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@Best Week Ever @

Princess Bella was having an 
especially good week. She awoke 
to a perfect summer day. 
Wildflowers decorated the entire 
front lawn of the palace. The 
weather was warm and she had 
gotten to swim at the beach twice 
this month.

However, fun beaches and 
beautiful flowers were not what 
had her so excited. There were 
much more exciting things going 
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on at the palace.
For starters, her brother, 

Michael, was coming home from 
Prince Training today.  There 
would be a huge party to celebrate 
his homecoming.

As if that weren't enough,  next 
Friday Bella would turn ten and 
finally get her tiara! She had been 
training to be the perfect princess 
since she was born, and she’d 
finally earned her tiara. She 
bounced out of bed extra early 
today. 

Her gown and shoes had already 
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been set out for her. She slipped 
into the pink silk gown and 
matching shoes with impressive 
speed. She was too excited to 
bother allowing Nanny to do 
anything with her hair. The long, 
dark bush of curls fell lazily down 
her back. 

She skipped downstairs to find 
that the Grand Duke was already at 
the breakfast table going over the 
day’s schedule with the king. Bella 
kissed her father on the cheek, and 
took her seat beside him at the 
table. 
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“..And at 5:12, the royal 
procession will arrive at the docks 
to welcome Prince Michael,” the 
Duke continued.  “His ‘welcome 
home feast’ shall begin promptly at 
6:00, to be followed by desserts 
and dancing.”

“Fine, fine,” the King bellowed. 
“Now then, Duke, please leave 
Princess Maribella and I alone to 
our breakfast.” 

The king looked over to Bella, 
only to see her plate completely 
empty. Her cheeks were full of 
food, but she smiled at her father 
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as best she could. 
“Sorry, Daddy,” she managed, 

while trying to swallow her food. 
“I have so many things I must do 
before Michael comes home.” She 
excused herself from the table, and 
rushed off.

Bella spent the day making 
preparations for Michael’s 
homecoming. She made sure his 
horse was brushed and helped the 
cooks make his favorite dinner- 
spaghetti with meatballs and green 
sauce. She even helped frost his 
"welcome home" cake. 
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The more she helped with 
preparations, the more excited she 
grew. Michael had been away 
since the beginning of summer- 
almost two full months now. 

Michael was sixteen and, as was 
the law, he was to spend his next 
two summers training to be king. 
He, along with other princes from 
around the world, all traveled to 
Princeton to train. 

Although commonly known as 
simply a prestigious college, all the 
royals knew that Princeton was 
actually the headquarters for the 
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“Future Kings Development 
Program." 

The details of the program were 
top secret, but rumor was that each 
prince must slay a dragon in order 
to complete the course.

Bella adored her brother. He was 
funny and kind and always looked 
out for her.  

She told Michael everything. 
Well, almost everything. There 
were two things she thought would 
be best to keep secret. 

The first was that, last spring, 
she’d accidentally cracked his 
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favorite shield while pretending to 
be a knight. He thought he’d 
cracked it himself and she didn’t 
have the nerve to confess. 

The second secret was that, ever 
since her sixth birthday, Bella had 
been able to talk to animals. 
Maybe not actually talk to them, 
but she could understand them, and 
they could understand her. 

Bella felt it was probably best 
for everyone if she kept both of 
these secrets.  

Preparations for Prince 
Michael’s homecoming continued 
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until the late afternoon. The castle 
staff even continued to work as the 
King and Princess Bella led the 
royal procession to the docks. 

The procession arrived at the 
docks at 5:11, and the Duke was 
thrilled to be ahead of schedule. 

But Michael’s scheduled arrival 
time came and went, and he was 
no where to be seen. The 
procession waited thirty minutes, 
then an hour, and then two hours, 
but still he did not arrive. 

Bella sobbed quietly onto the 
King’s shoulder “something 
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terrible has happened, Daddy, I just 
know it." 

“Come now, my child," he 
comforted. "You needn’t worry. 
I’m certain Michael is simply 
behind schedule. You just wait and 
see. He will arrive by night’s end. 
I’m sure of it."

But the next morning would 
arrive without any sight of Prince 
Michael.  
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@Worst Week Ever @

Bella, still in her night gown, 
listened through the door outside 
her father’s office. 

The Grand Duke was saying, 
“We received word from Princeton 
just this morning. Prince Michael 
left a day early hoping to surprise 
Princess Maribella. Sire, we have 
no idea what could have happened 
to him, but we have already 
dispatched three ships to search for 
him."
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“Dispatch all my ships!” the 
King roared. “No one in this 
kingdom is to rest until he is 
found!” 

“I will help too, Daddy!” Bella 
had burst into the door without 
even thinking. 

The Grand Duke and the King 
both jumped in surprise. 

“Princess,” the Duke said, 
affectionately. “The King’s best 
men will be working around the 
clock to find him. You needn’t 
worry. He will be found.” 

“Indeed, child,” the King 
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agreed. 
“But, Daddy,” Bella argued. “I 

know Michael better than anyone! 
If something did happen to his 
ship, I could find him. I know how 
he thinks and where he’d hide if in 
danger. Let me journey with the 
men, Daddy. I can find him. I 
know I can.”

“Bella,” the King replied. “This 
is a serious matter. Its not a game! 
You are to speak no more of a 
journey. Is that clear?”

Bella’s eyes swelled with tears. 
“Yes, Daddy,” she sobbed.
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An hour later, from her bedroom 
window, Bella could see the last of 
her father’s ships set sail in search 
of the prince. A beautiful dove sat 
on her windowsill. 

“I’m sorry, Bella,” the bird said 
sweetly. “We sent word to all the 
bird colonies within flying 
distance. None have seen the 
prince.”

“Thank you for trying,” Bella 
replied. “Please don’t give up.”

“Never!” the bird squeaked as 
she flew into the afternoon sky.
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Two days passed, and the king’s 
ships returned without success.  
The Grand Duke, the king, and 
Thaspias, the king’s best soldier, 
had been in the king’s office for 
hours discussing a plan. 

Bella was in her room, staring 
out her window, much as she had 
been for the past two days. 

She tried to keep herself cheered 
up by remembering how brave 
Michael was. He was also strong 
and very smart. Plus, he had an 
amazing way with words. Even if 
someone had captured him, 
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“Prince Charming” could  talk his 
way out of anything. 

But the more she sat, the more 
worried she became. Finally, she’d 
had enough. She stormed to her 
wardrobe and began shuffling 
through her gowns, anger suddenly 
coming over her. 

“This is crazy,” she mumbled to 
herself. “By the time they get to 
Michael, it could be too late.” 

Finally, she found what she was 
looking for. Thirty seconds later, 
Princess Bella had shed her silk 
gown in favor of a pair of pants 
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and a cotton shirt. 
She forced her hair into a long, 

messy braid and put an old cap on 
top. She stuffed a sweater, a few 
golden coins, a water canteen, 
some sweet treats, her atlas, and 
her journal into a satchel.  

The king’s office door was open 
a crack, but everyone was too busy 
talking to notice Bella slip past. 
They were discussing uncharted 
seas off the coast of Arpendale.

Nanny was sitting near the 
fireplace at the bottom of the stairs 
knitting. Bella slinked silently 
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down the staircase. She’d done this 
many times in the past to sneak 
treats from the kitchen, though 
sneaking out the back door might 
prove to be a bit more challenging. 

The chef was whistling at the 
stove as he dropped various herbs 
into a boiling pot. Bella would 
have to sneak into the kitchen, hide 
behind the shelf, and slip out the 
back door, all without alerting 
Chef Vince. 

With Chef Vince’s back turned, 
Bella ran for it. She slid behind the 
shelf, but not before accidentally 
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bumping a kitchen stool. 
The rocking of the stool on the 

bare tile startled the chef, and he 
dropped his ladle with a 
“CLANG." 

He studied the rocking stool in 
confusion a moment before sighing 
and picking up the spoon. 

While the chef rinsed his spoon 
at the sink, Bella took the 
opportunity to crawl for the open 
back door. She didn’t stand again 
until she was safely on the back 
lawns. 

Bella ran across the fields 
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towards the stables. Typically, she 
would take her horse, Adonis, for 
her outings. 

Nanny and a soldier would 
accompany Bella to town when she 
wanted to buy trinkets or sweets 
from the market. However, when 
you’re attempting to escape a 
heavily guarded palace unnoticed, 
modesty is key. 

Bella noticed two soldiers 
walking from behind the stables. 
She ducked behind the water 
trough just in time to see two sets 
of slick black boots march past. 
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She sat motionless as the 
soldiers came to a stop in front of 
the trough. After what seemed like 
ages, the soldiers finally continued 
forward to finish their patrol 
rounds. 

Bella was almost halfway to the 
back wall now. Only she and her 
animal friends knew of the small 
hole under the far east corner of 
the back wall. 

Several bricks had crumbled 
during a storm last spring. The 
hole was just big enough for her to 
crawl through.
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Bella hurried down the hill, the 
opening finally coming into view. 
Just a few more feet now. 

A tug on the back of her shirt 
stopped Bella in her tracks. She 
turned, prepared to face one of her 
father’s soldiers. Instead she saw 
the smiling face of Adonis. 

He whinnied happily at her. 
“Where are we going?” the young 
horse asked excitedly. 

“Sorry, Adonis,” Bella said, 
rubbing the horse’s side. “I can’t 
bring you with me this time.”  

“Why not?” Adonis 
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whimpered loudly. 
“Please be quiet,” Bella begged. 
She heard a guard directing 

another to inspect the stables. 
“I promise we’ll go on an 

amazing adventure as soon as I get 
back,” Bella added. “In the 
meantime, I need you to keep 
Phillipe cheered up. He’s been 
missing his rides with Prince 
Michael. Can you do that for me?” 

Adonis reluctantly agreed to 
cheer up the prince’s steed.  Bella 
crawled through the hole , and 
made her way towards town.  
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@The milk, the stepsister, 
and the sea princess @

As she walked down the hills 
and towards the marketplace, Bella 
suddenly realized she didn’t have 
much of a plan. 

Her father’s kingdom was 
situated on a beautiful island, 
nowhere near Princeton. The only 
way off the island was by ship, 
which Bella did not have. 

On a normal day, Bella would 
take a moment to join in with the 
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girls jumping rope near the green 
fields. Their happy voices filled the 
air, but Bella hardly noticed. She 
was deep in thought. 

In fact, she was so deep in 
thought that she walked straight 
into a young woman. The teen 
dropped her pot and basket, 
spilling milk and flowers 
everywhere. 

“I’m so sorry!” Bella exclaimed. 
The teen knelt, and began 

collecting her flowers. 
“Don’t worry, sweetie,” she said 

kindly. “It was an accident.” 
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Bella dropped to her knees at 
once to help collect the remaining 
flowers. 

“These flowers are lovely,” 
Bella complimented. 

“Aren’t they? They’re my 
absolute favorite! They only grow 
on this side of the kingdom, for 
some reason. I come to pick some 
every Monday. My stepmother 
hates flowers, but I believe they 
really brighten everything up!”

“Who hates flowers?” Bella 
wondered aloud, putting the last 
flower into the basket. 
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“There are very few things 
Stepmother likes,” the teen replied.

“What about the milk? Will you 
buy more?” Bella wondered. 

The teen’s face saddened. “I’d 
almost forgotten. Stepmother will 
be furious. I was to sell that milk 
and buy meats from the market. 
What will she say when I return 
without milk or meat?” 

She settled on the grass and 
dropped her hand on her chin. “I’m 
doomed”.  

Bella thought a moment, then 
reached into her satchel and pulled 
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out a golden coin. 
“Here. Take this and buy your 

meat, Bella offered. “She never has 
to know!”

“But this is much too much,” the 
teen insisted. “I couldn’t possibly 
accept it. Surely you could use it to 
buy bread for your family for a 
whole week!”

Bella folded the coin into the 
teen’s hand. “Its just me and 
Daddy right now, and we have 
enough bread. Though, if you tell 
me that this coin is enough to buy 
a boat, I may have to ask for it 
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back.” 
The teen stood and laughed. 

“Why would someone so young 
need a boat?”

“I’m trying to find my brother. I 
need to leave the kingdom, but I 
really don’t know how. My father 
won’t help me, so I’m on my 
own.” 

The teen seemed to think about 
this for several moments. 

“Well, I know about being on 
your own. I have a stepmother and 
stepsisters, but I’ve never felt 
lonelier,” she admitted. “But, I do 



30

know of another way off the 
island, though its not the best of 
ideas."

“Any idea is better than what 
I’ve come up with! Which is 
nothing,” Bella exclaimed. 

“Very well then. You’ll need to 
venture to the southernmost tip of 
the kingdom. There, you will find a 
lovely reef with large rocks all 
around. If you are silent, you may 
see one of the sea princesses. The 
mermaids are kind, they may help 
you.”

“But that’s wonderful!” Bella 
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shrieked. “I’ll go right away!”
“Wait, sweetie. I must warn you. 

The mermaids are kind, but they 
will not do something for nothing. 
They will expect something from 
you in return.”

“I have more gold. I’ll pay them 
to help me.” 

The teen laughed. “They have 
no use for money. They live under 
the sea, and are rarely seen by 
humans." 

Bella thought about this a 
minute. “I’ll think of something. 
Thank you so much for your help.”
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“And thank you for the coin,” 
the teen replied. “What’s your 
name? It feels nice to know that 
today I made a friend.”

“My name is Bel…ina. Belina,” 
Bella lied.

She realized that if she used her 
real name, people might figure out 
that she is the princess and have 
her sent back to the palace. 

“Nice to meet you, Belina” the 
teen said sweetly. “I’m 
Cinderella.”

After saying goodbye to 
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Cinderella, Bella headed south. 
She spent the walk thinking about 
how nicely Cinderella would have 
gotten along with Michael. 

When he turned eighteen, 
Michael would be expected to 
marry. Bella hoped that he would 
choose someone as kind as 
Cinderella to be her new sister. 

Bella arrived at the reef much 
faster than she had ever expected. 
She didn’t have much time. Soon, 
Nanny would go searching for her 
and realize that Bella was missing. 

The palace bells would be 
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sounded, and everyone would 
begin searching for her. She 
climbed slowly across the rocks. 

Now, Bella had never actually 
seen a mermaid before, but she 
imagined how they might look. 

They likely had seaweed colored 
hair and skin with a brown, scaly 
fin. She’d never expected the 
lovely creature she saw sunbathing 
on the rocks. 

She was a beautiful mermaid. 
Her hair was golden like the sun, 
decorated with a pink seaweed. 

Her purple tailfin sparkled in the 
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sunlight, as though covered with 
millions of sparkling flecks. 

“Excuse me, Miss Mermaid,” 
Bella began. 

The mermaid immediately leapt 
into the ocean.

“Wait! Please!” Bella shrieked. 
“Please, I really need your help.” 

Moments passed, and Bella 
began to cry. This was her only 
hope of getting off the island and 
she’d ruined it already. She cried 
into her hands helplessly. 

“You really do need help, don’t 
you?” a voice asked softly. 
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Bella looked up to see the 
mermaid sitting next to her on the 
rock. 

“I really do,” she sobbed. “My 
brother is missing. I need to find a 
way to get to Princeton.” 

Bella took out her atlas and 
showed the mermaid Princeton on 
a map. 

"This is the only place I can find 
clues to help me find him,” Bella 
explained.

The mermaid thought for several 
minutes. “ I too have a problem. 
Perhaps you could help me and, in 
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return, I will help you cross the 
sea.” 

“I will,” Bella said. “Whatever it 
is, I will help you.” 

The mermaid smiled. “My name 
is Andrina. My youngest sister’s 
birthday is tomorrow, and I have 
still not found a gift for her. She 
loves human things, you see. 
Those are difficult to come by 
under the sea.”

“I’ll bet,” Bella replied. “But I 
have a whole satchel of things. 
Look, golden coins. Human 
clothes. A bracelet. What would 
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you like?” 
Andrina picked up Bella’s atlas 

again. 
“This will be perfect,” she 

exclaimed. “It has pictures of all 
sorts of human lands. My little 
sister will love it!” 

“But…but.. I need that. How 
will I find my way?” Bella 
complained.

“I’m sorry,” Andrina responded 
politely. “But none of your other 
trinkets are of interest to me.” 

Bella thought a moment. Could 
she find Princeton without her 
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map? The loud ringing of palace 
bells helped her make a decision 
more quickly. 

“Fine,” Bella agreed. “The atlas 
is yours. Will you help me?” 

In answer, Andrina smiled and 
swan-dived into the ocean with the 
atlas. Minutes later, she returned 
holding a golden trident. 

“This is my father’s trident. It 
should certainly do the trick. Come 
into the water.” 

Bella secured her satchel across 
her shoulder and slid into the 
water. Andrina pointed the trident 
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at Bella. 
Sparks flew and Bella's pink 

pants were replaced with a pink 
tailfin! Her satchel was engulfed in 
a protective air bubble. 

Bella freaked. She started 
splashing uncontrollably in the 
water before realizing how to 
control her fin. 

“Careful,” said Andrina, 
comfortingly. “It takes a moment 
to get used to.” 

Bella slowly moved her tailfin 
back and forth and, within seconds, 
had the hang of it. She could even 
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breathe underwater. 
“This is wonderful, Andrina! 

Thank you.”
“And thank you,” replied 

Andrina. “Ariel will love her gift.” 
She gestured west. “That is 

where you will want to swim. 
Keep swimming straight until you 
reach land. The enchantment lasts 
only twelve hours, which is about 
how long it will take you to get 
there. You’ll have time for a few 
short breaks, but no more. 
Farewell, Princess Bella.”

“Wait!” Bella shrieked. “How’d 
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you know my name?” 
But Andrina was gone. The 

shuffle of heavy footsteps could be 
heard coming towards the reef. 

Bella took one last look at her 
father’s kingdom, and dove down 
into the ocean.
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@Someone for dinner @

Once you’ve gotten the hang of 
having your legs replaced with a 
fin, swimming is a breeze. Bella 
glided easily through the sea. 

Every now and then, the 
amazing colors of the ocean would 
tempt her so much that she almost 
strayed from her course. There 
were schools of shimmering fish 
hurrying to their destinations. 

Bella was not sure if it was due 
to her newly received fin, or her 
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already having the power to speak 
to animals, but she could 
understand all of the sea creatures. 

They spoke of amazing findings, 
sunken ships, and undersea 
treasures as they hurried past. 
Bella longed to explore the ocean 
with them. 

After she’d swam for several 
hours, Bella decided she’d earned 
a break. She allowed herself to 
float lazily to the surface, where 
she found herself in the middle of 
the ocean, no land anywhere to be 
seen. 
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The sun shone high in the sky, 
and Bella took a moment to soak in 
its warmth. 

She then carefully removed a 
treat from the bubble-protected 
satchel and ate. She’d just about 
finished her snack when she heard 
a soft cry. The sound was far away, 
and Bella began to look around 
frantically for the source. 

She swam a few feet in every 
direction, then realized the sound 
was coming from under the sea. 
Without thinking twice, the 
princess dove back into the ocean 
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towards the cries. The noise grew 
louder and louder until Bella 
discovered what appeared to be an 
underwater trash dump. 

As far as the eye could see, lay 
mountains and mountains of trash. 
Old cans and bottles lay atop piles 
of used tires and debris. Bella 
looked on in horror. She’d never 
seen so much garbage in one place. 

In a corner, one pile of trash 
appeared to have toppled over. 
Bella saw a tiny seahorse 
struggling to free himself. He had a 
bright orange spot on his head. His 
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tiny tail was pressed under a large 
pile of tin canisters. 

“Please, help me!” the tiny 
seahorse cried. 

Bella rushed towards him and 
tried to lift the tin canister. She 
pulled with all her might, but the 
canister would not budge. It was 
buried under too much other 
garbage. 

“Hurry! Please!” the tiny 
seahorse begged. “This is Shark 
Mountain. The sharks will be back 
home to rest soon."

“Why on Earth would you come 
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to a place called Shark Mountain?" 
Bella shrieked. 

She’d began making her way to 
the top of the heap. 

“I always swim this way. 
There’s a seaweed patch with lots 
of shrimp not far from here. I go 
there to eat. The sharks leave every 
morning anyway and don’t come 
back until late afternoon. So its 
safe. But part of the mountain fell 
on me while I was swimming past. 
They’ll eat me for sure.”

“Don’t worry,” Bella said 
comfortingly. 
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She’d managed to move the first 
large canister off the pile and was 
working on a second. 

“I’m a really fast swimmer now. 
I’ll have you out of there in a jiff. 
I’m sure we have plenty of time.”

Then, as though someone had 
blocked what little light there was 
this far down in the ocean, things 
grew dark. Bella looked in the 
distance, and noticed a thick cloud 
headed towards the mountain. It 
was a herd of sharks.

“Oh no!” squealed the seahorse. 
He struggled frantically to break 
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free. 
“Stop it!” Bella demanded in a 

hushed tone. “They won’t notice 
you if you don’t struggle. Lay still 
and be quiet!” 

She slid into an empty canister, 
and waited. From her hiding place, 
she could see a cloud of sharks 
floating overhead. 

There were dozens in all 
different sizes. There were 
different colors too. Gray ones and 
black one. Bella had never seen a 
shark before.

She stayed motionless as the 
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cloud of sharks continued to swim 
over. Finally, after they’d moved to 
the far end of the garbage 
mountain, Bella slowly began 
sliding out of the canister.

“What’re ya doing?” bellowed a 
young, but deep voice. 

Bella turned, then squealed in 
terror, for she found herself face to 
face with a shark. 

As far as sharks are concerned, 
he was not especially large- only 
about eight feet long. He had a 
white belly with a gray body. Two 
round eyes were situated on either 
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side of his face.
But all Bella saw were teeth. 

There were several rows of them, 
and the shark was showing every 
single one as he smiled brightly at 
her.

“Oooh, you better be quiet,” the 
shark warned. “My Papa doesn’t 
like any other sea creatures here. 
All sharks are welcome, but 
nobody else. And you’re a 
mermaid, aren’t you? Not a shark.”

“Yes, I...” Bella began.
“I’ve never met a mermaid 

before,” the shark interrupted. 
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“King Triton  and my Papa have a 
deal. No sharks go to Atlantica, 
and no mermaids come here.”

“Oh, well…” Bella said.
“But you are here,” the shark 

bellowed on. “Oh, what might 
Papa say? I hope he doesn’t eat 
you! I’ve never talked to a 
mermaid before, I quite like you.”

“I like you too!” Bella managed. 
“Perhaps I should be going?” 

“Hmm, I don’t know,” the shark 
replied. “I’m kind of supposed to 
tell Papa if I ever spot a mermaid. I 
don’t want to get in trouble.”
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“But we’re friends now,” Bella 
shrieked. “You’re my first shark 
friend. Surely you’re not going to 
let him eat me!”

“Friends?” the shark seemed to 
think about this a minute. “I’ve 
never had a friend that wasn’t a 
shark.”

“Swim! Save yourself, 
mermaid!” shrieked a tiny voice. 
The shark swam around looking 
for the sound.

“I told you to hush!” Bella 
yelled at the seahorse. “I was 
trying to save you!” 
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“I won’t let you get eaten for 
me,” the seahorse said sadly. “I’m 
the one that should be eaten, shark. 
The mermaid is my new friend. 
She was only here to save me.” 

The shark swam down and saw 
the tiny seahorse trapped under all 
the garbage. 

“Is this true, mermaid?” he 
asked Bella. 

“Call me Bella,” she replied. 
"And yes. Its true. He’s so small 
and scared. Please help me save 
him. Then, give me to your Papa if 
you must.”



56

“No!” squealed the tiny 
seahorse. 

The shark had made up his 
mind. He used his nose to easily 
lift the mountain of trash off the 
seahorse. The tiny sea creature 
stretched his tail and beamed. 

“Thank you! It feels so good to 
move again!” The shark and Bella 
both laughed, watching the tiny 
seahorse turn backflips with his 
newly freed tail.

 “Hammer!” a deep voice 
rumbled the mountain.

“Uh oh,” the shark whispered. 
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“That’s my Papa. You two had 
better go. Fast!” 

“Thank you, Hammer.” Bella 
said kindly. She kissed his nose. 
“I’m Bella. Know that you will 
always have a friend in me.” 

Hammer smiled at them both 
once more, flashed all his teeth 
with a big smile, then swam off 
towards his Papa’s voice.

After she’d said goodbye to her 
tiny seahorse friend, Bella 
continued along her way. She 
knew that she must get to 
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Princeton, but she felt like there 
was something she was forgetting. 
Something important. 

She spent the next few hours 
swimming easily through the 
water, and wondering what she 
could possibly be forgetting. 

Bella guessed she was nearly an 
hour from Princeton, when she 
started to feel strange. It felt as 
though she was struggling to catch 
her breath, and her legs began to 
tingle. She looked down, eyes wide 
with shock. She wasn’t supposed 
to have legs! 
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Bella realized her twelve hours 
were up! She’d spent so long on 
Shark Mountain that she had 
completely forgotten she wasn’t 
supposed to make stops. 

She started to swim towards the 
surface, but she was quickly 
running out of air. She was so deep 
down that she’d never be able to 
make it to the top in time. 

Bella began to panic. Just when 
she was certain all was lost, she 
felt herself being pushed towards 
the surface.

Bella broke through the surface 
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and breathed in the cool night air. 
She expected to be stuck in the 
middle of the ocean, but the same 
force that helped her to the surface 
began to glide her west. 

Further and further west she 
glided, until at last she saw land. 
When she was just a few dozen 
feet away, the force stopped.

Bella looked around her and 
realized that there were hundreds 
of tiny seahorses around her, all 
smiling. The seahorse in front had 
a bright orange spot on his head. 

He smiled and gave her one last 
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nod of “thanks” before leading his 
seahorse friends back into the 
ocean. 

“Thank you!” Bella called after 
all the diving seahorses. Then she 
turned and swam towards the 
shore.
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@A Scary Plan @

Princess Bella sprawled onto the 
sand and allowed herself a few 
moments to rest. She wasn’t sure if 
the dark of night was the best time 
to try to navigate through a foreign 
land, but she really didn’t have 
many other choices. She certainly 
couldn’t spend the night laying in 
the middle of a dark beach. 

Bella closed her eyes, just for a 
moment to rest and think. The next 
thing she new, a wet tongue was 



63

licking her cheek. 
She sprang up trying to get her 

bearings, and realized the sun had 
risen. She’d spent the whole night 
on the beach! 

Bella would’ve scolded herself, 
but she remembered the tongue 
that had woken her and looked 
down at a playful snow-white wolf 
pup. He was prancing around her 
excitedly, clearly wanting to play.

“Sorry,” Bella apologized. “I’m 
on a quest. I really can’t play right 
now.” 

The pup stopped mid-prance, 
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tilted his head, and starred. 
“Are you a wolf?” he asked, 

clearly confused.
“No,” Bella began. “I really 

don’t have time to explain, but the 
short version of the story is ‘I can 
talk to animals’ but I’m a human." 

“What’s a quest?” the pup 
demanded. “Can I play too?” 

Bella sighed. “My quest is to 
find someone. Its not a game. I 
have to journey to the place on my 
map and there I will find clues to 
help me.” 

She reached into her bag to 
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show the pup her map before 
suddenly realizing she’d traded it 
to the sea princess for fins. 

“Ugh. I forgot. How am I ever 
going to find Princeton without my 
map?” 

She sat back down on the sand 
facing the vast canopy of trees 
ahead of her. The sound of waves 
crashed behind her.

“Find?” the wolf pup asked, 
tilting his head once again. 
“Wolves are excellent finders.”

“Really?” Bella smiled 
hopefully. “Do you know where 
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Princeton is?”
“No,” the pup admitted. “But 

my pack will. They know 
everything about this land.”

“Can you ask them for me?” 
“No. I can not make a request 

from the Alpha on behalf of 
another. You must ask yourself.”

Bella swallowed hard. The idea 
of meeting an “Alpha” wolf was 
more than a little scary for her. 
Then she thought of Michael, and 
all her fears disappeared. 

“Lead the way,” she insisted.
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The pup pranced in front of 
Bella energetically. Every now and 
then, Bella would have to demand 
his focus when a butterfly or 
squirrel caught his attention. 

He'd chase after it happily, 
completely forgetting he was 
supposed to be leading her.

Finally, the sound of waves 
against the shore had faded and 
they’d wandered into a thick area 
of the woods. Shadows of tall trees 
loomed overhead and a bit of 

Bella’s fear crept back into her 
belly. Her footsteps began to slow, 
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and she began to think it may be 
best to think up a new plan. 

Unfortunately, Bella would not 
have the opportunity to turn back. 
The wolf pup stopped suddenly, 
and looked around. Bella looked 
too and saw several pairs of yellow 
eyes staring at her through the 
darkness of the trees. 
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@A deal with a wolf @

The pup gave a low, soft howl to 
the pack. 

“Good luck, human friend,” he 
said happily as he bounced off into 
the trees.

Bella’s voice was not quite 
working. She could not speak. 
Instead she stayed glued in place 
as at least a dozen wolf eyes stared 
at her from the darkness.

“Timber claims you have power 
to communicate with wolf-kind. Is 
this true, human pup?” a deep 
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voice bellowed from the trees.
Bella nodded. She still hadn’t 

quite found her voice. She was 
actually pretty sure she would 
become wolf food soon. This did 
not make her very talkative.

“Why do you come to our land, 
human pup?” the same voice 
bellowed in response. 

Bella remembered her missing 
brother. All her strength and 
courage came immediately 
flooding back to her. She would 
never stop searching for Michael. 
And no human (or animal) was 
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going to stand in her way. 
“I hear that wolves are excellent 

finders, er…sir,” she answered.
“This is a fact, yes. What is it 

you seek?” 
“I’m looking for Princeton,” 

Bella responded.
After a moment, Bella heard 

rustling and a dozen wolves 
emerged from the trees. They were 
beautiful, in a huge, scary, sharp-
fangs sort of way. 

Some had white and brown fur 
that shined in the low light. Others 
had coats with more hints of gray 
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while one, like Timber the pup, 
was pure white. 

The wolves stood staring at her 
and eventually backed up a few 
paces to allow space for one final 
wolf. 

This was unlike any wolf Bella 
had ever seen in her storybooks. 
He was slightly taller than herself, 
and pure black. His eyes were blue 
like ocean waves. He stopped mere 
inches away from Bella.

“We are familiar with the 
location of which you speak, 
human pup,” he said.
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“That’s great!” Bella replied, 
excitedly. “Which way should I 
go?”

“It is not in the way of the wolf 
to aide human travelers,” he 
continued as though he’d not even 
heard her. “Before we assist you in 
crossing our lands, you must first 
prove yourself.”

Bella’s shoulders sank. She 
really did not have time for a wolf-
test. 

Although, if you ever find 
yourself in the center of a wolf 
pack, surely you will agree that 
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being rude and saying “no” is not 
really an option. 

Bella reluctantly nodded in 
agreement. 
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@A very, very, VERY bad 
agreement @

“Very well, human pup,” the 
Alpha said after several moments. 
“Your task is this: One of our own 
has gone astray. He has journeyed 
far into the woods and we fear he 
may cause trouble for whomever 
he may meet. He is not what one 
would call the most...‘well-
mannered’ of wolves. Find him, 
use your talent of wolf-speak to 
convince him to return to us. Then 
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and only then will I guarantee your 
safe passage to Princeton. Are we 
agreed?”

Bella’s brain swirled. On the one 
hand, going to find a wolf with a 
bad attitude in the center of the 
forest sounded like the world’s 
worst possible idea ever. 

On the other hand, without her 
map, or the help of the wolves, 
how could she quickly find her 
way to Princeton? She could end 
up wandering around these woods 
in circles for days or even weeks. 

The Alpha wolf watched her 



77

patiently. 
Finally, Bella said simply, "Yes."

No more than sixty seconds 
later, Bella found herself moving 
towards the center of the woods. 
Timber skipped happily at her side. 

The Alpha had instructed 
Timber to take her as far as the 
north stream and, from there, she 
must journey alone. 

Timber seemed to be completely 
unaware of the danger his human 
friend was in. He chattered on non-
stop about flowers, butterflies, the 
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life of a pup, leaves- basically any 
random thing that popped into his 
mind. 

Then, all at once, he was silent. 
He clamped his mouth shut mid-
sentence and stopped prancing 
along. 

He said, “I must leave you now, 
human friend.” With that, he 
turned and sprinted back towards 
his pack. 

That is probably a bad sign, 
Bella thought to herself. But, she 
had come this far. She started to 
move forward toward a clearing, 
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but approaching footsteps stopped 
her. 

Bella froze, prepared to see a 
giant wolf hop into the clearing. 
What she was not expecting, was 
to see a girl; but that is exactly 
who she saw.

A girl, not much younger than 
herself, dressed in a red cape and 
hood and carrying a brown basket 
skipped through the clearing 
happily. She stopped suddenly at 
the sight of Bella.

“Why, you’re a girl just like 
myself,” the girl said, surprised. 
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“But rarely do other children find 
themselves this deep in the 
woods.”

“For good reason,” Bella 
replied. “Why are you skipping 
around as if there are no wolves or 
other dangerous creatures living 
here?”

“Oh, I cross these paths often. 
My mother sent me to bring soup 
and bread to my Grandmother. She 
is ill, you see.”

Bella felt like her brain was 
broken. What land was she in 
where kids hopped around the 
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middle of the woods happily 
without their parents? 

“Does your Grandmother live 
close?” was all Bella could think to 
ask. 

“Yes. Quite. Just along that path, 
there,” the red cloaked girl pointed 
at a small cottage situated on a 
nearby hilltop. “Would you care to 
join me? My Grandmother always 
loves company, and there is plenty 
of soup to share.” 

Bella considered, but only 
briefly. Her empty belly basically 
answered for her at the mention of 
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warm soup. 
“Yes, please. Thank you,” she 

answered politely.
The two girls walked along the 

path. It wasn’t long before Bella 
noticed large paw prints leading to 
the front door of the cottage. The 
red cloaked girl saw them too. 

“Oh, wonderful! Grandmother 
said she’d hope to get a dog soon 
to keep her company. She must 
have gotten him already!” 

The girl skipped up the hill to 
her Grandmother’s cottage more 
quickly now.
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Bella couldn’t help but feel like 
something was wrong. But what? 
She knew a lot about animals. 
These certainly did look like dog 
tracks. So why did she feel so 
freaked out about it? She loved 
dogs. 

It wasn’t until she saw the red 
cloaked girl disappear into the 
cottage that Bella realized why 
those tracks looked so strange. 
Wolf tracks! 

“Wait!” she shrieked. 
Even before she said it, Bella 

knew she was too late. The door to 
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the cottage closed as Bella sprinted 
up the hill.
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@A Tasty human @

Sometimes its hard to notice that 
you’ve had a very bad idea until 
you are right in the middle of it. 
This was one of those times for 
Bella. 

She crashed through the front 
door to see a wolf dressed like an 
old woman smiling his fangs at the 
girl in the red cloak. 

“Stop, wolf!” she shouted. 
The wolf snapped his neck to 

stare at Bella. 
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He tilted his head to the side and 
asked, “You have the gift of wolf-
speak?”

“I do,” Bella agreed. 
“I wonder how one with the gift 

of wolf-speak might taste.”
“Oh, surely no different from a 

regular person. My gift should 
have no affect on my taste. I'm 
sure I'd be just as tasty as…” Bella 
realized what she was saying, and 
clamped her mouth shut. 

Sometimes, when she was very 
frightened, she couldn’t stop 
talking.
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“I accept your offer,” the wolf 
said and stepped past the red 
cloaked girl, heading towards 
Bella.

If ever there were a  time to 
panic, this was it. But Bella 
decided she’d come too far to be 
stopped now. She reached deep 
inside herself and channeled every 
ounce of power within her. The 
wolf stopped when Bella began to 
glow and the ground began to 
rumble. 

The red cloaked girl and the 
wolf looked around confused, then 
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noticed the noise was coming from 
outside. Up the hill came hundreds, 
possibly thousands of animals. 
Rabbits, deer, bears, birds- tons of 
different kinds of animals. They all 
stood just outside the window, 
waiting.

A still glowing Bella spoke 
directly to the wolf. 

“Hear me now, wolf. I am 
Princess Maribella of Jaidilion. 
Friend of all creatures and keeper 
of gifts. I am to be on a journey, 
and you are keeping me from 
completing it. You will go from 
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this place. You will return to your 
pack. And you will not bother 
humans ever again." 

The wolf’s mouth hung open. 
For several moments, everything 
was silent and still. He just stared 
at her in obvious shock. The wolf 
began inching towards Bella, and a 
grizzly bear opened the bedroom 
door. 

The wolf inched slightly closer, 
and the grizzly moved into the 
room. Finally, the wolf got the 
message. He tucked his tail 
between his hind legs, and slinked 
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out of the room. 
Almost at once, the animals ran 

away, even the grizzly, and Bella 
collapsed. It would be hours before 
she woke again, to the smell of 
fresh soup and two worried faces 
staring down at her.
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@A Deal is a Deal @

Bella felt like her whole body 
was broken. She opened her eyes 
slowly, and realized she was in a 
bed. 

The red cloaked girl was staring 
down at her as well as a small, old 
woman that Bella assumed was the 
girl’s grandmother. Bella was 
relieved to see the grandmother 
hadn’t become wolf food.

Grandmother spoke softly to the 
red cloaked girl, “Little Red, our 
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guest wakes. Hurry to the kitchen 
and fetch some bread and cool 
water for her to enjoy with her 
soup.” 

Little Red ran off, and Bella 
slowly and carefully sat up in bed. 
It still hurt to move. 

Grandmother offered her a 
steaming bowl of soup. Normally, 
Bella knew she should not eat 
something given to her by a 
strange person. But this was not a 
normal situation, so Bella gladly 
accepted the warm bowl. As soon 
as she’d had a few bites, she began 
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to feel her strength return.
“What kind of soup is this?” she 

wondered aloud.
“An old family recipe,” the 

grandmother responded kindly. 
"Lots of vegetables and herbs 
found right here in the forest. It 
will help replace the energy you 
lost when using so much of your 
powers.”

“You saw that?” Bella asked, 
shocked.

“Yes, child. The wolf had me 
stuffed in the wardrobe, but the 
glow of your power could be seen 
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from miles away.” 
Bella suddenly realized that she 

was no longer the only human to 
know of her special gift. 

“Will you keep my secret?” she 
wondered.

“Of course. You needn’t worry. 
You saved myself and my Little 
Red. We are forever in your debt." 

Bella finished her last drop of 
soup just as Little Red returned 
with freshly baked bread and a tall 
glass of water. Bella accepted both, 
gratefully. 

She spent the next fifteen 
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minutes speaking politely with 
Little Red and her Grandmother 
before waving one final goodbye 
on her way down the hill.
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@A Special Gift @

Bella was thankful for a few 
moments to herself. She walked 
slowly down Grandmother's hill, 
deep in thought.

She was not sure how she was 
able to grow her powers so strong 
so quickly. How had she channeled 
it?

She also wasn't sure how to feel 
about the fact that there were now 
others who knew of her secret. 
Ever since she was six, her ability 
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to speak to animals had been a 
secret. She remembered the day 
clearly.

She'd been angry with her father 
and Michael for ignoring her. They 
were locked up in her father's arms 
room discussing matters of the 
kingdom, and wouldn't let her in. 

Her father told her to play with 
Nanny or go in the yard to pick 
flowers. She didn't like being left 
out and, instead, decided to run 
away to find people who would 
listen to her ideas.

She'd made it about a half mile 
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to Blue Meadow. She never 
understood why it was called Blue 
Meadow. It was an ordinary 
meadow covered with bright 
yellow sunflowers. If anything, it 
should be called Yellow Meadow.

As she marched purposefully 
through the sea of yellow flowers, 
a bunny caught in a trap distracted 
her from her anger. She freed his 
tiny paw, and used one of her 
ribbons to bandage it.

When the bunny's family saw 
how kind she was to them, they all 
came out of their hiding spaces. 
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The furry critters came from all 
around, until there were hundreds 
of them. They all sat expectantly, 
as if waiting for something from 
her.

Bella sat in the center and told 
them all a story that she 
remembered hearing when she was 
very young. It was about a rabbit 
that wanted to be made of snow. 
The bunnies all listened intently 
until the very end. 

Bella knew that they couldn't 
really understand her, but it was 
nice to have someone that would 
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listen. Feeling better, Bella stood 
to head home. She knew her 
father's men would come looking 
for her soon. Plus, she'd missed 
lunch and was very hungry.

The bunnies all hopped after her. 
They didn't want her to leave.

"Sorry. I can't stay. I have to go 
home," Bella explained.

All the bunnies stared at her 
politely. She needed to make them 
understand. No way would her 
father allow her to have one bunny, 
let alone one hundred. Bella 
opened her mouth to try again, but 
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shimmering dust just beside her 
stole her attention. 

She realized with a start that this 
must be what the bunnies were all 
staring at. She couldn't blame 
them. It was beautiful. 

The specks twinkled vibrantly in 
the late afternoon light. They were 
all different colors, as if glitter 
were floating in the sky.

Bella couldn't resist. She 
reached out to touch just one 
speck, but they all began to swirl 
around too quickly to catch. She 
chased them happily. 
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The swirls danced above the 
sunflowers, and Bella skipped after 
them. Several bunnies hopped 
playfully after Bella.

Once the sparkly bits finally 
stopped swirling, they formed into 
the tiniest lady Bella had ever seen. 
The woman could fit her in the 
palm of Bella’s hand!    

The woman flew around Bella's 
face gracefully. It was then that 
Bella noticed the beautiful, silky 
wings growing from the woman's 
back.

"You're a fairy!" Bella 
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exclaimed. She'd never seen a fairy 
in person before.

"Indeed," the tiny voice sang in 
Bella's ear. "I'm Blue. Fairy 
princess of this meadow."

The name "Blue Meadow" 
suddenly made a lot more sense.  

"Pleased to meet you, Blue. My 
name is…"

"Princess Maribella, of course. 
I've watched you a long time. You 
are always kind to every creature 
in my meadow. And today, you 
saved that young bunny's life." 

She gestured to the bunny with 
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the injured paw.
"Oh, it was no big deal."
"To some, perhaps. But for us, it 

is a very 'big deal.' So big, in fact, 
that I wish to bid you thanks."

"Oh, you don't have to. I was 
happy to help."

"Even so, I will grant you one 
wish. Anything within my power 
to grant shall be done."

Bella didn't know what to say. 
What should she request? What 
sort of wishes could a fairy grant? 
She guessed the fairy probably 
couldn't make her father and 
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Michael include her in their work. 
The sound of the palace bells 

reminded her that she was much 
too far from home. 

"I have to go, Blue. I'm afraid I 
don't really have a wish. You have 
all made my day so special. I'm 
just glad to have had someone to 
talk to that would actually listen to 
me."

"Not truly," Blue corrected. "But 
I shall make it so." 

She sprinkled the sparkly flecks 
all around Bella, who started to 
glow. Her skin began to tingle, as 
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though she was being tickled by 
dozens of tiny butterfly wings. 
Then, just as quickly as they'd 
come, the flecks were gone.

The bunnies all made a path so 
that Bella could pass. She didn't 
feel any different. She'd wondered 
what Blue could have meant by 
saying "I shall make it so." She 
turned to Blue to ask, but the tiny 
fairy had vanished.

The palace bells chimed again, 
and Bella ran as fast as she could, 
with dozens of bunnies prancing 
along at her heels. She was almost 
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at the edge of the meadow when 
she tripped on a knothole, and 
tumbled down a hill.

She awoke the next morning in 
her own bed with a bandage 
around her head and the new talent 
of talking to animals. 
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@Follow the Leader @

Bella really hoped the wolf had 
done as she’d instructed and 
returned to his pack. She couldn’t 
waste more time searching for him. 

When a wolf emerged from the 
trees in front of her, she guessed 
she had her answer. 

The wolf was the pure white 
wolf she had seen from Timber’s 
pack. Timber followed close 
behind. He bounced happily 
around in circles when he saw 
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Bella.
“Hurray! You’re alive!” he 

chanted as he hopped. 
He stopped hopping when the 

Alpha wolf emerged from the 
trees.

“You have a great gift, human 
pup,” he said. “You are forever 
welcome by my pack. As 
promised, I have arranged for your 
safe escort to Princeton. It is a half 
day’s journey to the train that will 
carry you there. You must go now. 
Beta will guide you. Be well.” 

The Alpha turned to leave, but 
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Timber called after him, 
“Can I go too, Papa? Please? 

Really please?” Timber begged.
“The journey is long, Timber. 

Best left to an older, more 
experienced wolf. Your mother 
will take good care of the human 
pup. Come.”

Timber’s head dropped, and he 
slowly followed his father back 
into the trees. Bella could 
immediately understand the 
feeling. Her father, too, said that 
she was too young for a journey, 
yet here she was. 
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Aside from wanting to find 
Michael more than anything, she 
realized she had to find him. Going 
back to her father’s kingdom with 
Michael by her side would 
certainly mean she’d be in much 
less trouble. Bella could only 
imagine how many days she’d 
have to stay in her room if she 
returned alone.

Beta spoke sweetly, “Come. The 
journey is long and we haven’t 
much time.”

Beta didn’t say much. She did 
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explain they were in a forest that 
humans called “Wharton” and that, 
once onboard the train, she 
wouldn’t have to travel far. 

Otherwise, the walk was silent. 
Bella had lots of time to enjoy the 
beauty of the forest. They came 
across several streams with bear 
cubs and other animals playing in 
the cool water. 

Wildflowers grew everywhere. 
They reminded Bella of the 
beautiful hills in her father’s 
kingdom. She tried to avoid 
thinking about how much she 
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missed the Jaidilion, her father, 
and Michael. 

Bella kept pace with Beta, but 
only having two legs means you 
get tired much more quickly. By 
the time the trees of the forest 
began to thin, they had stopped for 
Bella to rest eight times and she 
had eaten most of the bread given 
to her by Little Red’s grandmother.

Beta told Bella to stay close as 
they approached human land. Bella 
was a human, so she was not very 
worried, but she followed closely 
to Beta anyway. 
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“The tracks are just there,” Beta 
explained. “I will aide you in 
boarding the train. Only one comes 
along each week. Just at sunset on 
Sunday's eve. We mustn’t miss it 
or you will have to wait until next 
week.”

Bella nodded and the two moved 
through the grass more quickly. 
The trees of the forest were behind 
them now. Just an open field and 
fading sunlight. It was becoming 
much more difficult to see. 

Bella wondered if wolves had 
that problem, but she never got to 
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ask. 
For she and Beta fell for what 

seemed like hours (but was 
probably only a second) into a 
deep, dark hole. 
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@Falling @

Most unfortunately for Beta, 
Bella landed right on top of her. 
Bella rolled off immediately, but 
Beta moved more slowly. 

She limped onto three paws, the 
fourth dragging painfully behind. 
Beta sat down, carefully tucking 
her injured leg beneath her.

Bella quickly began taking note 
of their surroundings. It was 
completely dark in the hole. There 
was, what appeared to be, a tunnel 
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leading into an even darker chunk 
of underground. Bella silently 
decided she would not be going 
down that tunnel. 

She looked up at the opening 
they had fallen through. It was 
much too high to jump out, and 
nothing was nearby to climb. Bella 
sank hopelessly to the ground next 
to Beta. The two sat in silence for 
the next half hour. 

“Mama?” a soft voice 
whispered, breaking the silence. 

Bella sprang to her feet and 
looked around. They were still 
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alone in the darkness. It was only 
then that she realized the voice was 
coming from above. Peeking down 
in the hole was a tiny face Bella 
had come to know well. 

“Timber!” she shrieked. “Help 
us! Go find a…” 

Bella’s request was interrupted 
by the distant horn of a train. “Oh, 
no! The train! I’ll miss it! Hurry, 
Timber!”

Timber bounded off and Bella 
began to pace around the hole 
nervously. He was a tiny wolf pup. 
What could he do? The sound of 
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the train grew nearer and nearer. 
She would have to wait a whole 

week for the next! Bella began to 
lose hope when a green vine 
dropped in front of her face.

“Grab on,” Timber called from 
above. 

Bella wondered how a tiny wolf 
pup could pull her and a full grown 
wolf all the way up, but she helped 
Beta get a grip of it with her teeth 
anyway, and wrapped both her 
own hands around. Slowly, the two 
were lifted from the hole. Bella 
was in shock. 



120

Once out of the hole, several 
wolves Bella had never seen before 
nodded to her and ran off towards 
the woods.

“Papa gave word of your safe 
travel to the train and all local 
packs were on alert,” Timber 
explained.

“That does not explain why you 
are here, my pup,” Beta said 
weakly. “You were told to stay 
with our pack.”

Timber looked ashamed. “Sorry, 
Mama. But I wanted to help you 
take my human friend. I’m big 



121

enough now and you and Papa 
always treat me like a new pup.”

“You do seem to have proven 
yourself capable, Timber. Go, help 
the human pup catch the train. 
Certainly word has gotten to Alpha 
by now. He will be along shortly to 
help me home.”

“Yes, Mama. Come on, human 
friend! Hurry.”

“I can’t just leave Beta here,” 
Bella said stubbornly. "She’s hurt."

“But you’ll miss the train,” 
Timber argued. “That was the 
whole point of you and Mama 
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coming here in the first place!”
“My pup is right. You insult the 

Alpha by not allowing him to 
honor his promise. Go!” Beta 
demanded weakly.

Bella took one last look at Beta 
and the approaching train before 
following Timber towards the 
tracks. 

They arrived just in time. The 
train whizzed past. “Grab on!” 
Timber yelled.

Bella did and the snow-white 
fuzz ball she had come to adore 
disappeared into the darkness. The 
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train, with Bella holding tightly to 
a cart handle, sped away. 

“Goodbye, Timber!” she called 
into the darkness.

In response, she heard a long, 
soft howl.
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@Wicked Stepsisters @

By the time the sun began 
peeking through the crack in the 
boxcar door, Bella had been asleep 
in a pile of hay for several hours. 
She stretched and stood up.

The train was moving slower 
now. Bella shuffled over to the 
crack in the door and peered out, 
wondering how close they were to 
Princeton. 

As if in answer, the train rolled 
to a stop right next to a thick patch 



125

of grass with a sign reading 
“Welcome to Princeton, New 
Jersey."

Bella happily slid open the 
boxcar door and jumped into the 
soft grass. It wasn’t long before 
she was weaving through the quiet 
streets of Princeton. 

She started to realize that she 
had no idea how to find anyone 
who might have information about 
the “Future Kings Development 
Program.” Wandering across the 
campus lawns of the University 
would only show college students 
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hurrying to their classes. Its not 
like the princes walked the streets 
wearing crowns and purple capes.

Bella attempted to stop a student 
long enough to ask a question, but 
everyone moved past so quickly. 
Desperate, Bella stopped to read a 
campus map for possible clues. 

Two homely and horribly 
dressed teenagers stood arguing 
near the sign. Bella carefully 
stepped behind them, closer to the 
map, so as not to interrupt. 

"…Well, Brumhilda. We can't 
stay here forever. The princes 
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returned home days ago. Mother 
will be expecting us."

"I know, Rubella. But what will 
Mother say when she finds out that 
not only did we fail our High 
School Summer Exchange exams, 
but we also didn't snag ourselves 
future husbands? She'll be 
furious!"

"Indeed, but…"
"Excuse me?" Bella interrupted. 
Both girls whipped towards her. 

"Rude little thing!" Rubella 
exclaimed.

"Eavesdropping on our 
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conversation, were you?" 
Brumhilda chimed in.

"No," Bella said. "Not really, I 
mean. Well, I did hear a part of it, 
but I wasn't trying to!"
 The sisters scowled at her and 
turned to leave.

"Wait, please!" Bella shrieked 
desperately. "I heard you mention 
the princes. Can you tell me where 
their dormitories are? Please? Its 
quite serious."

"If we knew that, we would 
have prince boyfriends by now, 
wouldn't we?" Brumhilda sneered.  
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Bella didn't know how to answer 
that, so she decided not to. 

"What a silly girl," Rubella 
jeered, pulling her sister along. 
"Honestly, she's worse than 
Cinderella." 

Bella knew right away she did 
not like these two, and felt awful 
that these were the stepsisters 
Cinderella had mentioned. But she 
was desperate for clues. 

She ran after them and cried, 
"Wait!"

The sisters, annoyed, turned to 
her.
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"I know a prince," Bella 
continued. 

She didn't want them to know it 
was Michael, so she spoke 
carefully. "I'm just working on a, 
uh, project for my father. If you 
help me, I'll introduce you to the 
prince. I swear it." 

The sisters smiled at each other.
"Which prince is he?" 

Brumhilda wondered.
"I, uh, can't tell you that right 

now. But I will bring him to 
Jaidilion to meet you. On my 
honor, I swear it."
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"On your honor?" Rubella 
repeated. "Are you a royal?"

"What? Me? No!" Bella 
stammered. "I just…I know royal 
people. So, sometimes I 
accidentally talk like them. But I'm 
just a regular girl.”

The sisters huddled together to 
talk. 

Rubella pulled away again to 
say, "Wait a second. How did you 
know we are from Jaidilion? Its no 
where near here and people don't 
typically know about that land."

 "I…I've seen you two around 
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and, um, always admired your 
friendliness and great fashion 
senses," Bella lied. "You see, I'm 
from the Jaidilion countryside 
myself."

Her compliments pleased the 
sisters to no end. 

"Very well," Brumhilda nodded. 
"We will help you with all the 
information we can, and you will 
bring your prince friend to Manor 
Forty Two to meet us by summer's 
end."

Bella shook both girls' pale, dry 
hands. She was overcome with 
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guilt about the fact that, after 
rescuing Michael, he was going to 
be furious with her for forcing him 
to spend an afternoon with these 
awful girls. 

The sisters sat with Bella on a 
bench for a half hour with a map 
detailing all that they had learned 
about the princes. 

It turns out, the girls did know 
where their dormitories were, but 
they changed every year and it 
wasn't certain that the rooms had 
not already been converted into 
something else by now. 
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They also showed Bella where 
the princes did their daily 
exercising, eating, and social 
activities. Bella tried not to picture 
these two, stalking outside 
Michael's window or watching him 
eat a pumpernickel and jam 
sandwich under the shade trees. 

The thought of one of these two 
being her future sister was enough 
to make her cry. She really wanted 
to ask them if they remembered 
Michael, but she thought it might 
be too risky. 

Once they'd finished their talk, 
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the sisters decided they could go 
home, since a prince would be 
coming to their house for lunch 
very soon. Their mother would be 
pleased with them. 

Bella waved goodbye as the two 
sisters shuffled away. She thought, 
once more, how very sorry she felt 
for Cinderella.
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@Michael and Co @

It took less than eight minutes to 
find the dormitories. To Bella's 
relief, they had not been 
transferred to another building yet. 

She wandered throughout the 
empty halls, where several moving 
boxes where stacked.

She peeked in a dorm room, 
which was empty except a bare 
bed frame in the right corner. 

Afternoon light spilled into the 
room. It was small and dusty. In 
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fact, there were several hallways of 
small, dusty rooms. How would 
she find out which one was 
Michael’s? It could take hours and 
she was running out of time!  

Bella calmed her panic for a 
moment. There was a reason she'd 
decided to come in search of 
Michael in the first place. She 
understood him. She knew how he 
liked to think. 

A tiny floor mouse scurried 
quickly across her foot, but Bella 
didn't have time to scold him for 
being so rude. She considered a 
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few facts about Michael. 
First of all, he was a teenager of 

habit. He'd choose the same dorm 
room and roommate this year as he 
would next.

He was also painfully punctual. 
He was always the first ready in 
the morning. He even beat the 
Duke to breakfast. 

With that thought, Bella knew 
quite certainly that Michael would 
have been the first prince to arrive. 
Which, she thought happily, would 
mean he would have first choice of 
dorm rooms. 
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Bella looked up and down the 
halls. There were at least forty 
rooms. Which would Michael 
choose for himself? 

She imagined the long hours 
Michael spent in the northeast 
tower. He would sit on the bench 
near the big window and read all 
afternoon. 

Sometimes, he'd catch her 
watching him, and invite her in. 
He'd read her stories until the sun 
went down and Nanny called for 
supper.

Bella found herself wandering 
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towards the far, northeast corner of 
the dorms. The door all the way at 
the end of the hall was slightly 
ajar, and Bella knew it was 
Michael's.

She crept slowly into the room, 
but she wasn't sure why. She 
wasn't even really sure what she 
was expecting to find. 

The room had been mostly 
packed up. In addition to the two 
beds on either side of the room, 
only a lamp on the bedside table 
and small, empty shelf remained.  

Bella slowly made her way 
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across the room and sat on the bed 
closest to the window. Just a week 
ago, Michael had been sitting on 
this same bed, staring out the 
window and across the lawns. 
Where was he now?

The door creaking open caught 
Bella's attention. She stood 
immediately. An older man in a tan 
jumpsuit yelped in surprise when 
he saw Bella standing at the edge 
of the room. He had a thick, bristly 
beard that matched his unruly gray 
hair.

"How'd you get in here?" he 
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asked, not unkindly. 
"The back door was open," she 

replied.
"Well, you really shouldn't be 

here. Especially not right now."
"Why not?" Bella wondered.
"Oh, its none of my business if 

you stay or go. But people are 
pretty mad about all the missing 
princes. Wouldn't want someone 
suspecting you."

"Princes? You mean, there are 
others besides Michael?" Bella 
asked, surprised.

"Oh, its none of my business. If 
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princes disappear. Its no bother to 
me. I clean the rooms just the 
same." 

He pulled a cart into the room. 
The cart housed all the supplies a 
good janitor could hope for. A mop 
and broom were strapped on the 
side. There was a bucket of dirty 
water and several containers of 
different colored cleaning liquids. 
Plus several different rags, and a 
feather duster.

The janitor took off the broom 
and began sweeping the floors, 
whistling to himself. 
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Bella was torn between wanting 
to smack the janitor for being so 
indifferent about Michael, and the 
desire to be kind to him since he 
seemed more than willing to offer 
Future Kings information.

She decided kindness was the 
best approach. She reached into 
her bag, and dug out a sweet.

"Would you like a candy?" she 
asked politely.

The janitor nodded, and took off 
his gloves so that Bella could drop 
a candy into his hand. They both 
sat down on opposite beds and ate 
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their sweets in silence.
After a few minutes, she coolly 

asked, "So, what do you think 
happened to the princes?"

The janitor shrugged. "Haven't 
the foggiest. But, if you ask me, 
the whole idea of prince training 
here is silly. Get all the future 
rulers of our lands in one space? 
Thats the perfect target for any 
baddie that wants to take over, that 
is." 

Bella knew at once that he was 
right. All the kingdoms knew that, 
at age sixteen, the princes were all 
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off to Princeton in the summer for 
training. They switched up the 
dormitories every year, but, 
besides that, the activities and 
schedules had been the same for 
centuries. 

But no outsider could access the 
trainings. It had to be a person who 
had been through the program. The 
lessons were all taught by royals 
who had been through the program 
themselves. That was a long list of 
people.

"I need some water," the janitor 
declared, interrupting Bella's 



147

thoughts. "Watch my cart?"
"Sure," Bella agreed. She was 

glad to have some peace in the 
room a minute anyway.

She stood again, and made her 
way to the  bench built under the 
window. It was built into the wall, 
much like their one back home. 
Bella imagined Michael had spent 
a lot of time sitting on the bench. 

She plopped down and stared 
out the window. She'd come so far, 
yet she really was no closer to 
finding Michael than she was two 
days ago. 
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And now, she had the added 
pressure of the fact that all the 
other princes were missing too. 
How long before someone from 
another kingdom showed up, 
recognized her, and sent her 
straight back to Jaidilion?

She listened to the birds on the 
windowsill singing prettily. They 
were singing a happy song about 
the changing seasons. Bella 
couldn't help but smile. 

How simple things were for 
animals! They watched people 
come and go, always hurrying 
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somewhere. Yet their lives were 
mostly uncomplicated. Especially 
living on a college campus. 
Students probably dropped food all 
the time, and there was no one 
hunting them. 

Yes, they probably love the 
students for that, Bella thought, 
smiling more. Then she leapt to her 
feet. How foolish she had been! 

All this time, she had been 
trying to pull information from 
humans, who didn't want to give it. 
But animals, they had no reason 
for secrets. 
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She grabbed her satchel, 
hurrying for the door. She bumped 
hard into the janitor's cart before 
remembering she was supposed to 
be guarding it. Fortunately, he 
came in, just as she was rushing 
out.
 "Goodbye!" she called over her 
shoulder. The janitor didn't say 
anything, but he did stare curiously 
down the hall to watch as she knelt 
down and had, what appeared to 
be, a deep conversation with a 
rodent.
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@ A Disappearing Act @

The mouse, who wasn't at all as 
rude as Bella had originally 
thought, happened to have a great 
deal of insight. 

Aside from how messy an entire 
dormitory of teen boys were (Yum! 
Crumbs everywhere!), and how 
smelly the halls could be, Bella 
also learned that there were strange 
things that happened the day the 
princes disappeared.

For starters, she recalled as she 
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strode briskly across the campus,  
the mouse saw several black cats 
roaming the halls and grounds. He 
remembered this clearly, because 
he stayed hidden in his little nook 
in the wall for quite a long time.

The cats had slinked in and out 
of the shadows, and seemed to be 
trying hard to remain unnoticed by 
the humans. By day's end, all the 
cats were gone and they hadn't 
returned since.

Second, there was a new 
professor this year that none of the 
animals had seen before. He was a 
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strange sort of fellow who always 
wore black, had a funny beard, and 
stayed locked in his quarters 
whenever he wasn't teaching his 
class (Damsels in Distress: 101). 

Bella almost slammed into an 
elderly professor while she, 
unsuccessfully, tried not to focus 
on the other, much scarier (for her 
anyway) thing the mouse 
remembered. 

He'd nibbled hungrily on the 
edge of the biscuit crumb Bella 
gave him and recounted how all 
the horses from the Princeton 
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stables had mysteriously vanished. 
Horses were kind to the mice, 

and he often visited the stables in 
the hot summer afternoons to swim 
in one of his horse friend's troughs. 

But, ever since the last day of 
classes, all of the horses had 
vanished. Bella suggested that 
maybe the horses were sent to the 
various kingdoms. 

The mouse insisted, however, 
that the horses lived here year 
round. He slept in the warm hay 
with his horse friends in the 
winters ever since he was a pup.
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 Now Bella hurried purposefully 
towards the stables. She was bound 
to find some clues there. Obviously 
the missing horses and the missing 
princes were connected somehow. 
She had promised her little mouse 
friend that she would find and 
return both as soon as she could.

It took her almost a half hour to 
reach the stables. This was a part 
of Princeton that  the Future Kings 
directors didn't want typical 
students wandering upon, so it was 
tucked far in the western outskirts 
of the town.  A stable full of white 
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horses would attract too much 
attention.

She'd made her way through a 
thick of trees, and across several 
small streams before settling upon 
the calm, idyllic stable. It looked 
so peaceful nestled under a large 
oak tree with ivy growing up the 
wooden frame. 

Wildflowers were sprinkled 
everywhere, and a family of baby 
bunnies played happily in a patch 
of them. They scurried away when 
they heard Bella's footsteps 
approaching.
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Bella was not at all surprised to 
see that the windows had been 
boarded up and a padlock put on 
the door. Getting in was going to 
be a bit of a challenge, but she was 
up for it. She'd spent much of her 
childhood sneaking into rooms her 
father didn't want her in, after all.

She grabbed a pin from her 
satchel, and set about the task of 
picking the lock. It was almost too 
easy. After just a few moments of 
effort, the lock popped open and 
dropped quietly into the dirt.

Bella creaked the door open and 
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peered inside. It was deserted and 
dark, which made it a bit eerie. She 
took a deep breath, steeled her 
nerves, and stepped inside.

The open door cast just enough 
light that Bella was able to see 
where she was going. This was a 
large stable, not unlike the one 
they had back home. There were 
enough stalls here to house a horse 
for every prince in the program.

Walking through the empty 
stalls, she didn't find much in the 
way of clues. The troughs now sat 
empty, and the hay lay 
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untrammeled, but otherwise, it 
looked like any regular stable. It 
really did look as though the 
horses had simply vanished.

"What happened?" she 
wondered aloud.

In answer, the door slammed 
shut, engulfing the stable in 
complete darkness. 



160

@A Cat, a Witch, and an 
Invisible Island@

Bella's heart pounded in her 
chest. She heard a scratch, and 
knew at once that she was not 
alone in the stable.

"Hello?" she called out, with 
much more confidence than she 
felt.

Silence.
"Is anyone there?" she tried 

again.
Silence.
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"I have a weapon," she lied.
More silence. She started to feel 

a little silly for letting her 
imagination get the best of her, and 
began making her way for the 
door. 

"You're not going anywhere," a 
soft, smooth voice whispered from 
the shadows. "I do not know how it 
is that you speak cat, but it is of no 
matter. I'll have to destroy you just 
the same."

A cat, Bella thought. A cat that 
wants to destroy me? Bella thought 
of the mouse back in the 
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dormitories. He'd mentioned 
several black cats roaming the 
campus. 

Perhaps this was one of them. At 
least, she hoped it was only one. 
She gulped imagining dozens of 
cats hiding in the darkness, all with 
eyes fixed on her.

"Leave the food I smell in your 
bag, and I'll spare your life," the 
voice added.

She tried to gauge her distance 
from the door. She knew she 
wouldn't make it there faster than 
the cats could get to her, but what 
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choice did she have? She couldn't 
cower in the center of that stable 
forever.

So, she turned again for the 
direction of the door, and strolled 
towards it as if she were on a 
casual afternoon stroll. Bella knew 
running would only make it worse. 

She heard a shuffle from the left 
corner just a few feet from the 
door, but she didn't stop. She 
jerked the door open and light 
poured again into the room.

She turned towards the corner 
just in time to see a tiny black head 
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duck behind a pile of hay. With the 
light now back on her side, Bella 
felt much less afraid. She stalked 
quietly towards the cat's hiding 
space.

When she reached the corner, 
she really was in for a surprise. 
Expecting a mean, yellow-eyed 
alley cat, Bella's jaw dropped open 
to find a small, fuzzy kitten 
instead.

He was pressed against the wall, 
hiding his face. He was no longer 
the terrorist he was just a few 
moments ago.
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"Awww!" Bella shrieked. "What 
an adorable little kitten!" 

She went to hug the kitten, but 
he swiped at her angrily. 

"I am not! I'm big, tough, and 
brave," the kitten growled back. 
"Besides, I'm not a kitten! I'm a 
fully grown cat, thank you very 
much."

Bella stared at him. He was tiny 
with a pink nose and kind eyes. He 
certainly looked like a kitten, but 
she didn't want to argue with him. 

"Very well then, Mr. Cat," she 
corrected herself.
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"Call me Stanley," he 
interjected. "Mr. Cat makes me 
feel so old!"

"Alright, Stanley. I'm Bella. 
What's with the 'I'm going to 
destroy you' attitude? It wasn't 
very polite at all."

Stanley started licking his front 
paw coolly. 

"I'm not in the business of being 
polite. I take orders and my orders 
were to end anyone who came 
snooping around the stables."

Stanley's eyes grew wide in 
shock at how easily he gave up that 
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information. He tried to stammer a 
correction, but he knew it was too 
late.

"Ordered by who?" Bella 
demanded. 

"Forget it. I'm not telling you 
anything else," he insisted.

Bella sat on a bale of hay and 
opened her satchel. She still had 
some bread left from Red and her 
grandmother. She unwrapped the 
soft loaf, and the smell of bread 
floated through the stable.
 Stanley's tongue fell out 
hungrily.
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"Too bad you're suddenly 
feeling so quiet," Bella said 
casually. "I thought maybe we 
could be friends. You could answer 
my questions, and I could share my 
lunch. But…"

"Ordered by Mardella. The other 
cats thought this was the worst job, 
because no one ever really comes 
out here, but I think I'm really her 
favorite and she gave me this job 
to keep me safe."

"Hmmm… Maybe. But anyone 
who locks me in a barn with no 
food or water for a week is no 
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friend of mine," Bella responded. 
Stanley considered this a 

moment. Why had he been the one 
that had to stay locked in this hot, 
dark stable? And after the first two 
days, no one came. If this girl 
hadn't come, would he ever have 
the chance to get out? 

Bella pulled off a large chunk of 
bread and tossed it to him. He 
immediately started to smack on it 
greedily.

"No offense, but Mardella 
doesn't sound like a very good 
friend. Who is she anyway?" Bella 
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wondered as she nibbled on her 
own piece of bread. 

"Mardella the Witch? You've 
never heard of her?"

"Nope."
"Well, she's a witch. A really 

good one," Stanley answered 
matter-of-factly.

"She doesn't sound good. 
Stealing princes and locking up 
kittens sounds about as bad as it 
gets."

"First of all, I didn't say she was 
good. I said she's really good at 
being a witch.  Forty-eight princes 
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disappear without a single trace. 
That's impressive. And secondly, I 
told you, I'm not a kitten. I'm ten. 
Mardella just thought I looked 
adorable and decided she never 
wanted me to grow."

Stanley seemed to really think 
about what he was saying, and 
found himself suddenly very upset. 

"She put a spell on me! An evil 
one! All my brothers got to grow 
big, and I'm stuck in this pathetic 
little body," he fumed.

"But you're so cu…" Bella 
began.
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She noticed the scowl on 
Stanley's face, and decided not to 
finish that thought. 

"So, how do I find Mardella?" 
she asked.

Stanley lapped up the last of his 
bread. "You don't find Mardella. 
Mardella finds you. And don't even 
bother asking me how, because I'm 
not going to tell you."

"I wouldn't dream of it," Bella 
said innocently, as she unwrapped 
a sweet treat from her satchel.

Stanley's eyes grew wide and his 
tongue fell out again at the sight of 
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the sweet. 
"You have to give her an 

offering. Something she really 
wants," he explained.

Bella's shoulders slumped. She'd 
never even heard of this lady. Now 
she was supposed to get her a gift?

"But, aren't the princes what you 
really care about anyway?" Stanley 
interrupted her thoughts.

"Well, yes. But I assumed they'd 
be with her."

"Nope. Once they were under 
her spell and rode their horses to 
the ocean, she had them taken to 
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her home on Canory Island. Then 
she stopped being dressed like a 
man teacher,  left my brothers in 
charge, and went somewhere to 
make the preparations. I don't 
know where though."

Bella didn't even want to think 
about what awful preparations a 
wicked witch might have in mind 
for her brother. Or the fact that she 
was able to trick so many people 
all summer into thinking she was a 
man and a professor.

"Where's Canory Island? I've 
never heard of it," Bella admitted.
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"Oh, most haven't. Its just off 
the coast, but you only see it if you 
know you are looking for it. And 
since no one knows about it, no 
one knows to look for it. And since 
no one looks for it, its never found. 
That's how Mardella likes it. She 
doesn't like visitors."

"Well, she's about to get one," 
Bella declared. 

She stood to leave.
"Wait! I can't let you do that."
"No offense, Stanley, but, I don't 

think you can stop me," Bella 
argued.
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"Oh, I know that. But trust me, 
my brothers can. And they will. 
You won't get a single paw on that 
island."

"So maybe I'll bring a few dogs 
with me. It'll be fine."

"Oh, you think that my 
brothers…? Oh. No…"

"I have to go Stanley. I don't 
think my brother has much time 
left. You're free to go wherever you 
want. I won't let Mardella hurt 
you."

"But…" Stanley tried again.
Bella ran out the door and, after 
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considering just a moment, Stanley 
bounced after her.
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@Three Little Kittens @

Having a shark as a friend came 
in real handy. Bella sent word to 
Hammer, and he had her at the 
outskirts of Canory Island in just 
under a half hour. 

Stanley had insisted upon 
coming, which pleased Hammer to 
no end. He now had a mermaid 
friend who was really a human, 
and a land animal friend. He talked 
the entire swim.

The island was exactly as Bella 
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imagined it would be. Dark and 
forbidding, with an ancient looking 
manor perched high atop a hill. 

There were no signs of life on 
the island. The trees were all dead. 
Thick patches of sparse trees and 
bushes casted eerie shadows 
everywhere. Even the birds seemed 
to be avoiding flying over.

Hammer dropped them off about 
a quarter mile from shore. He said 
it was because he didn't want to 
risk being beached while 
swimming too close to shore, but 
Bella got the impression that this 
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place scared him. She couldn't 
blame him. It creeped her out as 
well.

She swam the remainder of the 
way with Stanley carefully 
balancing on her head. In typical 
cat fashion, he did not like the 
water.

They reached the shore just as 
the sun began to set. On a regular 
day, it would have been a great 
opportunity to take in a lovely 
view. The ocean glowed with the 
sun disappearing over the horizon, 
and the sky was painted with 
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beautiful shades of pink and 
orange. 

Bella took a few minutes to 
stretch her arms and legs. Though 
it was a short swim for a mermaid, 
it was a major workout for a 
human girl. 

It was several moments before 
she realized that Stanley was in 
attack mode. Granted, he was in a 
kitten's body, so it was not really 
scary or anything. 

His tiny claws were 
outstretched, his front half low 
while his back end was high. His 
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ears were on alert, pointed into 
perfect triangles on top of his head. 
His eyes narrowed towards the 
darkness.

Bella knew how she would 
handle the cats, so she wasn't 
worried. While Stanley was 
mentally preparing himself for the 
ocean, she had collected ten fish.
 This should keep his brothers 
distracted long enough for her to 
get to the manor and look for 
Michael. Cats loved tasty little fish.

"Bella," Stanley said, gulping. 
"I'd like you to meet my littlest 



183

brother." 
He stared into the shadows 

nervously.
Bella saw nothing, but she 

reached into her bag and pulled out 
a fish. When Stanley's brother 
stepped out of the shadows, Bella 
thought that, perhaps, she would 
need a bigger fish.

Stanley's "little" brother was 
easily the size of a truck. One of 
his legs was thicker and longer 
than Bella's entire body. His coat 
was smooth and black, and he had 
bright, yellow eyes the size of 
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dinner plates that twinkled like 
topaz in the dark of the shadows. 

If this was the smallest of the 
brothers, Bella had no desire to 
meet the others.

"Hello, Brother," he growled to 
Stanley. 

"Elroy," Stanley replied, not 
kindly. 

Elroy slowly stalked towards 
Bella and Stanley.

"Um…Stanley?" Bella began. 
"I'm very sure I don't remember 
the part in the story where your 
brothers are houses with legs.
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"Mardella bewitched them. They 
can switch from regular cat to…
well, this. Did you think an 
ordinary house cat stole horses and 
princes all alone?"

Bella silently scolded herself for 
the fact that he was right. If she'd 
really thought about it, or asked 
more questions, she wouldn't be 
seconds away from becoming a 
cat's lunch. 

That's probably what Stanley 
was trying to warn her about. That 
his brothers were no ordinary little 
cats. Of course, she didn't listen. 
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As always, she jumped right in 
without thinking first.

"Elroy, is it?" Bella asked, 
hoping to buy herself some time to 
think.

"No need to bother with 
formalities," Elroy replied, slowly 
moving forward. "I don't need to 
be acquainted with my supper."

There was a rustling in the 
darkness that caused all three of 
them to whip their heads. Two 
more of Stanley's brothers edged 
onto the sand. Bella looked 
terrified, but Stanley smiled 
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delightedly.
"Nice work, Elroy. You caught 

my supper," one of the brothers 
smiled.

"I hardly think I'll be sharing 
with you, Donly," the other 
interjected.

"No one asked you, Marly," the 
first said, annoyed.

"Its my dinner, and I'm not 
sharing with either of you, " Elroy 
complained. 

"And you shouldn't have to," 
Stanley interjected. "You caught 
her fair and square. She's all 
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yours."
Bella's jaw dropped. How could 

Stanley betray her so quickly? Her 
face reddened with hurt and anger.

"You're quite right, Stanley," 
Elroy agreed. "But I will save a 
small piece for you. I couldn't have 
done it without you bringing her 
here."

"True," Stanley nodded. 
He turned to Donly and Marly. 

"Don't be mad and jealous that 
Elroy is faster, braver, and smarter. 
Just get used to it. He's Mardella's 
favorite too and she will be pleased 
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with him."
The brothers scowled.
"He's not faster!" Marly insisted.
Stanley tried hard to get Bella's 

attention. She was blinking back 
tears when she realized that 
Stanley was directing her towards 
the trees with his round eyes. He 
looked at the brothers, then at the 
trees. Bella understood at once.

"Definitely not smarter!" Donly 
was scowling. "And brave? Please. 
He still sleeps with his squeaky 
mouse."

Donly and Marly laughed. Elroy 
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was furious. He turned and nudged 
Donly first, then Marly with his 
nose. Both nudged him back.
 Before Bella knew what was 
happening, all three giant cats were 
in a full wrestle on the ground. 
They moved in a big, black heap 
around the sand.

Stanley silently led Bella into 
the trees. She was feeling very 
guilty about doubting him. He was 
tiny, but smart. Much smarter than 
those giant fur balls with teeth 
rolling around down on the beach.

Once they were several feet 
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away from the beach, Stanley 
began to run. All they could hear 
was angry meowing as they 
labored quickly up the hill towards 
the manor.
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@A Wedding and A Funeral @

With the brothers distracted, 
getting into the manor was easy. 
They crept silently through the 
deserted halls. 

When they saw a light from 
what Stanley reported as being the 
ballroom, Bella braced herself. She 
imagined a room full of cages, 
with all the princes locked up, 
skinny and tortured.

They looked into the room and 
were both shocked to find that it 
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was set up for a party. Candles 
decorated the walls, black roses 
were everywhere. There was even 
music playing. 

There were rows of chairs with 
guests who sat, frozen, staring 
ahead. If Bella didn't know better, 
she would think this was…a 
wedding. 

Of course it was a wedding! 
Bella went to Princess Fiona from 
Everlore's wedding to Prince 
Jonathan just last summer. This 
was a wedding. She was now sure 
of it. But who was getting married?
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Stanley's tiny paw pulled at 
Bella's pant leg and motioned for 
her to hide. The pair took a hiding 
spot near the back wall behind a 
huge pot with a dead ficus in it. 

"The Mini's are coming," 
Stanley warned. 

Bella didn't get the chance to ask 
who "The Minis" were. Luckily, 
she wouldn't need to. Six teenage 
girls all floated into the hall on 
decorated broomsticks. 

They weren't particularly lovely 
to gaze upon. Hair thin and straw-
like. Their faces were fixed into 
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sinister sneers. One of them even 
had green skin with a wart on her 
nose. 

Their heads were covered in 
pointed black hats with long black 
capes flowing behind them. Bella 
knew at once that these were The 
Minis.

They landed just in front of 
Bella and Stanley's hiding place, 
and stowed their brooms. Bella 
turned to ask Stanley what was 
happening, but he was pressed 
hard against the wall, fear spread 
across his face.
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Bella turned towards his gaze, 
and her eyes landed on what had to 
be Mardella. Unlike The Minis, 
she wasn't ugly and covered in 
warts. 

Quite the opposite, actually. She 
was beautiful. Her skin was pale 
like snow. She had long, black hair 
that stopped near her ankles. Her 
lips were fiery red, and her eyes 
dark like the night. She too wore a 
smart, black, pointed hat and a 
long black cape over her robes.  

The crowd stood mechanically 
as she floated in on a magnificent 
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broomstick. She landed just in 
front of the dead ficus next to The 
Minis, and set down her broom. 

The music grew louder and 
more forlorn. Bella was starting to 
question whether this was a 
wedding or a funeral. 

Fortunately for Bella and 
Stanley, Mardella was focused on 
The Minis. 

"My daughters," her voice 
poured out to The Minis like 
butter. 

It was smooth and husky and 
sent a chill right up Bella's spine. 
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"I've never seen you look so 
lovely,” Mardella continued. “Now 
that you have made your choices. 
Let your wedding begin!"

The music grew even louder and 
the crowd all rhythmically clapped. 
Bella strained to look at their faces. 
They all looked as though they 
were in a trance. They gazed 
straight ahead with glossy eyes. All 
their claps were in sync. 

The door to the right flew open, 
and six teenaged boys shuffled in. 
One of Stanley's massive brothers 
helped nudge them along. Bella 
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wondered briefly if cats had the 
same sense of smell as dogs. She 
hoped not, or they were doomed.

The boys marched in slowly. 
Their hands were bound, but their 
eyes were alert. Every prince's 
eyes darted around the room 
fearfully. They all grew wider in 
terror once they saw Mardella.

"Please?" one boy plead. 
Mardella ignored him 

completely and made a motion for 
the cat to show the boys to the 
alter. A lump formed in the back of 
Bella's throat when the last boy 
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passed. It was Michael! He looked 
brave and terrified all at the same 
time.

Mardella followed them down 
the aisle and took her position 
behind the podium at the alter.

The music picked up slightly 
and The Minis, all now holding a 
different bouquet of dead flowers, 
began slowly sauntering down the 
aisle. Each girl took her place 
beside a prince. The Mini with the 
green face stood next to Michael.

Stanley's brother stood just at 
the end of the group, daring 
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anyone to step forward. Bella now 
noticed that all of the exits had a 
giant cat serving as a security 
guard. 

"Dearly Departed…" Mardella 
began.

Bella's mind scrambled. What 
was she going to do? How was she 
going to do it? And how quickly 
could she get it done? No way was 
she ready to have a lime green 
sister-in-law.

She looked around frantically. 
Stanley still seemed to be frozen in 
fear by Mardella. Not helpful. She 
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hadn't seen him this afraid since 
they were crossing the ocean.

At that moment, Bella knew 
what she had to do. She just hoped 
she'd have the energy to see her 
plan through to the end.

She closed her eyes, dug deep 
inside, and summoned all of her 
powers. She focused her mind and 
energy until it hurt. She knew how 
hard she'd have to work, since this 
island was deserted of all animals 
except Mardella's cats.

At first, nothing was happening. 
Then, Bella's head began to swirl 
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and the candles began to flicker.
 Through the open windows flew 
dozens of birds. Mardella and The 
Mini's panicked and chaos took 
over. 

It was just the distraction Bella 
was hoping for. She scooped up 
Stanley and slid him carefully into 
her satchel. Then, she broke a few 
twigs from the ficus and began 
crawling under the chairs towards 
the windows.

She stood behind one of the 
long, dark window drapes and 
gave it a tug. It seemed strong 
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enough. 
With Mardella and The Mini's 

screaming as the birds flew in 
crazed circles around the room, 
Bella began to climb.

Even with her head pounding, it 
did not take long for her to reach 
the top rafters of the ballroom. She 
looked around, then saw what she 
was hoping for. A sprinkler. It was 
old and rusty. She really hoped it 
still worked. 

She took the twigs from her bag 
and set about making a fire. As she 
worked, she looked down. The 
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chaos seemed to be calming down. 
Mardella had shrank two of 

Stanley's brothers to house cat size. 
They were smarter and quicker that 
way and were swiping birds out of 
the air. 

Bella couldn't ask the birds to 
stay for her. She rubbed the sticks 
together more furiously, while 
channeling her powers to warn the 
birds to leave. 

In one swoop, the birds all 
flooded out of the open windows. 
The timing was perfect. Just as 
they flew out, the fire lit. 
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Bella held the twig under the 
sprinkler, and the sprinkler 
immediately flooded water into the 
room. The other sprinklers 
seemed to catch on, because it took 
only a moment for all fifteen 
sprinklers in the ballroom to begin 
dousing the entire room, and its 
guests.

Stanley's brothers panicked like 
kittens and all bounced quickly 
from the room. The guests all 
stood in place, eyes glazed, staring 
ahead, unaware of the fact that 
they were soaking wet.
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Bella's head swam. The room 
was beginning to spin. The last 
sight she recalled before blacking 
out was the surprised look on 
Michael's face when he spotted his 
baby sister falling from the rafters.
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@Things Get Broken @

Bella's entire body hurt. Even 
her eyelids. She struggled to lift 
one open. She was moving, which 
her head did not appreciate. It took 
a moment for her to realize she 
was draped across someone's 
shoulder.

A bit more effort lifted her head 
and she realized, with a wave of 
relief, that Michael was with her.

They were slinking through the 
halls of Mardella's hallways. The 
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other five princes who were with 
him at the altar were close at his 
heels.

Bella knew they weren't headed 
towards the front door. So where 
were they going? And where were 
the witches? Bella wanted to open 
her mouth to ask, but all that came 
out was, "Hi."

"Hey, Spud," Michael turned to 
beam at her. He had a bright smile 
with perfect white teeth. His dark 
hair blew across his forehead in the 
drafty halls.

"Where are we going?" Bella 
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asked groggily. "And where are the 
other forty-two princes. They 
aren't…?" 

She couldn't even bring herself 
to ask the question she was 
dreading.

"We're going for them now," one 
of the other princes interjected. 
"Mardella wanted to dispose of the 
princes her daughters didn't choose 
for husbands, but Prince Charming 
over here sweet talked her into 
keeping them on as hired labor."
 The prince nudged Michael's 
ribs mockingly. "He saved a lot of 
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lives."
A prince with brown skin and 

dark curly hair added, "It 
obviously runs in the family." 

All the princes smiled at Bella. 
Her head was pounding, but she 
patted Michael's shoulder to 
express that she was ready to walk. 
He gingerly set her on her feet and 
she immediately began to feel for 
her satchel. 

She was relieved to find Stanley 
safely tucked inside, looking much 
more relaxed than the last time 
she'd seen him. She wanted to ask 
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if he was okay, but she didn't want 
to have to explain that 
conversation to the princes.

A loud, piercing howl stopped 
them all in their tracks.

"Mardella has noticed our 
absence," a blonde prince with a 
thick accent whispered. "We must 
move more quickly."

The group shuffled down the 
hall silently for several more 
minutes before coming to a stop at 
a door on the farthest end of the 
manner. Michael pulled the door 
hard, but it wouldn't budge.
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"Its locked!" he declared. 
Mardella must have the key.

"Oh move over!" Bella 
demanded. 

She pulled the pin from her bag 
and quickly started picking the 
lock. It popped open almost 
immediately.

"You'd think a family of witches 
would have a better security 
system," a red haired prince 
observed.

They all ran down the stairs into 
the basement. The unchosen 
princes, scared and hungry, but 
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otherwise healthy, all looked 
shocked to see their new visitors. 

"What?" one of them wondered 
aloud.

"There's no time to explain," 
Michael interrupted. "Quick! Lets 
go!"

Before anyone could move, a 
meow so loud that the walls rattled 
exploded from the top of the stairs. 
Two of Mardella's cats framed the 
doorway.

"Panic!" a frail prince squealed.
 He hid behind a pillar, looking 
as though he might cry. 
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Bella didn't blame him. If she 
weren't so terrified, she might cry 
herself right now. Plus she'd just 
gotten Michael back. It hardly 
seemed fair to lose him already.

The cats were a bit too large to 
fit through the doorway. Bella 
wondered how long it would take 
them to realize they could just 
break their way through. She really 
didn't want to wait around to find 
out.

She looked around for 
something they could use, but the 
basement was empty except for 
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herself and the princes. 
Bella knew they had only 

minutes before Mardella and The 
Minis realized where they were. 
Michael seemed to realize the 
same thing. He looked around 
frantically.

There was a basement hatch that 
led to the lawns, but a few tugs 
showed him that it was locked 
tight. Bella and a few princes 
joined in his efforts to open it 
anyway, but it wasn't budging.

Finally, Bella's eyes landed on a 
tiny window up in the far corner of 
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the basement. None of them could 
fit through it, but she knew 
someone that could. She sprinted 
for the corner with the princes all 
staring at her looking confused.

"Help us open the hatch, 
Stanley. You can do it. We need 
someone just your size."

Stanley fixed his frightened face 
and squared his tiny shoulders. He 
slipped through the window easily. 
The sound of cracking wood broke 
the silence in the basement. 

The cats were breaking the 
doorway. They were smarter than 
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Bella originally gave them credit 
for. 

The royals all watched in horror 
as the doorway began to give way. 
Then came a loud BOOM and dust 
was everywhere. 

Everyone expected the cats to be 
just inches in front of them, but the 
boom actually came from behind 
them. The loud whinnying of a few 
dozen horses, snapped everyone's 
head around.

The hatch was open! And 
Stanley stood proudly astride the 
back of one in about four dozen 
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pearly white horses.
“Go!” Michael warned.
The group flooded out of the 

ruined hatch, found themselves a 
horse, then rode off into the night.

Minutes later, they were 
galloping down the side of 
Mardella”s hill. Bella, still 
exhausted from using so much of 
her power at once, rode on 
Michael's horse just in front of 
him. 

Even though she knew they 
were still in a lot of trouble, she 
allowed herself to smile and enjoy 



220

being reunited with her brother.
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@Midnight Swim @

When they reached the ocean,  
the good feelings were gone again.

Pounding footsteps came to a 
stop on either side of her. Forty-
seven other princes, all astride 
white horses, flanked their sides.

“What's the plan?“ one asked. 
It took Bella a full thirty seconds 

for her to realize that he was 
asking her. 

“Oh, um...” Bella stammered.
Her head was still pounding and 
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she felt incredibly weak, but she'd 
come too far to stop now. 

“Into the water,“ she suggested.
The horses were not pleased 

about this. But they did as they 
were told and swam a few dozen 
feet into the ocean. 

Mardella‘s cats came bounding 
through the trees, and came to a 
halt just at the edge of the water. 
Bella could see them all now. 
Stanley‘s eight brothers.

A loud, deep shrill came from 
the manor and Bella knew that the 
witches had joined the hunt. She 
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really wished this night weren't a 
full moon. The sky glowed from 
the light of the night's magnificent 
moon. 

Seven shadows moved across 
the light of the moon once, then 
back the other way. They didn't 
have much time until the witches 
found them.

The water around them moved 
calmly. The cats paced up and 
down the shore impatiently. 

“We can't stay out here forever,“ 
one of the princes complained. 

“They are going to eat us for 
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sure,” another added.
“Or, worse,” the red-haired 

prince added. “Marry us.”
“I'd rather be eaten!” another 

prince interjected.
"Can you guys stop? No one is 

getting married or eaten. We're just 
waiting for…" Bella's thought was 
cut short by the sound of a fog 
horn. 

Piercing through the night, a 
bright light shone in their 
direction. Bella began to wave 
frantically, and the other boys 
followed suit. 
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A large ferry sailed over, and 
began helping the princes and their 
horses onto the deck.

The princes all looked into the 
darkness, waiting for the witches 
to scoop them up and take them 
away. 

Bella, however, knew they were 
safe. Mardella longed for secrecy 
and peace. With a ship full of new 
people, she couldn't risk her island 
being found. 

The sound of her angry shriek 
echoed through the night.
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@On Her Honor @

Bella managed to downplay the 
talking to animals thing as a fluke.
 The princes listened intently as 
she explained how she had read in 
one of her books that there is a 
universal bird call that birds all 
love. 

Stanley paced back and forth 
importantly as she explained how 
he had led her to them with his 
keen cat memory.

She also convinced the princes 
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that she got lucky with the ferry 
conveniently happening upon 
them. She couldn't very well tell 
them that every sea animal within 
a five mile radius felt the pull of 
her powers and came to help as 
best they could.

When the ferry docked at 
Jaidilion the following afternoon, 
there was a royal procession 
awaiting them. Musicians and 
dancers performed merrily to 
welcome home the prince and 
princess. 
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All the people of the kingdom 
had gathered. The smell of 
celebration cakes and breads filled 
the air.

Balloons decorated all the store 
fronts. Flowers of green and pink 
were pinned on everyone's shirt, 
representing the favorite colors of 
the prince and princess.

The pair had contacted the 
palace from the ferry so that 
Michael could explain that they 
were both okay, and that Bella was 
a hero. He also declared to their 
father that, as future king, he was 
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exercising his right to grant Bella a 
full regal pardon. 

That meant no punishment for 
breaking about two hundred of her 
father's rules. It also meant that, 
despite the Duke's allergies, Bella 
would get to keep Stanley.

After a day of celebrating, Bella 
was thrilled to slide into the silky 
sheets of her own bed. Michael sat 
at the edge of the bed and smiled at 
her.

"I have so many questions," he 
admitted. "What do you say we 
hang in our pajamas all day 
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tomorrow and catch up?"
"Actually, you have plans 

tomorrow. But I'm up for doing it 
the next day."

"Plans? I do?" Michael asked, 
confused.

"Yes. You have a lunch date with 
some, um, interesting girls."

"What? No I don't. I'm not going 
on a date tomorrow, Bella."

Bella smiled, leaned over and 
kissed his cheek, then sank sleepily 
back into her bed.

"I'm serious, Bella. I'm not 
going on any lunch dates. 
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Maribella? Do you hear me?"
The soft sounds of her big 

brother calling her name lulled 
Bella happily off to sleep.

*The End* 


