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Ships, Sheep, and Happy Endings

 

I used to assume, in my optimistic moments, that I would tell this story to a passel of children someday (not mine, of course). They would sit awestruck at my feet as I told them the tale of how the king’s youngest and most beautiful daughter—and I could verify the “most beautiful” part—had been captured by a dragon. How the king had offered her hand in marriage to any brave soul who could save her. How I had knocked my brother upside the head with a shovel as he prepared to answer the call—don’t worry, I would assure the imaginary children, he was perfectly fine, except for a killer headache the next day—and ridden away on his horse and in his armor. My brother hadn’t deserved a princess, anyway. I was pretty sure he had only been interested in the first place because he had already gone through every barmaid in town and was running out of options.

Whenever the armor grew heavy on my shoulders, or I started to think about just how big dragons were up close, I would imagine those children looking up at me, eyes big as the moon, dead silent as they waited to hear how the story would end. I imagined telling them about driving my sword through the dragon’s heart with a single mighty thrust, and about the moment when I took off my helmet and revealed my true face to the princess. In my mind, I had waxed eloquent about the look of rapture on her face (not the disappointment or disgust I had feared), and the way her flaxen hair shone in the sun as she tilted her head down for a kiss.

Yes, I said down, not up, I would interject here. I can’t help my height, but I’d like to see you fight a dragon, if you think you know so much about it. And then I would give the offending brat a whack on the bottom with the flat of my sword, and the others would run away shrieking. And that was always the end of that fantasy.

I never was any good with children.

As it turned out, though, the fantasy would only ever be just that—a fantasy. But not because the story hadn’t gone the way I dreamed. It had, right down to the last detail. All right, so there might have been more than one mighty thrust required. And I had gotten my arm thoroughly toasted for my trouble. At least it hadn’t been my sword arm.

But if it had been, it would have been worth it. Because when I took off my helmet, Princess Kalina’s smile lived up to all the stories and then some. When she turned that smile on me, I swear the sun dimmed a little in comparison. There was no disappointment on her face, and no disgust. Only pure relief. Firstly—she explained later—because I had saved her life. And secondly, because she had been afraid I was some oafish knight under the armor, and she would be forced to marry me. You, she had told me, I would marry in a heartbeat. And there her smile had turned mischievous. Even if you are shorter than I expected.

No, the problem came afterward. A good story, you see, requires a satisfying happily-ever-after. You know the type—a big wedding, a bushel of babies, and so on. Okay, maybe not the bushel-of-babies part in our case, but I at least owed my imaginary listeners the promise of a lifetime of goopy looks and soft kisses and waking up next to each other.

We did expect to have our share of problems. We weren’t as naive as all that. But as it turned out, we had our eyes on all the wrong dangers.

Kalina worried about what her father the king would say. So did I, although I never shared my worries with her. The way I saw it, it was my job to be steady and reassuring. Slayer of dragons, that was me. But really, I had to have been more worried than her. If the king decided he didn’t like the idea, she wasn’t the one he would throw into the dungeons.

It turned out we had both worried for nothing. Don’t get me wrong, the king was startled when I was the one to return his daughter. But as he had explained later, the other brave souls of the kingdom had made a poor showing, and by the time I had come around, he had all but given up hope. The dragon had made a meal of seven previous contenders by the time I got there, which explained all the charred scraps of armor scattered around the cave. As for the palace knights he had hoped would rise to the challenge, most of them had proven themselves cowards who were more interested in kissing up to whoever was on the throne than in earning their keep.

Besides, he had added, with a flummoxed look on his face like he was trying to solve the last paradox of Egwin the Great, there was precedent… of a sort. People still told stories about Queens Beatrice and Alwin, who had ruled together two hundred years ago. And if their marriage had been one of political necessity more than anything else, it was still an example to point to if he faced resistance from the royal court.

No, the problem wasn’t the king. And it wasn’t my bride, currently standing resplendent in front of me in a pouffy blue dress woven through with threads of silver, looking for all the world like a layer cake made from the evening sky. One look at her, and I wanted to eat her up.

The problem was me. Me, standing in front of her in my old traveling clothes, my knees grubby from the trip across the palace roof from my room to hers. I would have liked to think the problem wasn’t me, precisely, but the dress waiting in my room for my attendants to stuff me into it. (Yes, living in the palace meant having attendants, and don’t think for one moment that I was comfortable with that fact.) The dress was green and gold and as puffy as Kalina’s, and I had lost my staring contest with it so badly that it had driven me right out of the room. But I knew better. The problem wasn’t the dress. The problem was the person who was meant to be wearing it.

Kalina’s smile had never lost its power over me. Every time, it eclipsed the sun, and I wanted nothing more than to fall into her orbit. But she wasn’t smiling now. Her lips were a thin line, her arms crossed in front of her chest. “What do you think you’re doing?”

I offered her a grin, hoping to spark a response in kind. “My lady, I’m here to offer you a life of adventure.” Funny, it had sounded grander and more romantic when I had practiced in my room. “Come with me. Right now, out the window. Don’t worry about the climb—I’ll help you.”

Kalina looked down at herself, at the dress that looked like it couldn’t handle a walk down to the courtyard where the wedding was to take place, let alone a jaunt across the roof. “In this?”

“Well, you’d need to put on something else first, of course.”

Kalina looked out the window at the gardens below, as if the five stories that separated us from the ground were five hundred. It occurred to me that maybe she had never climbed out a window before. What kind of childhood a person could have without climbing out any windows, I had no idea. But if anyone could have managed it, it was Kalina. The princess was unfailingly soft and gentle, which was nice enough when her arms were around me. But now the thought of her softness opened up a pit in my stomach, as I watched her stare out the window with a look that did not remotely resemble a thirst for adventure.

“The wedding will be starting soon,” she said. I had noticed over the past few weeks that Kalina had an uncanny gift for stating the obvious. “This isn’t the time.” I didn’t like the look of relief that crossed her face at that thought. “Speaking of the time, why aren’t you dressed? Where are your attendants?”

“I sent them away. I told them I needed to pray.” Sure enough, that had satisfied them enough to make them leave with no further questions. Everyone in the palace seemed to be relentlessly religious, constantly complaining to some god or other about this or that. Back home, we’d had our household gods like anyone else, but here in the palace they had so many gods I didn’t know how they kept the names straight.

Kalina frowned in concern. “What’s gotten into you? Are you worried about my father again? You’re not afraid he’ll change his mind, are you? He’s already given us his blessing. He’s a man of honor—he won’t go back on his word. And he already plans to declare a festival celebrating Queens Beatrice and Alwin, to put them at the top of everyone’s mind in case anyone objects to the two of us.”

“Nothing like that. But look—see the water?” I pointed out the window, at the glimmer of light just barely visible on the horizon. “If we run, we can be at the harbor before the wedding is supposed to start. I’m sure there’s some ship leaving that would be glad to have us, as long as we offer them plenty of royal gold.”

When I turned away from the window, Kalina was staring at me with the same expression she had given the view a moment ago. “Why would we want to get on a dirty, nasty ship—and on our wedding day? Think of everyone waiting for us! Think of my father!”

“Forget about all of them for a minute, and look at me.” I placed my hands on her shoulders so she couldn’t look away. But that, of course, also
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