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        “Princess Bianca rules, in every way! This tale of intrepid discovery and determination will delight young readers and will dare those who deal with the dragons of self-doubt, frustration, and bullying to step out and challenge those menaces to a duel.”

        New England Children’s Book Review,

        Listed as a “Favorite”

      

      

      

      
        
        “Spry and charming . . . exquisitely characterized animals. Runs to surprising depths, and Sammy the donkey will live long in young memory. Bianca, all told, is a memorable middle-grade heroine.”

        Kirkus Reviews

      

      

      

      
        
        “Dendler’s writing is smooth and accessible with small details of lavish castle living and fairy tale adventure that readers on the younger end of the middle-grade spectrum are likely to savor. Princess Bianca—as  she  proves  herself  to  be  brave  and independent rather than coddled and frail—will be a strong draw for reluctant readers.”

        BookLife
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        To Mr. Lenkart and my fifth grade class

        Booker T. Washington Elementary School Champaign, Illinois

        Where Princess Bianca began her brave life.
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      Flames leapt from the dragon’s golden jaws and blazed through the sky above the forest.

      Princess Bianca didn’t flinch. Her tiny feet slipped around inside the stolen boots, but she planted them firmly on the mossy ground and stared straight up past the bronze, armored belly of the beast that threatened her kingdom and every living being for miles around.

      As the last flames blew away on the breeze, the dragon glared down at her. Smoke billowed from his nostrils with every breath. People usually ran in fear at the very sight of him, but this girl in ill-fitting peasant clothes stood her ground and planted her hands on her hips.

      “Where is my father?” she demanded. “Where is the king? Where are the knights who rode with him?”

      The dragon bent his mammoth head down until he hovered only inches above her. Tendrils of smoke swirled around her dark, curly hair as he chortled with amusement.

      “I would imagine the same thing happened to them as has befallen every other knight and king who rides against me.”

      He poofed a quick flame above her head as an example and tipped his face so they were now eye to eye.

      “Then you are going to be one sorry dragon.”
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        One Month Earlier

      

      

      Princess Bianca had never been so bored in all thirteen years of her cushy, royal existence. And that was saying something. Most of the days of her life in the Kingdom of Pacifico blended together and rambled on and on with a sameness that could numb the sharpest spirit. But now that she was getting too old for tutors, there were not even those dull lessons to look forward to.

      Princess Bianca knew she shouldn’t complain. She had everything in the world she would ever possibly need. Her father, King Dominic, loved her to the point of smothering. And she was told daily that everyone in the kingdom thought she was the most wonderful princess who had ever lived.

      Every afternoon, at precisely one o’clock, she would wave to her subjects from a window up high in her castle tower, and they would cheer and wave back.

      “She is so beautiful and dainty,” the men would say. “We are so lucky to have such a perfect example of princessness in our kingdom.”

      “Never a hair out of place,” the women would say with a sigh. “Constantly smiling and so gracious.”

      Bianca’s bedroom was always full of flowers that were left on the castle steps by children—and sometimes even by bold young men, who hoped to gain her attention in a different way altogether. The boys, however, were wasting their time. Nanny and the multitude of servants who dealt with bringing the flowers to Bianca’s room never mentioned a single name. Cards bearing declarations of love were burned on the kitchen hearth.

      “Stupid boys,” Nanny would snipe. “Nothing better to do with their time and energy than pile flowers on our delicate princess, who will never choose her own husband anyhow.”

      Cook would nod and agree.

      Princess Bianca could be admired from afar, but not one of those young men would ever get within one hundred feet of her.

      “Their parents should have better control of them and get them out in the fields for some useful work,” Cook would say as she stirred whatever pot of deliciousness she had created for the next royal meal.

      Standing above the daily fray of flowers and adoration, the princess was grateful that the townspeople loved her. She knew not every kingdom had loyal subjects. But what would really bring her joy was to throw open the castle doors, frolic through the green grass, and kick up dirt on the dusty paths with those same children who flocked to her window every afternoon.

      However, that was not allowed.

      Not ever.

      From the time the princess was born, everyone had said that she was so frail and so delicate that she must be protected diligently. Her mother, Queen Ariana the Kind, had not survived the birth, and Bianca had nearly joined her in the grave. For weeks, the nurses had stayed by her side every moment and documented each cough and sneeze. Then those weeks extended into months . . . and into years.

      King Dominic was terrified that he would lose his beloved daughter to illness or her own frailty, so he kept her hidden away inside the strong castle walls. The doctor had stressed how weak she was at birth, and the king would not take any chances. Of course, that was thirteen years ago, but her father never overcame his fears or his safeguarding of each second of her life.

      Never, not for an instant, was she allowed to meet other children. Playing with one was out of the question. Who knew what kinds of diseases they carried?

      Never, not for even one brief moment, had she been allowed outside the castle fortifications. The gray stone walls of the enormous fortress had been built by her ancestors over many centuries. It was like a city unto itself, designed for safety and protection from attack. For Bianca, the castle had become a shield from the outside world—and a prison she couldn’t escape.

      Princess Bianca could dream of what grass felt like, but she had never touched it. Not once. She could wander around within the castle walls to the stable and such, but there was nothing there but hard-packed dirt paths. The daily flowers in her room were the only bit of nature she was allowed. That tradition of bringing her flowers had started with her dangerous birth as gifts and well-wishes from the kingdom, and her father had allowed it to continue.

      Carefully selected tutors had been brought into the castle to teach her to read, do math, learn to speak five useless languages for countries she would never visit, play the piano, create elaborate needlework, and ensure that she was the most accomplished young lady in the kingdom. And she certainly was because most girls didn’t have eight hours a day to devote to such tasks.

      The king was delighted and proud.

      But the princess was lonely and bored.

      No matter what was said about her, the princess did not feel frail or delicate. She had heard the stories of her birth and the doctor’s warnings—over and over and over—but none of it seemed a part of her own lungs and heart and arms and legs. It was as if they were fussing about a stranger she had never met. Many times she had tried to get her father to let her venture outside the castle. Maybe just for a walk or to ride a horse quietly through the woods, surrounded by soldiers.

      “But what if you fall off?” the king would wail. “What if there is an angry bumblebee or a rain storm or a cold wind, or what if . . . ?”

      Her father always had a “what-if” for any plea she made. Eventually, the princess had just given up, resigned to the fact that her life would be dull and sheltered and protected forever.

      But when no one was looking, she would sneak away and race through the quiet hallways of the castle. She would pull off her fancy shoes, hike up her frilly dress, and take the stairs two at a time. And there were thousands of stairs. She would sneak the swords off the displays of suits of armor and pretend to fight invading forces and murderous monsters. Imaginary warriors and mighty dragons would drop in her path as she wielded the sword bravely through the hallways and up and down the staircases.

      Of course, she always won.

      Then she would fix her hair, straighten her dress, put her dainty shoes back on, and return to Nanny and her maids as though nothing had ever happened.

      But that day, the day she was the most bored she had ever been in her entire sheltered existence, there appeared to be no escape from her tedious captivity. The castle was full of people, so nowhere would be truly safe for running and playing. And Nanny surely wouldn’t let her get near that many citizens anyhow. Coming into contact with a person from outside the castle was avoided at all costs for the Frail and Delicate Princess Bianca. Nanny would have her guard up and probably even skip her afternoon nap just to keep an eye on the princess.

      To make matters worse, it was raining for the third day in a row, and no one even showed up to greet her at one o’clock because the mud was so deep.

      Looking out over the murky courtyard on that rainy day, that was the most depressed that Bianca had ever been. The smiling faces of her townspeople were one of the few bright spots in her mundane life, but that day she was deprived of them as well. She flopped down on her very pink fluffy bed in her very pink frilly room and sighed.

      Since the castle was too busy for her to sneak off and fight imaginary monsters, she pulled a book of fairy tales from her bedside table and propped herself up to read her favorites . . . again. Books were another bright spot she could always count on. She could lose herself there in all the adventures she would never have. If only her own kingdom could be so exciting and full of magic, like fairies and dragons and witches.

      And so that was how Bianca expected her life to continue.

      Day after day.

      Year after year.

      But an unexpected and unwelcome visitor to her kingdom would upend it all.

      Unknown to Princess Bianca, there was a dark reason all the townspeople had come to the castle that day. For weeks, horrible news had spread like a thick winter fog from the outlying farms to the villages and to the king himself.

      At first, the king brushed it off as only a rumor, but now there were too many frightened citizens to ignore. He was forced to face the fact that the terrible stories of impending devastation and ruin must be true. The invader even the strongest and bravest king feared with his whole being was heading their way.

      It would prove without a doubt that Bianca’s kingdom was more magical than she had been led to believe.
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      The whole castle was abuzz with predictions of the kingdom’s approaching doom.

      At first, Bianca didn’t understand what the fuss was all about. There were whispers in the hallways and tears from some of the servants, but everyone grew quiet the moment the princess approached. They could pretend all they wanted. She was smart enough to know when something was being hidden from her. It had been going on her entire life. Her father had insisted she be sheltered from any news that might distress her, so she had grown accustomed to the shifty eyes and cut-short conversations of castle staff trying to keep her in the dark.

      Normally, it wasn’t a big problem because nothing much happened in her kingdom. Sometimes farmers fought over who owned what cow or argued about tools that were borrowed and not returned. The king and his advisors would step in to help negotiate a truce or solution if it got out of hand. There wasn’t much crime. Townsfolk all knew each other too well. Their lives went on much like Bianca’s, the same from day to day to day.

      The last few days had been different, however. The princess sensed it. Nanny kept a straight face and pretended all was well, but Bianca had heard frantic whispers on the other side of her door and caught the frightened expressions of the maids in the hallway when her door opened and shut.

      Something very scary was afoot.

      Bianca had gotten quite stealthy at creeping around and finding out castle secrets. She could even niggle information out of Nanny, but this was different. Nanny’s lips were sealed. The usual gossip among the maids was now whispered. Doors that were normally left ajar just enough for a sneaky princess to spy were now shut tight. Bianca felt the tense atmosphere in the stones around her.

      This secret was a big one.

      As she often did, the princess decided to tiptoe to her father’s Hall of Council and peek through the doorway. Anything worthy of note in the kingdom ended up being discussed there eventually.

      Eavesdropping at the Council Room door was how she had learned about a food shortage when she was eight years old. After heavy rains, mold had destroyed a large portion of the crops. There was food rationing, and many families barely survived that year.

      Bianca, of course, never missed a meal.

      Listening at that door was also how she had learned that her father would select her husband. Names and pedigrees had been bandied about as long as she could remember. Princess Bianca would someday marry a strong, noble hero of royal blood, who would take over when her father was old and gray. His own father would have trained him properly. This husband would care for everything in the kingdom, including Bianca.

      She had never met any of the young men in question. Marriage was many, many years away, so Bianca just enjoyed listening to various royal fathers make a case for their most magnificent sons while her father listened doubtfully. She could imagine him wondering: Who would ever be good enough for his kingdom and his precious daughter?

      Spying at the Council Room door had provided her with the answers to castle secrets most of her life, but now more important events were unfolding than royal weddings or even famines. She was certain of it.

      So that night, while Nanny slept, Bianca snuck through the castle to the Hall of Council. There, the bravest knights in the kingdom were arguing about what should be done. Table tops were pounded by battle-worn fists. Swords swung in the air. And she could hear words like “fire-breathing” and “monster” and “end of our glorious kingdom” echo through the great room. The creature had been spotted at the far eastern edge of the realm, and he was surely headed for the castle at that moment.

      When the truth hit her, Bianca covered her mouth to muffle the instinctive gasp that escaped. There was only one kind of fire-breathing monster the princess had ever heard of.

      Her father and his knights were talking about a dragon.

      That’s all it could possibly be.

      A cold chill ran along her spine and made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

      A dragon? In Pacifico? But dragons aren’t real.

      Before she had time to think about it more or hear her father’s plans, Nanny discovered
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