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CHAPTER ONE

The Blackfly Reputation
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BLACKFLY PRINCE NERO spent the best summer of his twelve-year-old life in the dungeon. He was building a cable ferry with his new friend Twyla, the youngest princess in the Cochem royal family. The dungeon was her workshop.


It was a blast. 


Princess Twyla had the best tools of anyone in the Seven Kingdoms, knew how to build with them, and didn’t mind sharing. The only thing she wasn’t good at was giving speeches.


That was fine with Nero.


Until he’d spent the summer with Twyla’s family, speeches were about the only thing he could do. In a speech competition, you had to find the right facts, fast.


He’d even started a stack of index cards with the names of Twyla’s tools and what each was for. That stack joined all the others in Nero’s fat, leather, briefcase. The briefcase was called an Ox because it could carry such a heavy load.


He was putting the finishing touches on a card stack about cable ferries—how to calculate the width of the ferry crossing, the speed of the river, the number of people who could cross at one time, and other fun ferry facts—when an emergency message came from his father, the Blackfly King.
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TO: Nero, Crown Prince of the Blackfly Kingdom

FROM: King Schwartz, King of Blackfly Kingdom, etc. etc.




Nero,

Something must be done about the Blackfly debt. I’m going to the Parlez Vous Patisserie in Paris. When I get back, we will have something to sell that will delight customers. You know how much we need that. Until then, you are in charge of damage control. Do not fail me.

With affection,

Your Royal Papa.




P.S. Check the Proclamation Board in Cochem before you go home.

P.P.S. Try to keep XXX out of France. If I get kicked out of my pastry school, we’ll never manage this debt!
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Cochem’s Proclamation Board was outside, near the castle gate. After stuffing a few index cards in his shirt pocket, Nero went up the dungeon stairs. He studied his papa’s message as he went. 


“Damage control” was a duty he had done before. It meant keeping Queen Ash out of trouble, if possible, and smoothing it over afterwards, if it wasn’t. That’s what his fairy gift was for. It was a pity his magical charm didn’t seem to work on the queen.


King Schwartz must have realized Queen Ash wasn’t going to be able to pay the huge amount she owed without help. The queen’s latest fundraiser, Blackfly Quality Gingerbread, had only sold a few boxes after they’d re-labelled it as charcoal. The Parlez Vous Patisserie was his papa’s favorite pastry-making school in France. The king must be planning a fancy new dessert to sell.


Unlike Queen Ash, King Schwartz was an excellent baker, but it was almost the middle of November. Whenever the king got back, it would be too late to get a booth at the Christmas Market. That was the biggest market of the year. The other, smaller, markets wouldn’t make a dent in the queen’s debt.


“XXX” must mean Queen Ash. Nero didn’t think it would be hard to keep her out of France. But then he never knew until he’d tried.


When Nero saw the latest post, he gave a low whistle.
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November Issue: Nicholas Napping?

Ace Reporter, Bridget of the Cochem Dungeon, reports a serious situation in the Blackfly Kingdom.

St. Nicholas’ Day is approaching fast, but the children of the Seven Kingdoms may be disappointed. St. Nicholas may have disappeared. No matter how clean the children’s boots are when they put them out, they may find no presents in them on December 6th.

A troupe of flying reindeer disappeared near the Blackfly Kingdom last Thursday night. 

Messages to the North Pole and to the Blackfly Kingdom have not been answered. The search for St. Nicholas continues.

Readers sighting St. Nicholas or flying reindeer are asked to contact the Proclamation immediately.
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Nero copied the details onto index cards, ran back down the dungeon stairs. If he was leaving in disgrace, he’d rather get it over with. Twyla couldn’t have seen the Proclamation yet, but he didn’t want to be there when she did. Too embarrassing.


He stuck his head in the door of her workshop. “I have to get home right away.”


“So soon?” Twyla came over from her workbench, holding out the wrench she always used. “Here. Take it.”


Nero looked around, but there was no bolt up high that Twyla might want him to tighten. He looked back at her.


Her face turned pink, but she was still holding the wrench out towards him. “I want you to have it.”


“You want ME to have your best wrench?” Nero was touched. It was her favorite. 


“It’s okay. Take it. You don’t have one—do you?” Twyla held it out again. He couldn’t make himself tell her why she would regret this.


“Thanks.” He put it in his Ox, wondering if he’d ever get a summer like this again. 


A wrench was no match for the Blackfly troubles. No matter how much he felt like bolting Queen Ash into her castle until King Schwartz came back from France.
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 Three days later, Nero pounded on the bolted front door of the Blackfly Castle. Queen Ash didn’t need a doorbell because most visitors were involuntary. After a few moments, an archer opened the door and Nero and his archers went in. 


“Found your way back,” the archer attending the door said to the other two.


Nero ignored them. It wasn’t a new joke.


“We’re B-A-A-CK!” They all gave each other high-fives and laughed as if they had braved a dragon in every kingdom or something. 


Nero couldn’t help having no sense of direction. Or that the archers found it endlessly funny. Princess Twyla was right—fairy gifts were a pain!


The inside of Blackfly Castle was like a layer cake with a hole in the middle. The central tower filled up part of the hole. Open galleries on each floor made the castle look like an opera house. 


Normally, the middle courtyard was quiet and deserted because the cozy rooms were up by the bread oven. Today, the courtyard was full of reindeer.


A fine net had been spread over the courtyard so they couldn’t fly away. Nero’s face burned. Any doubts about the Proclamation’s lead story were gone now. His heart sank. Of all the things Queen Ash had done, this one was the worse.


Nero walked up to the reindeer grazing near the edge and reached out to touch a velvet nose. 


The reindeer plunged away from him and the whole group stampeded to the other side of the courtyard. They twisted their necks and looked at him, wide-eyed. He held up his hands to show that he meant no harm, but they didn’t budge. The biggest one closed its eyes and lowered its head, giving a moan that sounded like pain.


“Sorry, sorry. I’m going already.” Nero jogged up the steps to the level where Queen Ash had her office. Her windows overlooked the Rhine River. She liked to keep an eye on things, indoors and out. 


The circular castle confused most visitors and new archers, but it was actually easier for Nero. He could always take an extra lap or two whenever he went the wrong way.


Outside Queen Ash’s office, Nero took a few deep, slow breaths. Everyone said he was a persuasive speaker. He had an InterKingdom Speech Tournament trophy. 


But convincing Queen Ash to change her mind was the true test. On the trip, he’d filled up lots of index cards with his strongest arguments for letting St. Nicholas go. He looked them over one more time and stuffed the cards into his pocket.


He knocked.


“What is it now?” Queen Ash called through the door. “Did the prisoner escape?”


Nero went in and shut the door behind him. “Prisoner, Ma’am?” 


“Oh, it’s you. Finally got tired of that little inventor princess?” Queen Ash held out her hand. Without saying anything, Nero bent and kissed it. The queen didn’t like hearing about the youngest princess of Cochem, even though Twyla was her niece.


He decided not to mention King Schwartz’s message. Damage control was easier when Queen Ash didn’t know Nero was doing it. “I came right home as soon as I saw your picture in the Proclamation.”


Queen Ash re-settled her crown and purred. “Nothing like being proclaimed to the Seven Kingdoms to put spring back into my heart.”


Nero’s time in Cochem had shown him that Queen Ash’s view of the world’s rules was not quite the same as everyone else’s. 


Queen Ash went to the full-length mirror, checking herself over from crown to toe. Her hand went to her keys and played with the skeleton key to the dungeon. A sign that someone was probably in it. “How flattering was it?”


“Actually, it wasn’t flattering at all,” Nero said, thinking of the line about the “reckless Blackfly queen.”


But the queen’s gaze in the mirror was focused on her head. Her eyes narrowed. “They left my crown off again?”


“No, Ma'am. The Proclamation said that the Blackfly Kingdom had forgotten how much it owed to the other kingdoms.”


Queen Ash snorted. “As if Oliver would ever let me forget.”


Oliver was the queen’s older brother and King of Cochem Kingdom. She had “borrowed” his Velvet Purse full of silver and spent it painting his castle black. Unsurprisingly, King Oliver wanted his silver back.


Queen Ash laid down her spyglass and adjusted her crown. “I think I like being in a Proclamation or two. Oliver forgets he’s not the only one leading a kingdom. . .Unless I come up with something better?” 


Before this conversation, Nero had hoped a new Proclamation might bury the bad news about the Blackflys. But standing in front of Queen Ash, he changed his mind. “I don’t think you need anything. . .else. The Proclamation should be up for a long time. It just went up yesterday.”


This brought Nero back to the reason he’d come home. “Would you like me to check on the prisoner?”


Queen Ash looked at him sharply. “St. Nicholas is perfectly safe in the water dungeon.”


“Of course, Ma'am.” Nero’s charm kept his voice as mild as milk. It was true then. As Crown Prince, he couldn’t act against the queen, but he had to save her from herself. 


St. Nicholas! 


Of all people!


Nero turned his face away. Even if he got St. Nicholas and his reindeer out tonight, the Blackflys would never live down the shame of locking him up in the water dungeon. 


He coughed. “According to the Seven Kingdoms’ Christmas Agreement, St. Nicholas doesn’t owe tolls, Ma’am.”


“He flew over our airspace,” Queen Ash said. “It’s not like I’m going to MAKE any money on St. Nicholas. Do you have any idea how much flying reindeer eat? And the creatures are so spoiled! If you put down hay that got the tiniest bit damp once, a long time ago, they sneeze up a storm and trample all over it. Picky eaters.”


Nero grabbed the opening she’d given him. “If you’d like them to leave, you could unroll the black carpet for St. Nicholas and send him home. Make it look like he’s been here as an honored guest. Everyone in the Seven Kingdoms would think he’d stayed in the AirCastle room instead of the dungeon.”


Queen Ash frowned. “AirCastle is an idea.” Her head tilted side to side, as if she was thinking it over. “But I won’t make breakfast.”


“If he’s leaving, Ma’am,” Nero said, in his most charming voice, “he won’t need breakfast. Think what a savings that would be. Of course, the real savings would be the reindeer feed. Your AirCastle would be famous too, because you could say St. Nicholas had been here.”


Queen Ash tapped her foot on the stone floor, thinking it over.


Nero waited, hoping he’d said enough.


“Very well,” Queen Ash said. “But he’s not leaving until he’s paid up. Oh, and I’ll pick out his room myself. You get to go out and cut grass so we won’t have to buy it. Every day. If these beasts aren’t fed daily, they start leaping up in the air and make a mess of the whole castle. Take two archers! We don’t have time for you to get lost.”


Grrr. The queen had twisted his AirCastle idea right around. Nero could see himself hunting for grass, further and further away every day which would make it much harder to help St. Nicholas escape. He definitely didn’t want sneering Blackfly archers following him around. “But—”


“Now what?” Queen Ash went over to her desk, muttering about demanding children.


Pouring on the charm, Nero wove her complaint into what he wanted to say. “You’re right, Ma’am. Children will be demanding. Without St. Nicholas, the children will be unhappy on December 6th. And their parents—”


“That’s. The. Whole. Point.” Queen Ash spoke with exaggerated patience. “What do they teach in Crown Prince training? If no one cares whether St. Nicholas got out or not, I wouldn’t be able to hold him for ransom. It’s basic economics.”


Nero gave up his point about unrest in the Blackfly Kingdom because of unhappy families and tried with his last point. “The Fairy Council for the Protection of Magical Creatures will give us a lot of trouble about the reindeer.”


Queen Ash looked up from her desk. “Which is why YOU should be out cutting grass. The Council wouldn’t like them going hungry. Remind me again why you’re still here?”


“I’m going now, Ma’am.” Nero saluted.


“Excellent news.”


Nero backed out of her office, fuming. Persuasive speaking wasn’t enough. Magic wasn’t enough. How was he supposed to control the damage? Queen Ash acted like she was listening and then did whatever she wanted to do. What good was a magnetic personality when it had no impact on her at all? 


The Blackfly Kingdom was supposed to be gearing up to sell King Schwartz’s French-style goodies. But no one was going to buy baked goods from St. Nick’s kidnappers. Queen Ash’s debts were going to ruin the kingdom, even if the Crown Prince wasn’t allowed to say so.


Hopeless. Nero threw his hands above his head. He hadn’t even gotten the key to the water dungeon.








CHAPTER TWO

The Fairy Godfather
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WHEN NERO CAME out of Queen Ash’s office, St. Nicholas’s reindeer were bellowing. The archers were wearing earmuffs over their earplugs. And sweating. 


Something had to be done. The reindeer needed food right away. They had to keep their strength up until St. Nicholas could escape. 


But if Nero was out cutting hay, he’d be wandering over the hills and valleys of the Seven Kingdoms while the queen blackened the Blackfly reputation more every day. Nero wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. He needed to be fast and efficient. He needed help.


Usually, Nero kept as far away from the fairy world as possible. His fairy godfather had checked on him a few times, but Nero hadn’t ever called his fairy godfather. Morse Code was supposed to be best. So he dug through his Ox until he found a Morse Code decoder dial and tapped out a message. “Calling Monito del Monte, calling Monito del Monte. . . Come in, Monito del Monte.”


Nothing happened. Too bad he couldn’t take the Morse code tapper over to Twyla to have her look at it. She could fix anything. Cochem Kingdom and a busy, laughing summer with a friend were both far away. 


Nero went out on the island. Maybe reception would be better by the river. It was also a little quieter out here, away from the reindeer. He was sitting on a rock smoothed by the Rhine, with his Ox beside him, when Monito del Monte flew up in front of his face.


The tiny Fairy Godparent Inspector flipped open his wallet and his eyes flicked back and forth from wallet to Nero’s face. His wings buzzed like a hummingbird’s.


“Identity checked,” he spoke into a tiny recorder device. Then he turned his wallet around so Nero could see his microscopic ID card, as if he expected Nero to confirm his identity. 


People felt better when you followed protocol, especially if you were about to ask them to break it. Nero looked back and forth between the card and Monito del Monte. “Identity checked.”


His fairy godfather snapped his wallet shut and landed on Nero’s fist. “What can I do for you, señor?” 


This was the tricky part. “I need to turn off my fairy gift.”


Monito del Monte whipped a tiny notebook out of his pocket and held his pencil at the ready, “Rationale?”


“I can’t do my job if I’m lost all the time,” Nero said.


Monito del Monte frowned. “Getting lost has nothing to do with your gift. It’s not a known side effect.” He clapped his notebook shut.


For the FGI, the case was clearly closed. 


Nero tried another angle. “Isn’t my magnetic personality supposed to help? King Schwartz wants me to do damage control.” He lowered his voice. “You know, keep Queen Ash out of trouble.”


“Damage control.” Monito del Monte grunted and opened his notebook again. “The Fairy Council doesn’t give guidance about how gifts should be used. You need room for individual development. But using gifts against the members of the royal family is irregular.” He shook his head. 


“It doesn’t actually work on members of the Blackfly family.” At least it didn’t work on Queen Ash. Nero had never needed charm to get along with King Schwartz. “Did the Fairy Council think I’d be using it on everyone in the Seven Kingdoms?” 


Charm wasn’t a way to prevent damage, only a way to try to cover it up for a while. Pointless. The price was way too high—being constantly lost or stuck for life with a Blackfly archer “buddy.” Nero was sure the two things were connected. It was no kind of life for a prince. 


Someday, he would have to lead a kingdom. A little practice before then was only common sense. But how could he practice with a magnetic personality that broke every compass he touched? 


“Couldn’t you turn off my gift for a few weeks? Let me practice a little without it.” Nero wasn’t above using his gift on his FGI Come on! He smiled. Two weeks of blue sky and puffy white clouds. Once he’d proven himself, maybe he could get it turned off for good.


“Hmmm. I need more details if you want me to try and get this approved. Why do you need two weeks?” Monito del Monte was the FGI and the one who did approvals, but Nero didn’t even raise his eyebrows.


He rummaged through his Ox, pulled out the stack of index cards about reindeer, and fanned out the cards about reindeer diseases in front of the FGI “I need to find hay for St. Nicholas’s reindeer, so they stay healthy.”


Monito’s eyes narrowed. “So it’s true? The Blackfly Kingdom has captured magical creatures? I’ll have to get in touch with the Fairy Council.”


“Actually, St. Nicholas is staying as a guest at the AirCastle.” Nero hated himself for saying it. Telling the fairy world the queen had kidnapped St. Nicholas with his reindeer was the opposite of damage control.


Monito del Monte gave him a long look and made a few more notes in his notebook.


Nero had to get the hay. He tried to think of a better reason for turning off his charm. What about Twyla’s hot air balloon rally? It had to be two weeks at least for the crews to get to all Seven Kingdoms and back. 


He didn’t know when it would be, but a crew had to prepare ahead of time, right? His FGI had to approve. It was the perfect short-term leadership project. Fairy gifts were all about leadership.


He cleared his throat. “Harold #1 is going off to the Royal Aeronautical Academy for a year, so Cochem Kingdom needs back-up for the bookmobile,” Nero said. “Princess Twyla’s having a Rally to pick out the best crew.” The Rally had been Nero’s idea, but he didn’t mention that part. “It would be my chance to fly over the Seven Kingdoms, get the big picture, survey the terrain. Educational.”


Monito del Monte didn’t even look up from his notebook. “Your gift doesn’t need to be suspended for any of those activities.”


Nero coughed. This was more than a little mean. All the other crews would be able to use maps and compasses. “If I ever got home again, it would be pure chance.”


“No, no, señor.” Monito shook his head. “If you can’t find your way home with the gift, you’d never find your way without it. You need more practice.”


“This would give me lots of it.” Nero tried an earnest look. “To get to the BookDrops, I’ll have to cross over every part of the Seven Kingdoms.”


“Sounds perfect. Why don’t you do it?”


Nero stared at him. Did he mean it? Was that even possible? When Nero had first suggested a Rally to Twyla, she’d offered Cochem’s balloon. “Why don’t you borrow it?”


He’d turned her down. But if his fairy godfather fixed his gift. . .it could all work. The Rally was supposed to find a back-up team. Cochem didn’t need to compete. All of a sudden, Nero felt a little light-headed.


But Monito only made a check mark in his notebook.


The lightheadedness ebbed and Nero attacked again. “The only reason I don’t get lost inside the castle is because it’s round. I can always go around again. Balloons go every which way—” Nero moved his hands up, down, and sideways. “That’s a lot more ways to get lost. Is it fair to lose a crew because of my magical charm?”


Monito del Monte nodded approvingly and jotted in his book. “Concern for the team. Right on schedule. Actually, how old are you?”


“Twelve.” Nero was finally getting his point across. He’d outgrown his fairy gift.


Monito del Monte added a check mark to something in his book, made a quick motion with his hand, and Nero felt himself caught in a fairy lasso.


Fairy lassos were a very bad sign. “Wait—what are you doing? I mean, please don’t—”


“It’s time for a booster,” Monito del Monte said. “Hold still, señor,” as if Nero could have done anything else. His fairy godfather took his retractable wand out of his pocket, waved it over Nero, and had it back in his inside pocket before the shower of magic finished raining down. 


“Get a little extra rest for the next 24 hours.” Monito del Monte released the lasso. But then he ripped the sheet of paper out of his notebook and handed it to Nero. It read: “Request Denied.”


“Will there be anything else?”


“No, sir.” Nero needed less magical help, not more.


Monito del Monte flew away. Behind him, the top center of the Blackfly Castle heaved up and down like a net full of flying fish. 


Correction: a net full of flying reindeer. 


Their anguished bellows tore at Nero. He’d just wasted more time with his FGI.


“Sorry, sorry!” he called, running towards the castle, Ox in hand. This was no time for extra rest.






CHAPTER THREE

Lost in Your Backyard
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THE BLACKFLY CASTLE was on a rock island in the middle of the Rhine. It wasn’t a place where things grew. If they did, they got washed away whenever the river got higher. So, finding reindeer feed meant at least a rowboat ride to the shore and a steep hike up the side of the gorge behind a donkey and cart. The only flat meadows were up above the city.


With the reindeer at the bellowing stage, it was time to hustle. Nero leapt into the Blackfly rowboat, put his Ox in the bottom of the rowboat, and took the tiller. 


“Get in!” he told his archers.


“Don’t you think—” the first archer said.


“Yeah—” the second archer said.


Nero shook his head. “If I steer, you can both row. We’ll get there much faster.” He might have no sense of direction but he could still find the Blackfly’s back yard.


“Okey, dokey.”


“Whatever the boss-man says.” The second archer was always good for a dig. The archers climbed in.


Crossing to the shore, Nero steered the rowboat away from Blackfly Island and in between rocks and shallows. Once, he waited for a big boat to pass by and wondered if the queen would collect a big toll. 


That always improved her mood. To be honest, it couldn’t hurt. Queen Ash might think she could pay off the Blackfly debt with gold earned from kidnapped reindeer, but Nero didn’t. The gold would have to go back to the circus.


On shore, they tied up their rowboat. Nero went to hitch up the Blackfly donkey, waiting in its small pen, to a narrow vineyard cart. The donkey shied, throwing its hind feet out and blasting a hee-haw that made Nero’s teeth rattle. 


He staggered back, calling to his archers and studying the donkey. Blackfly donkeys usually had dark coats. This one had white furry ears. Nero didn’t have a stack of index cards about donkeys. It hadn’t seemed necessary. “Is this one new? It doesn’t like me at all. Can one of you do it?”


The archers had no trouble hitching up the donkey. It stood absolutely still.


“Excellent.” Nero rubbed his hands together to cover his embarrassment. He put his Ox in the cart. “Let’s get that hay.”


They drove the cart along the outside of the city wall. The archers kept looking at Nero and smirking. But then everyone was acting a little strange today in Kaub. You’d think they’d never seen their own Crown Prince with a donkey and cart.


One man passed them, did a double-take, threw his little girl up onto his shoulders, and jogged away as fast as he could go.


It seemed far to the city gate today. Once they got inside the city, they would still have to weave through the narrow streets to the vineyards. Then there was the zigzagging hike up the switchbacks to the top of the gorge.


“I don’t remember it taking so long to get to the city gate,” Nero said. But then, he wasn’t good at remembering geography.


The first archer choked and the second archer clapped him on the back. But neither said they were going the wrong way, and Nero was too proud to ask them straight out.


“Where’s that cottage with the red and white shutters?” Nero asked. That was how he always found the turn off to the vineyard path.


One of the archers snorted and Nero shut up. He should know better than to make remarks about where he was going. The people had probably painted their shutters a new color.


A few houses later, Nero saw a path and whistled to the archers who had gone right past it. “There it is!”


“Are you sure, sir?” the first archer asked, but Nero’s archers were always trying to make him more uncertain about geography than he already was, so he paid no attention.


The path grew steeper, winding up the slope in long zigzags. Nero pushed the back of the cart and let his archers go to the donkey’s head. How lost could he get going up? Up was a lot more work, but it had the advantage of feeling very different than Down—even for a prince with no sense of direction.


The next switchback was so sharp that Nero and the donkey came nose-to-nose. The donkey stopped. The archers shouted, but the donkey splayed its legs and refused to move.


The reindeer in the castle had given Nero the same look before they’d stampeded in the courtyard. He let go of the cart and stepped away from the group.


The donkey went up the trail with no trouble.


Nero shrugged. Nothing was making sense today. After that, he left extra space between himself and the donkey and only pushed the cart in between switchbacks. 


“It’s hot, isn’t it?” Nero called up to the archers. 


“Sure is.” The second archer unbuttoned his wool uniform jacket while looking down at Nero.


Queen Ash wouldn’t have approved. Nero didn’t mind. He would much rather the archers save their strength for cutting lots of hay for the reindeer.


Then both archers took off their hats and uniform jackets and put them in the cart.


“Good thing the sun’s on the other side,” Nero said when they came back to help push the cart up an especially steep turn.


“The sun’s on the other side,” the first archer repeated. Both archers collapsed into giggles.


Nero offered them some water to drink in case they had heat stroke, but they only lay back on the grassy meadow and thumped the ground with their hands. It must be some private joke.


Rolling his eyes, Nero went to the cart to get a scythe and cast an approving eye over the meadow. 


This was the stuff to get the reindeer strong enough to fly away from the Blackfly Castle. St. Nicholas’s Day was coming right up. 


St. Nicholas needed to get home and get ready for his December 5th run. Every child in the Seven Kingdoms would be looking in their boots the next morning, on St. Nicholas’s Day, to see what he’d brought them. 


Nero didn’t want to disappoint them. He got to work, scything a row of grass.


Eventually, the archers joined in. One guided the donkey, tossing the cut grass into the cart, and the other cut another row. 


“We can cut more, but let’s take just enough for the reindeer to eat today,” Nero said. Green hay heated up as it dried, sometimes hot enough to catch on fire. Burning the castle down before King Schwartz came home was the opposite of damage control. 


Nero swung his scythe through the grass. Sometimes it paid to do a little reading in the Palace Agricultural Library. 


“What do you want us to do with the rest?” the archer at the end of the row pointed to the cut grass that wouldn’t fit in the wagon any more.


“Leave it to dry for tomorrow or the day after. Good work, archers! We’re making great progress here.” Nero tried not to think about how much he’d rather be working in the dungeon with Twyla.


They got to the other end of the meadow and Nero laid down his scythe for a rest. He noticed something pink in the distance. “I didn’t know there were any pink castles on this side of the Rhine,” he said, making harmless conversation.


“Where?” The first archer looked so innocent that Nero was sure this was a practical joke, but he couldn’t figure it out. It wasn’t like an archer could move a whole castle.


Nero pointed at the pink brickwork in the castle’s middle section. “Doesn’t it look like the Rose Kingdom?”


The second archer cleared his throat. “That’s because it is the Rose Kingdom, sir.”


Both archers stood at attention, looking right through Nero, but he knew they’d known the whole time. He pretended they were really showing him respect and hoped his acting skills were better than theirs.


Opening his Ox, he flipped through an old stack of cards showing the castles of the Seven Kingdoms. 


Rose Kingdom. Pink brickwork. Check.


Nero looked at the amount of grass they had cut without asking permission first. He’d been positive they were in their own fields above Kaub. And they’d been in Oberwesel instead. That was why the city wall was so long and the man had run away. He’d probably read the latest Proclamation about St. Nicholas. The Blackflys weren’t popular in the Seven Kingdoms at the moment.


Why had he ignored all the funny things he’d noticed? 


Because his archers had been with him. 


He’d stupidly thought they would tell him if he was going the wrong way. When he thought it over, they had tried to say something a few times. 


They hadn’t tried very hard. But he’d also ignored them. Because he thought he knew where he was going. They were supposed to be cutting hay on the other side of the Rhine. How embarrassing!


The field had looked different than he’d remembered, but that was nothing new, for him. “Wait—look at those ruins! Are we near the Saffron Kingdom too?”


Nero sat down at the edge of the meadow and tried to make a decision about the grass they’d already cut—from someone else’s meadow.


After the donkey-cart-pushing and scything, he was hot, sweaty, and tired, but what was really bothering him was a strange kind of dizziness. 


He put his head down between his knees and tried a few deep breaths. 


He lay down flat.


The meadow spun around in an untrustworthy way. This must be what the FGI had meant about getting extra rest.


Closing his eyes to block out the spinning, Nero tried to make a decision.


Grass couldn’t be glued back on.


The reindeer also needed it right away. Kidnapping them was terrible but starving them was truly unforgivable. They had to be strong and flying as soon as possible to get St. Nicholas out of the Blackfly Kingdom.


Nero bumped a stone block with his fist. If they were this close to the ruins, they must be in the Saffron Kingdom. The Saffron Kingdom had several perfectly good castles, but their old ruins sprawled for a long way.


When his archers came over and looked down at him, Nero had reached his decision. “Take the grass to the reindeer as fast as possible. It’s very green—don’t let it stand outside the Blackfly Arms until everything catches on fire. I’ll go to the Saffron Kingdom and apologize for cutting their grass.” He couldn’t even offer to pay, only to add it to the list of dreary Blackfly debts.


“You?” the first archer asked.


It was hard to be properly leader-like while lying on your back in the grass, but Nero did his best. “Please help me to the edge of the Saffron ruins and I’ll get the rest of the way by myself.”


Each archer offered Nero an elbow, as if he were a princess wearing impossible shoes or a gown with a train as long as the Rhine. Struggling to his feet, Nero held back a groan. He couldn’t afford to be proud. He had to do his duty, but he didn’t move until they brought his Ox.


They dragged him, stumbling, over the field, past the “Welcome to Saffron Kingdom!” sign, and dropped him and his Ox on a convenient broken piece of wall.


“Thank you.” Nero fought for breath. “Take. The. Wagon. To. Bellowing. Reindeer. Other archers. Queen. Waiting.” He collapsed sideways on the stone wall. 


The archers saluted
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