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And then there was Elestra, the
. She was not pretty like her
. Her hair was always tangled,
her dress often torn and her skin
burned and freckled in the sun. In all
of the major social events, Elestra
usually found herself hidden behind
her sisters.
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Kalin had another
He was an excellent cook..
grew bored. That is, when he was
on his own, he would invent
wondrous new foods that no one
else had ever seen. Whenever he
cooked from a recipe, however,
he'd grow bored, and everything
would be burnt black.
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And then there were the other four.

Zarus the wizard, Peter the knight, Kalin the cook, and
Elestra the princess.
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Zarus theAwizard could not ) < 3
control his magic. / If he tried for * . 0
lightning dancing from his fingertip: b 66
flowers would = sprout | from the
ceiling. If he tried to raise a b

whirlwind, it would rain pearls. All
of the other wizards had IongA ago
banned him from their towers.

eter. He °
was absolutely the bravest, the
boldest, and the shortest knight in
the entire army. He was so short
that, weighed down with armor, a
sword, and a shield, he could hardly
move, let alone fight. This made
him very slow and awkward.
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The wizards of this castle knew
every existing spell, from lightning
bolts to summoning rabbits. The
knights, too, were the best in all the
land. They knew all existing battle
strategies, from how to defeat giants
to fighting in single combat with an
ogre. The cooks of this land were
well renowned for their talent and
knowledge in their amazing recipes.
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Finally, there were the princesses. The king had fifteen
girls, and each was rumored to be lovelier than the last with
long golden hair and eyes like the stars. Those who came
were never disappointed in the rumors. Anyone who came to
see these cooks, knights, wizards, and princesses all agreed
that it really was beyond compare. This was, in fact, a perfect
kingdom down to its people.
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Once upon a time, there was a land that
was said to be the fairest in all the world. Not
only was it the largest of all the surrounding
kingdoms, but it had everything and more
that any kingdom could possibly desire. It
held enchanted forests, bottomless lakes,
great tall mountains, and even one tiny desert
within its borders. So wonderful, in fact, was
this land that it was known far and wide as
the Perfect Kingdom.
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In the very center of the kingdom
was the castle. Carved from marble by
the finest artists and hung within with
gold and tapestries and art, none who
saw it could declare it anything less
than perfect. This castle was so famous
that everyone from traveling princes to
common peddlers would travel miles out
of their way just to glimpse its tall
towers and spiraling staircases. And the
most famous of all were the people

within this castle.
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- So Elestra the princess, Zarus the wizard,
Peter the knight, and Kalin the cook often went off
by themselves into the surrounding forest. Being
t'l;e only four in the entire kingdom who were less
than perfect, they had become great friends:
They would spend entire days off onttheir own,
“é&ploring the hillside where_no' one cared if they
were perfect or not. And_so it might have gone to
the end of time, if it were not for a great trouble
that came to challenge this perfect kingdom.

The Perfect Kin(jd,c}m, as per,fe_fz y
also had the perfect enemy: the Dragon.
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The only thmg that had | kept thIS Dragon at bay for the
past centuries was the cooks, for the Dragon was so'old that
its only weakness was for something new, and it had ‘not yet
tried every food in existence. Once ayear all of the cooks
would prepare a huge, wondrous feast| for/the’'Dragon. And
the Dragon would leave them alone for one more year.
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It was not just that this Dragon was strong. The kingdom
had faced armies as vast as the sea and defeated them easily.
And it wasn’t just that this Dragon was wise. The wizards had
faced the sphinxes themselves and out-riddled them. But this
Dragon.was so old that it had learned every spell in existence.
Andsthis Dragon was so strong that it could easily grind entire
mountains into dust.
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The Dragon snorted in contempt at their pitiful band. “And what,”
it sneered, “can you do-against me?”

“It is true that we cannot beat you as we are,” began Zarus who
was the wisest of the group, “But perhaps we can offer you a
contest.”

“Yes!” exclaimed Peter in excitement “We can each fight you as
we know how!” The Dragon considered this with sudden interest. This
was, after all, something new. If nothing else, it could be
interesting.

“Very well. If all of you beat me, the princesses go free. But if I
defeat you, I take the princesses,” the Dragon announced. It eyed
Elestra and added “All of the princesses.”

A 1 \
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“Y-you aren’t s-supposed to be here,” he stammered
nervously, "Didn’t you see the feast?”

“Oh, that,” said the Dragon, yawning, “I grew bored of
that. What I want are princesses. You have fifteen I believe.
So how about this. You send them out to me for my feast, and
I will leave you alone.” At this the king was very scared, but he
managed to find an answer.

“You can’t do this! This is the Perfect Kingdom!” the king
yelled, “Knights! Come out at once and slay this beast!”

—_

Yy
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But one year, when the feast came, the
Dragon found it had grown bored again. It looked
down at the food and discovered nothing that had
not been prepared before. And the Dragon began
to think, and remembered that the king supposedly
had fifteen beautiful daughters. And so, disdaining
the wondrous feast, the Dragon flew up high in the
air until it came to the castle. There the king, who
ruled wisely and justly, but not necessarily bravely,
peeped over the wall to confront the Dragon.
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“If the Dragon wants food, then give it to You must
create a banquet, ten times grander than the first. Create your
finest, most intricate and complicated of delicacies, the greatest

feast of all time!” M
So all of the cooks went into the kitchen, and began to

cook. They cooked for hours; pulling out long lost faded

parchments even they hadn’t known were there. They made
every type of dish imaginable, from cake to soups to pastas and
breads. And when they finished, they took all of these dishes
and laid them out before the Dragon.
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The Dragon yawned once more,
moved a claw slightly, and, just like that,
every single one of those spells vanished
before they even got close. Now those

wizards were wise and knowledgeable, so

naturally they each waved their hands in a
simple spell and as one they vanished
from their towers to safety.

SR

"I have out-spelled your perfect wizards,"
said the Dragon, "So now, how about those
princesses?” But the king was not at his end
yet. Thinking hard, he managed to answer.

“Wait, I have it!” he announced, “Cooks!
Cooks come at once.” The cooks all thought he

/<:Ias insane. What in the world could they do

gainst a Dragon? But the king had a plan.
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“Ha!” exclaimed the Dragon to
the despairing king, “l have bested all
of your knights. | have out-smarted
all of your wizards. | have scorned all
of your cooks. And now | have all of
your princesses. So much for the
Perfect Kingdom.” Then the Dragon
prepared to fly away with the
princesses, when it heard a noise.

"HALT™
e





tmp_feb9fc7ab726173714c345f19c91c456_k8BJdz_html_7dfc82ed.jpg
The Dragon eyed the foods, opened his mouth, and
WOOSH! The entire feast went up in smoke. The cooks were
so insulted that they all packed up their bags and set off to find
a kingdom that could appreciate their cooking, several of them
in tears. Then the Dragon once again faced the king.

" =
Y -
b 3

“Well,” sald the Dragon "It seems I have scorned your
perfect cooks. So hand over those princesses, before I really
become annoyed.” What was the king to do? He had no one
left to fight the Dragon. His beautiful daughters made a last
desperate attempt to escape by running away. But as all
princesses are taught it is undignified to run, they were gliding
gracefully down the road as quickly as possible. The Dragon
rounded them up in seconds.
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It was Peter the knight. With him were Zarus the wizard,
Kalin the cook, and Elestra the princess. They had been away
when the Dragon had come, in the forest as they often were,
and had only just gotten back.

“You have
not scorned all
of the cooks!”
Kalin exclaimed.

“You have not bested
all of the knights!” Peter
shouted, when the Dragon “And you do
turned. . Z / not _have all of the

3 “You have not out- princesses,” Elestra
()

spelled all of the wizards!” said.
Zarus yelled.

S
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s. You think none
Well, I have one
they showed me
stand tall. If you
on't like what you
as ugly as I say I

n beautiful! The

“You think me small and
of us are any good because
thing for me; I have good
things. If you're small, then
fail, you try again another wz
are given, make something
am, and I say I am good,
answer to your riddle, Drag
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are studied at great length by all of the others. Peter is now
renowned as the swiftest of the knights, and he no longer has
to wear his armor. Elestra is now believed to be the most
beautiful of the princesses, and the wisest, and is brought
forward in all of the social events. As for Kalin the cook, he is
able to invent his new foods to his heart’s content. And besides
that, he had finally found someone who liked its food burnt.
All in all, everyone lived, more or less, happily ever after.
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Everyone began to cheer, but the Dragon growled angrily.
“You have not beaten me yet!” it said, “There are still three of you
left!”

Everyone turned to Zarus, the second person. Soon the second
contest began. This time, Zarus was to cast spells, any spells he liked
at the Dragon. If the Dragon was unable to banish them after ten
minutes, then Zarus won. If not, well, the Dragon would have lunch.
Zarus began to cast his spells.
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The princess was thinking this too, when
she got a sudden idea.

“Peter,” she called, “Take off your armor!”
At first Peter refused. A knight, after all, wasn't
a knight without his armor. But at last he did as
the princess asked, just as the contest was
about to begin.

The Dragon stomped with its feet. It
swiped with its claws. It gnashed with its teeth
and breathed out smoke and flames. But Peter
had made a discovery. When he wasn’t being
weighed down by all his armor, he was fast! He
dodged the flames and feet, he leapt aside from
the claws, and ducked from the teeth. And
after ten minutes he was still standing.
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This time the cheering was louder, and even the gloomy
king joined in. But the Dragon was furious, with bits of fire
dribbling out of its mouth.

“You have NOT,” it reminded them, “beaten me yet! There
are still two of you left!” And everyone turned to Kalin the cook.

“Well,” began Kalin when no one spoke,
cook something. If you like it, I win. If you
well,ﬂere is that teeth thing again.” The
Kalin went into the kitchen. What he fou

of the other cooks had used up .ev
—
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gers rained from the sky and leaves sprouted from
the castle’s walls. He spread his finge d flying snowballs
appeared from thin air. Of course, d been trying for
lightning and butterflies but it looke anyway. And the
Dragon could not cancel his spells.

‘ For, while the

not exist from

existing spell, Zarus’ spells

somewhere inside him,

d at the end of ten mmutes, not one spell been canceled. In

fact, at the end of ten years they hadn't * canceled because
Zarus never figured out how to either. But he had won the contest.
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All he managed to find was the most ordinary ingredients,
enough for one loaf of bread and a helmet full of berries. After
checking all of the corners he did manage to dig up some left
over milk, but that was it. So Kalin, full of despair, cooked the
bread. But, as it was a normal everyday recipe, he burnt it!
Desperately, he eyed the berries and milk. Then a sudden idea
came to him, as it often did. He took the berries, mashed them
into a paste, and stirred this in with the milk until he made a
sticky paste. Then he spread this all over the bread. Nervously,
he presented it to the Dragon.

~ The Dragon eyed the gooey
mess with |distaste, but obligingly
tossed it in its mouth.

{ 1
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Elestra was silent, her head bowed. The kingdom held its breath.
“You don’t know the answer!” roared the dragon, “Silly, useless
princess! There is none left to rescue you! You and your sisters are

mine!”
But then Elestra looked up. There was a strange light in her
eyes. She did not look defeated.
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“Well,” Elestra announced, stepping forward, “I cannot fight as a
knight. I cannot work magic. And I don’t know how to cook. So what
am I to do?” The Dragon considered her for a moment. Surely, it
thought to itself, this princess will not be hard to beat. She is so ugly
and weak and stupid; she cannot ever amount to much.

"I will ask you a riddle,” the Dragon said aloud, "It is a riddle that
every princess should know. Answer it, and you are free. Fail, and you
are mine.

I'm not summer but I come before fall
I'm known by lions but by wolves, not at all
I cannot be bought but the rich own me all the same
And the poorest of poor stands tall to my name
Who am I?





