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Chapter 1:

 


“Merlin’s Balls! I’m so dead!” Snow lamented as he
glanced over his shoulder to see if he’d managed to lose his
pursuers. No such luck. They were right behind him and getting
dangerously closer. Snow kicked his horse’s sides to make it go
faster. “How did it come to this? How did I become a Wanted Man?
I’m too young and handsome to die!”

Snow’s pursuers consisted of five Wizard
Knights who were also on horseback. Three of the horses were racing
across the ground while two of the winged horses were airborne. The
five Wizard Knights had their wands out and shot a barrage of
spells Snow’s way - fireballs, lightning bolts, earth lances, and
sickle-shaped wind blades.

Snow let out an unmanly squeak, held up his
enchanted sword, channeled his magical power, chanted a spell, and
conjured a water shield. The spells hit the magic shield and
bounced off. Snow was bad at casting offensive magic, but he was
quite skilled with defensive magic. “Dammit! I didn’t do it! I
didn’t kill her, you assholes!” Snow shouted angrily at the
knights.

“You dare to lie to our faces, Prince!” one
of the knights shouted back. “We watched you kill her with our own
eyes!”

“Your hands are stained with her blood!”
another knight cried.

“But that’s…” Snow looked down at his hands
that were gripping his horse’s reins in a vice grip. They were
in fact covered in blood.

Her blood was dripping down the blade
of Snow’s sword. Snow’s eyes widened and his hands began to
tremble. “But I didn’t. I wouldn’t. I would never. It must be some
kind of trick. A nightmare. This can’t really be happening. This
can’t be real. She can’t really be dead. Reginald…he…must
have done something to me! He…betrayed me.” Hadn’t the seer Baba
Yaga warned Snow that someone he trusted would betray him and that
afterwards he’d be hunted like a deer being chased by a pack of
hounds? “Baba Yaga was right. I should have listened to him. Now,
my life is ruined.”

Dodging spells and trees, Snow galloped hard
through the forest. He continued to block spells with his conjured
water shield. When Snow abruptly exited the tree line he discovered
that he was at the edge of a steep cliff. The thunderous sound of
cascading water alerted Snow that there was a waterfall nearby that
was feeding the rushing river below.

“Whoa!” Snow pulled back on the reins and his
horse skidded to a stop, neighing loudly. More spells headed his
way and he threw up another shield to block the attacks. However,
the attacks hit Snow’s shield with enough force that he was knocked
forward off his horse.

“Oh, shit!” Snow exclaimed as he went flying
over the edge of the cliff and began to plummet down through the
air. The bottom of the ravine was hundreds of feet below, and
Snow’s screaming lasted for a couple of minutes before coming to an
abrupt stop.

The Wizard Knights came to a halt at the edge
of the cliff and peered over the edge. They kept their fierce gazes
on the surface of the river that ran through the ravine below.
Minutes ticked by and Snow didn’t emerge from the surface of the
rushing water.

“He’s dead,” one of the knights declared
smugly.

“Let’s head back and report this good news to
King Reginald,” another knight said with a wicked grin.

“Reginald will be pleased with us,” the first
knight said with a twinkle in his eye. “I wonder how he’ll reward
us.” The Wizard Knights turned their mounts around, and headed back
to Apple Castle.

***

Several hours earlier, evening of the
previous day…

Prince Snow Flurris was bored. He was
currently sitting at the head table that overlooked the dance floor
in the castle’s grand ballroom. His mother, Queen Isidora, was
seated to his right and King Reginald was seated to his mother’s
right. Snow was holding a heavy gold goblet that was inlaid with
rubies. He swirled the decadent red wine in the goblet, took a sip,
and let out a heavy sigh. He frowned, wondering what the hell was
wrong with him. Snow used to love extravagant parties like this
one. But now…they all seemed redundant.

Snow had danced with ten beautiful ladies
already and he couldn’t even remember any of their names or faces.
It was King Reginald’s 45th Birthday Celebration.
Although, Reginald didn’t look a day over thirty.
Immortality? Snow’s mind whispered suspiciously. But he
quickly shook his head to clear it of such treasonous thoughts.

Snow’s friend, Rapunzel Solis, had recently
narrowed down the list of people who could be the Leader of the
League of Villains. The leader was King Leopold of Rose Kingdom,
King Maleficent of Dragon Kingdom, or King Reginald of Apple
Kingdom.

Snow cast an askance glance at his mother who
was making googily eyes at Reginald. His mother truly loved
Reginald. He hoped for his mother’s sake that either King Leopold
or King Maleficent was the Leader of the League of Villains. His
money was on King Maleficent as being the mysterious Leader. He
certainly looked the part with those malevolent horns.

Snow felt a pang of jealousy at all the
attention his mother was giving Reginald. Snow knew it was immature
of him but he wanted his mother’s attention all for himself. He
fondly remembered the time after his biological father, King Evan,
had died when he and his mother had spent their days together,
keeping each other company. Those days had been peaceful and
perfect, in Snow’s opinion. He still couldn’t understand why his
mother had seen the need to remarry when they’d had each other.

A wry smile curled his lips at his thoughts.
A voice that suspiciously sounded like his friend, Ashe Smoldris,
said: ‘Momma’s Boy’. His friends often teased him about his
close relationship with his mother. He thought they had a valid
point. If only Snow could find a woman who could keep his interest
he could finally ‘leave the nest’. But none of the women he’d met
at this ball so far had really made an impression on him.

Snow let out a disappointed sigh, drawing
Isidora’s curious gaze. “What’s wrong, my son? Aren’t you having
fun?”

Snow shrugged. “I don’t really know. I used
to enjoy balls…but now I can’t tell them apart. Nothing ever
changes. Nothing exciting ever happens. I find them boring
now.”

“You should be dancing with one of the lovely
ladies here,” Isidora suggested with a sly smile.

“I’ve danced with ten girls already and I
can’t even remember their names or faces, Mom,” Snow complained in
a whiney tone. “All these girls seem the same to me. I can’t tell
them apart. And I wish I could. My friends Ashe Smoldris and
Rapunzel Solis have found true love and happiness. I want to fall
in love and find happiness too. But…I’ve never fallen in love. I
don’t know if I ever will. Maybe my heart is faulty. Maybe I’ll
never be able to fall in love with someone, and I’ll end up old and
alone!”

Isidora held a hand over her mouth as she
giggled over her son’s dramatics. When Snow shot her a glare she
gave him an apologetic look. “My marriage to your father, King Evan
Flurris, was an arranged one. I married a man I didn’t know. A
total stranger. But I got to know him. We became friends, and I
fell in love with Evan. I was lucky. Your father was a kind, brave,
and gentle man. He was a wonderful husband. He would have been a
wonderful father…” She trailed off wistfully. Neither Snow nor
Isidora noticed that a vein at Reginald’s temple throbbed in
irritation as he listened to what his wife was saying.

“Do you still love him?” Snow asked
softly.

“Of course. Even though he’s passed on to the
other side I will never stop loving Evan. I miss him so much, but
you look so much like him.” Isidora reached out and caressed Snow’s
cheek affectionately. “Gazing at your handsome face everyday is my
only solace.”

“I’m glad I look like him.” Snow flashed his
mother a charming smile filled with dazzling white teeth, and
offered Isidora his hand. “Mother, would you do me the honor of
this dance?”

Isidora blushed as Snow turned on the charm
and nodded. “Of course, my precious son.” She took his hand and
Snow led his mother out to the dance floor. The crowd parted
obligingly to give them more space. The guests began to murmur
excitedly amongst themselves as Snow and Isidora began to dance
with such grace and poise that people were spellbound by it.
Several people pointed out how much Prince Snow Flurris resembled
the late King Evan, and how they made a handsome couple.

Reginald grinded his back molars together as
he watched Snow guiding his mother across the dance floor with
enough grace to rival a swan. Cocky little bastard. Reginald
sneered inwardly. He’d been listening to their entire conversation
and was not a happy camper.

So…Isidora has never stopped loving Evan
Flurris. She still loves him…even after being married to me. She
misses him. How dare she! Reginald’s body began to
tremble as his blood boiled with anger. But why should I be
surprised? No one loves me. They all hate and despise me. They’re
disgusted by me. Nothing has changed since coming to this realm.
Even Isidora…I thought she might be different from the others, but
she’s just like the rest of them. She’s laughing at me. Making a
fool out of me. Isidora must die. This farce must finally come to
an end. I tire of it.

Reginald had been gripping the stem of his
crystal wine goblet with such force that he accidentally broke it.
Glass shards cut into Reginald’s palm, but he could barely feel the
pain through his blinding anger. How dare they ignore me? This
is my realm. I’m like a god to the people here, and should be
treated as such…

A worried servant noticed Reginald’s bleeding
hand and began to wring his hands together. “Sire, your hand…”

Reginald looked down at his right hand and
forced it to let go of the broken goblet. With a careless wave of
his left hand he wandlessly cast a quick healing spell, and
vanished the broken wine goblet while he was at it. When Reginald
noticed that the servant was still hovering by his side with a
concerned expression on his face, he shot the man an impatient
glare. “Begone from my presence.” The servant flinched at the
growled command and quickly scurried away.

With a regal air Reginald stood up from his
seat at the table, and did his best to at least appear calm, even
though he was extremely close to setting the entire ballroom on
fire. It’s important to keep up appearances. Reginald
thought. How people perceive you is everything.

That’s why Reginald liked apples. Apples
would keep their beauty for a long time even when they were already
rotting from the inside out. They’d look red, shiny and juicy, but
it was a lie. A rotting apple is a lot like me. Beautiful
on the outside but rotten to the core.

Reginald sauntered over to the dance floor
and made his way over to Isidora and Snow. “Mind if I cut in?” He
asked politely.

Snow gave his stepfather a lopsided smile.
“Sure thing, old man.” Reginald’s eye twitched. The handsome prince
gave his mom a kiss on her cheek. “Have fun, Mom.”

“I will, my sweet,” Isidora said in a lilting
tone.

Reginald took Isidora’s hand with his left
and placed his right hand on her back. As soon as Isidora placed
her left hand on Reginald’s shoulder he started to twirl her across
the dance floor in an elegant waltz.

Snow was amused by this display. If he didn’t
know better he’d say Reginald was trying to compete with
him. A middle-aged man competing with me? Snow scoffed.
How utterly pointless.

Although, Snow couldn’t help but admit to
himself that Reginald was a good dancer. He possessed poise,
grace and exuded confidence. All eyes were soon on King Reginald as
he danced with Isidora. The ladies present were especially
captivated by the gold suit that Reginald was wearing that hugged
his muscular form and that had been decorated with red embroidery.
The suit was the exact same color as his wavy, shoulder-length
hair. And the suit’s red accents brought out his ruby-red eyes.
Those red eyes probably would have appeared ‘demonic’ if not for
his long, feminine lashes.

Snow shrugged and decided he might as well
find a new dance partner. The prince’s apathetic gaze went to the
ladies present, and they visibly preened when they noticed Snow’s
sapphire-blue eyes upon them. That’s when Snow noticed that there
was a young lady who wasn’t trying to get his attention.
How curious. Snow narrowed his eyes at her. She was
obviously a princess due to the amount of jewelry she was wearing:
silver cross-shaped earrings, a large silver cross hanging around
her neck, and several jeweled rings. Her yellow, silk ball gown
matched her long blonde hair. The blue stone imbedded into the
center of her necklace brought out her sky-blue eyes.

Snow suddenly recognized her. She was the
Princess Florinda of…what kingdom? The prince stroked his chin as
he struggled to recall what Kingdom Florinda was the princess of.
He’d danced with her upon occasion, but the amount of crosses she
wore was the only thing that had really made any sort of lasting
impression on Snow.

Florinda was walking swiftly over the dance
floor with purposeful steps with her eyes on Reginald. There was
something about the gleam in her eyes that Snow didn’t like, and he
decided to follow her across the dance floor. Snow was glad he did
because a second later Florinda was whipping out a dagger she’d
concealed in her cleavage, and lunging it at Reginald’s exposed
back.

Snow smoothly grabbed Florinda’s wrist and
squeezed it until she was forced to drop the dagger. Florinda let
out a soft gasp as Snow caught the dagger in midair before quickly
tucking it away into a suit jacket pocket. Snow maneuvered Florinda
into a dance pose and started to guide her across the dance floor
and away from Reginald and his mother.

When Snow deemed that they were finally far
enough away from his stepfather and mother, Snow addressed the
bloodthirsty princess. “Princess Florinda,” he began in a chiding
tone.

Florinda’s blue eyes flashed with barely
concealed anger. “Unhand me at once, Prince Snow.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that, Milady,” Snow
said, giving her an apologetic smile. “Not until you promise not to
do anything foolish like trying to assassinate the King of Apple
Kingdom.”

Florinda sucked in a breath, and decided to
change tactics. Her angry expression shifted and she now appeared
to be frightened. “I…I was so scared. Thank you for stopping me. I
don’t think I could have really gone through with it anyways.”

Snow’s brow furrowed. “Why were you trying to
assassinate Reginald?”

“My father ordered me to do it,” Florinda
admitted.

The confusion on Snow’s face only deepened.
“Your father?”

Florinda rolled her eyes at the clueless
prince. “King Solomon Cross of Cross Kingdom. Surely, you
remember?”

Snow flushed with embarrassment. He was bad
with names and faces. “Oh, yes…of course. Cross Kingdom. Isn’t that
where the Inquisitors live?” An uneasy feeling suddenly washed over
Snow.

Florinda nodded. “Yes. My father is the Head
Inquisitor.” The princess gave Snow a pensive look. “Our two
Kingdoms are currently at war. Surely, you know of this, Prince
Snow.”

Snow scratched the back of his neck in an
awkward gesture and laughed nervously. “Oh, right. Of course. But
then…does Reginald know that you’re here?” He shot a worried glance
in Reginald’s direction.

Florinda smirked. “Yes. Reginald invited
me.”

Snow’s expression turned befuddled once more.
“Why would he do that?”

“Even though we’re currently at war
there is always the possibility for an alliance between our two
Kingdoms through a political marriage,” Florinda explained and gave
the prince a meaningful look. “Perhaps, Reginald practices the
belief of keeping one’s friends close but one’s enemies even
closer.” Florinda stepped closer to Snow as they danced so
that her breasts pressed against his hard chest.

Snow felt his cheeks heat and his gaze
lowered to stare at Florinda’s cleavage. He swallowed as he felt a
pang of arousal. “Marriage? And how would you feel about that,
Princess? Marriage to me, I mean?”

Florinda blinked and then a slow smile formed
on her face. “I would be honored, of course.”

Snow shook his head. “No, I mean, wouldn’t it
bother you…marrying a wizard when your father despises our
kind and is trying to eradicate us from the realm?”

Florinda shrugged her shoulders delicately.
“Wars are fickle things. I don’t really have anything against
wizards or witches personally. I’ll tell you what does bother me
though. Human slavery.” Snow stiffened. Slavery existed in Apple
Kingdom after all. Florinda’s gaze sharpened upon his telling
reaction. “Do you condone slavery, Prince Snow?”

“I, er, well, I’ve never really thought about
it,” Snow admitted shamefully as he thought of all the trouble his
friend Ashe Smoldris had gone through in order to buy his freedom
back from Lord Christian Tremaine. “I grew up with slaves waiting
on me hand and foot, and I suppose I grew used to it. It was normal
to have slaves around. I suppose I forgot to question whether it
was right or wrong for a person to be enslaved by another. When
Reginald conquered this Kingdom and defeated the people who lived
here…they were all enslaved. That’s just the way of war. To the
victor go the spoils.”

“Oh?” Florinda raised an eyebrow at Snow.
“But that’s not entirely accurate. Reginald only enslaved those
without magic - dullards. Do you discriminate against dullards,
Prince Snow?”

Snow shook his head adamantly. “No. Of course
not. I only recently awakened my own magical powers. I lived most
of my life as a dullard.”

“I read about that, you know? In the Glass
Gazette…” Florinda began conversationally. “All about how you’d
befriended a slave named Ashe Smoldris, how you helped him to fight
in the Glass Coliseum, and how he eventually won his freedom. Your
friend must have suffered at the hands of the sadistic Lord
Tremaine. Even after knowing all that can you still turn a blind
eye to what is going on in your own Kingdom, Prince Snow?”

Snow raked a hand back through his short,
wavy black hair in an exasperated gesture. “But that’s just it,
isn’t it? This isn’t my Kingdom. The Kingdom’s policies have
nothing to do with me. It’s all Reginald’s doing.”

A winning smile curled Florinda’s lips. “Ah.
But King Reginald won’t be alive forever, surely. He looks young
for forty-five, but eventually you will be King of Apple Kingdom,
and then you can change things as you see fit. You won’t have to
follow in Reginald’s footsteps. You’ll be able to forge your own
path. You could end slavery with a snap of your fingers if you so
desire. Isn’t that marvelous?”

Snow frowned as he grew thoughtful. Florinda
had an interesting point, but…if King Reginald turned out to be the
mysterious, immortal Leader of the League of Villains then he’d
never die and Snow would never become King, so all of this
would be a moot point.

Snow couldn’t stop the hopeful feeling that
welled up inside him at the idea that Reginald was probably a
normal wizard and he’d die eventually. This would mean Snow would
become King and he could put an end to slavery…just like his friend
Queen Juleka Glass had done in Glass Kingdom. Snow and his friends,
their generation, was changing things in Fantasia for the better.
Antiquated ideas that made people suffer were being thrown out the
window and new innovative ideas were taking their place. The people
in Glass Kingdom and the newborn Sol Kingdom were happier now. “I
admit that it would be nice to have the power to change things,”
Snow admitted softly. “To better the lives of the people here in
Apple Kingdom.”

Florinda smiled and drew circles on Snow’s
chest with her index finger. “And would you? Have the guts to make
those changes? Would you really end slavery? Would you let dullards
and witches and wizards live in Apple City side by side? My, how
shocking that would be.”

Snow gave the princess a lopsided smile and
nodded. “Yes…I think I could scrounge up the guts. I believe
dullards and witches and wizards should be allowed to fall in love
and marry if they wish. Right now, it’s a crime punishable by death
here in Apple Kingdom.” A dark shadow fell over Snow’s face at the
depressing thought.

A flash of surprise crossed Florinda’s face.
“Why, Prince Snow, I never knew you were such a romantic. Your
reputation says otherwise.”

Snow knew exactly how sordid his reputation
was. He was still called the ‘playboy prince’ throughout the realm.
“Just because I have a way with the ladies doesn’t mean I don’t
believe in true love,” Snow argued a tad defensively.

“True love?” Florinda raised an eyebrow at
Snow. “Now I’m even more surprised. I would have thought you’d
agree with me that ‘true love’ is an antiquated idea. The idea that
there’s only one person destined to be your perfect match seems
silly to me. I think love is something that comes with time as two
people get to know each other in their marriage and overcome
obstacles together. That’s my idea of love.”

Snow gave her a sly look. “I see. You
wouldn’t be too adverse to the idea of an arranged marriage
then?”

“Exactly,” Florinda said, batting her
eyelashes at the handsome prince. “You know, in the gossip column
of the Glass Gazette there are rumors that some of the
witches and wizards in Apple Kingdom are currently in love with
their dullard slaves…and would get married if they could. You could
really end up helping a lot of people find love, Snow. You would be
just like Cupid!”

Snow frowned. “But in their current station
as slaves it would be hard to tell if their love is sincere for
their Master or Mistress, or if they’re just pretending for their
own survival, self-preservation, and benefit.”

“How can one tell if love is ‘true’ or
‘fake’?” Florinda mused aloud. “It’s not like you can read people’s
minds. What truly lies within someone’s heart will always be a
mystery. If you give your heart to someone…all you can do is hope
that they love you back while running the risk of them breaking
your heart.”

Snow shuddered at the thought of putting
himself in such a vulnerable position. He didn’t think he’d be able
to handle something like that - giving a girl his heart only to
have her crush it. He would break. “Maybe that’s why they say ‘love
is pain’,” Snow joked.

“The one who wins in the game of love is the
one who is loved,” Florinda said, giving Snow a wink. “So, in a
way, my prince, you have nothing to worry about. All of the women
in the Kingdom are in love with you, you know?”

“Oh, really?” Snow asked teasingly.

“As I was saying…about the slaves in your
Kingdom,” Florinda began, her expression turning serious. “There
are some slaves that are being taken advantage of…sexually
by their Masters or Mistresses. This is one of the reasons why I
agreed to the mission my father gave me. Reginald needs to die for
the greater good. His antiquated and dangerous way of thinking is
hurting your people.”

Snow’s eyes grew wide with alarm and he
quickly looked around to make sure they were far away from
Reginald. “Shhh! What you speak of is treason, Princess!”

Florinda gave Snow a searching look. “Do you
really care about whether or not King Reginald lives or dies?”

“My mother loves him,” Snow said in a stilted
manner. “Reginald makes her happy.”

“You trust him,” Florinda said, her voice
tinged with disbelief. She let out a heavy sigh. “What if I told
you that Reginald has been behind the assassination attempts on
your life?”

Snow stiffened and he frowned down at
Florinda reprovingly. “I wouldn’t believe you. I trust King
Reginald. We’re friends.”

“Your trust is sadly misplaced,” Florinda
snapped.

“Or you could be lying and scheming
something,” Snow suggested.

Florinda let out a frustrated huff. “I could
be up to something, but I’m not. You would be a fool to continue to
blindly trust Reginald.”

Snow glanced over at Reginald and his mother
who were still dancing. He watched as his mother began to giggle.
Reginald must have said something witty. He smiled fondly down at
her. Snow frowned as he watched their intimate interaction.
Could Reginald really be pretending to be in love with my mom?
How could anyone be such a good actor? “Thanks for the warning.
I’ll keep it in mind,” Snow said and decided to turn on the charm.
“I’m touched you care about my well-being, Princess.”

“Well, you could become a useful ally one
day, Prince Snow,” Florinda said casually.

“Oh, so you only like me because of my
political connections?” Snow teased. “Most women like me because of
my handsome face, muscular body, and huge co-”

“Prince Snow!” Florinda interrupted the
prince with a scandalized look on her face. “You must remember
yourself. You are in the presence of an innocent lady.”

Snow raised an eyebrow at Florinda.
“Innocent? I don’t know many ‘innocent ladies’ that have a dagger
hidden in their cleavage.”

“Touché,” Florinda acknowledged with a
nod.

An amused smile curled Snow’s lips. He was
finally enjoying the ball, he realized. Snow decided to take a
closer look at Princess Florinda of Cross Kingdom. She’s
beautiful. Snow thought, his eyes widening as he took in her
golden hair and blue eyes. Florinda had an angelic, otherworldly
quality about her. She’s also pious, witty, intelligent, and a
little dangerous. She’s different (from those other girls). What
more could I ask for in a wife?

Florinda seemed almost perfect. But if she
were perfect then why didn’t Snow feel butterflies in his stomach?
Weren’t people in love supposed to get butterflies in their
stomach? Maybe he’d have to kiss her first and then he’d feel those
butterflies people always talked about. Snow decided that he needed
to perform a little experiment for the sake of finding true love.
He leaned forward, cupped Florinda’s cheek with his hand, and
kissed her.

Snow moved his lips languidly against hers,
waiting to feel…something. Anything. A spark. A tingle.
Butterflies. But a couple of minutes passed and Snow felt…nothing.
He pulled back with a disappointed sigh. When he opened his eyes
and looked down at Florinda he noted that she’d been affected much
more by their kiss. Her cheeks were flushed a bright pink, her blue
eyes were glazed, and she was slightly panting for breath. There
was this needy look on her face.

Snow felt a strange stab of jealousy at her
reaction. Maybe her reaction was normal…and his was abnormal. Maybe
his heart really was broken. Why haven’t I fallen in love with
someone already? Why can’t I just force myself to fall in love with
Florinda? Does love work like that though? Can it be forced to obey
my will? Is that what everyone else is doing? I wish…I were in love
with her. Maybe if we get married and have children I’ll end up
falling in love with her. Is that how love works? I’m supposed to
be some kind of womanizer, but the only thing I understand is
sex.

“Prince Snow,” Florinda said in a breathy
tone.

Snow could tell his charm ability was working
on Princess Florinda. She was now putty in his hands. He knew that
he could take her to bed. They would fuck like rabbits all night
long, and then the next day she would leave and return to Cross
Kingdom. But Snow was so tired of this pattern. He wanted something
to change in his life. “Florinda, what if we got married?” Snow
pondered aloud.

Florinda’s blue eyes widened, she smiled, and
threw her arms around Snow’s neck. “I…yes! I’ll marry you, Prince
Snow!” She pulled him down for another kiss. This one was deeper
and more passionate. As Florinda pressed her body eagerly against
Snow’s he felt his cock start to harden in his silk pants. Is
this love? Or is this just lust? Snow wondered with a sinking
feeling in his chest. Maybe I’ll never know the
difference.

***

Meanwhile, at the Fuddled Fairy Inn and
Tavern, Apple City…

Fern took a moment to gaze upon the tavern’s
gloomy exterior before she made her way inside. The Tudor-style
building had a sloping, gray tiled roof with a crooked chimney that
was spewing out a stream of black smoke. The large front window was
covered in dust making the inside of the tavern barely visible. But
Fern supposed that amount of privacy was just what the tavern’s
dodgy clientele preferred.

A painted, carved, wooden sign depicting a
fairy swimming in a tankard of beer was hanging over the front door
and swinging back and forth in the slight breeze on rusty hinges
that creaked. Fern snorted at the inebriated look on the fairy’s
dopey face. The fairy looked stupider than fairies actually looked,
but Fern knew that this was because of the discrimination the fairy
race received here in Apple Kingdom. Fairies were considered to be
‘lesser beings’, and had been enslaved by King Reginald.

Fern pushed the heavy door to the tavern open
and boldly strode inside. She glanced around its dimly lit interior
and frowned. If you’ve seen one tavern in Fantasia you’ve seen
them all. Fern thought as she took in the tavern’s long bar
that took up most of the right side of the establishment, bartender
who was diligently wiping a glass with a dubious looking rag,
scattered tables and private booths. Yep. Even the sketchy
patrons all look the same. Fern shook her head at the people
seated at the tables who were all wearing hooded cloaks, which were
shadowing the features of their faces.

There were, of course, subtle differences
when comparing this tavern to a tavern that would be found in, say,
the Glass Kingdom, however. The most notable difference was the
source of light for the tavern, which consisted of melon-sized,
glass globes that contained live fairies. These trapped fairies
were forced to will their bodies to glow, and the pale golden light
they were giving off illuminated the inside of the tavern.

The taverns found in the Glass Kingdom and
Rose Kingdom usually had floating candles. Here in Apple Kingdom,
where witches and wizards ruled supreme, they liked to flaunt their
supposed superiority in regards to the other races of Fantasia.
They may be magically superior but…their fashion sense seems
lacking to me. Fern mused as her gaze was drawn to the
wide-brimmed, pointed hats that many of the witches were wearing
and that were decorated with enchanted birds and butterflies with
slowly flapping wings. A few of the witches had dresses on that
changed color every few minutes. This caused Fern to roll her eyes
at their excessive vanity.

Fern stalked over to the bar and took a seat
on a high stool. The bartender strolled over to take her order.
“What will you be drinking, lady?”

“Pint of ale,” Fern said shortly as she took
in the bartender’s unkempt appearance. She wondered why barkeeps
always had such an unfriendly appearance. Maybe it was a trend. Or
maybe it helped to keep riffraff in line. The man was middle-aged,
but in good shape. He had long, scraggily, gray hair, dark,
suspicious eyes, and a messy beard. The bartender was wearing a
simple black robe, apron, and a wide-brimmed, pointed hat. The
point of his hat was wrinkled, making his hat look sad to be on the
man’s head.

“Alright, lady,” the bartender said gruffly
before filling a tankard with ale and setting it down on the
counter in front of her.

Fern picked up the tankard and started to
chug the alcoholic drink back. It tingled pleasantly as it traveled
down her throat and warmed her stomach. “Ah!” Fern wiped her mouth
with the back of her hand (in a very unladylike manner). She tossed
a silver coin onto the counter. “I’d like another.”

The bartender narrowed his eyes at the Silver
Rose coin. “That’s too much, lady.” A Silver Rose coin was enough
money to buy two meals at any decent tavern. In Fantasia, Gold
Apples were gold coins, which had the image of King Reginald of
Apple Kingdom engraved on one side, and an apple tree engraved on
the other. Silver Roses were silver coins that had the image of
King Leopold of Rose Kingdom engraved on one side, and a rose
engraved on the other. Copper Skulls were copper coins that had the
image of King Gothel of Bones Kingdom engraved on one side, and a
skull engraved on the other. Two hundred Silver Roses were equal in
value to one Gold Apple while two thousand Copper Skulls had the
value of one Gold Apple.

Fern smiled. “I’d also like some
information.”

The bartender let out a raspy chuckle. Fern
could tell he was a smoker. “You’ll need to buy more than just two
pints of ale for that, lady.” Fern tossed another Silver Rose down
onto the counter. The bartender picked up the coin, bit into it and
nodded. “What do you want to know?” He smiled at her, revealing a
couple of gold teeth.

“When is King Reginald planning to march his
army of Wizard Knights to Cross Kingdom?” Fern asked softly.

A dark frown formed on the bartender’s face.
“I have no idea if King Reginald will be marching his army to Cross
Kingdom any time soon.” He narrowed his dark eyes at Fern. “Why do
you want to know? You a spy for Cross Kingdom, lady?”

“I want to join Reginald’s Army, old man,”
Fern explained.

The bartender raised a bushy eyebrow at Fern
and looked her over with a critical eye. “You a swordswoman?”

“Archer. Mostly,” Fern said casually.
“Although, I’m pretty good with a hatchet.”

“Only the most powerful witches and wizards
are able to join Reginald’s Army,” the bartender started to explain
while giving Fern a condescending look. “You’d better give it up. I
can’t even sense any magic from you, lady. And if I didn’t know
better…I’d say you were a dullard.” A slimy smile spread across the
barkeep’s face. “But a dullard woman wouldn’t be stupid enough to
walk into a tavern alone in Apple Kingdom. Especially, when there
are slave merchants sitting at that table right over there.” The
barkeep let out a raspy chuckle as he nodded in the direction of
the table.

Fern followed the man’s line of sight and
spotted three men seated at a table. An enchanted bottle of wine
was floating in midair above their table and making sure to keep
their glasses filled. It was a bit unusual for patrons to order
wine at a tavern as dodgy as this one unless they were nobles, and
claimed to have a sophisticated palate.

One of the men was dressed in flashy,
expensive-looking gold armor, but since there was no sword strapped
to his side Fern deduced he must be a wizard. Fern supposed most
women would find the lean man handsome with his chin-length, curly
blonde hair and bright blue eyes. But, he was little effeminate for
Fern’s taste. She liked rugged, manly men with bulging muscles,
hairy chests, and calloused hands. Any scars gained through fierce
battles would be an added bonus.

The two men that were seated with him were
obviously his minions. They were wearing silver armor. All three of
them were wearing black, hooded cloaks, but their hoods had been
lowered to reveal their faces. On the backs of their cloaks was the
emblem of Apple Kingdom. The apple tree had been embroidered on
their cloaks in red thread. Fern supposed this must mean they were
somehow affiliated with Reginald’s army. The lackeys didn’t have
swords strapped to their sides either which meant they must also be
magic-users.

“Dullard?” Fern asked absentmindedly. She was
unfamiliar with the term.

“Non-magic folk,” the bartender drawled.
“People who can’t perform magic.”

“Ah.” Fern nodded. “I’d heard about the
discrimination in this Kingdom against ordinary humans, but
it’s really no joke. Do you really look down on those born without
magic that much?”

“Dullards are ‘lesser beings’,” the bartender
began. “They’re meant to be our beasts of burden…like cattle.”
Another creepy smile was spreading across the bartender’s face.

Fern lowered her hood to reveal her face to
the bartender. He gulped at the fearsome sight of it. Fern knew she
was the opposite of ‘pretty’ with the three claw mark scars
slashing down over her left eye. She could still see out of her
left eye, but it had changed color from green to blue due to the
injury. “Did you just call me a cow?” Her bi-colored eyes flashed
in anger. “You’re going to regret that, old man,” Fern growled
before grabbing the front of the bartender’s shirt, pulling him
forward, and headbutting him.

The bartender let out a yowl of pain as his
nose was broken. As soon as Fern let the bartender go he stumbled
backwards with blood running down his face. “That bitch broke my
nose!” The bartender wagged his bony finger at her angrily.
“Capture her, Goldilocks! She must be a dullard!”

A wicked grin curled Goldilocks’s lips. “What
would the good people of this city do without me? I suppose I can
help you out and capture this…wench. It will take but a moment.”
Goldilocks and his two minions stood up from their seats at the
table in unison.

Goldilocks started to approach the bar and
held his arms out in front of him. From the long, belled sleeves of
his shirt two golden chains dropped to the floor with a
clanking sound. At the end of the chains was a sharp,
weighted, dagger with no hilt. The chains lifted up off the floor
as Goldilocks channeled his magic to control them, and their sharp
ends pointed in Fern’s direction.

The weighted chains reminded Fern of snakes
with their serpentine movements. She spun around on the stool and
hopped off. “You’re right, guys. I am a dullard. But magic
won’t do you any good against me…” Fern was saying as she reached
into her waist-length, hooded cloak and pulled out a certain round
item. “Because I have this. The Inquisitors like to call it
an anti-magic bomb.”

The blood started to drain out of the
bartender’s face. “Merlin’s Balls! She’s an Inquisitor! She might
be able to cast miracles!”

Fern let out an amused cackle. “You guys are
such idiots! I’d never join those fanatical assholes. I stole this
from them though. Something like this sure comes in handy when
dealing with prejudiced wizards and witches like you guys.” She lit
the fuse using one of the floating candles that was hovering a few
inches above the bar counter and threw the bomb. “Eat this!”

Goldilocks used his magic to control his
chains to attack Fern and they flew through the air towards her.
Goldilocks’s two minions had their wands out and were casting
offensive spells in Fern’s direction. The spells were shooting
through the air towards Fern when her bomb exploded and filled the
air with a shimmery, white dust. The spells were suddenly
dissipated and fizzled out. Goldilocks’s chains fell to the floor
with a thud and remained unmoving.

The witches and wizards in the tavern began
to cough and sneeze as the dust filled their lungs. “What is this
stuff?” “I can’t breathe.” “I can’t see…” “My magic…it’s not
working!” “Mine neither!” The panicked screams of witches and
wizards realizing they didn’t have use of their magic any longer
filled the tavern after that.

“The Inquisitors like to call it anti-magic
dust,” Fern said conversationally. “Neat, huh? I like it since it
levels out the playing field.”

Goldilocks’s pale cheeks turned bright red
out of anger and humiliation. “Get her, men! She’s just one girl
and she’s all on her own!”

“Right, Boss!” the two minions shouted back.
The two wizards attacked Fern with punches and kicks. Fern dodged
their physical attacks gracefully, whipped out her crossbow, and
shot a bolt into the thigh of one of the slave traders. The man
cried out in pain and crumpled to the floor. That’s one down.
Two to go.

Fern swiftly reloaded her crossbow, raised
it, and aimed at the other slave trader. When she fired it, the man
managed to dodge the bolt, however, and then moved in close so that
Fern couldn’t find another opportunity to reload her crossbow.

“Dammit. Have it your way then.” Fern whipped
out a hatchet and started to attack the wizard with it. He was
forced to duck and dodge her wild swings.

Goldilocks began to tremble with rage as he
watched his comrade being pushed back by a woman and a dullard at
that. “Who the hell is this crazy bitch?”

“They call me The Huntress,” Fern
revealed smugly. “Make sure not to forget the ‘the’,
boys.”

The wizard’s eyes went wide. “Hey, Boss, I’ve
heard of her. The Huntress hunts and kills monsters and dangerous
magical beasts for money.”

“Oh, I’ll hunt the occasional human, too, if
the price is right,” Fern put in, rubbing her thumb and index
finger together.

“Capture her already, Salem!” Goldilocks
snarled in a frustrated manner.

Salem lunged at Fern at the same time she
threw her hatchet. The hatchet imbedded itself in Salem’s
breastplate and knocked him back to the floor. He groaned from his
place on the floor and didn’t try to get up.

Fern took this opportunity to reload her
crossbow. “I take it you’re their leader. Want to surrender,
Curly?” She raised her crossbow and pointed it at Goldilocks.

A vein at Goldilocks’s temple throbbed in
irritation. “It’s Goldilocks. Not Curly.”

Fern snorted. “That’s not much better.”

“Silence, you infuriating woman! And no, I
will not surrender. I would never surrender to a mere dullard
female!” Goldilocks snapped.

Fern shrugged. “So much for trying to be
nice.” She fired her crossbow.

Goldilocks summoned his magic and willed his
chains to attack Fern, but they didn’t respond to his internal
command and the bolt ended up hitting Goldilocks’s shoulder as a
result. “Ow! You bitch! You actually shot me!” Goldilocks
complained in a high-pitched voice, and gripped his shoulder. “This
fucking hurts! Shit!”

“I told you to surrender,” Fern chided,
rolling her eyes at Goldilocks’s dramatics. “You chose to get your
ass kicked.” The Huntress reloaded her crossbow, raised it, and
pointed it at Goldilocks. “Now, what’s the magic word?” She smiled
coldly at the slave trader.

Goldilocks swallowed a lump of fear and his
brow furrowed in confusion. “You…want me to chant a spell?”

“No, you idiot!” Fern snapped. “I’m referring
to the word ‘please’.”

“Please,” Goldilocks said through gritted
teeth.

“Please, what?”

“Please, spare my life…?”

“Please, spare my miserable, worthless,
pathetic life, Oh Beautiful Huntress,” Fern said in a singsong
voice.

Goldilocks’s body had started to tremble and
he clenched his fists at his sides. “Please, spare my miserable,
worthless, pathetic life, Oh Beautiful Huntress.”

Fern smirked. “Not bad. You’re pretty good at
groveling, Curly. But how about you get on your knees while you beg
for your life.”

Goldilocks debated just trying to tackle Fern
to the floor, but then let out a shaky breath. He slowly got down
on his knees and glared up at Fern. “Please, spare me.”

“Hm. Let me think about that,” Fern said,
tapping her chin in a thoughtful gesture. “Nope.” She raised her
crossbow and fired. The bolt hit his breastplate and he went
down.

Stupid bitch. Goldilocks thought as he
remained on the floor and concentrated on staying perfectly still
even though his body wanted to shake with the outrage he was
feeling. My armor protected me from her bolt. Salem and Tarot
are alive too.

Fern put her crossbow away and went to fetch
her hatchet from Tarot’s body. Tarot was also playing dead and
stopped breathing as Fern removed the hatchet from the center of
his breastplate. Fern let out a heavy sigh. “What a bunch of
idiots. We’re on the same side…well, kind of. The enemy of my enemy
is my friend and all that rubbish. I hope King Reginald will be
easier to deal with than these morons. If not…I suppose I could
just kill him.” Fern left the tavern without looking back upon all
the chaos she’d created inside of the tavern which was still filled
with coughing and panicking witches and wizards, and started to
head to Apple Castle.

***

“This is where I leave you, my dear,”
Reginald drawled coldly as he came to a stop in front of the door
to Isidora’s private bedchamber.

Isidora looked startled for a moment before
she quickly schooled her expression into one of calm. Even though
they were married, Reginald and Isidora had their own bedchambers.
When Reginald was in a good mood, however, he’d usually retire to
Isidora’s room with her for a night of passionate lovemaking.
Apparently, tonight was not one such night, and Isidora immediately
grew concerned by her husband’s reticence. “Oh, I see. Is there
anything I can do? I could massage your aching shoulders,
perhaps?”

“I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine. I’m
just tired. And you know how I like to be alone at times, Isidora,”
Reginald reminded sternly.

Isidora frowned and nibbled on her bottom
lip. “Yes, but I don’t understand. Why do you need to be alone? You
should never be alone when you have me to stay by your side and
comfort you. I love you, Reginald.” Isidora reached out her hand
and tried to place it on Reginald’s arm, but he backed away from
her.

Hypocrite. Liar. Two-faced
bitch. Reginald thought with venom. He could hardly stand to be
in Isidora’s presence for a second longer. “Goodnight, Isidora.” He
stalked down the hall in the direction of his own bedchamber.
Isidora watched him go with sad eyes.

Reginald entered his room and made sure to
lock the door behind him. His attention immediately went to the
mirror that stood next to his bed. The mirror was oval-shaped,
six-feet-tall, and its gilt wooden frame had hearts engraved into
it. Reginald staggered over to the enchanted mirror and gripped the
frame with trembling hands as his composure started to crumble.
“Mirror, Mirror, on the wall, who is the handsomest of them
all?”

The silvery surface of the mirror rippled
like a pond that had a stone cast into it and when the surface
stilled it revealed the image of a beautiful woman with a regal
appearance. Her thick, luscious black hair had been styled into a
heart-shaped bun on the very top of her head. The glittering gold
crown she wore that was decorated with rubies stood out against her
dark hair. The gown she was wearing was black and gold and
decorated with red hearts. “Greetings, King Reginald. You are
indeed handsome as always, but…there is one who has grown more
handsome than you this day.”

“What? Who?” Reginald growled, spit flying
from his mouth in his anger. “Tell me who, Cordelia!”

Cordelia twirled her heart-shaped scepter
nervously. “Your stepson…Prince Snow Flurris.”

“Snow,” Reginald snarled. “I should have
known it was that cocky prince bastard!”

“Snow has become the spitting image of the
late King Evan Flurris,” Cordelia explained.

“King Evan!” Reginald spat, backing away from
the mirror in horror. “I cannot escape that man’s ghost this day!
He haunts my steps! Today I discovered that Isidora never stopped
loving Evan. She loves him still! Even after having been married to
me. I should have easily replaced him in her heart. How dare
she miss him?” Reginald began to pace back and forth across the
room. “But why should I be surprised?” His voice was laced with
bitterness and self-hatred. “No one loves me. They all hate,
despise and fear me. Nothing has changed since coming to this realm
from Earth. They’re disgusted by me.”

“Don’t be silly, Reginald,” Cordelia purred
silkily. “How could they be disgusted by you? You no longer look
like…this.” The reflection in the mirror changed and
revealed the image of a slovenly, overweight, middle-aged man, who
was wearing a wrinkled business suit and carrying a scuffed, brown
leather briefcase. The man’s long, oily, blonde hair had been
pulled back into a messy ponytail. A pair of nerdy, square-shaped
glasses was perched on his nose, there was stubble on his chin, and
the man’s shirt was stretched over his bulging stomach in an
unsightly manner.

Reginald’s expression turned horrified as he
gazed upon the image of an ordinary salary man. “No! How dare you
show me that, Cordelia?”

“I dare because I’m beginning to wonder
whether or not you will truly keep your promise about reuniting me
with King Maleficent after you’ve managed to conquer all of
Fantasia,” Cordelia explained, her black eyes glittering with
malice.

Reginald frowned. “You doubt me, Cordelia? I
will not break my promise to you. Now, get rid of that image! I am
not that pathetic man anymore!”

“No…you’re not,” Cordelia agreed smoothly. “I
used the power of the mirror to watch your past, you know. It was
an interesting and entertaining show. I especially enjoyed your
exploits while you were in Oz, Good Wizard of the South. I wonder
who cast that green tornado which took you from Earth to Oz. That’s
where you discovered you could use magic. That’s where you changed.
You’re lucky that when you were banished from Oz to Fantasia you
were able to keep your magical powers. Without them…I wonder if you
would have reverted to your overweight self? That would have been a
real shame. Your appearance now is easy on the eyes. But your true
self is…well…”

“That is no longer my title,” Reginald
snapped. “I am King Reginald now…and soon I will become known as
the ‘Evil King’ throughout all of Fantasia. The time to reveal my
true colors approaches. I tire of this game of playing the part of
the benevolent King.”

Cordelia tilted her head pensively as she
eyed Reginald. “Why choose to be evil? With as much power as you
have…you could have chosen to be the most powerful hero in all the
land.”

“Why ask me such a question?” Reginald asked,
his eyes narrowing at the Queen of Hearts. “Are you not evil
too?”

Cordelia shrugged. “I’m only curious. You
were destined to become the Good Wizard of the South, but you
became a villain instead. I just wondered why.”

“You know why…” Reginald said, rubbing the
back of his neck in an uncomfortable gesture. “You’ve seen my past.
I used to be a fat, unattractive, nerdy salary man. My colleagues
at work bullied me, took advantage of me, and made me do their work
for them. They also made fun of me and talked about me behind my
back. Women openly rejected me. I was hated, ridiculed, rejected,
and belittled by everyone. And then…when I went to Oz I had magic
and discovered I had power. The power to change an entire
world as I saw fit. It was…intoxicating. It was like being
transported into a videogame. I am a god because I’m from another
world. The rules of this world don’t apply to me. I can break them
as I see fit…and I have, repeatedly. Using the Magic Mirror I’ve
brought many things from Earth to this world and changed many
things.”

“Using that logic you must consider the Lady
Doriana Gray and Dr. Henrietta Jekyll to be goddesses,” Cordelia
said, her voice laced with mirth and disbelief.

“They’re only women,” Reginald said with a
dismissive wave of his hand. “I thought Lady Doriana would be more
useful to me to use against Snow, but his charm ability works on
her. She becomes enamored of him with one glance.”

“If you take Doriana’s heart and use it to
control her…she will be loyal to you and you alone,” Cordelia
suggested slyly.

“That’s a good idea, Cordelia,” Reginald
said, a twinkle in his red eyes. “I will do that later. But first,
I must find a way to kill Snow.” He stroked his chin in
thought.

“You’ve tried to kill him before,” Cordelia
reminded.

“He has the devil’s luck,” Reginald
grumbled.

“He needs to be isolated from his friends and
family…” Cordelia began. “It will make him weak. Vulnerable.”

“What else do you suggest?” Reginald asked
attentively.

“Have our ally Picasso Tremaine start some
bloodshed in Glass City to keep Ashe Smoldris occupied. I can
easily instigate a war between Rose Kingdom and Dragon Kingdom in
order to keep Aurelion Borealis occupied. Blacksmith Rapunzel Solis
shouldn’t be a problem…he was recently kidnapped from his tower by
the Inquisitors and was taken to Cross Kingdom. If we’re lucky
they’ll kill him for us. And lastly, take Snow’s heart and make him
kill Queen Isidora.”

A flash of surprise crossed Reginald’s face,
but then he smiled. “How positively devious, Queen of Hearts. I
love it. It’s brilliant. But don’t think I have forgiven you for
showing me my past appearance.”

“You’re too sensitive,” Cordelia tittered. “I
only wanted to punish you a little. You said you would let
me see Maleficent, and you haven’t.”

“All in good time, Cordelia. All in good
time,” Reginald promised.

To be continued in…Chapter 2:
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Reginald crept down the dimly lit corridor and made
his way to Snow’s bedchamber. The trusting fool always left his
door unlocked. The Evil King opened the door, entered, closed the
door softly behind him, and paused while he allowed his eyes to
adjust to the darkness. There was a single lit candle inside of the
room that was sitting on Snow’s dresser. The flickering orange
flame illuminated two pale figures sleeping side by side on the bed
on top of the red silk sheets.

A sneer formed on Reginald’s face at the lewd
sight. Apparently, Snow had seduced another young woman into his
bed with false promises of undying love, no doubt. Reginald crept
closer to the bed and peered down at Prince Snow and the woman he’d
recently fucked. Reginald startled when he recognized her. Princess
Florinda of Cross Kingdom - home to the Inquisitors. My, my,
dangerous bedfellows indeed. But dangerous to whom, I wonder? To
Snow? Or to me?

Reginald knew most of the people who’d
attended his birthday celebration had probably assumed he’d allowed
the Princess Florinda to attend to foster good relations between
Apple Kingdom and Cross Kingdom. If a friendship between Prince
Snow and Princess Florinda blossomed it could perhaps lead to
marriage and a truce between their two Kingdoms.

Those people were wrong, however. Reginald
hadn’t allowed Florinda to attend the ball for Snow’s sake, but for
himself. He had an eye on the lovely princess. Despite the fact he
was currently married to Isidora - something he considered
to be a temporary situation anyways - he’d planned on wooing the
princess. Of course, Snow had ruined his devious plans by stealing
Florinda’s attention away from himself where it should have been.
Curse you, Snow!

According to Reginald’s spies the pious
daughter of King Cross had been a virgin. Reginald scowled as he
gazed down upon her naked form. Well, thanks to Snow she wasn’t a
virgin anymore if she’d ever been one. He had his doubts about that
now. She had hopped into Snow’s bed a little too freely.
Reginald started to grind his back molars unconsciously.

One of the pastimes Reginald enjoyed most was
deflowering virgins. There was something thrilling about destroying
their innocence and purity, and corrupting them. He felt as though
he were bringing them down to his level. Princess Florinda was
‘used goods’, and in Reginald’s opinion no better than a common
whore now. Snow stole this from me. She’s completely worthless
now. I most certainly do no want my stepson’s sloppy seconds. So
much for an alliance. I suppose I’ll just have to destroy Cross
Kingdom after all. Oh well…it should be entertaining at the very
least.

Florinda stirred in her sleep and snuggled
closer to Snow’s side. She was using Snow’s bicep as a pillow and
one of her hands was directly over one of Snow’s nipples. It was a
truly scandalous position for a young, unmarried woman to be caught
in. For a moment, Reginald felt an overwhelming, murderous urge to
kill Florinda rise up inside of him.

The Evil King raised his right hand, summoned
a dagger from his pocket dimension, and held the dagger over
Florinda’s chest, prepared to stab her through the heart with it.
Reginald started to pant for breath and his hand trembled as he
struggled to rein in his temper. I should kill her for betraying
my expectations! But if I kill Florinda now it will wake up Snow
and I’ll miss my chance to rip out his heart and control him with
it.

Reginald took deep breaths as he tried to
calm himself down. His body continued to tremble. He swallowed and
vanished the dagger with a simple spell. Reginald turned his full
attention to Prince Snow, who was sleeping soundly with a contented
expression on his face. A half-smile was curling the prince’s full
lips.

A twisted grin spread across Reginald’s face.
Smile while you can, Prince. This is the beginning of the end of
your happiness. You will never be truly happy after this day.
The Evil King channeled his magic, chanted the words of a spell,
and reached his hand out towards Snow’s chest. The wizard’s dark
magic allowed his hand to pass right through Snow’s chest and he
was able to grasp Snow’s heart. When Reginald removed his hand from
Snow’s chest he was holding Snow’s beating heart in the palm of his
hand.

Reginald looked down at the glowing, beating,
red heart in his hand, and inwardly cackled. Buwahaha! Your will
belongs to me now, my puppet prince.

***

A few minutes later…

“Ah!” Snow sat up in bed, and blinked around
at his surroundings. He’d awakened from a nightmare. What the
hell was that?

Florinda stirred beside him on the bed and
absentmindedly stroked her hand over his muscular chest. “Hmm.
Snow, what’s wrong?”

“I had a nightmare…” Snow frowned. “I
think.”

Florinda’s tired expression turned concerned
and she sat up before reaching out her hand to caress Snow’s cheek.
“Allow me to help you take your mind off such things.”

Snow’s gaze dropped to Florinda’s bare
breasts and he could feel the blood in his body rushing south as
his cock began to harden. Last night, they’d had sex, and Snow had
been hoping to feel something special during their union,
but all he’d felt was the usual carnal pleasure that came from
fucking a woman.

And now it was even worse. Snow felt even
less for Florinda when compared to last night. Snow’s chest felt
hollow all of a sudden. His emotions felt dulled. Snow
unconsciously ran his hand over the center of his chest.

Shit. Maybe my heart really is faulty and
I’m incapable of falling in love. Snow raked his hand back
through his short, wavy black hair, and surreptitiously let his
eyes rake over Florinda’s naked form. Florinda is smart,
beautiful and brave. She’s perfect. It should have been easy to
fall in love with her at first sight even. But I didn’t. And I’m
definitely not in love with her now after we’ve had sex.

What the hell is wrong with me? Will I ever
know ‘love’? Will I ever know what ‘being in love’ feels like? And
how does Florinda even feel about me? Does she love me? Or is she
just being affected by my charm ability? Maybe ‘lust’ is ‘love’
after all, and people are just being delusional when they say
they’re in love.

Snow ducked his head down so that he could
pull one of Florinda’s nipples into his mouth and suckle it. Oh
well. At least, he could feel good for a little while even if
that pleasurable feeling was rather fleeting.

***

Later that same day, Snow decided to summon
the aristocracy to the castle in order to hold court and announce
to his subjects that he intended to marry Princess Florinda Cross.
Snow rubbed his stomach that had apparently decided to tie itself
up into knots due to his nerves. Snow was plagued with doubts about
whether or not he was doing the right thing.

Snow didn’t love Florinda, but he hoped that
with time he’d come to love her. Their union would likely put an
end to the war between their two Kingdoms as well. Eventually, Snow
would become King, and with Florinda’s support he’d have the people
accept that he wanted to put an end to slavery, and create an
environment where wizards, witches and dullards could live side by
side in peace and harmony.

A wizard, such as himself, marrying a
dullard, who also happened to be the Head Inquisitor’s daughter,
would set an example for the witches and wizards living in his
Kingdom. Snow hoped his marriage would inspire the people to put
aside their prejudices and look to the future.

Snow realized that he might have been
sacrificing his only chance to find ‘true love’ by marrying
Florinda for the good of the people and their two Kingdoms, but
felt strangely okay with his decision. Perhaps, once he was married
to Florinda Snow could convince Reginald to put an end to the
enslavement of dullards in Apple Kingdom out of respect for Snow’s
wife.

Although, Snow was feeling optimistic about
his engagement to Florinda he’d still been filled with a sense of
wrongness the entire day. But, even Snow’s strange mood
didn’t prevent him from making sure he looked his best for when
he’d announce his engagement. Snow had decided to wear a dark blue,
silk shirt with puffed sleeves that were decorated with red,
vertical stripes, a pair of tight, yellow, leather pants, and a
pair of black knee boots that had been shined to perfection. His
enchanted sword was strapped to his side. Blacksmith Rapunzel had
fashioned Snow’s sword so that its guard was shaped like a bird’s
wings.

Snow had decided to wear a sapphire broach,
which brought out the color of his eyes, and several jeweled rings
on his fingers. When Snow gazed into the mirror to check his
reflection he realized something was missing, and added a
flamboyant red cape. Damn, I look good. I’d marry me.

That feeling of unease wouldn’t leave Snow,
however, even as he pushed the double doors to the throne room open
and strode inside. The interior of the throne room was always a bit
blinding with all its gold accents. A red rug runner covered the
center aisle that led all the way to a dais on the far side of the
chamber where two heavy, wooden, gilt thrones sat. On either side
of the rug runner stood gold, marble columns. An apple or tree
motif had been carved into every available wood surface.

The nobility had all gathered obediently to
hear Snow’s announcement and were standing on either side of the
center aisle with expectant looks on their faces. When the nobles
caught sight of their beloved prince many of them smiled.

As Snow began to stalk down the aisle and
head towards the dais, his gaze inevitably went to his mother, who
was seated upon one of the thrones. Isidora was looking as lovely
as always. She was dressed in a gold, silk gown with puffed sleeves
that had the pattern of red apples on it. There was a dainty gold
crown on her head decorated with sparkling rubies. His mother’s
dark hair was loose and cascaded around her shoulders in soft
waves.

Snow’s curious gaze flicked over to Reginald
next. He was dressed in a Victorian-style red, silk suit that was
decorated with golden embroidery, a long, red velvet cape that had
a high neckline, and black leather boots. The golden crown he was
wearing was much heavier than his mother’s but also decorated with
rubies. Like his mother, Reginald’s hair was also loose and
cascading around his face in golden waves.

Snow hated to admit it but his mother’s
beauty paled when compared to Reginald’s. There was something
preternatural about Reginald’s regal beauty. Although, Snow had the
feeling Reginald would have preferred the word ‘handsome’ to
‘beautiful’. Still, Reginald was just missing a pair of white,
feathery wings to be outstretched behind him and then he’d really
look like an avenging angel. Reginald always appeared to be so calm
and composed. Snow envied him that since he usually wore his
emotions on his sleeve. Snow knew he was an open book. Also,
Reginald exuded power just sitting there. Snow found it to be
intimidating despite the fact that he and his stepfather were on
good terms.

Snow flashed his mother a cheeky grin once he
was only a few feet away from the dais. However, that’s when a
flicker of movement caught his attention out of the corner of his
eye. Snow turned to regard the floating glass globes that contained
live fairies. His eyes narrowed when he spotted one fairy in
particular who looked strangely familiar. Snow startled when he
recognized the fairy and had to bit his lower lip to stop himself
from calling out the fairy’s name. Merlin! It’s Blue, Ashe’s
Fairy Godfather. Well, I suppose it turns out he’s also Rapunzel’s
Fairy Godfather too. I wonder what he’s doing here and how the hell
did he manage to get himself captured?

Snow pretended to sneeze so he could make his
way over to the floating glass globe a little more inconspicuously.
“Get down,” Snow said in a hushed voice once he was close enough to
the orb. Blue obediently crouched down inside of the globe. Snow
unsheathed his sword, and with a horizontal slash managed to cut
off the top half of the globe, allowing Blue to escape.

“Blue, what are you doing here?” Snow hissed
at the fairy that was now hovering in front of his face as he
glanced around the throne room to make sure no one was paying too
much attention to him. “And how did you get yourself captured?”

“Snow, you need to get out of here
immediately!” Blue exclaimed, waving his hands around in a show of
panic. “You must flee the Kingdom before it’s too late…!”

Snow gave the fairy a bewildered look. “You
want me to leave Apple Kingdom? But why? This couldn’t be worse
timing…I’m about to announce my engagement to Princess Florinda
Cross.”

“The seer Baba Yaga sent me here,” Blue said
with an edge of impatience to his voice. “He warned me you were in
grave danger and that you would need my help. I tried to find you
at the party last night, but Reginald discovered me before I could
reach you. He imprisoned me in that bloody globe! I may already be
too late. I don’t know what Reginald has planned, but whatever it
is - it can’t be good.”

“Reginald?” Snow’s brow furrowed in
confusion. He shook his head. “Why would he imprison you?”

“Don’t you see?” Blue tugged on Snow’s ear in
frustration. “Don’t you get it? Reginald is the Leader of the
League of Villains! We need to get out of here before-!” Blue’s
gaze flicked to Reginald for a moment and his eyes widened when he
caught sight of what Reginald was holding ever so casually in the
palm of his hand. The blood drained out of Blue’s face. “Oh no. I’m
too late. He already has Snow’s heart.”

A triumphant smile spread across Reginald’s
face before he brought the heart up closer to his mouth and began
to whisper to it. Blue’s expression turned horrified and when he
looked back at Snow he saw that the prince’s eyes were glazed and
emotionless.

Reginald must have whispered a command
because Snow turned and started to approach the dais once more.
“No! Snow! Don’t!” Blue yelled, as he flew after Snow and grabbed
onto his hair and started to tug. Snow barely reacted even when
Blue pulled out some of his hair. He appeared to be in a kind of
trance. The prince continued to ignore the fairy and approached the
dais until he was standing directly in front of his mother’s
throne.

Isidora gave Snow a quizzical look. “What is
it, my precious son? You look pale. Are you alright?”

Snow started to raise his sword, and Blue
grabbed Snow’s hair and tugged more violently than before. “No!
Snow! Snap out of it! Fight it! You can resist Reginald’s control!
You must! Don’t give in! Don’t do it!”

But Snow would not be deterred. He lunged his
sword forward, and into Isidora’s chest. Right through her heart.
It all happened so fast that no one had been able to react in time.
The idea of Prince Snow Flurris attempting to kill his beloved
mother was inconceivable. No one would have ever expected it.
Everyone in the Kingdom knew how much Snow loved his mother.

“Snow…why?” Isidora’s pale blue eyes were
swirling with fear and
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