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      This is Book 6 in my Tangled Tales series. The de Bar siblings have been cursed by the old witch, Hecuba, and 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, paranormal retellings of the age-old fairy tales you probably remember from childhood.
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      With night closing in fast, Cinderella ran through the back streets of Inglewood trying to get away from the man who was following her. Her lungs felt heavy with the dense night air as she desperately tried to catch her breath. Just a little further and she’d be back at the old town’s stable where she’d paid a boy to watch her horse hours ago. She needed to get back to the manor and should not be in town this late.

      The approaching fog slinked through the narrow streets like an adder slithering after its prey. It swirled around her ankles and slowly rose up, filling the air. The dark streets lit up in an eerie glow from the scant light of the lanterns hanging from posts in front of each shop in town. Fear coursed through her body and her vision clouded.

      Cinderella slowed and glanced back over her shoulder, searching the street for the man she was sure was following her. Sure enough, his tall, dark silhouette passed by under the street lamp, enabling her to see his body covered entirely by a long, black cloak. He was getting closer!

      Her heart pounded in her ears making her head feel like a drum. Trying to lose him, she sped around a corner, only to crash into a drunken man stinking from whiskey. The old, fat man wore ragged and dirty clothes, not unlike her own.

      “It’s my lucky night,” said the man, looking her up and down. She gripped tighter to the travel bag in her hand that held her stepsisters’ shoes. If it weren’t for Greta and Beatrice and their impossible requests, she’d be home safe and sound at Inglewood Manor right now. Her stepsisters were haughty and mean and also spoiled by their mother. They insisted on having new shoes for the upcoming dance at Castle Fremont.

      Cinderella didn’t like to think poorly of her own family, but sometimes she felt as if she didn’t belong with Greta, Beatrice, and their mother, Agnes Trevane. Even her father, Baron Hubert Trevane was an angry, greedy man. He’d been awful to the townspeople, taxing them three times as much as was proper. She hoped no one recognized her here in town. If so, just being related to the baron would turn people against her.

      “Where are you going in such a hurry, wench?” the man asked. “And what have you got for me in that bag?” His eyes switched from her body to the overstuffed, heavy travel bag in her grip. The people of the town were poor. Besides the few merchants, there was nothing to be found here but whores, drunkards, and beggars. Garbage filled the narrow streets, and the stench was so strong it made her stomach turn. Wooden and stone buildings rose up around her, two stories high. The second floors jutted out over the streets, and the residents dumped their chamber pots and food scraps out the windows to the ground below.

      “I need to get home. Now please, step aside,” she told the man, trying to sound brave although she was not. Lately, Cinderella had lost her memory of the past, and it shook her confidence as well as made her unsure of everything.

      The bag slung over her shoulder was made of canvas. It was filled with not only the new shoes she’d picked up from the cordwainer’s shop, but also beeswax candles from the chandler, and her stepmother’s favorite white bread from the baker. If this man stole any of these things, she would be severely punished when she returned to the manor without them.

      “Give me the bag.” The man’s plump, filthy fingers reached out for it, but Cinderella took a step backward.

      “Leave me alone,” she said in a shaky voice, close enough to see the man’s blackened teeth and bloodshot eyes. He had a menacing appearance and was not to be trusted.

      “I haven’t had a young, fair maiden like you for quite some time now.” He reached out with both hands, meaning to grab her. Trying to protect herself, she swung the heavy travel bag at him, hitting him square in the groin. A moan and a whoosh of air left his mouth as he bent over with his hands between his knees. It gave her the time she needed to take off at a run and make distance between them.

      “You there,” came a deep voice from behind her. It was her stalker from the shadows. He’d been following her for the past hour, she was sure of it. Her heart picked up a beat. The sound of his boot heels clomping on the wooden walkway in front of the butcher’s shop echoed in the night. His pace quickened. She had to move faster!

      She crossed the street, not able to see much in the fog. It was getting difficult to find her way in the dark. The laughter of whores from the nearby tavern told her she was nearing the stable. In a sense, it made her feel relieved but, at the same time, very nervous. Where there were whores, there were drunken men, and she’d had her fill with that already tonight. Her boot got stuck in the muddy road, causing her to fall and soil her gown. Things were going from bad to worse.

      The haunting wail of a dog in the distance caused a shiver to run up her spine. Why had her stepmother insisted she finish her chores before sending her to town? Because of it, she was far behind schedule. It was much too late to be out without an escort. She needed to get home immediately.

      As she struggled to stand, sinking into the rut in the road, she felt two strong hands slip under her arms and pull her to her feet.

      “Let me help you.”

      She would have been happy about it if she hadn’t recognized the voice as the man who had been following her. She gripped the travel bag tightly in both hands and swung it around, hitting the man square in the chest. Then she took off at a run again.

      “Cinderella, wait!” shouted the man from behind her, frightening her that he knew her name. “Ella, please stop!”

      The sound of his voice lodged in her brain when he’d called her Ella. Her family called her Cinderella. She didn’t have any friends, so no one called her Ella. However, she found herself somewhat liking the name. For some reason, it seemed familiar – as if that was what she should be called.

      A faceless person flashed through her mind. It was almost as if she remembered hearing this man’s voice, or perhaps knowing him somehow. The fog became thicker, and she shook her head in frustration. She couldn’t be sure of anything anymore. This whole night was like a dream. Nay, it was more like a nightmare. Ever since she slipped on the wet floor and hit her head months ago, she hadn’t been able to remember anything from the past. Her memories were stripped from her, leaving her feeling naked and vulnerable. Ella’s life had changed forever.

      A boy walked out of the fog holding the reins of a horse.

      “Gilderoy,” she said with a breath of relief, seeing the stable boy with her horse. Finally, she was safe from her stalker in the night and would be able to get home.

      

      “My lord, there you are. I’ve been looking for you.” The squire emerged from the fog.

      Sir William Fremont stood fixated, watching the girl disappear into the night, not turning to acknowledge him.

      “Keep your voice down, and don’t use my title,” William reminded him. “I don’t want the townspeople to know who I am.” He pulled the hood of his cloak lower to hide his face. “Did you distribute the bag of coins amongst the townsfolk?”

      “I did,” said his squire, Troy.

      “And did anyone ask questions?”

      “Not a one.” Troy was tall and lanky but very skilled with a sword. At eight and ten years of age, he’d spent the last three years at William’s side campaigning for the king. “With our disguises, they think we are naught but thieves in the night.” Troy chuckled. “I must say this was a clever idea how to help the townspeople.” The squire wore tattered clothes like a commoner. William wore the clothes of a nobleman but they were hidden by a full-length cloak.

      “We are naught but thieves in the night,” William muttered, wondering what the Baron of Inglewood was going to say when his steward and reeve returned with a bag of rocks instead of the exorbitant taxes he’d forced the townspeople to pay. William heard about this while on the docks. The baron was overtaxing the merchants and tradesmen, and most of them were starving and about to lose their businesses. That’s when William decided to step in and do something about it.

      “Who was that girl you’ve been following all evening?” asked Troy.

      “I am not sure. But she reminds me of someone I once knew.”

      “And who would that be?”

      “Cinderella de Bar,” he said, barely above a whisper. Just saying her name aloud brought emotions bubbling to the surface.

      “De Bar?” asked Troy. “The only de Bars I know are nobles. That girl was naught but a commoner, or didn’t you notice?”

      “I noticed,” he answered, feeling very confused. “Perhaps it is only a coincidence, after all, that she looked like Ella. Lucio de Bar, Ella’s father, would never let his daughter be seen in peasant’s attire. Neither would he let her travel at night unescorted – and to a dangerous town such as this.”

      “Shall we get back to the castle?” asked Troy, looking over his shoulder at the townspeople watching them from the shadows.

      “Aye,” he said with a nod, turning to go. But his head snapped up when he heard the sound of hoofbeats pounding the ground, coming right toward them. Through the fog emerged the same girl he’d been following, but she was now on horseback. He held up his arms, trying to stop her.

      “Halt!” he commanded, only managing to spook the horse. It reared up, pawing the air and neighing loudly. When it did, something fell, thumping hard against the earth. The girl somehow managed to stay seated. A beam of moonlight broke through the fog, lighting up her face, bathing her in an angelic glow. The hood of her traveling cape fell back, exposing her head. Her long, blond hair spilled out elegantly around her shoulders. Her violet eyes opened wide and their gazes interlocked.

      “Ella,” he shouted, knowing now that it truly was Ella de Bar. He was not mistaken. They had been very close at one time and were even supposed to be betrothed. But then he was sent overseas to fight for the king and hadn’t been back to England in years.

      “Ella, it’s me – William,” he told her, but she acted as if she didn’t know him. He pushed his hood from his head to show her his face but, still, she showed no signs of recognition.

      “Yaw!” she shouted, kicking her feet into the horse’s sides and speeding away, disappearing into the night.

      William ran to the middle of the road trying to see her through the fog. She’d been swallowed up into the night as if the whole thing were naught but a dream.

      “Was that her, then?” asked Troy, stretching his neck trying to see into the fog.

      “Aye, it was.” William looked down and spied something on the ground. He bent over and picked it up.

      “What do you have there?” asked Troy curiously.

      “It looks like her horse threw a shoe,” he said, rubbing his fingers over the metal, lost in his thoughts of the past. He loved Ella and wanted to marry her. They had spent special times together and even shared a kiss and intimate moments. She was supposed to have been his wife. He couldn’t get the memories of her out of his mind.

      “A horseshoe?” asked Troy. “Did you want me to give it to the blacksmith?” He reached out for it, but William moved it away.

      “Nay. I’ll keep it.”

      “Keep it? I don’t understand. It’s just a shoe – from a horse. Why would you want it?”

      “It’s more than that. It’s my only clue to finding a girl I once had but lost. Now, let’s get back to Castle Fremont. In the morning, I will start my search for Cinderella.”
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      “You’re late!” snapped Agnes, standing with her arms crossed over her chest as Ella entered the great hall. Ella had left the horse with the stable boy and hurried into the manor, hoping not to be reprimanded. However, that wasn’t going to happen.

      “I’m sorry, but the cordwainer took longer than expected to finish the shoes.” Ella pushed back a stray lock of hair and tried to smooth down her mud-caked gown.

      “Egads, don’t come strolling into my great hall looking like that.” Her father, Baron Hubert Trevane stood talking to his knights, a tankard of ale gripped in his hand. He was a tall, regal man who thought only about himself. He didn’t seem to like Ella much, and she wished she knew why. If only she could remember her childhood, she might have her answers. She felt no connection at all to the man. He told her she had no siblings from his first marriage but wouldn’t tell her anything more. Since Ella’s accident, she couldn’t remember much. All she had were feelings that told her something wasn’t right, but she had no idea why she felt this way.

      “Mother, where are our shoes?” Greta sashayed over with her younger sister, Beatrice at her side. They were twenty-four and twenty-two years old. At their ages, they should be married by now. Ella was twenty and was well past marrying age, too. No one wanted to marry a girl whose childbearing years were limited.

      “Give me that.” Agnes ripped the travel bag from Ella’s hand, not even caring enough to ask what happened to her tonight. She opened it, looked inside and scowled. “What were you doing in town so long?” she asked with a stiff upper lip.

      “I was doing the chores you sent me to do.” Ella looked down to the floor rather than meet her stepmother’s angry eyes.

      “Mother, the candles are broken.” Greta reached in and pulled out two broken beeswax candles.

      “And the bread is smashed.” Agnes held up a loaf of bread to prove her point.

      “Our shoes! They’re ruined,” sniffed Beatrice stretching her neck to see into the bag.

      “You did this on purpose because you are jealous of your sisters,” snapped Agnes, throwing the bread to the floor. Two hounds rushed up and fought over it, snarling and snapping their jaws.

      “Stop it,” Hubert shouted to the dogs from across the hall.

      “I was attacked by a drunkard and had to fight him off,” Ella explained.

      “Did you have to use the travel bag to do it?” Greta pulled her shoes from the bag. They were side-laced soft shoes made of silk with embroidered flowers. “Mother, they are covered in wax. I will never be able to use these when our invitations come for the dance at Castle Fremont.”

      “Mine are ruined, too, covered with bread,” complained Beatrice, pulling out flat ankle strap shoes made of smooth, soft suede.

      “I’m sorry,” said Ella. “I was being stalked by a man, too. When I ran from him, I crashed into a drunkard who tried to take the bag. He also wanted to rape me. It is lucky I got away.” Mud dripped down Ella’s gown, pooling at her feet.

      The baron came over and spoke in a hushed voice. “Get her out of here,” he grumbled.

      “Ella, go to your room at once,” commanded her stepmother.

      “But I’m hungry and covered in mud.”

      “You heard your mother. Now, go,” said the baron.

      “She’s only my stepmother,” Ella grumbled, heading away.

      “Aye, but I’m your father, and you’ll not talk back to me,” the baron called after her. “For that, you will go hungry tonight. Guard, lock her in her tower room.”

      “Aye, my lord,” answered a guard, taking Ella by the elbow and dragging her to her small, lonely room in the tower.

      Once there, the guard pushed her inside and closed and locked the door. Ella lit a tallow candle and carried it over to the open window. She looked outside, wondering why she felt like such an outcast. It was a lonely feeling being unwanted by the rest of her family. If only she could remember what she did that made them so angry with her to treat her this way.

      Closing the shutter, she made her way to her worn pallet on the floor. Her thoughts were on the man she’d seen in town. Was he a stalker or did he somehow know her since he called her by name? His voice had scared her. Yet, when he’d called her Ella, it somehow comforted her at the same time. It was as if her soul recognized him, though her memory did not. If only she could remember things and people before her fall, perhaps her mind wouldn’t feel so foggy.

      She stripped off her muddy gown and collapsed upon the pallet. Pulling the thin blanket over her, she felt cold, tired and hungry. Mayhap she could fall asleep and find comfort in her dreams instead.
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        * * *

      

      “Take this missive to Lord Lucio de Bar,” said William, handing the rolled up parchment to his messenger. William had only returned to Castle Fremont this morning. He had been campaigning for the king and was gone for nearly three years. His younger brother, Terris, had ruled in his absence.

      “Where might I find Lord Lucio de Bar?” asked his messenger.

      “I don’t know. I have been gone long. My guess is to look at Babeny Castle.”

      “Nay, that is his son, Hugh’s castle now.” Terris made himself comfortable on a chair, leaning back and stretching out his long legs atop the bed.

      “What do you mean?” asked William, walking across the solar, swiping at his brother’s feet. “And keep your dirty boots off my bed.”

      “Your bed?” Terris looked up and scowled.

      “Did you think I was going to let you stay in my solar now that I’ve returned?” asked William. “You are welcome to stay on as my advisor, but you’ll move to a different room now that I am lord again.”

      Terris grumbled but didn’t dare go up against his brother. Since William was the oldest son, he inherited this castle and lands from their late father. He had ruled as lord since he was eighteen years old. In five years’ time, he took the run-down castle and demesne and built it up to the highest standards. With their mother dead, as well, the brothers worked together to make Castle Fremont the best it could be.

      “Nay, try Tavistock Castle instead,” said Terris, laying his sword across his lap and shining it with his sleeve.

      “Tavistock Castle? You mean Chaserton Castle. Why would Lucio be there?” asked William.

      “You’ve been gone long, Brother. Earl Chaserton is dead, and the word is that Lucio’s daughter, Rapunzel, just married a Dragon Lord. They reside there now. The name of the castle is no longer Chaserton.”

      “Rapunzel? Hugh’s little sister is married?” William laughed, knowing how spoiled the girl was, being the youngest of the de Bar siblings. “I can’t imagine any man would ever be good enough for her.”

      “Shall I go to Tavistock then, my lord?” asked the messenger.

      “Aye, and hurry,” said William. “Ride all night and all day if you have to. But it is imperative this missive gets into the hands of Lord Lucio de Bar, do you understand?”

      “Yes, my lord,” said the man with a bow, before heading out the door.

      “What’s so important that you need to send a man out in the middle of the night?” Terris picked up his sword and looked at his reflection, then breathed on it and polished it some more.

      “Lord William thinks he’s seen the girl he was once supposed to marry,” said Troy, pulling up a chair.

      William shook his head at his squire. “Don’t even think of sitting when you’ve got my horse to rub down and my boots to clean.”

      “Aye, my lord.” Troy was halfway in a sitting position, but straightened up and headed over to William to get his boots.

      “The girl you were to marry?” asked Terris, putting his sword flat on his lap and looking up at the ceiling. “Ah, you are talking about Cinderella de Bar.” He laughed and shook his head.

      “What’s so funny?” William plopped down on the bed and stretched out his legs. Troy tugged at one of his boots, trying to remove it.

      “Brother, when you left, if I remember correctly, the girl wanted nothing to do with you.”

      “That’s not true,” protested William. “Her father was going to betroth her to me.”

      “Until Cinderella caught you in the barn with the milkmaid,” added Troy.

      “I never did anything with the milkmaid,” William said in his defense.

      “Really?” His brother stood up and slid his sword back into his scabbard. “Then why was the girl half-undressed?”

      Both Troy and Terris stared at him, waiting for his answer.

      “She was kissing me. I wasn’t kissing her. And the girl pulled off her clothes, no matter what anyone thinks.” William’s boot came loose with a pop and Troy ended up on his read end. William pulled off the other one and threw it to his squire. “Go on, get out of here before I lose my temper.”

      “Aye, my lord.” Troy took the boots and left. William removed his weapon belt and lay back on the bed.

      “You can’t possibly have seen Cinderella because she would never be in town – especially at night. De Bar wouldn’t allow it,” Terris told him.

      “That’s what’s got me so perplexed.” William folded his hands on his stomach and stared up at the ceiling in thought. “She looked so lost and frightened. And she was dressed like a peasant. I helped her up from the ground, and she was covered in mud.”

      “Cinderella in the mud? Now I know you’re addled, Brother.”

      “Nay, it was Ella, I’m sure of it. I saw her face in the moonlight. There was no mistaking her violet eyes and smooth skin of an angel. I wanted to reach out and pull her to me and run my hands through her long, silken locks. Her bones seemed frail, and she was thinner than
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