gone now, that wouldn’t last long. Every time she cut it off, it grew back longer and even stronger than before. This was the curse she’d been saddled with, thanks to the evil witch, Hecuba. The witch tortured Rapunzel’s father, warlock Lucio de Bar, by using his children to get to him.

      “Where did you come from, anyway?” He looked up at the tower window, shielding his eyes from the pouring rain. “What is this?” The man walked over to the single turret, perusing her severed braid swinging back and forth in the wind. It hung out of the open window. He jumped up, trying to touch it, but it was out of his reach.

      “I’m sorry, Sir Bounty Hunter, but I have no time to talk.” Rapunzel didn’t need to explain herself to strangers. It would only waste her precious time. Seeing he wasn’t a threat, she found the shears on the ground and slipped them back into the top of her boot.

      “My name is Sir Marco Drago del Rossi the Third. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

      “No, sorry.”

      “But I’m the best bounty hunter in all England.”

      “The answer is still, no. Now, I’ve got to run.” She turned to go, but his fingers clasped around her wrist like a vise. When she glanced back over her shoulder, he was clenching his jaw.

      “Are you sure you haven’t heard of me? My family roots trace back to Italy for many generations.”

      “Nay, your name means nothing to me. I haven’t heard of you or your family, and neither do I care. Now let me go. I don’t have time for this.” She struggled against his hold, but he pulled her back to him once more and spoke in a low voice.

      “Do you mean to tell me you know nothing about . . . my kind?”

      “Your kind?” She perused him from head to foot. He was dressed in leather warrior’s attire that looked more like an ancient gladiator than a knight. “Do you mean men who are not brave enough to fight for the king, so they run after criminals to collect bounties instead?”

      “Nay.” A muscle in his jaw ticked in aggravation. Drops of rain trailed a crooked path down his cheek, but he did nothing to wipe them away. “I’m brave, I assure you. I told you I am a Drago.”

      “I’m not even sure what that means, but my guess is you’re a fallen knight who has turned to mercenary behavior, sold out for coin.”

      “You know nothing of my circumstances and should not be talking so brashly to a Dragon Lord.”

      “Dragon Lord?” She burst out laughing. This man was out of his mind. “There are no such things as dragons or men who control them. You are a fool if you think for one second I’m going to believe it. I still don’t even believe you’re a knight, though you used the title of Sir in your name.”

      “All right, so I’m not a knight,” he admitted, dropping his hand from her wrist. “However, my father was one, and I should be titled as well.”

      “I see. Then, you’re naught more than a bounty hunter after all.”

      He seemed to ponder the thought for a moment, and a look of disappointment washed over him, changing his demeanor. But then he held up his hand and shoved it close to her face. “Take a look at that,” he said as if he were waiting for a specific reaction. She sighed and took his hand, seeing a mark on the back that looked like a burn or perhaps a wound that hadn’t healed. It was purple and unsightly.

      “That’s odd. What is that ugly mark?” she asked, moving his hand from side to side. She wrinkled her nose as she perused it from all angles.

      “Not that!” He made a fist and showed her his knuckles. “I’m talking about this.” He wore a large ring on his pointer finger made of gold. Rapunzel found it intriguing, as it looked like nothing she had ever seen before. She moved his hand in the moonlight to inspect it. The ring consisted of a thick, ornate band with what looked like claws holding a round green and yellow marbled stone. In the center was an oblong, black spot. The whole thing reminded her of an eyeball.

      “I see,” she said with a smirk and a nod, knowing her jest would be wasted on him. He didn’t look scholarly at all, but more of a warrior who lived by brute force alone. “I suppose next you’re going to tell me that this is the eye of a dragon. Did you want me to start shaking in my boots? It won’t happen because I am not afraid of you or anyone, Sir Dragon Lord.”

      “My name is Marco Drago del Rossi the Third,” he corrected her, this time leaving out the title of Sir.

      “I heard you the first time you rambled off that ridiculous name.” She dropped his hand and turned on her heel. Lifting the hem of her gown, she trudged through the mud, heading deeper into the woods. She had to make distance between her and the tower. The heavy footsteps of the odd man following her rang out as he crashed noisily through the foliage like a bull in heat.

      “My name is not ridiculous. By the way, what is your name, Lady of the Tower?” he asked.

      “Lady of the Tower?” She stopped and turned around, amused by his little name for her. Perhaps the stranger had a playful side to him after all. Her eyes swept the area watching for the witch. The Dragon Lord had distracted her and slowed down her escape, even though she did enjoy his company. Locked away in the tower, she always felt so alone. Still, if she didn’t hurry, Hecuba would be coming after her, having seen her in the magic mirror. Mayhap, this man wasn’t as worthless as he looked and could help her escape even if he didn’t seem very brave or knightly.

      “If you must know, my name is Lady Rapunzel de Bar. The first,” she added as an afterthought with a sarcastic grin. “Now, are you going to help me escape or not? Because if not, you’re only slowing me down.”

      “Must I remind you that because of your foolishness, I no longer have a horse? Did you expect me to carry you to safety on my back? Who are you running from? Perhaps if I knew more facts, I’d be more apt to want to save a damsel in distress.” He scanned the area as he spoke.

      “There is no bounty on my head if that’s what you’re wondering,” she told him. “If you help me, there will be no money involved. Let’s get that straight right now.” The rain continued to pour down on them, soaking her gown and sending a shiver up her spine.

      “Then what is my motivation for risking my neck to help you?” He had the nerve to lift his palms in the air and shrug his shoulders. Aye, the man was naught but a louse after all.

      “Excuse me for even thinking you might help a lady in need solely out of the kindness of your heart,” she retorted.

      “Everyone has their price, my lady. Don’t fool yourself. No one is going to help you if there isn’t something in it for them.”

      “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t need or want your help, so excuse me for even mentioning it in the first place.” She took off at a run through the forest, trying to get away from not only the tower and the witch, but now this fool as well.

      Rapunzel hadn’t gone far before she felt the sickening stretching of her hair as it started to grow. The tendrils reached out from her cut hair like worms searching for the earth. Running faster didn’t seem to help matters at all because, within seconds, the length of her hair reached her feet. Like some kind of sea monster on shore, the tendrils spread out over the rocky ground in all directions.

      It yanked her backward, making her cry out in pain. Her hand flew to her head to try to keep from being pulled in multiple directions at once.

      “Wait, Rapunzel,” called out the man named Marco, stopping suddenly in his tracks when he saw her curse in action. As if her hair was an entity of its own, the tendrils reached down and wrapped tightly around tree trunks and rocks to hold her in place. It even embedded itself into the ground like roots. A prisoner of her own hair, Rapunzel was kept from moving or escaping. Her heart sank to know her actions tonight were all for naught.

      “God’s eyes, what am I seeing?” Marco squawked, unsheathing his sword and swiping his blade at the tendrils of hair.

      “Nay, don’t,” she warned him, holding out her hand, but it was too late. The strand of hair he cut made a hissing noise. The part still connected to her head recoiled, then lashed out for him next. “Go!” she shouted. “You must leave here at once before Hecuba finds you. She’ll punish anyone who tries to help me.”

      “Hecuba?” he asked, doing some fancy footwork to avoid the creeping hair that swirled over the ground raising up in front of him like an adder getting ready to strike.

      Tears formed in Rapunzel’s eyes. She wasn’t one to cry easily, but couldn’t go on living this way. There wasn’t a day gone by that she didn’t regret her decision of leaving the safety of the nunnery where her brothers had put her to keep her hidden from Hecuba’s magic. She had hated living in solitude with only nuns but, mayhap, it was the lesser of two evils after all. Staying at the convent kept her from having the decent life of a lady, but being Hecuba’s prisoner was a fate worse than death. And lonelier, too.

      “She’s coming,” Rapunzel whispered, feeling the witch’s presence. “Please, leave here immediately.”

      “I am not a coward,” he protested. “I will prove it by staying to help you.” He raised his sword in the air, getting ready to strike at her hair again. Why had he chosen this moment to start acting like a warrior?

      “Nay, don’t do it! The more you cut my hair, the more it grows. It is part of the curse. If you want to help me, then find my brothers, Hugh, Arnon, Stefan, Kin, and MacKay de Bar. Or find my father, Lucio, who is a warlock. Tell them where I am and they will come for me.”

      “But, my lady,” he said, hesitant to leave, probably wanting to stay only because he wasn’t convinced there was no bounty on her head. Men like him often turned to boasting to build up their self-image. He wasn’t the hero she was looking for to save her from the witch and her awful curse. What she needed was her father to use his magic against Hecuba.

      “Go,” she warned him once again. A green mist enveloped the area in front of her, blocking her sight of the man. When it cleared, the old witch, Hecuba, stood before Rapunzel gazing into her magic hand mirror.

      “You can’t leave, Rapunzel. How many times do I have to tell you?” Hecuba asked in her crackly voice. She was an old, ugly, bent-over hag with a long, crooked nose and missing teeth. “As soon as your feet touch the ground, your own hair will turn against you every time and be your worst enemy.” She cackled in amusement, making Rapunzel’s skin crawl. “Your curse will never be broken as long as something connects you to the earth. If it isn’t the tower, it’ll be something else. So, don’t think you can ever escape my magic.”

      At the sound of a snapping twig, the witch stopped laughing and stood up straighter. “Who’s there?” she called out, cocking her head. When no one answered, she lifted her hand mirror and peered into it. It was magical and let her see anyone, anywhere at all. No one could hide from Hecuba as long as she had her mirror.

      Rapunzel held her breath. As much as she hoped Marco would get away, he was without a horse in a storm in the middle of the night. Now he, too, would be a prisoner of the witch, because he didn’t heed her warning.

      “Who’s there?” the witch repeated, turning a full circle, scanning the entire area behind her in the reflection in the mirror. Rapunzel bit her tongue and waited. To her astonishment, Hecuba didn’t see Marco. It was a miracle. He couldn’t have gone far but, still, he remained invisible to the witch.

      “It was just the wind,” Rapunzel told her, trying not to sound suspicious.

      “Mayhap so.” The witch didn’t sound as if she really believed it. Rapunzel had no idea why she hadn’t seen Marco but was happy the man wasn’t found. “Back to the tower with you, Troublemaker.” Hecuba put her hand on Rapunzel’s shoulder. As the green fog swirled around them, preparing to transport them back to the tower that was her prison, Rapunzel got one last glimpse of the bounty hunter watching them from behind a tree.

      Perhaps he was magic or, mayhap, a warlock like her father because no one went unnoticed when Hecuba consulted her magic mirror.

      

      Marco watched from behind the old oak tree, fascinated by what he’d just seen. If his eyes weren’t open, he would have sworn it was a dream. There was magic at work here. It reminded him of an incident long ago when he was just a child. He’d had a fantastical dream about riding on the back of a dragon with his father. It all seemed so real that he could still remember the musky scent of the beast, its hard, scaly skin, and the feel of the cold wind blowing through his hair.

      Marco looked down to the top of his hand. It was after the dream that he noticed the mark. After all these years, it never faded away. He perused the golden ring on his finger next, rubbing his thumb over the dragon’s eye stone in thought. It was like a worry stone to him. Whenever he felt confused or troubled, he rubbed the stone in the ring. It helped him to feel more centered and clear-headed. Even though this was something he’d been doing a lot lately, it was different tonight. In the light of the moon and with the rain soaking him to the skin he swore he saw the ring light up in a faint glow. Then as fast as it happened, it stopped.

      Marco shook his head, wondering if he’d imagined the whole thing. After all, he’d had one hell of a night. Not only had he lost his bounty, but a girl fell from the heavens, almost landing on his lap. He’d also managed to somehow stay hidden from an old witch with a magic mirror. And now, his ring was glowing.

      The neighing of a horse caused him to turn around, finding his steed standing right behind him. “Aurora, there you are, you fickle nag. I knew you’d come back to me.” He pulled himself up into the saddle, his weight making the leather creak beneath him. Then, he turned a full circle to take one last look at the tall, eerie tower. It was not a castle, but only one turret made of blackened stone that rose up like a beast in the night. It loomed over the dense thicket all around it. Marco had traveled through these woods dozens of times chasing bounties. Why was it he’d never noticed something as significant as this before?

      A bolt of jagged lightning spread across the blackened sky, lighting up the tower as a crash of thunder rattled his brain. There, up in the window with the moonlight spilling over her heart-shaped face, stood the girl named Rapunzel with the long, golden hair. She stared out of her prison with a pout on her face. Her lush lower lip stuck out as she leaned forward, surveying the ground below. Even though she’d been soaked to the skin earlier with her hair dripping wet, now she looked as if she’d never stepped foot outside of her confinement at all.

      He would never be able to forget her wide, blue eyes and long, curled lashes that were covered in a glittering shade of purple. She’d told him she was a noble. Marco couldn’t stop thinking this lady should be living in a castle with servants waiting on her, rather than being locked away all alone.

      “Rapunzel,” he said, remembering her last name was de Bar and that she had brothers. Aye, Rapunzel was a fetching wench. She was also the most intriguing woman he’d ever met in his life. He had to find out more about her. But to go back to the tower was not the answer. Marco turned and rode his horse in the opposite direction, wondering where he could find the brothers she’d mentioned, and how much they’d pay him for her return.
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      Rapunzel awoke the next morning to find Hecuba standing over her. The old hag was cradling something in her arms.

      “Oh!” Rapunzel jumped up from the bed, only to be pulled back down by her hair. The tendrils of hair were loose. When she moved, they quickly wrapped around the bedpost, the iron candleholder, the legs of a chair, and anything else to keep her in place.

      “I can see that’s going to be a problem,” said Hecuba, waving one hand in the air. “There, that should be better.”

      Rapunzel watched in amazement as the ends of her hair released and rapidly wove into one long braid. In the past, she would have given anything to have her hair brushed and braided so quickly, but now it only made her angry. She hated hair and anything to do with it.

      “Let me out of this prison,” said Rapunzel, knowing it would do no good to ask, but having to try.

      “Sit down and be quiet,” said Hecuba. “I have a chore for you.”

      “I will not do your bidding!”

      “I said, sit down.” With another wave of her hand, an invisible force pushed Rapunzel down in the chair.

      “I have things to do and need you to take care of Medea for me.” She placed the bundle on Rapunzel’s lap, making her gasp in surprise.

      “A baby?” Rapunzel stared at the child that looked to be a newborn. What was she supposed to do with it? Rapunzel had always dreamed of the perfect wedding and someday being a wife, but she was a noble! She shouldn’t have to take care of babies. This was absurd. “Find a handmaid to watch the baby. I am a noble and don’t know the first thing about taking care of a child.”

      “You always were vain, Rapunzel. Being the youngest child of Lucio de Bar, he spoiled you.”

      “I am a lady.”

      “A lady who cares too much about her looks and not enough about the things that matter in life.”

      “That is odd to hear those words coming from your mouth, Hecuba. Whose baby is it? Did you steal it?”

      “Nay, I did not steal the baby. What kind of creature do you take me for?”

      “Well, you stole me!”

      “And you are a grown woman and you can take care of yourself. This baby needs care. She is precious and has special needs.”

      “What does that mean?” asked Rapunzel, still not brave enough to reach out and touch the child even if she was cute. “How is this baby different than any other?”

      “She is a magical baby,” Hecuba told her. “Medea is the product of a very powerful witch and warlock. It is too soon to know what powers she holds, but I can tell you that she will grow up very quickly.”

      “I was forced to grow up fast as well,” said Rapunzel. “After all, with five brothers teasing me and constantly giving me trouble, I had to learn to survive in all types of situations.”

      “Good. Then you’ll be able to tell Medea all about it.”

      “Medea,” Rapunzel repeated, reaching out a finger and moving the blanket aside to see the little girl’s face better. She was small and frail but already had a full head of dark hair. With her eyes closed, Medea looked like a little angel. “I can’t talk about my life to a baby who can’t even understand me.”

      “Give her a few days,” chuckled Hebuca. “She’ll understand more than you think.”

      The child began to stir and fuss, making Rapunzel uncomfortable. “Take the baby,” she told the witch.

      With a flick of Hecuba’s wrist, a bottle with a light blue liquid appeared in Rapunzel’s hand.

      “What’s this?” Rapunzel jerked back in surprise, surveying the bottle.

      “It’s for the baby. Did you think you were going to nurse it yourself?” Hecuba grinned.

      “Blue milk?” Rapunzel made a face.

      “I told you she is a special child. It’s a magical potion that will give her all she needs to grow quickly.”

      “Hecuba, I am not going to take care of any baby. And you never told me who you stole her from in the first place.”

      “I didn’t take her from anyone. She’s mine.”

      “Yours?” Rapunzel’s eyes lifted to the ancient hag. “Not your baby, personally. You are too old to have birthed a child.”

      “She is my daughter, so you’d better take care of her.”

      “I don’t understand. How can Medea possibly be your child?”

      “I was in my shapeshifting form of a beautiful young woman when I conceived her.”

      “When did you have this baby? You didn’t look pregnant to me.”

      “I’m a very powerful witch, Rapunzel. I can make my body appear however I want it to look. Besides, the gestation time of a witch such as myself is different from a human.”

      “I pity the poor father of this baby,” said Rapunzel, perusing the child. “I bet he doesn’t even know he’s sired the daughter of an old hag.”

      “Stop calling me that, or I’ll turn you into a frog just like I did to your brother, Arnon.”

      Rapunzel’s head snapped up. “You wouldn’t,” she said, terrified that her beautiful body might be turned into something with warts.

      “I won’t, only because I have business to attend to and need you to watch over Medea.”

      “Why don’t you have the baby’s father watch her instead of me?”

      “He doesn’t know he’s sired another child yet. I haven’t told him.”

      “Another? Oh, so the man already has children.”

      “Aye,” she said, grinning. “Besides Medea, he has five sons and two daughters – all grown.”

      “Nay.” Rapunzel’s heart jumped into her throat. Her eyes shot from Medea’s dark hair back to the witch. “Please, tell me I’m wrong in what
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