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        * * *

      

      To Hope,

      

      We always said it would take a special woman to keep up with my brother, and I’m so grateful that he found that woman in you. You’re lovely, strong, and steady, and if this world had a lot more like you, it would be a far better place.
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            To the Honorable King Everard and Queen Isabelle,

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This second tale is a bit different from the first, in that our hero in peril is a prince, rather than a princess. Peter says this story was born long ago when he saw just such an event happen to the son of a powerful duke. He also claims that at one time, the fae weren’t nearly so selfish as most are now, and a choice group of them were even gifted incredible powers by the Maker with the express purposes of helping the humble of the world.

        Tiger Lily was particular fond of this story. She liked hearing about the powerful, regal faeries who were generous and misjudged by men. I’m under the impression that she saw herself as such a benefactor to Peter, the Lost Boys, and all the other fae. Thankfully, the story I’m about to tell has a different ending than the one she met with. But I shouldn’t get ahead of myself. You can draw your own conclusions for yourselves.

        

        Yours respectfully,

        Wendy Darling Pan

        

        Once upon a time in a faraway land…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Nadine stared morosely out the window at the crowd mingling in the palace gardens below. They all looked so confident. So happy. So perfect. The ladies giggled and peeked coyly from behind their fans, and the men stood tall, laughing and boasting together. They were so loud she could hear them through the glass.

      “Your Highness!”

      Nadine turned to see Alicia, her first lady, bustling in and looking quite frazzled. “We’ve been looking all over for you!”

      Nadine looked back down at the party. “I know,” she said in a soft voice.

      Alicia, usually the picture of grace and calm sophistication, glanced nervously down at the party too. “I… I’m afraid, Your Highness, that the king is very anxious to see you.”

      Nadine heaved a deep sigh and nodded before she slowly stood. “Very well. Thank you for fetching me.” She walked to the door then paused a moment to go through her mother’s instructions in her head. Though Nadine had lived in the palace for nine months now, her mother’s sharp commands were as clear in her head as they had been when she was thirteen.

      Chin up.

      Shoulders back.

      Stomach taut.

      Mouth relaxed.

      Eyes distant.

      “Oh!” Alicia exclaimed, hurrying toward her again. “Let me fix your hair!”

      Nadine waited patiently until her first lady was finished, then she made her way through the door.

      Though the stately gait and expression were as familiar to her as her own skin, Nadine always felt as though she were hiding behind an invisibility charm as she put on the persona of queen.

      But that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. If she could wear the persona as well as her mother believed she should, it meant the true Nadine was hidden safely beneath. The courtiers could judge and gossip all they wanted. They were criticizing a woman who didn’t exist. As long as Nadine made sure not to crack, not to reveal any weakness beneath, she could stay that way.

      Safe and unknown.

      If only her husband were so easy to fool, she thought as she made her way down the castle’s main front stairs.

      King Albert was not a bad-looking man. And upon first introduction, he was all that was pleasing. Charming, tasteful compliments. Witty jokes and clever insights. He could sum a man up five minutes after meeting him.

      But that had been the trouble. He’d sized her up well the day they’d met. He’d quickly sorted out Nadine’s fears and anxieties. He’d even commented on how life as queen would be difficult for someone like her, someone who struggled to read those around her, who tired easily when there were too many people around her.

      “You’re an odd little beauty, aren’t you?” he’d chuckled as they’d first walked through the very garden Nadine was entering now.

      And yet, he’d made one mistake.

      He had believed her capable of change.

      But Nadine had not changed. Not when the entire palace had descended upon her to prepare her for the wedding. Not when her mother had threatened her severely if she dared hint to the king that she wanted to call the wedding off. Not even when the king had–to his credit–kindly hired a master of manners to help her conquer her struggles with crowds and attention.

      Nadine was the same shy, timid girl she had been before her mother forced her to meet the king. But as long as she could keep that girl tucked away, secretly hidden beneath the veneer of the perfect queen, she would be safe.

      As long as the king let her.

      “There you are, my beauty!” Albert boomed as Nadine entered the garden. He quickly made his way to her side and bowed low, kissing her hand. Nadine fell into a curtsey that perfectly matched her husband’s chivalry. She smiled sweetly at him and batted her eyes.

      “My apologies, my lord,” she said. “My hair didn’t wish to present itself today.” This wasn’t a lie. Nadine had left it that way on purpose until Alicia had so kindly intervened.

      A woman nearly as tall as Nadine’s husband stood behind him. Her hair, black with several streaks of silver, was perfectly curled and pinned, a fact she seemed aware of as she peered unsmiling down her aquiline nose at her daughter-in-law.

      The king, seeming unaware of his mother’s obvious disapproval, boomed another laugh. “If we can’t wait for the queen on her own birthday, who can we wait on? Come this way, my love. Your people desire to celebrate with you.”

      “Remember,” the queen mother said in a low voice, “the Stules wish to discuss an acquisition before they go.”

      “Did they get the legal permits from King Stephan?” the king murmured back.

      His mother’s eyes narrowed. “If he doesn’t know the land is his, does it even matter?”

      Albert nodded thoughtfully then returned his attention to his wife and guests.

      Nadine had no desire to celebrate with their guests or play the pretty maiden to her mother-in-law’s obsession with land acquisitions. But she had little choice. So she continued to smile as if she’d heard nothing.

      Of course, it wasn’t that she was ungrateful for her guests’ lavish gifts, or the opulent palace decorations, or even the towering cake her husband had ordered the kitchens to prepare for her. Nor was she ignorant of the fact that Albert really did seem to be trying to make her happy. He had done everything he could think of to make this party enjoyable. And it probably would have been…

      If Nadine were like him.

      But she wasn’t. She was, however, a fantastic pretender. So she feigned her best simpering smile as her husband led her enthusiastically through the sea of people clamoring for her attention, eager to assure their new queen that she could find court allies in them. And Nadine smiled and nodded and said all the right things. Her mother had spent so much time drilling the correct answers into her that she hardly had to think about them anymore. They just came out, even when Nadine was perfectly aware that the simpering ladies before her had been gossiping behind her back just moments earlier when they didn’t think she was listening.

      “My dear,” Albert said cheerfully, drawing her from her momentary reverie. He gestured toward a very tall, very thin man. “This is our new menagerie keeper. I mentioned that you like studying the animals there, and he helped me create a gift I think you’ll particularly enjoy.”

      Nadine shifted her perfect persona slightly so she could peek at the tall man’s outstretched hands with true interest. And when he opened his cupped hands, she gasped in delight.

      Enclosed in a clear circle of glass no larger than her thumb was a tiny blue butterfly. When the thin man shifted his hands from side-to-side, the blue shimmered slightly into purple and then back again. The flat circle of glass was attached to a gold chain, and Nadine genuinely beamed as the king took it from the thin man’s hands, and after removing the necklace she was wearing, fastened the chain around her neck.

      “It’s lovely,” she breathed, lifting the pendant to see it more closely. “How ever did you get it in its Pixiant stage?”

      The thin man’s brows went up. “The queen knows her magical creatures well.”

      “Queen Nadine,” a thin, high voice said, “excels in knowledge of animals and magical creatures.” The woman who embodied the voice joined their little circle. Her smile was wide, but Nadine had to stop herself from physically recoiling as the woman came to stand at her side. “I believe it’s one of her greatest passions.”

      “Good afternoon, Lady Chrysanthemum,” Nadine said, clinging a little tighter to her husband’s arm.

      “Your Highness,” Lady Chrysanthemum cooed with a curtsey. Though they hadn’t been rivals for nearly a year–the time when the king had chosen his queen–Nadine doubted Lady Chrysanthemum would let her forget anytime soon that she had been one of Nadine’s closest competitors.

      If she was honest, Nadine was still just as perplexed as Lady Chrysanthemum seemed to be as to why Albert had chosen her.

      The thin man, seemingly unaware of the snideness in Lady Chrysanthemum’s tone, looked back at Nadine again. “In that case, please send word anytime Her Majesty wishes to stroll through the menagerie. I’ll make sure my most knowledgeable workers are there to discuss any animal you would seek.”

      Despite the rude courtier, Nadine felt herself smiling again. “That would be most enjoyable.” She turned to her husband. “We could spend quite a happy evening there together.” And though she kept her tone appropriately uninterested, Nadine knew as soon as his eyes flicked away from hers that she had shared too much.

      Albert gave her a polite smile and a slight bow. “Whatever pleases my lady.” He gestured to the other side of the garden. “Now, I should greatly like to introduce you to…”

      But Nadine didn’t hear him. She knew he had no intention of going to the menagerie. And though his gift had been exactly the kind to touch her heart, she knew she had pushed too far. The young queen’s odd fixation with animals, magical and non-magical alike, had been one of the first topics of gossip to roar through the court like wildfire. And now that Albert had retreated to the courteous, proper husband a king was supposed to be…

      Nadine had no choice but to retreat, too.

      Unfortunately, the party didn’t improve as it aged. Far from it, Nadine felt her mask begin to slip little by little as she continued to mingle and greet her subjects. She felt her perfect posture slump slightly as her fatigued shoulders and back protested. The heavy skirts she wore made her steps slower and more awkward, and she could tell that the longer she exerted her false self, the more frustrated her husband became.

      Eventually, she knew she could go on no more. Her stomach was unbelievably queasy, and she felt like she was running out of air. How was it hot and cold at the same time? Was she having a heart spasm?

      “My dear,” she said to her husband, dredging up a smile once more, “I’m feeling a bit fatigued. Would you mind if I went to refresh myself for a few minutes? I think my hair needs Lady Alicia’s help once more in this heat.”

      For the first time in hours, Albert’s face lit up with approval. “Of course, my dear. Make yourself as ready as you please. I’ll be waiting for you out here.”

      Nadine smiled and bid her current visitors farewell. Then, in a move perfected by years of evading her mother at similar events, she managed to lose not just Alicia, but all of her ladies-in-waiting. Hidden in the shadows now cast by the evening light, she ran to the only place where she could breathe freely.

      A corner of the menagerie wasn’t far from the garden where the party was being held. It was quiet, as most of the animals inside were sleeping. And though the main doors were locked, Nadine knew of a side gate the animal keepers used to get in and out. She stealthily slipped through the gate, which had been left slightly ajar, and made her way to her favorite roofless enclosure in the corner. Aware of her delicate fabric and silk shoes, Nadine sank onto a small rise in the grass and rested her back against the wall.

      Most of the gnomes were asleep piled against one another in the opposite corner of the enclosure. Their clothes, which were sewn by several of the women in the city, gave their collective group the impression of a small hill of blue and green. And though they much resembled humans–stout, bearded humans that came up to Nadine’s knee–they couldn’t have spoken to Nadine even if they were awake. This, of course, was one of the reasons Nadine had chosen this particular enclosure.

      One of the gnomes, which had been sleeping at the edge of the pile, startled slightly at the sound of Nadine’s soft sigh. When his eyes met hers, he beamed. Then he stood and waddled over to her, and she smiled and held open her arms. He toddled right over and half-sat, half-fell into her lap, where he immediately curled up and fell asleep again, his little beard rising and falling with his snores. Nadine smiled and shifted him into a more comfortable position. Holding a gnome was much like snuggling a toddler that had the personality of an enthusiastic cat.

      “You act as though queens steal into your room every day to rest,” Nadine laughed softly. She rubbed the little gnome’s neck as she took deep, calming breaths.

      She ought to go back to the party soon. And probably ought to stop by her room in truth if she was to fool her guests. Sitting in a menagerie stall certainly wasn’t doing any favors for her hair. But every time she decided she should return, she convinced herself to stay just half a minute longer. Half a minute wasn’t really so much. Was it?
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        * * *

      

      Nadine woke up to the bang of wood on wood. She blinked rapidly to clear her vision as a young boy gaped at her from the door of the enclosure. They stared at one another until Nadine was hit by a sickening realization.

      The party.

      She had forgotten to return to her own party.

      The boy seemed to remember himself at about the same time because he leaned back and shouted over his shoulder,

      “I found her! The queen’s in with the gnomes!”

      Nadine opened her mouth to beg him not to say such a thing, but she was too late. She heard a crowd rush into the menagerie. And to her horror, not only did she find herself peeking up at guards who stood on the other side of the fence, but party guests as well. The women looked like they might burst with glee, and the men seemed utterly confused.

      Worst of all, however, was the face of her husband. Anger, embarrassment, and frustration warred in his eyes. She could tell it was with great difficulty that he kept his voice calm and cheerful as he turned to address his guests.

      “It looks like Her Highness wasn’t able to stay away from her birthday present.”

      Nadine stared at him. What was he talking about?

      “I was going to announce it later,” Albert continued, chuckling as if it was all an endearing situation, “but I brought several new gnomes into the menagerie recently. May all you husbands be so fortunate as to gift your wives with presents they can’t ignore.”

      The men laughed, and the women tittered appropriately, but Nadine knew this wouldn’t be forgotten any time soon by either her husband or the court. Forcing a rueful smile, she allowed her husband to help her stand. They followed their guests out of the menagerie, but as before they crossed the threshold, he bent low and put his mouth to her ear. When he spoke, his voice was not kind.

      “We need to talk.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Nadine’s bedchamber door was shut and locked, and the king had gone through every room in her chambers to make sure they were alone, he turned to face her. Nadine tried to steel herself for what was coming. She’d had countless such confrontations with her mother before getting married, and had hoped that her days of being lectured were over now that she was out of her parents’ house.

      But, apparently, she had been wrong.

      She half-expected him to start shouting and braced herself for such. But instead of shouting, he simply closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      The sound of a cricket somewhere in the corner grew louder and louder as Nadine waited, and she could hear the slightly raucous laughter rising from the party below. But after half a minute, Nadine decided that the silence was worse than any yelling would have been.

      “I understand,” he finally said, opening his eyes and facing her, “that large parties are distasteful to you. But for this one night, I thought… I thought you would be able to do your duty as queen.”

      “I–”

      “Just. One. Night,” he said, his gray eyes growing colder.

      Nadine flinched. “I didn’t ask for a party,” she said. The words came out sounding more petulant than she meant them to.

      “We don’t ask for many things!” Albert exploded. “But they come with a crown. Obligations come with a crown! Or didn’t your mother tell you that?”

      “She did.”

      “Then why are you so surprised when duty is required of you?”

      “I wasn’t surprised!” she pulled an offending pin out of her hair and tossed it on her vanity. “I did the best that I could. I laughed. I talked. I mingled. All I wanted was a few minutes’ peace before I had to go back.” She huffed. “I never meant to fall asleep.”

      “I certainly hope you didn’t.” He rubbed his chin. Then he shook his head and sighed. “As I told you when we married, I understand your…your dislike for large parties and gatherings. But our personal dislikes cannot keep us from doing what we must.” He walked over to the window. “Tonight, for example, I had nearly confirmed the purchase of land on our northern border. It would have expanded our territory to encompass the river. And Sir Romin had nearly agreed to contribute a good sum of money to our expansive enterprises on the southwest coast.” He turned back to her. “But then his wife asked where you were, and panic nearly broke loose when no one could find you.”

      In spite of herself, shame heated Nadine’s cheeks. “As I said, I didn’t mean to fall asleep. I only meant to take a few minutes’ respite before returning.”

      Her husband’s eyes opened wide. “You were tired?” He glanced at her midsection. “Could you be–”

      “No,” she retorted crossly. “I am not. And I know that for a fact.”

      He said nothing, but his shoulders slumped slightly.

      “And to your earlier point, my discomfort with large gatherings isn’t a…dislike exactly.”

      “No?” he asked.

      “No.” She frowned, trying to find the words she could never quite say to her mother. If only she could show them, rather than tell them, what it felt like when so many eyes were on her. When she had person after person acting and reacting before her, and she was supposed to interpret their intentions through expressions and coy words. She had to read faces and interpret body movements, all faster than she could come up with words to respond. It was why she had memorized so many shallow phrases as a girl, which had led to many a possible suitor simply thinking her daft.

      “You are a quick judge of character,” she said slowly. “You understand not only what people say but what they intend, even if they don’t say it. I’m not like that, though.” She looked up to him, hoping beyond hope that maybe…just maybe he would understand what her mother never had. “I have a hard time knowing what people mean. So often they say one thing but mean another. And while I’m trying to puzzle out what the person in front of me is trying to really say, three more are thrust upon me, and I’m expected to understand and respond to them all at the same time.”

      She shrugged. “I know you disapprove of my attachment to animals. I know it’s not a queenly pastime to spend so much time with them. But animals…Animals aren’t like people. They don’t say one thing and do another.” She gathered the courage to look her husband in the eyes once more. “Sometimes I need that.”

      Her husband, who had been frowning thoughtfully at her, stared a moment longer before pulling in a deep breath through his nose, then letting it back out again. When he spoke, his voice was soft. But even she could see the disappointment written clearly on his face.

      “The crown may have needs. But the crown must do as the people need. Whether we feel ourselves capable of it or not.”

      “Well, then maybe the crown should have chosen a woman who actually wanted to be queen!” Nadine snapped.

      As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she wished with all her heart that she could take them back. But she couldn’t. So instead of trying to clean up the mess she’d made, she bolted past him and threw herself, weeping, onto the reclining sofa in her parlor.

      Albert said nothing as he left her chambers, nor did he send any other word after. And the first shame of the evening’s earlier escapade was quickly forgotten as Nadine relived her hurtful words again and again in her head.

      It was true that her husband demanded much of her. Her last year had seen her nearly constantly exhausted. But he had always been far more gentle with her than her mother ever was. And while Nadine had never desired to be queen, it was also true that she did care for the man she had married. For a marriage of convenience, she had found herself relatively happy, surrounded by all the comforts and luxuries of the world and spoiled by her husband, even if his gifts were somewhat misguided. At least, unlike a number of her friends’ husbands, he was faithful.

      And now she had ruined it all.

      A soft whirring and gentle breeze made Nadine look up from the cushion in which she’d buried her face. She nearly fell off the sofa when she realized that she was no longer alone.

      “Good evening, dear,” the woman said with a smile.

      Nadine tried to respond, but her mouth couldn’t seem to catch up with her mind. The woman standing before her was several inches taller than she was and as beautiful as the night was dark. Her skin seemed to give off its own soft glow, and her blue wings shimmered with the barest hint of pastel colors that changed as she moved them. Her hair was pulled up into an elaborate twist, and there were gems scattered throughout it. In her hand was a wand that shimmered brighter than all the rest. It might have been made of one large sapphire for all Nadine knew.

      “You’re–” Nadine managed to gasp, but the woman smiled again and stepped closer.

      “I’m Healanie,” the woman said, taking a step closer. “And I know that you are Nadine, new queen of Tuilidad, daughter of Lord Gaston and Lady Victoria.” She paused, her brows furrowing slightly. “And I’ve been watching King Albert’s line long enough that tonight convinced me that it’s time to act.”

      Nadine blinked up at her. “Tonight–”

      “Was only the most recent in a line of incidents of which I didn’t approve…most of which you’re absolutely ignorant.” She pursed her slightly shimmering pink lips. “But I expect little less, considering how awful his parents were and his grandparents before them. Compared to them, he's a saint.”

      Nadine hastily wiped her wet cheeks on her sleeves while scrambling to sit up. “I didn’t mean to…I spoke in haste, my lady faerie. My husband isn’t a bad man.”

      “You did speak in haste, it’s true. And you did hurt him, which I am glad you take credit for. Your words were unkind. And you are right, he is not a bad man as the term is generally used.” She leaned slightly forward. “But what if I told you he could become even better?”

      “What?” Nadine stared at her blankly. Tuilidad was generally friendly to faeries, and her husband had even spoken with the faerie queen several times. But Nadine knew the danger of making deals with faeries. And while her husband may not understand her, Nadine had no desire to foist a mischievous faerie upon him. The consequences could be dire.

      “Of course,” Healanie leaned back and studied Nadine. “It will be difficult. No true change can be had without difficulty. Otherwise, the change would have already been made. Yes, I think I will.”

      She broke into a triumphant smile once more. “I also happen to know that while your husband is hurt, I have the perfect gift with which to cheer him.” Her lavender eyes sparkled. Then she leaned back and lifted her chin triumphantly. “And not long after you receive this gift, you will know that none like it has ever been given by a faerie before.”

      Before Nadine could respond, the faerie lifted her wand and waved it over Nadine’s head several times. Then she beamed and nodded once.

      “What kind of gift?” Nadine finally managed to ask.

      “There’s no need to look so terrified, love,” the faerie laughed. “Oh, but before I go, I need to warn you of one thing.” Her smile disappeared. “Make sure to take care with the gift. If you do not steward it well, it could be the death of you.”

      And with that, she was gone.
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        * * *

      

      Nadine waited up the rest of the night (or what was left of it) to receive her gift. But nothing came. Nor did it come the next day. Or the next. Or the next.

      Unfortunately, as she expected and–to
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