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“And with today, I join the world of delicacy and vice,” hummed Jacques to himself. He was a stout and well built man. His head was matted with locks of golden hair, swinging wildly and obscuring his piercing blue eyes, which accentuated a toned and handsome face. This was a day of great happiness for Jacques. After all, it was finally the day he was to meet the legendary father of his “beloved.” A hoorah here and a wisecrack there, and Jacques was on his way to becoming the son in law of Morgania’s richest aristocrat. Jacques could only grin more devilishly upon reaching the stairs to his hopeful new life, a path which climbed to the duke’s castle which swallowed the sky around it, like some glorious titan. I must admit that as an omniscient being I had seen the charmed life of Jacques and that he was a shrewd and despicable man. Princess Euphemia was but a new added member to a long list of women who had been left penniless at the altar by Jacques. He was a first class swindler, Jacques was, until of course his final escapade. Nonetheless, let us return to the story.
Jacques had managed to ascend the path to the towering doors of the castle. 
“Hello, my good sir. Could you be so kind as to allow me inside? I have an arrangement with Lord Thievestaff.” 
Once again I am indebted to inform you that while observing the squabble of Jacques, keep in mind that his words, as well as those of the characters he encounters, are enriched with a thick ethnic accent, the specifics to which I, as an omniscient being, shall leave to your discretion. Nevertheless, let us continue on. 
“Ah, yes. Master Jacques, my Lord has indeed been expecting you. I ask for your patience, for but a moment.” The watchman rushed to the gate lever and slowly heaved the ominous wooden doors open. Jacques snickered as the watchman tumbled backwards from the arduousness of the gate opening. 
“Thank you my good man,” sneered Jacques as he slithered into the vast foyer of the castle. 
“Do not let it trouble your mind sir. T’was a pleasure.” 
Yet, Jacques’s attention had already shifted to the beauty of his newfound surroundings: paintings of all sorts hovered on the walls, armor glistened in pristine rows, meticulously aligned and locked into an eternal stare towards the opposing walls. Above, Jacques gawked at the heavenly array. Chandeliers roamed the ceilings, brilliantly illuminating all within their reach. 
“My God…,” gasped Jacques at the sheer wealth enveloping him, a wealth within his reach. As Jacques stumbled around, his head swinging back and forth at the marvels, he heard the thunderous voice of his hopefully-future-father. 
The duke was a portly man, yet no less regal, and wielded a beard that hung from his chin like silvery moss. 
“Good day Jacques. I hope I did not keep you waiting too long.” 
“Oh, not at all, sir. It is a pleasure to finally meet you. I must admit that at first glance I thought to myself, the Princess has a brother?” The flattery had been cast, now Jacques waited for the duke to fall prey to his charm. 
“Ho ho. You indeed know the way to my heart,” chuckled the duke. “Nonetheless, I believe that today we had a serious matter to discuss. Am I right?” 
“Yes. I am here to request your daughter, Princess Euphemia’s, hand in marriage. Though I am aware that this may be quite a surprise to you, sir, all I request for the moment is to have time to better acquaint myself with such loveliness as hers.” 
“What makes you think I will allow my daughter to be taken away by a man I have but to meet today?” 
“Ah, well I believe I am more than qualified than any other suitor. My qualities speak for themselves my Lord. I am humble, I have a large estate in my name, and I come from a reliable and noble lineage. Again, however, I will accept whatever you have to say my Lord. In the end, she is your daughter.” Inside Jacques’s insidious mind, the future was already unfolding. 
‘The duke would be a fool to deny me his daughter. To discard gold in favor of a sea of coal, hah!’
“Hmmm, a well-spoken response indeed, lad. And yes, I have sought the details behind your lineage and it indeed proved quite noble. Yet, I have but a simple question. Why do you seek my daughter’s hand, and so suddenly as this?” 
“A thoughtfully simple inquiry indeed, my Lord; it is but for a single reason: Princess Euphemia is the essence of beauty in this land, both in manner and character. Her family too is of the highest caliber,” chided Jacques as he slyly glanced at the duke’s reaction to his response. 
“Well played, young man,” chuckled Lord Thievestaff, “but do you expect to get her hand so easily, as through delicate words?” 
“Oh no, no, no my lord. You misunderstand me. I am more than willing to do whatever it takes to convince you of my worthiness.” 
“Excellent, because before any suitor gets a chance at the hand of my daughter, I require they undergo a rather simple task. One day, he who marries my daughter will be the keeper of this estate, Worthinmeyer. Thus, as my son, this man will have to watch over this land, and so here I come to the nature of your task. You must oversee my castle for one day. When I return, if every item is still in place and no harm has been done, my daughter will be yours. Fair enough?” 
‘That’s all? And I thought this old coot would pose something more challenging.’ 
“Not one grain of dust will be awry when you return, my Lord.” 
“Ah, I am pleased to here as much. Now, I am not as cruel as to put you to this task alone, thus I will leave you my most trusted servants: Lipin, Pipin, and Winnebago. They will assist you in the maintenance of my estate. It is your duty to direct them, however.” 
Upon hearing this, Jacques could only grin; his task had just become even easier. Yet, one question persisted in Jacques mind and as the duke began to return to his quarters Jacques called out “And what of the princess My Lord. Will the princess remain here?” 
For a moment the duke looked at Pipin who stood beside, giggling behind the cloak of a clenched fist. 
“My boy, are you mad? Of course she shall accompany me. Would you believe me to be so foolish as to leave her under your jurisdiction? You must first prove yourself to me.” The duke then turned and accompanied by Pipin, hobbled to the enormous staircase ascending to his quarters. 
‘Hmm, I wonder where this duke shall go for a day. His body would seem to betray a fondness for feasting. Perhaps he shall do so for a night’. 
Jacques proceeded to laugh uncontrollably at his own joke, as he began the process of surveying the remainder of the castle’s enormous girth. 
Jacques truly realized the gravity of his task upon walking into the main facilities of the castle. The dining hall sported a table that stretched beyond the length one could hope to see. Human made stars, glittering chandeliers, irradiated every inch of the polished wood, leaving bright spots of luminescence. This however, was only the beginning. Jacques stood in awe of the castle’s ballroom which engulfed an apparently limitless portion of the castle. The polished floor allowed a blurry reincarnation of Jacques to glare back at him. Ornate designs, waves of gold and silver locked in duels, bounded all around the ballroom, adorning the walls as though painted upon the wall with elegant strokes of a giant brush. To think that in but a year he could be waltzing with the princess in such a fantastic room was certainly a tantalizing thought that nearly brought a wisp of drool to Jacques dry lips. Elated Jacques returned the foyer eager to take the reins of his task. He heard a thud and squeal as Pipin, lumbering with a luggage box large enough to contain an elephant, plopped the enormity at the foot of the castle’s entrance. A bellow later, the doors of the castle creaked open; a carriage waited on the other side, led by two frowning horses and a man who wore the most unnerving of smiles. 
“It is a pleasure,” said the carriage driver, as he removed his hat to reveal a sparsely populated head, peppered by three long and curly hairs. 
“The feeling is mutual, my good man.” Jacques then remained silent, while still occasionally glancing at the carriage driver who still beamed nonchalantly, seemingly unaware of the reality of his undertaking which entailed sitting behind flatulent horses for days on days. 
‘What in God’s name is this fool so ecstatic about? I’m the one on the verge of unimaginable wealth.’ 
Just when Jacques was ready to strangle this fool exhuming joy the duke began his tiresome descent down the stairs. By the time Lord Thievestaff had approached the door, he had already began dabbing his forehead drenched in sweat, beads dancing down his temples like miniscule rivers. 
“My, my, my! Reaching this door is in enough by itself ample exercise,” gasped the duke. Lipin hurried after the duke carrying a steeple that Jacques soon observed was comprised of a vast array of suitcases. 
“Ah there you are Lipin. Toss the remainder of my belongings in the rear of the carriage.” 
“Yes sir.” 
“Very well then, Jacques I must take leave now. Remember, all you must do is insure that order remains in my castle.” 
Jacques patted the duke on the back as he said with a reassuring face, “Do not worry, my lord. You will return to a castle untouched by anyone, even time.” 
Both men chuckled until the duke yelled out “Euphemia! Come, we must leave immediately.” 
Jacques turned around to see a creature which defied any previous notion he held of beauty. She wore a simple day outfit and a large hat that hid her hair, which revealed its presence only through luscious brown bangs. Her face was radiant, without blemish, enamored with deep eyes of jade and luscious lips, crimson, the color of a fresh rose. She exhumed an aura of confidence as she strutted towards her father carrying nothing but a tiny handbag. She noticed Jacques mouth agape as she approached him and flashed a smile that nearly made Jacques recoil from the glow. 
“It is a pleasure to meet you Mr. Jacques,” said Euphemia in a sweet voice. 
“Believe me,” said Jacques as he kissed her hand, “the pleasure is all mine.” 
A brief blush rose in Euphemia’s face and then she hurried off to the carriage, her father granting a final smile to Jacques before climbing into the carriage himself. 
‘Finally, the pleasantries are over.’ 
Jacques sighed in relief and moved quickly to the stairs, the melody of the gate clanking shut once again thundered behind him. He was now going to inspect the duke’s quarters, the last piece of the castle which remained untouched during his “reconnaissance” earlier on. 
It was guarded by the two shells of what were once armored knights. Jacques made his way to the doors, hand carved and still smelling of sweet wood, and entered the room. It was an enormous chamber indeed. Situated to the far left of the room was a bed, draped in elaborately decorated curtains. To the right an armada of portraits, entire generations of dukes stood glaring out from the walls, trapped in their two dimensional prisons. Yet, directly in front of Jacques stood a statue of what appeared to be the duke’s father. It seemed to be a treasured item, as Jacques could see not one scratch or speck of dust residing on the large statue. A small scripture was scrawled on a scroll held by the statue yet Jacques could not clearly see what was written. He moved towards the statue oblivious to the fact a small step stood between him and the former duke. For a moment it seemed as though time had frozen. Jacques realized that he was falling. 
‘How in God’s name…?’ 
Jacques collided with the statue, the stone duke losing his head in the process. Jacques watched eyes opened, terrified as the head rolled to a halt in front of him. He desperately looked around, as if searching for a lever to wind the wheels of time and prevent this calamity from ever occuring. To his horror someone was knocking on the doors of the quarter; it was Lipin. 
“Master Jacques, is everything alright in there?” 
“Y-y-yes, yes. I’ll be out in but a moment,” stammered Jacques as he stumbled around searching for a place to stow the recently crafted bust of the former duke. 
“Ah, well Master Jacques I simply wish to dust the duke’s quarters. May I come in?” 
‘No not yet!’ 
“No, not yet. I am not decent at the present moment. I will summon you when I am done.” 
“Fair enough Master Jacques,” said Lipin as he added a deep bow and then glided off. Jacques was once again back to the task of frantically putting the statue back together as it was before. Luckily the head was cleanly broken from the rest of the statue’s body. Nonetheless, Jacques’s stomach was turning. Simply placing the head on the statue was not enough, it was too obvious. Hiding the head could be plausible if he could blame the accident on one of the servants. But no, the duke had entrusted him with the task of maintaining vigil over the castle. 
‘What if…what if another statue could be made?’ 
A new statue would have to be crafted quickly if it were to be replaced; the duke would return in less than a day. 
‘Hmm, I would have to ask one of the servants. Winnebago seems to be my best wager since Lipin and Pipin are fairly close to the duke.’ 
In fact, Jacques had yet to see Winnebago since he had arrived at the castle. It was time to implement the new plan.
“Pipin. Where is Winnebago?” 
“Ah, yes, Winnebago. He is rather aloof from all of us but typically one may find him in the gardens behind the castle. Why do you ask, sir?” 
“No reason. I simply heard his name from the duke and have yet to meet or even get a glimpse of the man.” 
“I see. Well as I said he usually can be found in the gardens. Nonetheless, sir, may I take your leave or do you require further assistance?” 
“No that is all, thank you.” 
“Very well then, sir. Good luck with your quest to find Winnebago.” joked Pipin. He then hurried off, grasping a duster in his hand. Jacques was about to begin his trek to the gardens when Lipin saw him and began to approach him. 
‘Darn it. He can’t clean that room yet. I still have to make the switch.’ 
“Lipin! Do not trouble yourself over dusting the duke’s quarters. I…already told Pipin and he shall take the burden of that task.” 
“Thank you, Master Jacques. I am indebted to you”, smiled Lipin. 
“Think nothing of it,’” smirked Jacques as he began to walk off in the direction of the gardens. Along the way Jacques had already begun to formulate the rest of his plan. He would dispose of the old statue, substitute the new one, and then the duke would return to a flawless castle. The only problem would be that of bringing the statue back into the castle; however, Winnebago could assist him with that aspect. It all came down to Winnebago’s participation; the plan hinged on him. Jacques could see a lush green light emanating at the end of the hallway he strode through. 
‘Almost there.’ 
He stepped outside to have his eyes jarred by the harsh midday sun. Jacques shielded his eyes from the merciless tendrils of the sun, as he looked around for Winnebago. For a moment he failed to even notice the gardens through which he tread. Only after sitting on a bench situated in the center of the garden did Jacques begin to appreciate the beautiful garden encasing him. A sea of flowers swirled in all direction, red roses, blue violets, yellow tulips, all smiled at Jacques from their dirt covered stage. In the distance Jacques could see exotic trees, some bent from old age, others towering rigid and straight like massive spears launched from the heavens. Yet, amongst the trees Jacques could see something stirring. Was it a person? Jacques slowly stood up and cautiously approached the rustling noise coming from behind the wall of trees. 
‘The duke did not mention any exotic animals on the premises. I pray that fool has not a fondness for tigers or lions’. 
Jacques pushed aside the branches obstructing his way. 
“YAARGH!” 
“What on Earth,” bellowed Jacques as he sprung back and fell onto his bum. 
“Ha, ha, ha. Good day, Master Jacques. I gave you quite the scare, hmm?” 
“Are you insane, you fool? I nearly could have perished from a heart attack.” 
“Oh, come now, sir. I would think one such as yourself would greatly appreciate humor.” 
“Humor? Humor! I can hardly call this humor. Nevertheless, I have a business matter to discuss with you.” 
‘Unfortunately this idiot was not whom I envisioned as my accomplice to this plan.’ 
“Is that so? Of what service can I be to you, Master Jacques?” 
‘The second time he has used my name. How does he even…’ 
“What do you know of statue makers located near Worthinmeyer?” 
“Statue makers? Hmmm, there is one sculptor I know of. In fact, he was commissioned by the former duke to craft a statue. Why do you ask?” 
“Well, before I reveal that, you must swear to me that what we speak here shall remain only between us. Do you agree to such a request?” 
Winnebago silently looked at Jacques for several seconds, as though he were fully assessing him at that very moment, and finally responded, “Yes.” 
“Very well then, as you may know the duke entrusted me the task of keeping vigil over the affairs of the castle this night. If I do this then the hand of Princess Euphemia is mine. Unfortunately, earlier this day I crashed into the statue located in ―” 
“You did what?! That statue is Lord Thievestaff’s most prized possession, hand crafted during his father’s final years. How in God’s name did you crash into the statue?! It is stationary, after all.” 
“Yes, I realize the cursed statue is stationary. I was not. That is why the former duke of Worthinmeyer currently lacks a good head on his shoulders. But this is of no importance anymore. If the original sculptor can make another within the next day then all will be well. Can you help me?” 
“Hmmm, a sculpture in a day… it sounds feasible.” 
“Smashing, then we should ―” 
“Are you mad, sir? How on earth do you think a sculpture can be made in a day?! It is a long and meticulous process.” 
“Yes you are right. Perhaps we should wait a week before commissioning one.” 
“Yes, sir. That’s a much more reasonabl… ―” 
“Idiot! How can I wait a week?! The duke returns tomorrow! If I don’t have the statue situation rectified by that time, everything will be ruined!” 
“Calm down, sir. Although it is very unlikely – very unlikely – that a statue could be created within such a short amount of time it is not impossible I would wager. Yet, one thing continues to trouble my mind.” 
“What would that be?” asked Jacques, his voice tinged with annoyance. 
“What I still fail to grasp is this plan of yours. You say that you wish to gain the hand of the princess. But why do you continuously refer to this as a plan. It seems to me that you are strategizing something. What exactly would that be?” 
Jacques opened his mouth, hesitated for a moment, but then decided to unveil his intentions. After all, he needed to secure the trust of Winnebago, and frankness would be his means to do so. 
“Money. Land. Wealth. Respect. All of these are my goals and a marriage with the Princess will grant me all four.” 
“Actually it is more like three. You see land and we ―” 
“Honestly, does it even matter? You understand what I am saying, do you not? This is my chance to gain a life laden with riches and it can all be taken in one fell swoop.” 
“Hmmm, I see. Well, I have no reason not to help you. You see, the duke and I have a rather complicated history. We are quite alike yet at the same time we are essentially as cohesive as a cat and a dog in a woodshed.” 
‘What is this fool talking about?’ 
“Let me be terse,” said Winnebago realizing the impatience manifesting in Jacques, “I do not favor the duke and so I will help you gain his daughter and wealth. But we must act immediately if you hope to obtain a sculpture by this time tomorrow.” 
“Very well. Then shall we depart for this sculptor you speak of?” 
“Yes, sir. But first, we must fetch the head and body of the statue.” 
‘Jacques for a moment was paralyzed with surprise. We will have to carry that monstrosity?! Even Atlas would pity us.’ 
He ran quickly to catch abreast with Winnebago, who even for a potbellied and elderly man, glided off with surprising ease. 
Jacques stepped into the warm air and stared down the pathway which slid for what seemed to be miles down to the countryside; an Olympus towering above the common world. It was certainly impressive and perhaps he could stare down this stretch every morning if he and Winnebago were successful. As they began to descend the steps Jacques heard Pipin calling out to them, with Lipin striding close behind. 
“Master Jacques! Winnebago! To where are you going?” 
Jacques yelled out, “We just have some business to take care of in tow―” 
“We are going to ask Mudesa to craft another statue of the former duke,” interjected Winnebago. 
“You fool,” hissed Jacques, “I thought I instructed you to keep this matter between only you and I?!” 
“Sir, unless you intend to carry a stone weighing several hundred pounds up this monstrosity of a mountain yourself, it would be wise to request the assistance of Lipin and Pipin.” 
Pipin’s eyes grew wide, nearly shrieking in horror, “You broke the statue?! Oh my. Oh my. How did you manage that?!” 
Jacques coolly said, “I stumbled.” 
Pipin now became frantic. 
“You stumbled? You stumbled?! The step. The step. That blasted step got you, did it not sir?” 
Jacques was rather taken aback. “How did you know that?” 
“Ah. I myself have stumbled due to that insidious dwarf step. However, I managed to never leave a scratch on the statue. You, it seems, were not as lucky.” 
Jacques snapped, “Will you assist us or not?” 
“Master Jacques…I would not like you to suffer the wrath of duke Thievestaff and so I and Lipin will help you in this matter.” 
“Excellent,” said Jacques as a smile flashed across his face. 
‘This is becoming too easy.’ 
“Now then Pipin and Lipin, I and Winnebago are currently carrying the head of the statue. We were to return to the castle in order to fetch the statue’s body, but now that you are with us I must implore you to bring the remainder of the statue along with you.” 
“I and Lipin would be offended if we were not asked to do as much.” Pipin then motioned to Lipin who vanished for several moments until finally he appeared dragging the massive statue, his face contorting each time he took a step. Winnebago and Jacques looked at one another, sighed in relief, and then continued their descent towards the town, the sound of grunts and thuds following close behind.
It was a treacherous descent, at least for Pipin and Lipin, but after several hours the group had reached the workshop of Mudesa. It was a dreary looking place, ailed by old age and poor maintenance. Jacques pounded on the door when suddenly an eye materialized. 
“What do ya’ lot want?” Jacques was about to speak when Winnebago pushed him aside. 
“Mudesa, it has been ages hasn’t it?” 
“Ah, Winnebago, I did not see you there. Yes, it has been indeed.” 
The door clicked, the sound of bolts being pushed aside, and finally the door slowly creaked open to reveal and old, withered man. Though gaunt and sporting a rotting beard, this old man still had power, his large and muscular forearms being a testament to this. 
“How are you, Mudesa? Does the trade still continue well?” 
“I enjoy a life of toil,” hacked Mudesa as he began to cough. “As fo’ the trade, it goes well. Though not like ol’ times.” 
“Hmm, is that so? Well, prepare for nostalgia for I have a favor to ask of you old friend. Do you remember the former duke?” 
“Yes. What ‘bout him?” 
“He had commissioned you to make a statue of him, several decades ago. Do you recall that?” 
“Yes. How could I forget? It was one o’ my greatest sculptures, after all.” 
“That it was. Unfortunately, it was recently beheaded. Thus, is there any way you could create a new one?” 
“You lot broke it?!” 
“Yes, actually this fellow did,” said Winnebago as he gestured to Jacques. 
“Lad, are ya’ some kind of dull in the head? That was one o’ my most carefully crafted pieces!” 
“I realize that,” retorted Jacques, “but it was an accident.” 
“An accident?! Is that all ya’ have to sa―” 
“Listen Mudesa,” interrupted Winnebago, “I need an answer. Can you help us and fashion another statue?” 
“That depends. When d’ya need it by?” 
“Tomorrow morning.” 
“Tomorrow?! Are ya insane man? The first one took me weeks!” 
“Blast. Can you then reattach the head to the statue’s body?” 
“Hmmm, that seems possible. Have ya brought the body and head with ya?” 
“Actually, we have. Lipin and Pipin are standing with it outside your door.” 
“Then tell those fools to come on in with ‘em.” Winnebago walked to the door and beckoned Pipin and Lipin into the workshop. They dragged the statue in with some difficulty and after several moments placed the headless figure carefully in the center of the room. 
“Hmm, and the head?” asked Mudesa, who wore a quizzical expression. 
“Ah, sorry sir,” yelped Pipin. He set the head gently next to the statue. The group observed Mudesa silently as he began to circle the statue, mumbling to himself and occasionally touching the statue and nodding his head. 
“Okay. This should be easy tuh fix. Come back here tomorrow at dawn and it’ll be ready.” 
‘Thank goodness. This idiot is like the rest of these pawns.’ Jacques sighed in relief; the weight of a clouded future lifted from his shoulders. 
“Mudesa,” said Jacques elated, “I cannot thank you enough.” 
“Don’t thank me. Thank Winnebago. Had Winnebago not accompanied ya, I would’ve declined yo’ request.” 
“Fair enough,” mumbled Jacques, who nodded at Winnebago and then left the workshop. 
“Well then, my old friend, I shall hope to see you tomorrow morn,” said Winnebago. 
“Ya shall indeed,” wheezed Mudesa. Winnebago then made a final wave at Mudesa and after, he, Pipin and Lipin hurried out of the workshop in pursuit of Jacques. The faint clink of a duel between stone and metal echoed behind them.
It was finally morning. Jacques had hardly slept through the night; excitement had driven the desire to sleep out of his body. He hopped out of bed, quickly cloaked himself, and skipped towards the main gate of the castle. Pipin and Lipin were already there, donning blood red suits, the costume of servants. Winnebago had yet to be seen, however eventually Jacques heard the heavy footsteps of none other than Winnebago whose hair was disheveled, appearing as though a harsh wind had blown and frozen the top of his head upright. 
“It seems we are all here in physicality,” joked Winnebago who noticed Pipin slouched against the wall, his eyes fluttering from fatigue. 
“Shall we leave then?” asked Jacques eagerly. The group, save Pipin who was now arising from his vertical sleep, nodded their heads. 
‘Thank heavens morning is here. I can put this stress to rest.’ 
“Then let us go,” said Jacques. The heavy doors opened and the group trudged into the coldness of dawn. Jacques lead the group down the pathway, as anxiety boiled in his blood… the town, his destiny but a mile or two away. 
He turned around and shouted, “Winnebago! I meant to ask you this however it slipped my mind. Does the watchman, too, know of my plot?” 
“Yes! I told him before we departed yesterday. He too shall keep it a secret from duke Thievestaff,” yelled Winnebago. 
Jacques seemed content with this answer and so turned back to his brisk descent down the path. A short while later they arrived at the door of Mudesa. Jacques happily rapped on the door, which again after a short inspection, swung open. 
“Yer’ already here? Good, good.” 
Mudesa stepped back allowing the party into his workshop. The statue stood in the back, flawless and restored to its former glory. 
“Excellent! It looks as though it did before,” gasped Jacques. 
“Thank you my friend,” said Winnebago as he patted the thin man on the back. 
“Think nothin’ of it, friend,” smiled Mudesa. “But as ya’ take it back make sure yer extremely careful. The head’s a bit unstable since the plaster is still settlin.” 
They reassured him that they would handle the statue with the utmost care, and then after a brief goodbye, lifted the statue and carefully maneuvered it to the outside air. The sun had begun its flight into the sky, illuminating the countryside with a pale orange glow. It was a rather comical sight. Four men walking through the town, a massive stone statue held above their heads, as though it were an offering for a sacrifice. They were nearly at the pathway leading to the castle, and now the men had doubled their pace ready to complete this ordeal as efficiently as possible. 
“Here we are, my friends’ the final stretch,” said Winnebago. 
“Indeed, we are almost there. And to think at this time yesterday I was at the edge of my wits,” laughed Jacques. “After I smashed into the statue my mind has been mired by stress, but thanks to you three, peace of mind is nearly here. I feel foolish to ever have worried abou―” 
The statue suddenly slipped out of Jacques hands, smashing into the ground with a loud crunch. Jacques fell to his knees, his mouth hung open in shock. 
‘How could this have happened? I didn’t do a thing this time. Why has this happened?!’ 
Jacques looked desperately to see what caused this mishap and gnashed his teeth when he saw that Pipin had stumbled over a small rock jutting out of the path. 
“You bloody idiot! Do you not have eyes?! Do you realize what you have done?!” thundered Jacques. Winnebago put his hand on Jacques shoulder, trying to calm him down. 
“It is not his faul―” 
“Shut your mouth old man!” It is bloody well his fault. You, Lipin, I and even this ingrate licking his wounds in front of me know that.” 
“That may very well be the case, Master Jacques,” intervened Lipin, “but it was an accident, just as you had done earlier.” 
“Do not equate this to my blunder! This is different. I may not know how, but mind you this is vastly different,” seethed Jacques. 
He lunged at Pipin, but was held back by both Winnebago and Lipin. 
“Master Jacques calm yourself!” grunted Lipin and Winnebago as they struggled to keep Jacques from throttling Pipin. In the meantime, Pipin had risen to his feet, a sorrowful expression on his face. 
“Master Jacques, I deeply apologize. I swear to you I can fix this.” He hurried to fetch the head of the statue which had rolled closely to the edge of the cliff side adjacent to the pathway leading to the castle. 
“No you fool! You have done enough already!” croaked Jacques as he broke free from Winnebago and Lipin’s grasp. The pair rushed to restrain Jacques who was now galloping towards the oblivious Pipin who had begun to pick up the statue’s head. As Pipin turned around, he shrieked in surprise and fear as not only Jacques, but also Winnebago and Lipin collided with him, flinging the head of the statue into the air. Jacques’s eyes opened wide, despair had enshrouded his heart as he witnessed in agony, the statue fly beyond his reach over the cliff side and shatter into confetti of grey shards upon the ground below. His vision was flooded by rage and when he finally came to his senses he saw a bloodied and bruised Pipin before him. It was over. His plan had failed. He slowly walked away from the unconscious Pipin and the worried faces of Lipin and Winnebago and ascended the pathway to the castle, his head held low. 
‘Why? After all of this? Why now? Why at the end? Is this karma? Why?!’ 
Jacques’s exuberance had been erased in only moments. It was literally the end of the road for him. He had reached the castle gates. The watchman had begun to swing the gates open, and Jacques was ready to enter when he began to hear a distant trotting noise. 
‘Could it be?’ 
He rushed to the pathway’s edge to see a carriage making its way towards the castle. The familiar face of an eternally beaming driver could be seen. 
‘Blast! If the duke saw those fools on the pathway with the remainder of the statue, I’m doomed.’ 
Jacques eyes widened, realizing his clothes were still caked with dirt and drenched in sweat, and he sprinted to the gate doors. He rushed up the long flight of stairs and disappeared into the visitor chamber, loudly slamming the door behind him. 
“How wonderful it is to finally return to Worthinmeyer,” sighed the duke. 
He stepped out of the carriage to find Jacques waiting outside the door to meet him. 
“Ah, Jacques how went the care of my castle? Hopefully not too demanding a task,” snorted the duke. 
‘Perhaps, he didn’t run into them. In that case I’ll play along.’ 
“It was a bit more challenging than I had expected, I must admit. Nevertheless, it was a pleasure.” 
“That is very pleasing to hear,” smiled the duke as he gestured to someone sitting still inside the carriage. Euphemia lithely stepped out of the carriage, as beautiful and radiant as the day itself. She smiled at Jacques and then stood beside her father who gestured to another individual in the carriage. Winnebago stepped out of the carriage along with Lipin and the swollen faced Pipin. 
‘Oh lord. Then the duke must know what happened.’ 
“I was rather surprised to run into these fellows on the way here. It seems they were taking the statue of my father to the sculptor Mudesa, since some small blemish was found. In fact, they said you found this blemish, so for that I commend you.” 
‘They saved me? Why would they after I was such a…’ 
“Boy, what is the matter?” asked the duke slightly unnerved by Jacques’s silence. 
“Oh, I apologize. Princess Euphemia’s beauty had left me in awe. But yes, it was a discovery rather of chance I would say. I must say that Pipin, Lipin, and Winnebago were an enormous help.” 
‘More like an enormous annoyance, but it seems they served some purpose after all.’ 
“Indeed, they are the conductors of this castle more so than myself,” chuckled the duke. 
‘Enough with the squabbling. Time to claim my reward.’ 
“Lord Thievestaff, please do not take this as rude, but I have completed your task. Am I granted the hand of your daughter?” 
“Hmm, it is true that you have completed the task, my servants have confirmed as much. Thus my answer must be…” 
‘Yes, finally!’

 “…no. You may not have the hand of my daughter in marriage. For you see I have a small secret to share with you, Master Jacques.” 
‘Master Jacques?’ 
“You see, I am not the duke of this estate. He is.” 
Jacques stared at disbelief as he saw the finger pointed towards Winnebago. 
“Wait a moment. You are not the duke? Winnebago is?” 
“Yes, I am the duke of Worthinmeyer, Lord Thievestaff,” said Winnebago, his voice now infinitely more regal. 
“I typically play this ruse along with the help of my servants and even the town below.” 
“But why would you…?” 
“That is a good question Jacques. The answer, however, is quite simple. To see the suitor’s true colors, is my intention and believe me, I have seen yours over the course of this past day,” smiled the real duke. 
“You did all of this simply to see my true self? But I was your friend! How can you think my intentions so perverse?!” 
“Jacques I did not think you to be such a fool, as you are being now,” laughed Lord Thievestaff. “You told me from the beginning you sought wealth and rank from marrying my daughter. But let me clarify, that is not why I am denying you the hand of my daughter. Nor is the first accident with the statue the reason. You had led me on to be a somewhat capable leader who could change his ways and I was considering allowing you my daughter’s hand. Yet, when the statue was broken for the second time, my hopes for you had perished. Not only had you beaten Pipin, who simply wished to assist you, but after doing so you stalked off, abandoning your comrades. I, ‘Winnebago,’ then realized that you were never going to change. You are a selfish man who does not deserve a place at Worthinmeyer.” 
Jacques had nothing to say. His mouth was open, but he could not find the words to speak, the humiliation was overwhelming his mind. Jacques had failed, his selfishness being his downfall. He meandered towards the pathway his eyes hazy, his blood boiling in anger over the betrayal and deceit he had never thought of being the victim of. He could feel the insolent eyes of those who had tricked him and in a moment of rage he threw himself at the duke, to no avail. 
“You bloody worm! You scoundrel! How dare you mislead me? Only I can deceive, you pitiful scum!” 
“Take him to the prison. That is where the greedy and selfish belong,” said Lord Thievestaff, as Pipin and Lipin dragged Jacques to the carriage led by the driver who was still smiling.
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