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Chapter 1
The first thing he noticed was the lack of music. Not that he had ever understood why they liked to sing in the first place, but he had come to expect it after so long. A lonely princess, or beautiful woman, stuck in some terrible situation by a wicked witch was prone to sing about her troubles. Songs about princes coming to save them were especially popular, and he had grown used to listening to his praises being sung. But this time there was no music. Not even the singing of a bird.
Seth found it a bit unnerving, to say the least. For a long moment he stopped his white stallion, staring up at the tall, intimidating tower in the middle of the clearing that the woodsman had led him to. He was wondering when the wicked witch would show up to gouge his eyes out. “Where are the thorns?” he asked, dismounting and walking forward. He stopped as he noticed a potted cactus beside the door to the castle. “What, is this supposed to be the thorns?”
“If you’ve got a package, I’ll lower a basket and you can put it inside!” someone shouted from above him. He looked up, confused.
“A what?” he asked.
“What was that? I can’t hear you!” the girl in the window yelled back. He couldn’t quite tell what she looked like because the sun was bouncing off of her glasses. “If you’ve got a package to deliver, I’ll lower the basket and you can put it in!”
“I don’t have a package!” he yelled back.
“Dammit!” she cursed. “I was hoping to get my new book today! Oh well, the witch isn’t here if you’re looking for her!”
“I’m looking for Rapunzel,” he said. “I’m her prince charming.”
“Huh?” she said, leaning a bit further out of the window. Her short blonde hair ruffled in the wind. “Oh, I’m sorry, you’ve got the wrong tower,” she said as she pulled back, closing the shutters behind her, hard.
For a long moment Seth stared at those shutters blankly. This was not how it was supposed to go. He had done a million of these things! Well, not really, but he had done his fair share of acting the part of prince charming, and this was not how it was supposed to go! Sure, all those other times the girl had ran off with some other prince with better hair, or a better smile, or more money, but—
“Excuse me!” he shouted up to the window. “Would you know where she is?”
The shutters opened. “Nope!” she said as she stuck her head out quickly then pulled it back in, closing them once again.
“But this is the first tower in the woods I’ve seen all week!”
The shutters opened. “Try down the lane and to the right!” They closed again.
Seth stood there, shoving his hands into his pockets as he stared up at the window. “Don’t you want to be saved from your life of solitude and abuse?” he finally called up to her.
“Who’s getting abused?” she asked, poking her head out the window once again. “And I need my solitude! I’m trying to write an epic novel! I’m already halfway done!”
“But the witch! She’s abusing you! She’s locked you away in a tower—“
“Don’t you dare speak badly about the witch!” she bellowed, waving one fist at him. “She’s been nothing but supportive! She’s even set me up with the internet! Do you know how hard it is to get cable this far from town? And she’s one of my biggest fans! Well, actually, she’s my only fan, but that doesn’t matter! I won’t have you talking bad about her!” Then she pulled back, slamming the shutters closed again.
“Okay… this was a waste of time,” Seth said as he turned to go back to his horse. Who wanted to save someone that didn’t want to be saved, anyway? He started to mount a bit awkwardly without help from his servants.
“Wait!” the shutters were flung open and she looked down, searching for him. “Great, gone already,” she muttered, starting to pull back again.
“What is it?” he asked as he lost his lopsided balance and fell off of his horse, landing on his bottom.
“Huh?” she asked, glancing up and finally catching sight of him. “Oh! You haven’t left!”
“Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind already!” he said as he got to his feet, wiping his pants off with his hands. Wearing dress pants and riding a horse at the same time wasn’t the best idea, but it was much better than those tights that the old prince charmings had had to wear.
“No, but you’re a hero of sorts, right?” she asked. “And I need help with a little problem.”
“What?”
“Well, actually it’s a slightly… embarrassing problem,” she admitted. “Here, why don’t you come up and we can talk?”
“Well… um… let down your hair?”
“Huh? Why don’t you just take the stairs?”
“Why didn’t I think of that?” he muttered as he headed for the door, passing the cactus and walking in. Just as she had said there was a winding set of stairs leading up to her room at the top of the tower. He wasn’t sure if he should be shocked or not.
The room, though, was something he hadn’t expected at all. It was a mess, full of strange objects, a few computers, posters of movies on the walls, and a complete kitchen to the side. It looked exactly like a well-lived-in apartment. “Over here,” she said, heading for a couch in front of a television. She had to shove some books and a newspaper off of the couch so they could sit, but she didn’t even seem to realize that was unnatural. “Look, I don’t need a prince charming,” she said as they sat down. He was a bit hesitant about sitting on the couch, though. Who knew what she might have missed?
“What?” he asked.
“I don’t need a prince charming right now,” she repeated, shoving her glasses up her nose. She was cute, but not nearly as beautiful as he had expected her to be.
“But I’ve come to save you. It’s part of my job.”
“And that’s really nice of you, but I’m not interested in being saved. Do you have any idea how much energy goes into writing a novel? There’s research and writing and rewriting and more rewriting, then editing and more editing and—“
“Could you, ah, get to the point?” he asked.
“I need help.”
“With your writing? I’m afraid English was never my—“
“Not with my writing,” she said urgently. “I’ve lost—“
“Your mind?” he asked.
“No, I’ve lost my witch!” she wailed. “And I have no idea where to start looking to find her!!”
***
Of all the ridiculous quests he had been on, Seth thought to himself an hour later, this had to have been the worst. Not only was he looking for the one character that he was supposed to avoid, he was traveling with a woman that never seemed to shut up. He was supposed to have married her? Whoever came up with the phrase “happily ever after” needed to be shot!
“So in my book there’s this hero, well, he’s not so much a hero as an antihero, because he used to be a hero but something went wrong and—“
Her constant talking was driving him insane. “Do you have any idea where she might be?” he asked, more to distract her than because he really cared.
“Huh? Who?”
“The witch? The one you lost?” he clarified as he looked up at her. He had ever so gallantly offered her the use of his stallion, only to realize that she wouldn’t know how to ride after living in the tower all her life. So here he was, walking in dress boots, leading his own horse around like a pony through the woods. Yes, this was a grand, epic adventure indeed.
“Well, if she was doing her usual routes she’d be visiting Sleeping Beauty today,” she said. “They like to get together to play poker every Tuesday. But when I IM’d Beau, she said she hadn’t seen Glinda either.”
“You what?”
“IM’d,” she said. “Instant Messaging? You know, where you can chat over the computer? Hey, maybe she’d be interested in you being her Prince! Although actually—“
“Actually what?”
“Beau’s kind of anti-male at the moment. But I’m sure it’s just a phase. I mean, just because one prince turns out to be a lying, cheating, no-good—“
“I get the picture.”
“But like I always tell her, at least he was good for one thing!” she said cheerfully.
“What one thing would that be?” Seth asked, knowing he probably shouldn’t.
“Well he woke her up, of course. Do you know how badly you have to go to the restroom after a hundred years?”
“So Sleeping Beauty is a hundred years old?”
“A hundred and twenty,” she said. “She looks great for her age, though. It’s amazing what some of those preservation spells can do.”
“That’s fascinating,” he said dryly. Honestly he couldn’t care less about what she looked like. “Can you tell me where she lives, exactly?”
“In that castle up there,” she said. “At least, I think that’s the one. I’ve never been there myself, honestly, but she’s told me about it a few times before.”
“There’s nothing but trees—“ He stopped, glancing up the hill to where she was pointing. There, nestled amongst the trees, was the most horrifying, broken down looking castle he had ever seen. One of the turrets was teetering at a dangerous angle, threatening to fall at any moment. “That castle?” he asked.
“Yeah, she keeps saying she’s going to put in on the market, but she just doesn’t have the time to fix it up.”
“She’d need another hundred years for that,” he muttered. “Are you sure we should ask her?”
“She might have noticed something, like a clue!” Rapunzel said. She looked awfully cheerful for someone who had told him she liked her solitude earlier.
“Let me guess, you write mysteries?”
“Nope, but I love to read them.” She leaned forward, petting the stallion’s neck as they started up the incline to the castle. “What’s your horse’s name?”
“He doesn’t have one.”
“What? Why not?”
“Because I never gave him one.”
“Then you should have just got a car, don’t you think? Cars don’t care if you never name them.”
“Cars don’t go with the prince charming theme,” he said, as if explaining it to a very slow child. “Oh, look, we’re here.” His voice lacked enthusiasm, to say the least. The castle looked even worse when you were this close, and he was afraid to look up, certain that there was something dangling over his head, ready to fall on him. Instead he gave Rapunzel a hand dismounting and walked up to the intimidating wooden doors.
“Oh, don’t—“
He used the knocker on the left door and the door fell into the building.
“Use the knockers,” Rapunzel finished, sighing loudly.
“Who the hell broke my door?” The bellow seemed to echo through the castle, sending a chill down his spine. He suddenly got the feeling that things were about to get even worse.
***
“You won’t get away with this,” Glinda said for the hundredth time. In all honesty she was starting to get bored with this damsel in distress role. The chains around her wrists were starting to bite into her skin. If only she had her staff, she thought, looking across the room at where it laid calmly next to the door. It was there to taunt her, she was sure.
“No, I’ve been thinking about this for a long time.”
“Why?” she asked.
“How is it that you’re still young looking? I always heard that wicked witches were supposed to be ugly.”
“Well, you see, I’m actually a fairy godmother. I’m just working the villain side of the job at the moment. We like to trade off every hundred years or so—“
“Why?”
“What?” she asked.
“If you’re a fairy godmother why are you torturing all those girls so much? Shouldn’t you be helping them?”
“Well, they aren’t—I mean sometimes—well—“ She sighed as the shadowy figure turned and walked out the door again, leaving her chained to the bed in the corner. “Can I at least have a restroom break?” she demanded. But the room was already empty.
***
“I said, you break it, you fix it!” the butch looking female in front of him growled. She had a blonde crewcut and was wearing a black t-shirt and roughed up looking jeans. Seth was almost positive that “anti-male” was an understatement. He wondered who the poor bastard was that had woken her up… and if he was still alive.
“Beau! I actually get to see you in real life!” Rapunzel said, throwing herself at the other female. “This is great!”
“Zelly?” Sleeping Beauty asked, looking a bit shocked before she burst into a beautiful smile. “You actually came out of your tower?”
“Just for a little bit,” Rapunzel said. “I can’t take too long of a break or I’ll forget what I was planning for the next scene. You got a new haircut? It looks good on you!”
“You chopped yours off by yourself again, didn’t you?” Beau replied, tugging at Rapunzel’s short, butchered locks. “Why didn’t you have Glinda do it for you?”
“Because she still hasn’t come back,” Rapunzel said with a sigh. “That’s why I’m dragging this guy along with me. We’re going to go find her.”
“Wait a second,” Beau said, her eyes narrowing dangerously on Seth, even though he was still wrestling with the door. “You? Alone with this good for nothing prince?”
“Well there’s a horse, too?”
“I forbid it!” Beau said sharply. “No way am I going to let you wander through the woods with a complete stranger!”
“But I’m worried about Glinda—“
“I’m coming with you,” she said sharply. “Have that door fixed by the time I’m packed.”
“Okay—“
“Not you, Zelly, him.”
Seth groaned. Things just kept getting worse for him. Seriously, he was going to have to have a talk with his fairy godmother about this. That was, if he even had one. He still wasn’t sure on that point, honestly.
***
Chapter Two
“We can’t both ride on one horse,” Rapunzel said an hour later. “Especially since Beau brought all of her camping supplies. Beau, do you have a place where we can stable George?”
“George?” Seth asked.
“You never named the stallion, so I did it for you,” she said as if that made perfect sense. “We’ll stable George and take Beau’s jeep. That is, if you got it working yet?”
“I finally got it starting up,” Beau said proudly. “Those internet classes really helped. I’m going to have to thank Glinda.” She stepped forward to open the door, only to jump back as it fell into the room again. “You didn’t fix my door,” she said darkly as she turned on Seth.
“Hey, I’m not a carpenter! I’m a prince! And it looked fixed to me!”
“See this, Zelly? This is why you should never get mixed up with men!” Beau ranted. “They’re lazy and untrustworthy and they never do what they say they’re going to do!”
“I never said I was going to fix it! You just ordered me to!” Seth said angrily. “Where do you get off—“
“Where do you get off breaking peoples’ doors!” she yelled before he could finish.
“All I did was use the knocker,” he said. “You need to move out of this place. It’s falling down around you.”
“It’s—“ She glared at him, not going on as Rapunzel gave her a hug.
“It’s okay, Beau, we know you love this place,” she said, patting her friend on the back. “Now let’s go load the stuff into the jeep. We can have Glinda fix the door when we find her, okay?”
“Okay,” Beau said, hugging Rapunzel back.
“And I can get in some research for my story!” Rapunzel added cheerfully. “Do you think Glinda’s somewhere dark and spooky? Or maybe she’s been dragged off by dwarves to be their slave, or—“
“You’re so crazy, Zelly,” Beau said with amusement. “Did you bring a copy of your story with you? I still haven’t read the latest part.”
“I forgot!” Rapunzel said, looking guilty. “I’m so sorry. I’ll send it to you as soon as we get Glinda back. And then you can help me with the next part!”
Seth had been forgotten, but that was probably for the best. There was something that was bothering him about this scene, but he wasn’t sure what exactly it was. Were all girls this comfortable with one another?
“What’s taking so long, prince boy?” Beau asked as she shouldered her huge pack of camping gear. “Let’s get going already. Or you can stay here and Zelly and I will go save Glinda on our own. Isn’t that right, Zelly?”
“But what if there’s a dragon?” Rapunzel asked.
“Oh, you’re right. We do need someone to act as bait.”
“What?” Seth demanded, jerking out of his stupor. “I am not bait for a dragon! That’s a knight’s job! I’m a prince!”
“Maybe we should trade him in,” Beau said. “Do you think we could get a good deal?”
“Beau, you can’t trade people in like cars!” Rapunzel said. “At least, not off-line, that is.”
“True,” Beau said with a nod.
“Just what do you two do online, anyway?” Seth demanded.
“Hah! Like we’d tell you!” Beau said, tauntingly. “C’mon, Zelly, you can have shotgun.”
“Shouldn’t I be the one driving?” Seth asked.
“No!”
Stunned, he watched them walk away for a moment before he realized that he had no idea where to stable his horse, or if there was even someone here to take care of him if he did. “Wait up!” he called, chasing after them. “Do you even have a working stable in this dump? I’m not going to leave—George—here without someone taking care of him!”
“There’s a working stable!” Beau said. “We still have our servants from before the big sleep!”
“That means they’re all over a hundred years old, too, right?”
“What was that?” she demanded, turning on him. “Are you calling me old?”
“If the shoe fits,” he said.
“That’s it!” Beau bellowed. “I’m not taking him with us, Zelly, I refuse!”
“Beau, you’re being unreasonable,” Rapunzel said.
“He called me old!”
“You are over a hundred.”
“But—“
“Are we going to look for the witch or not?” Seth finally demanded. “Tell me where the stable is and I’ll get George put up. Then we can leave. We don’t have time to argue, right?”
“You’re right,” Beau said reluctantly. “Who knows what they’re doing to poor Glinda?”
“That’s right,” Rapunzel said. “This isn’t about liking or disliking each other. This is about saving Glinda.”
“Have you ever considered the fact that she’s supposed to be the wicked witch?” Seth asked irritably. None of this made sense in his experience, and it was starting to irritate him!
“Shut your mouth!” both females said at the same time. “Glinda’s the best!” Rapunzel added angrily.
“Okay, okay, sorry, sheesh!” he said, holding up both hands, one with George’s stirrups in it. “Look, just tell me—“
“It’s behind the castle and to the right,” Beau said. “And hurry up, you’re wasting daylight.”
He almost said something. He really did, but Rapunzel was watching him, as if expecting him to start up the fighting all over again, so he shut his mouth and led George (seriously, couldn’t she have come up with something more original?) away. Thankfully Beau had been telling the truth, and George was handed off to a stable boy that looked twelve, at most. It really was astonishing how well those preservation spells worked.
When he came out the two girls were already in a ratty looking jeep that had to have been from before the spell. As he had expected, Rapunzel was in the passenger side seat, leaving him to climb into the small backseat. It was not his most noble, princely moment, to say the least.
“So which way are we going?” he asked once he was in the jeep. His knees were practically touching his chest, the fit was so tight.
Beau ignored him as she tried to start up the engine. It spluttered and spat, obviously not wanting to start at all, but finally it revved to life. Even then, he thought dryly, it didn’t sound as if it would last long. But Rapunzel seemed impressed.
“You actually did it!” she said with a bright smile. “That’s awesome, Beau! Did you do a complete overhaul?”
“I had to,” Beau said, digging out a pack of smokes from her jeans and lighting one up. “It was rusted beyond repair. But it works like a charm, now!”
“Some charm,” Seth said dryly, earning a dark, promising look in the rearview mirror. “Where are we going?”
“You already asked that,” Beau said as she put the jeep into reverse.
“Yeah, but you never answered it. Do you have any clue as to how to find the wicked witch?”
“I think we should ask Snow,” Rapunzel said. “She’s got those seven dwarves living with her, right? They might have heard something.”
“That’s exactly what I was thinking,” Beau said. “Hold on, though, they never got around to paving the streets in this area.”
“What streets?” Seth asked, suddenly worried.
“Exactly!”
***
This time there was singing. It almost reassured Seth as they pulled to a stop in front of a small house, but then he realized that it wasn’t a girl singing. It was a guy. Another prince stood in front of the house, his hat held against his heart as he sang a mournful song. It was something that Seth had never thought he’d see, nor wanted to see, but it got worse. The door opened and a beautiful black haired female dressed in cut off jeans and a ratty t-shirt came out, wielding a frying pan.
“Quit it already!” she bellowed, waving the frying pan in the air. “I’ve got seven guys I have to babysit already, I don’t need another one!”
“But I can take you away from this,” he said. “You’ll have a mansion and a—“
“And who’s going to take care of the dwarves? Oh, don’t bother to lie, I already know this story. Little Snow White runs off with a prince and the dwarves get the shaft. But those dwarves aren’t like mine. Mine are dangerous, scary bastards that will hunt me down!”
“All the more reason you should leave them!” the prince protested.
“Hah!” she said. “Like I would do that!”
“Oye! Snow! What’s taking so long?” Beau bellowed from the jeep. “Aren’t you going to say hi?”
“Beau?” she asked, turning to the jeep and forgetting entirely about the prince. “Beau! And Zelly? Zelly is that really you?”
“Hi, Snow!” Rapunzel said, waving with a broad smile. “We’re searching for Glinda! Do you want to come along?”
“I’d have to talk to Doc about it,” Snow said. “They would have to have to hire someone to take my place at the restaurant.”
“Restaurant?” the prince asked.
“That’s right,” she said. “They own and operate a restaurant, where I’m the head chef! I’m in line for my own television special, you know!”
“I thought you were taking care of them,” he said, looking a little lost.
“Who do you think does all the cooking at home, as well?” she asked. “And winds up dealing with the maid? If I wasn’t here they’d starve and live in squalor! Lazy bums never did learn how to clean up after themselves.”
Just as the prince was about to reply a truck pulled to a stop next to the jeep. The door swung open and a short, burly built male hopped out. He was the size of a child, at about four feet tall, but he looked as if he could bench press a small Buick. “Oye, Snow! Is this guy giving you trouble?”
“No, Surly,” Snow called back. “He was just leaving, isn’t that right?”
“I hope for your sake she’s telling the truth,” Surly said as he walked over to her side, wrapping a thick arm around her hips. “Snow’s cranky in the morning. She’s liable to knock you out.”
“Dammit, Surly! Quit being a jerk!” Snow growled, shoving at his arm. “We’ve got company!”
“Huh?” he asked, finally glancing up at the jeep. His expression went dark as he caught sight of Beau. “Oh, no you don’t,” he growled. “The last thing we need is for our Snow to be hanging with a man hater like you, Beau. So put that piece of junk in reverse and just back yourself out of this place.”
“Love you, too, Surly,” Beau said, flipping him the bird.
“But we need help!” Rapunzel said. “Can you tell us if you’ve heard anything from Glinda? She’s been missing for almost a week now!”
“Surly,” Snow said. “Come on, you know how much they like their wicked witch. She’s not like the wicked stepmother.”
He scowled, still keeping his arm around her in a possessive manner. It made Seth positive that there was something going on between the two, but who was he to judge? If she liked dwarves better than princes, well, then she liked dwarves better than princes. At least she liked males at all! Zelly—no, Rapunzel seemed to only care about her writing, and Beau, well, Beau was a man hater in the first degree.
“We’ve got work tonight,” Surly said. “But no, I haven’t heard anything about Glinda. Except—“
“Except what?” Zelly asked, looking expectant.
“Little Red’s been buying twice as much as she usually gets for the past week. Either Granny came home with a bigger appetite or she’s hiding something. I’m not one to ask, though, so you’ll have to find out from her what it is.”
“So we’re going to Gramma’s house?” Zelly asked.
“That’s right,” Surly said.
“You coming, Snow?” Beau asked.
“No, she isn’t,” Surly said. “And can I ask why you’ve got a prince in the back seat?”
“He’s dragon bait,” Beau said.
“No he’s not!” Rapunzel said. Seth opened his mouth to thank her, but she went on before he could. “If we’re dealing with Little Red, then he would be wolf bait.”
Beau laughed at that, a little too happily in Seth’s opinion. Even Surly gave him a pitying look. How sad was that, he thought, getting pity from a dwarf? It was a sad, sad world.
“Good luck, you guys!” Snow called as Beau put the jeep into reverse. “Maybe next time you can get out of the jeep!”
“And have it die on me?” Beau asked. “I don’t think so!”
“Is that why we stayed in the jeep?” Seth asked. “Because you’re not sure it’ll start up again next time?”
“Is there a problem with that?” she asked him, glaring at him in the rearview mirror.
“No,” he said, lying through his teeth. “Not at all.”
“So,” Rapunzel said, distracting both of them. “What do you think Little Red is up to?”
“My guess is she’s got another boyfriend hidden somewhere,” Beau said. “You know how she likes to collect them.”
“She doesn’t collect them!” Rapunzel said. “She trades them in for better models.”
“I thought you said we couldn’t do that,” Beau said.
“We can’t, but we’re not Little Red.”
“True,” Beau agreed. “I heard she was with Jack Horner last month and that Muffet was out for her head for stealing her boyfriend. And I don’t even want to know what happened with Humpty.”
“Oh, Humpty’s still broke up about her dumping him,” Rapunzel said. “He always IM’s me to see if I’ll tell her what she’s doing now.”
“Excuse me, but if you never leave your tower how do you know these things?” Seth asked.
“Internet gossip,” the two females said at the same time. “Everything you can think of at twice the speed!”
“I see,” he said. “So you don’t think she has the wicked witch?”
“Not likely,” Beau admitted. “Not unless Glinda’s gotten a sex change in the past two weeks.”
“Little Red likes her men,” Rapunzel agreed.
“So why are we going there?”
“Because,” Beau said happily, “we’re dying to know who it is this time.”
“Why would you care who she’s dating when you hate men?” Seth asked curiously.
“The two have nothing to do with each other,” Beau said. “I’m not the one dating the guy.”
She turned down yet another small path, the jeep bouncing with every little rock as they drove through the trees. There was a man walking down the side of the road, an ax over his shoulder, his head down slightly. Seth jerked as he recognized him. “Hey, stop,” he said. “That’s the woodsman. He knows everything that goes on around here, right?”
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