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Princess Sissi collapsed onto her bed. Once again, a prince had left.

She had done everything she could to hide her problem.

With the prince, they had walked through the gardens. Nothing.

Then, they had had tea and eaten cakes. Still nothing.

Next, they played cards with the princess's mother. Still nothing.

Just as the prince was about to propose, Princess Sissi thought it was her lucky day. A little too soon. She let out a burp.

The prince grimaced: “Excuse me?”

Princess Sissi wanted to explain, but instead of an explanation, a new, louder burp escaped her mouth. This time, the prince gave an indignant “Oh!” turned red, and performed an irreversible half-turn. Ashamed and paralyzed, Princess Sissi watched the little blond boy leave the castle with his entourage. Tears filled her eyes as her mother grumbled, “There you go, bravo! Another one leaves! We’ll never marry you, my daughter!”

This last blow was the worst. Princess Sissi ran to her room for refuge.

Someone knocked on the door.

“Leave me alone!” screamed the princess, her eyes and cheeks wet.

Despite this command, the door opened. The princess was about to throw her pillow at the rude intruder when she saw that it was her favorite page, Guillaume. She pretended to arrange the object on her bed.

“Princess,” said Guillaume, “You shouldn’t get yourself so worked up. It’s not worth it.”

“What do you know, Guillaume? This is the tenth prince who’s refused to marry me.”

“He was small and ugly.”

“So what?”

“You’re as pretty as a heart. You should have dismissed him.”

“Yeah, right. I burp. A princess who burps isn’t pretty. Everyone will tell you that.”

“I don’t agree. Your burps don’t take away from your charm and beauty. Besides, you have many qualities: you’re smart, funny, sensitive. And you’re the best at putting pillows on beds.”

The princess burst out laughing, burped, then cried again.

“Princess, come on,” whispered Guillaume. “Princess…”

“But you didn’t come here to comfort me,” the princess said between sobs. “What’s going on?”

“Your parents would like to see you,” said Guillaume, lowering his head. Seeing that the princess remained motionless, he then added in a very low voice, “Right away.”
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Princess Sissi arrived in the grand hall of the castle. Sitting at the end of the long table, her father was devouring a chicken with potatoes and mushrooms. Her mother stood behind him, arms crossed.

“Well, you took your time,” she said in an annoyed tone. “Your father and I thought night was going to fall...”

“For sure!” added the princess’s father, tearing a good piece of white meat from a chicken thigh with his teeth. He then burped.

“Do you realize the situation you’re putting us in?” continued the mother, frowning. “With this tenth disgruntled prince, everyone is mocking us. Soon, no prince will want to come and ask for your hand...”

“Exactly, exactly,” said the father, stuffing a potato in the left corner of his mouth and a piece of chicken in the right.

“But it’s not my fault,” defended Sissi. “I’ve been trying my best to make things go well and…”

Princess Sissi burped.

Excited by the sound emitted by his daughter, the father responded with a loud and cheerful burp.

“Edouard!” scolded the mother, tapping him on the top of his balding head.

The man shrank under the carcass of his chicken.

“To fix my flaw, I started doing abdominal exercises,” said Sissi. “In the end, I was doing three thousand a day, like the noble knight Christian, the best jouster in the land…”

“Yes, yes, we know, we know,” sighed the mother.

“Then I stopped eating in the beggars’ taverns. No more fries, no more stacked sandwiches with sauces, no more of that fabulous drink with an unusual flavor that fizzes and fills you with freshness, no more straws, no more fruity creams, giant donuts, or gooey cakes…”

“We know, we know…”

“Then, the night before my meetings with the princes, I made myself burp as much as possible. Or so I thought. You heard me, didn’t you?”

“Oh, we heard you alright,” grumbled the mother. “We heard you. The castle was echoing with your burps.”

“I don’t see what more I can do,” concluded the princess, shrugging her shoulders.

And she burped again.

“Exactly. Your father and I have thought about it. There’s one solution left. I’m not saying it’s simple, but if it works, it could spare us from more trouble and…”

“Stop beating around the bush, mother. Just say it.”

“Well,” continued the mother, a bit embarrassed, glancing at her husband who had most of his head buried under the table. “Archibald is coming tomorrow to operate on you.”

At the mention of Archibald, Princess Sissi turned pale. Her fists clenched, and her stomach knotted. Though she had never seen him, she knew he was a former executioner who had turned into a doctor after the mysterious disappearance of the previous one in the land. She also knew that the man treated his patients with his torture devices. The result? More deaths than cures! And if some, after the horrific treatments of the new doctor, claimed to feel better, he neither listened to nor believed them, continuing to treat them until death followed. For Archibald had only one motto: “A cured patient is a dead patient.” Those who survived his operations had just been lucky enough that the man believed them to be dead. Or had lost one of his “healing” instruments. In short, it was better not to fall ill with such a doctor. Besides, strangely, the number of sick people had suddenly dropped since Archibald began practicing. It was as if even viruses feared dealing with him.

Princess Sissi looked at her parents for a long time, trembling from head to toe.

“Do you realize what you want me to go through?” she cried, still not believing her ears.

“It’s the only solution,” stammered her mother, lowering her eyes. “It’s for our honor…”

“Your honor?!” repeated Princess Sissi, beside herself. “You know what I do with your honor?!”

Leaning forward, she let out an angry burp. “Take that!” she added before leaving the grand hall in three explosive leaps.  
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Very early in the morning, Archibald knocked on the castle doors. He had left his home before sunrise, without having breakfast. For him, a doctor operated better on an empty stomach. And he was only good at it if he was thin. That’s why he mistrusted colleagues who were overweight. Charlatans, he thought. Their minds were spoiled by their greed.

The man no longer paid attention to it, but as he passed, the birds stopped singing and flew away, frightened. Sometimes, even the branches of trees would break without anyone applying pressure on them.

Archibald's shadow seemed darker than the others. As if, paradoxically, it harbored an illness.

A drowsy servant opened the door to Archibald. As soon as she saw him, her eyes widened. Despite his thinness, the man was very handsome and had piercing blue eyes.

"I’ve come to operate on the princess," he said in a monotone voice.

"Oh, yes, yes, of course!" exclaimed the servant, panicked. "Please, come in. I'll fetch Madame!"

And she rushed toward the stairs. Five minutes later, the princess’s mother appeared in the hall.

"You’re quite early," she remarked to Archibald.

"I like to operate at dawn," replied Archibald. "Where is the princess?"

"At this hour, she is still asleep. Would you like some tea?"

Archibald shook his head. He rummaged through his bag and pulled out a hook. "Can you guide me to her room, Madame?"

"But she’s asleep, I told you!" the princess’s mother exclaimed, wondering if she had made the right choice in calling such a man.

"Exactly, that’s even better. I won’t need to knock her out. Please, lead me."

Sighing deeply, the princess’s mother invited the man to climb the stairs. He nodded and followed the lady of the house. They exchanged no words until they reached the door to the princess’s room.

"Here it is," said the princess’s mother darkly.

"Thank you, Madame," replied Archibald, placing his free hand on the doorknob. "If you hear screams, don’t worry. Your daughter is in good hands."

"I hope so…"

"Rest assured. Soon, she won’t have any gas at all."

And the man entered the room. He came out ten seconds later.

"What?" said the princess’s mother, surprised. "Did you forget something?"

Archibald shook his head.

"No, Madame. But there’s a problem…"

"What problem?"

"Your daughter is no longer here."
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Exhausted, Princess Sissi sat on a dead tree stump. She had been wandering in this cursed forest for hours now. Although she wore her hiking shoes, her feet hurt. Moreover, she was hungry and thirsty. There, surrounded by massive fir trees, she began to regret leaving to solve her problem on her own. Maybe, if she had stayed, Archibald would have solved it after all. She would have become a normal princess and, like all normal princesses, could have married a prince, not necessarily charming, and lived peacefully for the rest of her days. At these thoughts, she burped as if on cue. What had she been thinking leaving like that? It was stupid. She had been cowardly. She should have faced things instead of running away. A stream of tears welled up in her eyes. NO. Sissi stood up. Around her, everything was silent. The animals seemed to be napping. And the air wasn’t moving. During the night, it had been the opposite. A strong wind had blown. And animals had made cries as if they had gotten lost. Sissi had been scared. But even more frightened when she had felt that someone was following her. So, at times, she had run.

After a long hesitation, Sissi decided to go between two white rocks. Her intuition was right, as she found a winding path among the trees. She followed it, burping joyfully. Soon, the trees spaced out, and the sunlight took over the area. Sissi found herself in front of a completely twisted house. Its walls leaned as if about to collapse. And on its façade, neither the door nor the windows were straight. As she approached the strange house, Sissi wondered who could possibly live there. She knocked. A large woman with curly red hair opened the door.

“What is it?” she growled, clearly disturbed.

“Please, madam, would you have something to drink? I’m extremely thirsty,” said Sissi, sticking out her tongue.

The woman, whose eyes did not look in the same direction, examined Sissi carefully:

“Oh, really? And why would I give you something to drink, beggar?”

Sissi remembered she was wearing rags, precisely so that people wouldn’t recognize her.

“What if I tell you that I’m a princess, would you believe me?”

The large woman snickered.

“Tell me your name first so I can check in my book of princes and princesses if you really exist.”

“Sissi.”

The large woman closed the door. Sissi took the opportunity to burp. Had she done it in front of the other woman, perhaps she would have slammed the door shut on her permanently. Then she stepped back a little to look at the crooked chimney spewing bluish smoke.

“Sissi with an S or a C?” asked the large woman, who had reappeared holding a thick book in her hands.

“Sissi with three S’s and two I’s: S, I, S…”

“Alright, alright,” the large woman interrupted. “I’m not stupid. Let’s see
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