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Epigraph

Once there was a Castle, high on a hill,
 
and a King who longed for a nap
 
and a Queen who yearned for solitude
 
and a Prince who loved poetry
 
and a Princess who loved herself
 
and a Spare Prince who loved his sword
 
and a Hermit who was wise.

 

And there was a Village, down in the valley,
 
and a Peasant Girl who dreamed of flying
 
and a Peasant Boy who dreamed of horses
 
and a Master who dreamed of turnips
 
and an Old Woman who kept secrets.
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Long Ago and Far Away . . .
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Chapter One

A Discovery

A young peasant girl and her brother kneeled in the smooth gray stones on the edge of the river, filling wooden buckets with water for their master.
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“What if we built a raft,” the girl asked, “and sailed down the river?”

“Ho!” the boy said. “What would we find?”

“That the river winds round and round—”

“And up and down—”

“—until it reaches the Castle Corona, it does!”

This was a familiar game for the pair, and they would have gone on longer, speculating about the white horses and the golden goblets and the jewels that they would find in the castle, but they were interrupted by a fierce pounding of the earth: horses coming fast along the path behind them.

Through the trees they saw a black horse, ridden by a black-cloaked rider. The rider’s whip slapped with hard thwacks against the horse’s side. A few minutes later, more horses followed, ridden by the King’s Men, their golden medallions shimmering on their red cloaks. “Halt! Thief!” one rider shouted. “Halt, in the name of the King!”

“Ooh!” whispered the boy. “A thief?”

“A thief?”

“And if they catch him—”

“They will slice off his head—”

“—and chop him to bits!”

The pair snatched their buckets and hurried up the bank, crossing the path which the riders had taken. They had just entered the woods beyond when the girl said, “Look—in the leaves.”

There, amid last autumn’s brown leaves, was a leather pouch with the King’s seal on it. 

“Dare we?” whispered the boy.

“Here, back in here,” the girl said, snatching the pouch and leading her brother into a thicket, where they paused and listened. All was quiet.





Chapter Two

If Only . . . 

High above the banks of the wide and winding Winono River stood the spectacular Castle Corona. In daylight the castle’s stone walls reflected glints of gold, and in the moonlight they sparkled with slivers of silver, so that for miles around, by day or night, the splendid castle glittered. Castle Corona was home to King Guido and Queen Gabriella and their three children, and because it takes many people to attend to and protect a king and his family, the castle was also home to hundreds of servants and soldiers, gardeners and groomsmen, and to their families.
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If you were a poor peasant in one of the outlying villages—if you were, say, in the straw sandals of young Pia or her brother, Enzio, who were filling buckets at the river—you might catch sight of the castle and envy its inhabitants. You might think, as Pia and Enzio did, If only I could be a princess or a prince . . . If only I could wear clothes spun with gold . . . If only I could ride white ponies with golden bangles . . . If only, if only—then my life would be perfect and beautiful and easy. . . . If only, if only . . .

The master of Pia and Enzio, who had a stomach like a barrel and a ragged scar which ran down his face like a twisted snake, once told Pia and Enzio, “Life is not a fairy tale, you dirty beetles. These wishes, these ‘if onlys,’ won’t do you much good, and they might do you some harm, especially if your master is impatient with such daft dreams and will whack you on the back of your knees with a leather strap if he catches you daydreaming instead of tending to your chores.” 

What neither the master nor the young peasants Pia and Enzio knew was that the glittering King and his family did not have such perfect or beautiful or easy lives, even though it might seem that way to outsiders. They sometimes thought, If only I could be a poor, anonymous peasant . . . If only I didn’t have to wear these heavy golden clothes . . . If only I didn’t have to always smile and be polite and make decisions . . . If only I could choose my own friends and do what I liked . . . If only, if only . . .

Like the peasants whose wishes do not do them any good, so the wishes of kings and queens and princes and princesses often do not do them any good, for they are born to be what they are, and there is no escaping it.

Not usually.





Chapter Three

The Meek, The Spare, The Spoiled

Above the Castle Corona one summer day, a string of clouds, like the wings of downy white doves, whisked across a pale blue sky, gently but purposefully sailing toward some distant oasis. Prince Gianni was kneeling on a red velvet cushion, his elbows resting on the cool stone sill, his chin in his hands. “Another day, another sky,” he said to the air. 
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Prince Gianni, fourteen years of age, was a tall, gangly beanpole of a boy, with black, untamed locks and deep-set ebony eyes. There was a dreamy look about his face, a certain softness around the eyes and the mouth that was not particularly princely, but he had the King’s chiseled jaw, and from the time he could stand, he had been trained to carry himself in a rigid, upright stance. 

“You must walk like royalty,” his Tutor of Walking had told him. “Stand like tree, see? But without branches jutting out. Branches down by trunk, see? And when you walk—”

“Trees don’t walk,” the Prince had said.

“Your Royal Highness, Heir to the Throne of Corona, is correct, it is true. Trees do not walk. You stand like tree. You walk like prince. I show you.” And the Tutor of Walking had demonstrated a princely stride.

Now, from the courtyard below drifted the heady fragrance of roses and honeysuckle. Two yellow birds circled a rosemary bush, diving in and out, chittering as they swooped playfully. A servant girl darted from one dark doorway to another, her arms full of dirty laundry. 

Prince Gianni did not know the name of the servant girl, nor did he wonder what was in those dark doorways, nor was he inclined to consider the life of the servant girl. It was not that he had other things on his mind. In truth, his mind was often like a large empty bowl. His tutors attempted to fill this bowl each day, but, to their endless frustration, the Prince had a way of emptying it with astonishing speed.

Three knocks rapped on the heavy oaken door.

“Your Royal Highness, Heir to the Throne of Corona, Prince Gianni. It is I, Tutor of Diplomacy. It is time for—”

“Oh, enter, enter,” Prince Gianni said. “Get on with it.”

The first king of Corona was what you might expect a king should be: strong, wise, and brave—in all ways a leader. But the present king, Guido, was the twelfth king of Corona, and whatever strength and wisdom and bravery his ancestors might have had, those qualities had been diluted over the years, so that King Guido was neither particularly strong, nor terribly wise, and certainly not brave. His eldest son, Prince Gianni, was like his father in many ways: weak, empty-headed, and cowardly. 

 

On the other hand, there was Prince Vito, at eleven the youngest in the royal family, who had inherited some of those long-lost kingly genes. He was a sturdy, robust boy, broad-shouldered and hardy, with steel-gray eyes and a chocolate mane of hair—an imposing figure. His nimble mind could absorb the most complicated information, and as for bravery, there was nothing yet that Prince Vito feared. Prince Vito might have seemed better suited to be the future king than his brother, Prince Gianni, but Prince Vito was the third-born child, and the second boy, the “spare heir,” and in the long history of the kings of Corona, no spare had ever reached the throne.

There was also an aggressiveness about Prince Vito that, if you were a peasant whose life was ruled by someone like Vito, you might fear. Prince Vito enjoyed confrontation. He relished giving orders. He expected people to obey him, and he believed that those who disobeyed him deserved punishment, swift and fierce.

While his brother, Prince Gianni, was being tutored on the floor above, Prince Vito was preparing for a fencing lesson. With him was the Dresser of Prince Vito, an elderly man who had served in the royal household his entire life, rising from cook’s helper, to stable boy, to assistant-to-the-assistant-to-the-Dresser of the second prince, until at last he had reached this high position.

“Your Royal Highness, the Second Prince—” he said.

Prince Vito reeled. “Do not ever—do you hear me?—do not ever say ‘Second Prince’ again.”

“But Your Royal Highness—sir—Prince Vito of Corona—it is the official and proper address—”

“Not any longer,” Prince Vito declared. “I hereby abolish it. I hereby forbid it!”

“Yes, sir, Prince, sir—”

Minutes later, the Dresser of Prince Vito, so intent on smoothing a wrinkle from the cuff of the Prince’s fencing trousers, forgot, and said, “Your Royal Highness, the Second Prince—”

“Out! Out!” Prince Vito ordered. “To the stables! I command it. Send me another dresser!”

Prince Vito believed strongly in two principles. The first was that one must not tolerate insubordination, for it led to a weak kingdom. The second principle was that there was an order in the world: there was royalty, and there was the rest of humanity, and always the distinction between the two should be quite clear.

 

It would be wonderful to say that Princess Fabrizia was the strongest, wisest, bravest, and kindest of all the King’s children, but alas she was frail and foolish and, above all else, afraid of every little thing. Pampered and petted from the day she was born, the Princess had become a spoiled, silly twelve-year-old.

She had inherited her mother’s auburn curls and violet eyes, and her skin was like that of a perfect, pale pink rose petal. It was easy to see why she was so pampered from the time she was a babe, why she was so protected and cosseted and swooned over. Although there are some children who thrive with such adoration, Princess Fabrizia had instead become insufferable.

On this summer day, as Princess Fabrizia lifted her silver goblet of milk, sweetened with chocolate, to her lips, a stream spilled onto her lavender organza gown. “Wahh! Anghh!” A prolonged fit of terrifying intensity ensued: sobbing, gasping, wailing, which nothing could comfort. Maids hustled to and fro, dabbing, patting, mopping. “Wahh!”

In the courtyard below, a young servant girl stood beside the stable boy. They looked up at the source of the deafening wails.

“What do you think?” the boy asked. “Does she see a fly?”

“Or maybe,” suggested the girl, “the Princess, she spies a dot of dust in the air?”





Chapter Four

The Peasants

In the woods, Pia held the leather pouch. The leather was fine and soft, and she feared soiling it with her dirty hands. “Here,” she said to Enzio, “hold this—carefully—by the cord.” She wiped her hands on the rough cloth of her skirt. “Now, let me see it.”
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Enzio dutifully handed the pouch back to Pia, relieved not to have the responsibility of it. Pia examined the King’s seal on one side of the pouch. Intricate layers of golden thread outlined a shield. In each of the four corners of the shield was an emblem, also woven with golden thread. Three of these emblems Pia could readily identify: a castle, a crown, and a tree.

“What’s this fourth thing?” she asked Enzio.

Everyone, Pia and Enzio included, was familiar with the King’s seal. It was stamped on official proclamations posted throughout the village; it was emblazoned on sacks of wheat and corn, on flags, and on the red cloaks of the King’s Men. Pia and Enzio, however, had never looked that closely at each image.

“A carrot?” Enzio suggested.

Pia scoffed. “Never! An eel? Maybe a worm—”

“For a king? Never would he have a worm on his seal!”

“True,” agreed Pia. She carefully assessed the weight of the pouch, which fit comfortably in her hands. “Not too heavy. It jingles.”

“Coins? Gold coins?”

“Maybe. Wait. Listen—” The steady beat of hooves sounded again on the path.

“Coming back,” Enzio said. “Get down.”

Through the thicket, they saw two of the King’s Men racing along the path, returning from the direction they had gone. Trailing them was a lone King’s Man, riding slowly, halting here and there.

“He looks for something,” Pia whispered.

Enzio snatched the pouch from her hands and shoved it under a pile of leaves.





Chapter Five

The King and Queen

King Guido and Queen Gabriella, dressed in their golden robes and golden crowns, were sitting on their thrones. Standing before them was the Minister of the Daily Schedule, droning on about their appointments for the day.
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The Minister of the Daily Schedule was a short, round, pudgy fellow with an absurd black mustache which curled upward at the ends, lending him the appearance of perpetually grinning. His bulging stomach strained at the buttons of his green silk waistcoat; his chubby thighs rippled beneath his blue silk trousers; and his tiny feet in their pointed purple shoes looked much too small to hold up this round fellow. His voice sounded like the low drone of a cloud of locusts.

He had already outlined the upcoming meetings with the Minister of Meals, the Minister of Ceremony, and the Mistress of Housekeeping, and now he was buzzing on about the meeting with the Minister of Village Relations. “At two o’clock, the minister will give his monthly accounting of the economics and social stability of—”

The King yawned. “Oh, bother,” he said. “Bother, bother, bother.” He tugged at the sleeves of his golden robe. “This thing is so itchy.”

The Queen patted his hand. “Now, now, Guidie,” she soothed. While the minister continued talking, her eyes focused on the stained glass windows above his head. The sun, streaming through them, cast rays of yellow and green and blue and lilac across the floor in such a charming way.

Queen Gabriella was a striking woman, tall and slender, with a halo of auburn tresses and deep, penetrating violet eyes that made many visitors gasp and lower their own, inferior eyes. In public she always deferred to the King, remaining soft-spoken and gracious. Her litany of phrases on official occasions included “How nice to meet you” and “How very nice to meet you” and “Thank you for coming” and “Thank you so very much for coming.”

Such insignificant things—a spotted gown, a sour melon, drooping flowers—were brought to her attention. Can no one around here use his brain? she wondered. Does no one think of larger things? For the Queen, these larger things were many and varied, and they occupied her mind during the trivial ceremonies and feasts and meetings. What did the ocean look like? The jungle? A lion? What would it be like to wander freely again, wherever she might choose? What is it like to create music—to write the notes, to hear them in your head before a musical instrument brings them to the air? At times the Queen’s mind also roamed sadder passageways: What had become of her parents and siblings, long ago left behind in another kingdom?

King Guido, too, let his mind wander during the endless official occasions, but his mind wandered to other realms. He hoped he would not see another snake in the garden. Snakes terrified him. He wished his robes did not itch and that he could wander around in his soft nightshirt. He wished he did not have to walk up and down all those cold stone steps from his bedchamber to the throne room. He hoped he would not have to go hunting with today’s visitors. His bottom still hurt from yesterday’s ride.

Now, in the throne room, the Minister of the Daily Schedule, winding down, said, “And finally, the Minister of Defense will report on the thief.”

“Thief?” the King said. “What thief?”

“Thief?” echoed the Queen.

The minister shuffled his papers and mopped his brow with his burgundy handkerchief. He’d been afraid they would take notice of that word thief. That is why he’d left it to the end, when he hoped they would be so inattentive or so anxious for him to finish that they would not hear that one word.

The King’s hand fluttered on his knee. “Did you say thief?”

“Have we misheard you?” asked the Queen.

“Shall I leave it to the Minister of Defense to explain?” the minister suggested.

“But you said thief.”

“Surely not here,” the Queen said. “You’re not talking about a thief in our kingdom?”

“I do not have the information,” the minister said. “The Minister of Defense will explain, I am sure.” And with that, he hastily bowed and retreated, leaving the King and Queen sitting on their thrones, looking at each other, both of them thinking, Thief?

The King could not remember the last time the word thief had been used. Had it ever been used in his lifetime? And if it had not been used, how did he know what it meant?

Queen Gabriella read his mind. “From stories we know of thieves. The Wordsmith has talked of them—”

“Terrible things, thieves, always dashing about stealing things that don’t belong to them.”

“But we have no thieves in our kingdom, Guidie. Surely?”

“Never!” sputtered the King. “Never! Terrible things, those thieves.”

And yet, the Queen wondered, why did they not have thieves? She climbed the stone steps to her bedchamber, stopping at a window on the landing. Below her spread the interior courtyard, bustling with servants and rimmed with flowers, birds diving here and there. Through the open main gate of the castle, more lush gardens unfurled. One path led to the King’s “folly,” the hermit’s cottage.

Beyond loomed the stone wall, and stretching below was the grand and familiar vista of rolling green hills and pastures dotted with wildflowers. At the base of the hills wound the beautiful Winono River, silvery blue in the sunlight, and on the far banks of the river curled the village. The village was a sprawling array of low stone houses with red-tiled roofs, the marketplace with its colorful banners of blue and red and gold, and at the far edges, rows of timber huts with thatched roofs.

From her perch on the landing, the Queen could survey the entire small Kingdom of Corona. She contemplated the peasants she had met in her twice-yearly excursions to the village. Their faces were always well-scrubbed, and although their clothes were of rough cloth and ill-fitting, they were clean. The children beamed up at her and the King, offering bouquets of wildflowers plucked from the meadows. The villagers seemed a loyal and placid lot. How could there be a thief among them?

King Guido stood in the center of the throne room, still stunned by the mention of that word thief. He was not thinking of the peasants in the village. Instead, he was preoccupied with one single thought: What has been stolen? To his First Servant, the King commanded, “Bring me the Minister of Inventory!”

“The Minister of Inventory of what?” the servant inquired. “Of Food? Of Clothing? Of Horses? Of Armor? Of Silver? Of Gold? Of—”

“Oh, bother!” said the King. “Bring all of them, all the Ministers of Inventory!”





Chapter Six

An Encounter

Pia was a slender girl with large, round dark eyes and thick black lashes, curly black hair, long legs, and an easy, graceful way of moving. In many ways she was unlike other peasants in the village, who tended to be sturdy and stocky and who strode about purposefully and with little grace. Pia did not know how old she was. Her master said twelve; an old woman down the lane said thirteen.
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The villagers called her “the eagle girl,” for her alert look and her confidence, and although she often dreamed of flying, she was not one to be easily labeled. She could be feisty, if challenged, but she could also be silent, withholding her temper. There was a girlishness in her open joy at the smallest of pleasures: a bird sailing through the sky, cool river water, a piece of red cloth found in the market. At the same time, there could be a mature air about her: she avoided self-pity, respected others’ feelings, and looked after her brother.

Pia did not often dwell on daily challenges, preferring to imagine where she and Enzio had come from and what might become of them. In this was hope and possibility, although nothing in her life thus far gave her reason to believe things could change—nothing, that is, except the thing inside her that made her Pia.

Pia had no recollection of her parents, and only a dim memory of a tall, slim figure she
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