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   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Mirrors have never been my friend. They told me the truth, they showed me all my flaws and didn’t mention anything positive about me. They didn’t know I was a good person on the inside, or that I was kind, they just showed me my pimples, the dark circles under my eyes, and my impossible to manage hair. I should have had them all covered, shown them they couldn’t hurt me.
 
   But I knew they could. I knew I was ugly, I had been told that my entire life. Yet I couldn’t do anything about it. All I could do was hope I found a man to love me for who I was and not who my mother wanted me to be.
 
   The door to my room opened and grabbed my attention away from the horrid mirror. I quickly wiped at my eyes so nobody knew I had been crying to myself. They couldn’t know, they couldn’t see my weakness. Not in that world.
 
   “Good morning, Anna,” my step-sister said in her usual sing-song voice.
 
   “What’s good about it?” I asked, never expecting an answer.
 
   I watched her, the one with the fancy name of Cinderella, as she restocked the kindling in my fireplace. She was dressed in an ugly grey dress but still looked breathtakingly beautiful. I couldn’t stand the way she was always so perfect. Everyone loved her, she’s charming. Every time I looked at her I couldn’t help but think of my inadequacies. It was torturous.
 
   To make it worse, I was sure she rubbed it in my face. At every chance she got, I was sure she told whoever would listen how horrible we were. She didn’t like my family – my mother and my sister. She didn’t want to be there with us but wouldn’t leave. Instead, she liked to remind us how terrible and ugly we were.
 
   Life had been that way ever since Cinderella and her father entered our lives. At first it was exciting. Mother fell in love with him, a real Lord. She doted on him, she thought she had a real shot of happiness forever. I had never seen her so happy.
 
   The wedding was magical. My mother wore this dress that shone like a thousand diamonds. All three of us daughters were bridesmaids. It was probably the first time in my life that I actually felt beautiful. In the rose red dress, I couldn’t have felt any different.
 
   I should have suspected Cinderella wasn’t happy with the wedding that day. She didn’t smile very much, she just clung to her father like we were taking him away or something. We weren’t, of course, but she feared it anyway.
 
   My sister, Zelly, and I were actually excited about having a father again. He wouldn’t replace our own that died many years ago, but he was a chance at a new beginning. I longed to have a father protect me from all the evil in the world or the even just the bullies in town. We were going to be a happy family.
 
   Then he got sick. For the few months in between, it was blissful. My mother danced around the manor house singing and smiling to herself. She was full of hope and happiness. For a time, nobody dared to tease me because I would tell my step-father on them. Everyone was happy and it felt like it would last forever.
 
   But it didn’t. My step-father got sicker and sicker until he passed away. It was one of the darkest days for our family. My mother wailed at his passing, taking to her bed for the months afterwards. My sister and I were left to manage the house, despite the fact we didn’t know what we were supposed to do. We didn’t get told if we were doing it right, only yelled at if it was wrong.
 
   During that time, Cinderella barely spoke to us. I knew she was grieving too, probably more than any of us, so we left her alone. After a time, I thought it would be helpful if she helped out around the house, perhaps take her mind off her loss. She agreed, throwing herself into her duties.
 
   Before we knew it, our home settled into our new family. Mother eventually left her bed but it was only to boss us all around. Cinderella continued cleaning, even though I told her she didn’t have to anymore. She liked to think we forced her into a life of slavery but really I know she only did it so that she didn’t have to think of her father and experience the grief all over again.
 
   My mother tried to avoid Cinderella, she preferred not to be reminded of her husband. They did look remarkably alike. I never knew what Cinderella’s mother looked like, but she was certainly the spitting image of her father. I couldn’t help but think of my step-father either when I saw her. She was a constant reminder of him.
 
   Even her mannerisms were the same. When she ate, when she smiled, when she spoke, everything was a flashback to the man who had changed our family forever. I was sure Mother saw it too which made her sad again. It was not a happy way to live.
 
   I waited until Cinderella finished with the fire before going down to breakfast. She didn’t eat with us anymore, not after my mother told her to chew differently. She took it as a personal attack on her, but we all knew it was only Mother’s way of trying to deal with the memories. She could have come back and eaten with us at any time but she preferred to eat with the help now.
 
   Zelly and Mother were already at the table when I arrived. I took my seat, looking at the breakfast laid out before me. There was barely anything on my plate, just a few tiny slivers of meat and fruit.
 
   I said my good mornings, trying to be upbeat for the sake of the others. We ate in silence, just like every other day in the house.
 
   “Is there anything more to eat?” I asked, still hungry from my measly meal. Surely we couldn’t be so poor that we had to ration our food now?
 
   “That’s all you’re getting,” Mother snapped at me. I must have looked confused because she continued. “You need to watch your weight if you’re ever to find a husband. Nobody likes a pudgy woman to hold on their arm.”
 
   I knew better to speak back to her. She was always telling me what I should and should not do to find a husband. The rules would be a mile long if I wrote them all down. I would rather go hungry than suffer another one of her lectures.
 
   “You’re going to sulk now?” Mother said to me when I didn’t reply.
 
   “No, of course not, Mother. I was just thinking how wise you were.”
 
   Zelly snickered at me across the table, enjoying my torment. She was naturally thin and tall, although not a beauty in the traditional sense. Her plate of food was at least twice as large as mine.
 
   “You should be more like your sister,” Mother said, only making it sting all the more. She didn’t just stab me, she liked to twist the knife too. As I stared at her, I tried to think of how wonderful she was before Cinderella’s father broke her heart. That was the mother I loved, I knew she was still in there somewhere.
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   She seemed satisfied for now with my submission. “So what are you going to waste your time on today?”
 
   I wished she didn’t ask, she never approved of my activities – no matter what I did. “I thought I might go riding, the weather is beautiful today.”
 
   “No, you’re not.”
 
   “But-”
 
   “But nothing, no daughter of mine is going riding like a commoner. You are a lady and ladies do not ride horses,” she rolled her eyes at me. “You will never find a husband if you insist on carrying on like this.”
 
   Everything always came down to finding a husband, like it was the most important thing in the world. Why would I want to go through the kind of pain she went through at the loss of not just one but two husbands? Perhaps I would stay a spinster for the rest of my life, perhaps that wouldn’t be a bad thing. At least I could do and eat whatever I liked.
 
   “What do you propose I do instead?” I asked, trying to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. I genuinely wished to know what would please her.
 
   “You can do your needlework.”
 
   I nodded and excused myself from the table. Apparently I had some very important needlework to do.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   “Oww,” I muttered as the needle pricked my finger yet again. For all the time I had spent doing needlework, I was still not good at it. My pieces never looked complete, only that they could have been done by a five year old. Actually, a five year old could probably do much better.
 
   Out the window, I spotted Cinderella. She was in the vegetable garden, picking out carrots. Mud was caked on the bottom of her dress and shoes. She never had to worry about being ladylike, she could do whatever she pleased on the estate. It was annoying and completely unfair. If Zelly and I had to have rules, then so should she. But not Cinderella, she was too perfect.
 
   “Anna, did you hear?” Zelly burst through the door, snapping my head in her direction. I put the needlework down, glad of the interruption.
 
   “What was I supposed to hear about?” I asked, completely in the dark. Nobody told me anything so it didn’t surprise me.
 
   “The king is putting on a ball. Every girl in the kingdom is invited.” She twirled around in a circle with the thought of dancing all night in the palace.
 
   “Oh,” I replied, I was sure it wasn’t the answer she was hoping for. I didn’t want to go to a stupid ball where nobody would dance with me. All it would mean would be sore feet from standing around. “I’m not going.”
 
   “You have to! The king has invited us all, we cannot refuse his kind invitation.” Zelly sat on the chair beside mine. “There are rumors he is trying to find a wife for the prince. Can you imagine getting to dance with Prince Charming? It will be magical.”
 
   “I’m sure the prince won’t find a wife just by dancing with all the girls in the kingdom.”
 
   “Why do you have to be so sour? It will be fun, can’t you just be excited?” She crossed her arms, already starting to sulk. 
 
   “I shall be excited when there is something to be excited about. This is not it.”
 
   “Well you have to go, Mother has ordered us to. We are to go and be lovely and wonderful and find husbands,” Zelly said defiantly. I shouldn’t have been surprised, of course Mother would see it as an opportunity to marry off her desperate daughters.
 
   Still, I didn’t have to like it. “Fine. Is Cinderella going?”
 
   “Every girl is invited.”
 
   We both looked out the window at our step-sister. She wouldn’t have a problem getting twenty marriage proposals if she tried. We had no chance.
 
   I spent the next four days hearing every little detail about the ball that Mother had managed to find out. She actually left the house, which I hadn’t seen her do in a long time. She spoke with all the other ladies, trying to find any detail she could that would give us a head start on the other girls.
 
   I knew my mother meant well, but she didn’t understand what it was like to attend those balls. She was always beautiful, she still was even though she was in her forties now. People looked at me and they only saw the ugliness that was on the outside. They never got a chance to find out what I was really like on the inside. Unfortunately, no amount of make-up could hide my skin problems, despite how much my mother caked on my face. It was humiliating.
 
   A ball like the king’s was just another chance for others to look at me and pretend they didn’t see me. Or that one glance at me wouldn’t put them off their meal. It would be a torturous evening, I could say that without being able to see the future in a crystal ball.
 
   Yet our dresses arrived anyway and the tailor fit them to our bodies. Mine was too tight, as usual. Mother ordered them that way so I wouldn’t overeat in the lead up. I wasn’t fat, I would like that to be clear. But in her eyes, I was. The thought only made me hungry for something sweet like a piece of cake. Or pie.
 
   Cinderella also got fitted for a gown. It was not as fancy as Zelly’s dress or mine, but it was still a wonderful butter yellow colour. She would look good in anything, even if she went to the ball in her house dress she would still be noticed. And she would be sure to let us know all about it.
 
   I didn’t know what all the fuss was about for one prince. I saw him once, at the palace. Mother took us there for the winter feast celebrations. He sat on his throne and didn’t talk to anybody. It appeared he liked to sulk just as much as Zelly – perhaps they would make a good couple. I knew I certainly wouldn’t be suited to him.
 
   If I were to marry, which apparently I had to because I didn’t get a choice in the matter, I wanted a man that was strong and adventurous. I wanted a husband that was fun and didn’t care about what his wife was wearing or how she must be ladylike at all times. I wanted a partner in crime, someone to enjoy life with. Not someone who told me I must be something I was not. Prince Charming definitely didn’t fall into that category. In fact, I was certain that all the men my mother had tried to introduce me to doesn’t. Perhaps I was destined to spinsterhood.
 
   “I hope you’re not daydreaming again,” Mother interrupted my thoughts, reminding me I was trying to sit still while she fussed with my hair. “Dreaming is for peasants. Now remind me what you must say to the prince.”
 
   I wasn’t exactly paying attention to her lecture, what was it I was supposed to say? Something about my step-father? “I must say… that my step-father was Lord Trevane and I am pleased to meet him?”
 
   She pulled my hair a bit harder than was necessary. “Say he was your father, it will make it sound better. Lord Trevane was a friend of the king, he will think you are somebody special. You have to fool him in order to reel him in like a big, fat fish.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   “Oh, my dear girl, do you even want to please your mother?” She sighed as I wondered what I had done wrong this time.
 
   “Of course I do, but I fear nothing I do will please you.” I searched her face in the mirror, trying to determine how the rest of the conversation would go. Half the time I expected her to give up on me and try harder with Zelly. She had a better chance with her.
 
   Mother finished with my last curl and took a step away, making sure my hair was sufficiently bound for the ball tomorrow. “You can please me by finding a husband tomorrow night.”
 
   I turned around to face her. I was either being incredibly stupid or incredibly brave, I wasn’t sure. “Why is it so important that I find a husband? Do you not love me as I am? Do I need a man to make me lovable?”
 
   She looked me directly in the eyes with a love that I hadn’t seen for a very long time. Perhaps the mother I knew wasn’t completely lost to her grief. “I want you to find happiness, just like I did. A husband gives you comfort and security. Something I fear I cannot offer you for much longer.”
 
   “What do you mean?” A pit was forming in the bottom of my stomach. What was she talking about? I feared to hear the answer and yet I needed to know at the same time.
 
   “Our money is running out,” she cast her eyes downwards, staring at her hands. “This house is expensive to keep. We need new money and I am too old to remarry. It is up to you and Zelly now.”
 
   “What about Cinderella? Can’t she get married too?”
 
   “You know her loyalty was to her father, she doesn’t care about this family like we do. We can’t count on her to save us.”
 
   I nodded, understanding. If the roles were reversed, I would probably have felt the same. “Would it be so bad if we had to live in smaller accommodations?”
 
   Mother looked horrified, I had my answer before she even needed to speak. “We have Lord Trevane’s memory to uphold. We will continue with the life we have grown accustomed to.”
 
   I let it go, I knew I wouldn’t be able to talk her around. We had lived in a much smaller house before her marriage, I’m sure we would be able to again.
 
   She squeezed my shoulder. “Sleep well tonight, my girl, tomorrow will be a big day.”
 
   I let her go without another word. At least I now understood why marriage was so important to her, yet I still couldn’t help but feel it was her dream and not mine. I didn’t want to marry a man just for his money, it wasn’t right. Nor was it fair to him or me.
 
   Not that I should have been worried anyway, no man came near me. Our futures depended entirely on Zelly.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER3
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’ll have to do,” Mother said as she stood and did a final check of my gown. I stared at myself in the mirror. The dress was a beautiful light green, embellished with cream lace and ribbons. I had never worn anything that stunning.
 
   When I twirled around, the dress swung too, creating a wonderful swirl of colour. I felt pretty and delicate, perhaps for the first time in my life. Still, I didn’t want to go to the ball, but the dress did sweeten the inevitable just a little.
 
   “Don’t spin around, you’ll mess up your hair.”
 
   “Yes, Mother.”
 
   She dressed Zelly next. Her dress was a deep red, the colour of fresh apples from the garden. Its lace and ribbons were black, making the red even bolder. With her hair in curls, Zelly looked very nice too. Mother had gone all out, trying her best to make us noticed.
 
   The last dress in the package was Cinderella’s. I helped Mother pull it out and we held it up to take in its beauty.
 
   “Mother, what’s happened to it?” I exclaimed, seeing the rips through the back of it. It looked like it had been dragged through a bed of muddy nails.
 
   “I don’t know, it must have been damaged when it was delivered. This is terrible,” Mother agreed. It was such a tragedy seeing such a beautiful pink gown broken like that. It was heart breaking. “The tailor is going to hear from me about this, we need this dress tonight.”
 
   “What did you do!?” The shriek came from behind. We all looked around, seeing Cinderella with her eyes wide open in horror. “That was my dress, you ruined it!”
 
   “It wasn’t us, the tailor has done something, they made a mistake or had an accident,” Mother said, trying to calm the girl down.
 
   “You did this,” Cinderella pointed directly at Mother, making it clear who she was accusing. “You didn’t want me to go to the ball and take the attention away from your little ugly princesses. Now I can’t even go! How could you do this to me?”
 
   “I didn’t, I-”
 
   She was cut off as Cinderella stormed for the door. “I hate you all. I hope you all die in a nasty and horrible way.”
 
   The door slammed closed behind her. I felt bad about her dress, but she didn’t have to overreact like that. “She can have my dress, Mother,” I offered. “I’m sure she’ll have a better time than I will.”
 
   “Nonsense, you will do no such thing. There are a hundred dresses in her wardrobe that her father bought for her. She can wear any of them if she chooses.”
 
   “Should I go calm her down?” Zelly asked.
 
   “No, let her cool off.”
 
   With a shadow now cast over our preparations, we continued to put the finishing touches on our outfits. Mother put a jewel in my hair, which I thought was completely unnecessary.
 
   “It will distract people from your face,” she reasoned. I couldn’t argue with her.
 
   Finally, we were ready for the ball. Well, physically anyway, I still didn’t particularly want to go. I counted twenty-nine times that my mother had reminded me to find a husband. Zelly got thirty-one reminders.
 
   We bustled down to the waiting coach. “What about Cinderella?” I asked as Zelly and I climbed in. “Should we tell her we’re leaving?”
 
   “I called up to her but she didn’t reply,” Mother said. “Just go and I’ll send her when she’s ready. Unless she’s changed her mind and is continuing to sulk in her room, anyway.”
 
   “Ready, ladies?” Angus, the coachman asked.
 
   “Certainly,” Zelly replied. He flicked the reigns and the horses started their trot up to the palace.
 
   The road was bumpy and seemingly too long. I felt like jumping out and fleeing into the woods, at least I could have a few moments of freedom before Mother sent out the hounds to search for me.
 
   The lecture and punishment probably wouldn’t be worth those few moments though. So I stayed put and only exited when we reached the palace and the entrance to the ball.
 
   I had to admit, it did look amazing. The king certainly knew how to put on a party. Fairy lights were strung everywhere, creating even more stars than in the sky. Flowers tied with ribbons were everywhere, their delicious scent filling the air with magic.
 
   Zelly and I walked up the stairs that were draped with red carpeting. Lord Fenley greeted us at the door, bowing low. We both curtsied back and stepped inside.
 
   The grand ballroom was even nicer than outside. The chandeliers twinkled with the light of a thousand suns and the orchestra played a song that could only make feet feel like dancing.
 
   Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad, I was actually glad to be there. Unfortunately, it only lasted for a mere second.
 
   “Anna? You really think the prince will even look at you?” The voice belonged to Lady Lilybeth, a girl I had known nearly my entire life.
 
   “I’m just here to dance,” I replied, finding it difficult to look her in the eyes. I knew she would be smirking at my gall for believing I was good enough to be in the presence of Prince Charming.
 
   “As if he’d want to dance with you,” she giggled as if it was the funniest thing in the world. It wasn’t, but I never expected anything else from her.
 
   I turned away, trying not to let her get to me. All the girls around her – Lilybeth’s gaggle of girls – were laughing so hard it was difficult. I knew that would happen, I tried to tell Mother they teased me so but she never listened to me.
 
   Unfortunately, I walked directly into Tesslyn Montgomery – the one most expected to capture the Prince’s heart. “Anna Trevane?”
 
   “My apologies, Tesslyn, I wasn’t watching where I was going.” I wanted to sink into the stone floor under her scrutiny. She was looking at me from head to foot. Any prettiness I felt before was long gone, left in its place was a deep feeling of inadequacy.
 
   “You should be more careful, you know you scare people if you suddenly appear before them. We all need to see someone like you coming so we can turn away.”
 
   I didn’t reply, I didn’t have anything to say to her. Instead, I curtsied and started walking. The giggling was still louder than the music, or perhaps it was just echoing in my head, I wasn’t sure.
 
   I headed for the food, at least I could have something to eat without criticism. I was famished after all, Mother hadn’t let me eat all day lest I wouldn’t fit into my gown. I did – just.
 
   I had to pass a line of boys to get to the food. I slowed slightly, just in case a miracle occurred and one would ask me to dance. How I wanted that so badly, more than anything in the world. I wanted to twirl on the dance floor, a gentleman glad to be on my arm, and prove to everyone I wasn’t just Ugly Anna.
 
   But silence only greeted me. I placed some food on a plate and found a wall to stand with my back to. Nobody could sneak up on me that way, and I was out of everyone else’s way. Nobody would have to be confronted with my ugliness.
 
   Zelly joined me, having the same idea. “It’s beautiful here, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes, very.”
 
   We stood in silent comfort for each other, both of us knowing how the other was feeling without even having to voice it.
 
   “Oh my gosh, look, it’s Cinderella,” Zelly pointed to the door as she entered. Our step-sister had found another dress, this one a brilliant light blue. Her blonde hair was perfectly tied up in a bun, surrounded by a tiara covered with diamonds. I had never seen her more stunning.
 
   And apparently neither did she. Spotting us in the crowd, she gave us both a look that could kill. She knew how beautiful she was and wanted to make sure we knew it too. I don’t know how one look could convey so much, but it sure did. I felt like a pile of mud compared to her.
 
   I suddenly didn’t want to be a wallflower any longer. I wanted to prove to everyone that I was good enough to be there – even if I was only bluffing.
 
   “Hold my plate,” I said as I shoved the piece of ceramic into Zelly’s hands. Her mouth was too full of food to warn me to stop whatever I was planning.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER4
 
    
 
    
 
   I barged through the crowd, making a beeline for Prince Charming. I may have no interest in the guy, but everyone else did. The king promised he would consider every lady in the kingdom. And wasn’t I one of those ladies?
 
   I stood before him, in all my green glory, trying to pretend I was confident and desirable. I was beyond caring what others thought by then.
 
   “My prince.” I curtsied low, making sure he could see all my assets and not focus on my face.
 
   “Lady Anna,” Charming replied. “Glad you could make it.” His words were kind but his eyes were not. I quickly realized he was humoring me. Perhaps he would have preferred it if I had slunk away from him then and there, fearing I wasn’t good enough to be his betrothed. But I wasn’t going to, not when I had a hundred eyes on me.
 
   “It’s a fine ball tonight, my compliments to the king.”
 
   “It will do, I’m sure his heart was in the right place when he thought up such a tripe scheme.”
 
   He had a way of making everything seem so trivial and stupid, with just a few words and a scathing look around the room. I felt silly for believing I could be good enough, or even wanted, by the prince. I yearned to shrink away more than ever.
 
   I glanced to my left and saw Cinderella. She was watching us with a smirk across her face, waiting for me to fail. I wanted so badly to prove her, and everyone else, wrong. I took a deep breath.
 
   “Shall we dance, my prince?” I put out my hand, waiting for him to take it. A gentleman accepted a lady’s request, no matter what.
 
   But apparently Prince Charming was no gentleman. Instead of taking my hand, he laughed at me, keeping his own firmly by his side. “I’m not dancing with you.”
 
   My face burned with the humiliation. My life was practically over. To be turned down by the prince in front of everyone in the kingdom? I would never be able to recover from that – never ever.
 
   “I’m dancing with her,” Prince Charming muttered as he pushed me aside. I turned around to see who he was talking about, already knowing deep inside my heart.
 
   I watched as he went directly to Cinderella. He bowed low and asked her to dance. The look of happiness that washed over her face was sickening. A part of me wanted to tear them apart and tell my step-sister what a fiend he was. But would she listen to me? Absolutely not. More likely she would blame me for trying to ruin her life.
 
   “What were you thinking?” At first I thought the voice might have been inside my head, but it was worse. Tesslyn was nudging me, amusement in her eyes. At least she found the humor in my annihilation.
 
   I could feel the tears starting to well in my eyes. I couldn’t stay there a moment longer, I was a laughing stock. For a moment I wondered what Mother would say when she found out. Someone would tell her everything, I knew that was a certainty.
 
   My feet started running for the door, better to leave them to gossip and stab me in the back rather than watch them with my own eyes. They would hurt me either way.
 
   Outside, the air was cool. It would still be hours before Mother allowed us to leave so I needed to find somewhere to hide out. Unfortunately, the breeze was too chilly to wait in the courtyard. But I couldn’t go back inside either.
 
   Then I saw our coach, awaiting the return of its owners with all the others. I stormed over to it, opening the door and climbing inside.
 
   I was surprised to see I wasn’t alone. Angus, our coachman, was settled inside. Instantly, he was alert. “I’m so sorry M’Lady, I wasn’t expecting you to return so soon. I will leave.”
 
   I placed my hand over his arm to stop him. I didn’t want him waiting outside in the cold, it would be a miserable wait. It was bad enough he had to pass the time in the coach. “No, don’t be silly, Angus. I would be grateful for the company.”
 
   He nodded and allowed himself to relax back into the purple velvet seat. We sat in a comfortable silence for a time, neither of us requiring conversation.
 
   When I wiped away at my tears, Angus noticed. I felt embarrassed all over again. “Sorry,” I apologized, not really knowing why but feeling like I had to.
 
   “A beautiful woman like yourself shouldn’t have a need for tears,” Angus said softly. I turned to look at him, wondering if I had heard correctly.
 
   “I am neither beautiful or a woman, Angus. I am merely an ugly girl.”
 
   He shook his head side to side slowly. “Now you are a liar.”
 
   I couldn’t help but smile, it was the kindest thing anyone had said to me in a long time. “If only everyone inside the ball was as nice as you, there would be no need for tears or lies.”
 
   “It seems to me that if they bring you tears, they are not worthy of your time.” His green eyes sparkled with the glint of the moon high in the sky.
 
   “Try telling my mother that.”
 
   “Oh, I wouldn’t dare, she would have my tongue cut out.”
 
   I nodded in agreement, she probably would. I let the moments pass until I was certain my tears had dried up. “Do you really think I’m beautiful?”
 
   “As beautiful as a thousand rosebuds just ready to blossom in the springtime.”
 
   The smile could not be torn from my lips. I settled into the seat and watched glimpses of the ball through the open doors. Without looking at Angus for fear I may die of embarrassment, I mumbled: “You’re pretty wonderful yourself.”
 
   He shuffled in the seat beside me. “Lady Anna, I-”
 
   “What’s going on?” I cut him off, not meaning to be rude as I saw movement on the steps of the palace.
 
   Cinderella ran from the ball, gripping her gown to stop herself falling down the stairs in her haste. She caught her foot on the step and lost her shoe. She looked back for a moment, just as Prince Charming appeared at the doorway to chase after her.
 
   She left her slipper there and started running as fast as she could down the path. I watched as the prince stood there, the clock overhead starting the slow chiming of midnight. He appeared confused, worried even. Good. He deserved to have bad karma thrown back at him.
 
   He walked down the steps and retrieved the shoe, looking at it like it was a precious possession. I had no idea what he wanted with a lady’s slipper, but he took it back inside anyway. It was kind of creepy really.
 
   I didn’t know how Cinderella got to the ball, so I didn’t know how she was going to get home. By the way she was running, she could probably have made it home in less time than the coach.
 
   Suddenly, the door to the coach burst open beside me and I jumped. I was too absorbed in the dramas going on outside that I didn’t notice Mother had found my hiding place.
 
   “Anna, what are doing out here? Get back inside. You’ll never find a husband in the coach,” she scolded, grabbing my arm and leaving me no room to argue.
 
   I was dragged back inside the ball, to relive my idea of hell for the second time that night.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER5
 
    
 
    
 
   I was dragged from my nightmares by someone shoving at me. For the few precious hours of sleep I managed to get, my mind had swirled with laughing faces of everyone in the town. Their taunts and teasing still echoed in my head, even when I was trying to awaken.
 
   “Anna, get up this minute.” It was Mother, she was standing by my bedside and insisting I follow her commands.
 
   “Mother, what is it?” I sat up in bed and rubbed my eyes, trying to make the world un-blur.
 
   “Prince Charming is here, he’s visiting every house in the kingdom.”
 
   “Why would he do that?” Now I knew it was the prince waking me from my slumber, I was even more annoyed by it.
 
   “He’s talking something about a shoe. Get up, make yourself presentable, and get downstairs. We can’t leave him waiting.” Mother threw a dress on the bed before leaving me with one last warning look.
 
   As much as I didn’t want to get up, or care about damn Prince Charming, I obeyed my orders. I quickly wriggled into my dress, ran a brush through my hair and took one last look in the mirror. I wasn’t exactly royal family worthy, but I would do. I doubted any more time or effort would have improved my appearance.
 
   I hurried down the stairs to see Mother and Zelly already waiting. The Prince was with his valet and he held a shoe tightly in his hands, like it might slip away from his grasp.
 
   The memories from the previous night came tumbling back at seeing him. Like the events were photographs in my mind, they flashed through it like lightning. The teasing, the prince embarrassing me, the way he pushed me aside to dance with Cinderella, the coach, my step-sister running away, and then the shoe.
 
   I knew immediately the slipper held by Prince Charming belonged to Cinderella. What I didn’t know was why he was standing in our reception hall holding it with such veracity.
 
   “This is all of us now,” Mother prompted. I looked around, Cinderella wasn’t anywhere in sight. I gave Mother a questioning look and she just shrugged. She was probably sulking in her room like she normally did. We couldn’t insult the prince by telling him she wouldn’t come down.
 
   The prince looked around as if just as suspicious as I was. “Okay then. I fell in love with a woman last night, one that I danced with. But at the stroke of midnight she ran from the ball without giving me her name. All I have is this slipper that she dropped. I need to find her so I’m going door to door until I try every maiden’s foot in the kingdom. I must find my love.”
 
   “How romantic,” Zelly swooned. “Perhaps I am your fair maiden?”
 
   I had to suppress a laugh. Zelly was completely wonderful in her own right, but her big foot would never fit inside that little, delicate slipper. Anyone would be able to tell that just by looking at the thing.
 
   “Oh, do try it on Zelly first,” Mother commanded, trying not to sound too excited. I sat quietly and watched, waiting for the inevitable.
 
   The prince knelt to the floor in front of Zelly. She held her foot out as he slipped her toes into the shoe. Her toes were about all that would fit.
 
   “I’m afraid it does not fit,” the prince muttered. He took the slipper back and turned to me. I momentarily panicked. Cinderella and I had the same sized feet, we had shared shoes on more than one occasion back when we were all one big, happy family.
 
   “Don’t be shy, Anna,” Mother smiled. It wasn’t a reassurance, it was an order. I put my foot out and waited, praying that I was wrong. Perhaps my feet would be swollen from the hours spent in uncomfortable shoes the previous night. I hoped it would be so.
 
   Prince Charming held my leg as he slipped on the shoe. It went on with ease, fitting perfectly. I quickly scrunched my foot, doing everything I could to make it appear like it didn’t fit.
 
   “Looks like it wasn’t me,” I said, taking my foot back before he could truly examine it. The prince stood, probably relieved it was neither of us.
 
   “It looked like it fit to me,” Mother said as she grabbed the shoe from him. Before I knew it, she was bent over my foot and shoving the slipped back onto it.
 
   I wriggled my toes, trying to keep them from going inside the slipper. I writhed and twisted, doing everything to ensure it was obviously not a good fit. Unfortunately, the more I struggled, the more Mother tried.
 
   Suddenly, the fine threads holding the slipper together tore apart. The entire shoe fell into pieces. All she was left holding were rags of material.
 
   “Oh, I am terribly sorry.” Mother stood and handed back the few remnants. “I guess it wasn’t of good quality.”
 
   The prince looked at what was now just a bundle of rags. I looked at my poor foot that was covered in red scratches from the attack. He was momentarily speechless before recovering. Undeterred, he continued like nothing had happened.
 
   “There are no other ladies in the house?” He looked around, like one could just spring out of nowhere.
 
   For just a moment, I was about to tell him about Cinderella. After all, I knew it was her slipper he clutched so tightly. But then I remembered how awful he had been to me and how effortlessly he had humiliated me in front of the entire kingdom.
 
   I didn’t want Cinderella to be with such a man. She deserved better, she deserved a kind and gentle man. Not one who would so easily hurt another.
 
   Plus, she had run away from the ball as fast as her legs could take her. What had the prince done to elicit such a horrifying reaction? Whatever he did to her, he would not do again, I would make certain of it.
 
   If mother found out Cinderella was the owner of the slipper, she would force them together to save our family. The prince would be able to give us plenty of money to ensure our survival. But she would be nothing more than a sacrificial lamb. It would be far better for Cinderella and the rest of us to be poor than a miserable princess. I couldn’t do it to her.
 
   “That’s all of us,” I replied when no-one else was willing to.
 
   The prince and his valet wished us a good morning and left us in peace. I breathed a sigh of relief, he wasn’t going to get his hands on my step-sister. I had saved her from a life of unhappiness.
 
   Mother dismissed us angrily, apparently upset that we weren’t the ones who stole the prince’s heart. It only solidified my resolve that I had done the right thing. Cinderella deserved to find the true owner of her heart, not be forced into a marriage of convenience.
 
   After having some breakfast, I returned to my room. The rain was starting to drizzle outside, cancelling any of my plans to sneak away and do something interesting for a change. I picked up my needlework and got to sewing, thinking how pleased Mother would be.
 
   During the mid-morning, the door to my chamber opened. Cinderella stepped through.
 
   “Good morning, step-sister,” I greeted her. She let the few logs she was holding fall into my fireplace before sitting in the chair across from me.
 
   “Did you have a nice time at the ball last night?” She asked. I wanted to be snarky and tell her exactly what I thought of the ball, but for once she was being nice to me so I decided against it. Perhaps she had not recognized me as the woman the prince had tortured before running to her.
 
   “It was fine. Did you?”
 
   Cinderella gasped, obviously I wasn’t supposed to know she was there. So she had snuck out to go, I don’t know why she bothered. Mother told her she could go.
 
   “I wasn’t at the ball,” she lied.
 
   “You and I both know you were. You danced with the Prince and then lost your slipper when you ran away.”
 
   Her eyes grew wide, it kind of made me happy to know I had caught her in a lie. Apparently I was the all seeing step-sister.
 
   “It’s okay, I’m not going to tell anyone,” I assured her. She visibly relaxed into her seat. “But why did you run away like that? Did the prince do something awful?”
 
   I completely expected to hear some horrendous tale of how Prince Charming had been anything but. So what I heard next took me completely by surprise.
 
   “Something awful? No, he could never do that. I love Prince Charming, he makes my tummy flutter and it’s like I can’t even breathe when I think of how wonderful he is,” she gushed, I wanted to vomit.
 
   “So why did you run away then?”
 
   “I had to, it’s a long story.” She shook her head and clamed up. I didn’t really need to hear the explanation, I didn’t want to be pulled into her dramas. I had enough of my own.
 
   “Do you really love the prince?” I asked, obviously missing some quality in him that only she saw.
 
   Her face was a picture of happiness with the memory of him. I felt a pang of jealousy at seeing her so happy from just a thought. “I love him with my entire heart. I never thought I could feel this way but when I’m with him it’s like nothing else matters.”
 
   “Prince Charming? We are talking about the same guy, right?”
 
   She nodded. “One and the same. But it doesn’t matter, it’s not like I can ever be with him. I’m sure he found many other girls after I left.”
 
   A noisy debate raged inside my head. I had the power to unite Cinderella with Prince Charming, all I had to do was tell her of his visit earlier that morning. I was the only one in the world that knew about them, the decision was purely mine.
 
   I wanted to protect my step-sister, I truly believed that Prince Charming was arrogant and couldn’t love anyone more than himself. But perhaps I was wrong? Maybe it was just me that found him to be so. By trying to protect her, was I just denying her the happiness she deserved?
 
   Did she deserve it? She had never gone out of her way to be kind to me, but perhaps I could have done more too.
 
   In so many ways, Cinderella was just as arrogant and sulky as the prince. Perhaps they deserved each other, making a perfect couple. All I knew was that it shouldn’t be up to me. I shouldn’t be the one deciding on two people’s future happiness. It was time I lifted my burden.
 
   “He didn’t find anyone else after you left the ball,” I said evenly, trying to keep my own emotions out of it. “Prince Charming loves you too. He kept your slipper and has been trying to find you all morning.”
 
   “Seriously?” She watched me nod in confirmation. She sat up straighter in her chair, I could practically hear her fastened heartbeat. “What should I do?”
 
   I wanted to tell her to forget about him, but I kept my tongue. Instead, I decided to do the right thing – again. “If we leave now, we can probably find him before nightfall.”
 
   “You’d do that for me?” She clutched my arm with both of her hands. I couldn’t back out now.
 
   “Gather your things, let’s go get a Prince.”
 
   She grinned from ear to ear as she rushed away. I rolled my eyes, I hadn’t seen anyone that happy since my mother’s wedding day.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER6
 
    
 
    
 
   “We’re going into town, Mother, we won’t be long,” I said quickly as Cinderella and I crossed the foyer. We moved so swiftly she didn’t get a chance to stop us. If she knew what we were up to, she would only ruin everything.
 
   Angus took us directly to the palace with haste. Adrenaline coursed through our blood, we had to get to the prince before he found another. He didn’t have the slipper anymore, Mother had seen to that, but any number of ladies could have come forward and pretended they were Cinderella. The poor fool would probably fall for their ruse.
 
   The coach pulled up outside the castle and Cinderella bustled out as Angus opened the door. She turned to face me.
 
   “Are you coming?”
 
   I shook my head, if I went too I would probably end up kicking the prince where it would really hurt. “No, you go. Good luck.”
 
   She smiled before she turned and hurried away, holding her skirts so she didn’t trip over them. I stayed in the coach, I had a good view of the castle foyer and I didn’t have to stand around awkwardly as the third wheel.
 
   Through the doorway, I could see Prince Charming as he spoke with my step-sister. Her hands waved around as she explained herself. Finally, she pulled her slipper from her purse. The prince took it from her, examining it in detail. It matched the one he had – at least before it fell into pieces anyway.
 
   All of a sudden, Prince Charming wrapped Cinderella in his arms. They kissed more passionately than was polite in public. I couldn’t help but allow my lips to turn into a smile. They did make a good couple, even I had to admit it.
 
   “Love is wonderful, isn’t it?” Angus commented, watching from the side of the coach. I had forgotten he was there, I was too caught up in the show.
 
   “It certainly is,” I replied.
 
   “Do you think they’ll marry?”
 
   “I’m sure of it.”
 
   “Lady Anna, there is something I need to tell you,” he started. I turned to face him, curious at his serious tone of voice. I didn’t think I could take any more drama for one day.
 
   “Then please do, Angus, you can tell me anything.”
 
   “It’s just that, well, you see…”
 
   “See what?”
 
   He took a deep breath as he hesitated. “I love you, I have ever since I first saw you. You are truly the most beautiful, wonderful, extraordinary woman I have ever met.”
 
   I was struck dumbfounded. Had he really spoken those words to me? About me? Nobody had ever attributed those words to me before, only him. My heart soared but not because of his compliments. My heart soared because I had only ever dreamed of him returning my feelings before. I had fallen in love with him when he arrived at our house for employment, I had just never dreamed he could love me back.
 
   “I’m sorry if I have overstepped my boundaries, Lady Anna, please forgive me.” He turned to leave, but I grabbed his arm so he couldn’t. I leapt out of the coach, falling right into his arms.
 
   The kiss we shared was a thousand times more passionate than between Cinderella and Prince Charming. It was like fireworks had exploded over our heads, illuminating the kingdom for all to see.
 
   When Angus looked at me, I felt more beautiful in that moment than in my entire life combined. It was magical, wondrous, spectacular. I never wanted to forget that feeling, it was the best gift he could have ever given me.
 
   “Run away with me,” Angus said. I stood in his arms, never wanting to leave them. I knew just as much as he did that if we returned home, Mother would never allow us to be together. She would send him away and I would never see him again. Instead, I would be forced to marry someone else for convenience. I couldn’t live like that, not when I felt alive for the first time in a very long time.
 
   “It would be my pleasure to run away with you,” I replied, truly meaning it. Mother would be fine, she would have a true princess in the family with Cinderella. Zelly would marry soon too, it would only be a matter of time. They didn’t need me any longer, I was free.
 
   Angus jumped up on the driver’s platform of the coach, picking up the reigns to begin our journey. “You’d better get back inside if you wish me to steal you away.”
 
   I looked at him, my heart leaping with joy, then I looked inside the coach. I knew where my place was and it wasn’t inside. Instead, I climbed up on the platform with him.
 
   He laughed at my effort and the clumsy way I climbed in my dress. It wasn’t made for such daring activities. “Surely you would be more comfortable inside the coach?”
 
   I laughed, feeling giddy with the excitement. “I belong right here, next to you. I will never leave your side.”
 
   Angus put his arm around my waist, pulling me closer. He held me there while he used his other hand to guide the horses along the cobblestone street. I put my head on his shoulder, feeling more happy and loved than I had ever felt before.
 
   We rode out of town that day and never returned. I sent my family a letter explaining everything and why I made the decision I did. I didn’t leave a reply address so I don’t know if they ever fully understood my actions.
 
   Angus and I found a little cottage to live in after we married in a tiny chapel at midnight. We had four children, each one as happy and chubby as the next. I never had to spend another second worrying about finding a husband that would love me, I knew I had found him already.
 
   I heard Cinderella went on to marry Prince Charming, just like I had predicted. I was happy for her, I only hoped she had found the kind of happiness her father had shared with my mother. Everyone in the world deserves to find that kind of love.
 
   Zelly found a wonderful Lord soon after. They met at the royal wedding and instantly fell in love. She was the last sister to marry but I’m sure her marriage celebrations would have rivaled our step-sisters. I plan to reunite with her soon so our children can play together and get to know their cousins.
 
   Mother never remarried, her heart too broken by Cinderella’s father. Her grandchildren keep her very busy and I’ve heard she spends much time at the palace annoying all the ladies-in-waiting. She’s probably trying to find them all a husband.
 
   So that was my story, I know Cinderella would tell it differently. She always was a drama queen that liked to be the hero in her own tales. But everything I have spoken was the truth, believe what you will.
 
   And whatever you do, I hope you have a happily ever after, I know I did.
 
    
 
   The End
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   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   My life was pretty good in the palace. I was largely feared by most of the townspeople and distrusted by many within the palace walls. It never worried me, somehow it gave me a sense of power. Like if I just looked at the people, they would do as I told them to. They didn’t have to know I was harmless.
 
   They called me a witch, both to my face and behind my back. It didn’t worry me though. If I wasn’t a witch, I wouldn’t have been allowed to stay in the palace. I wouldn’t have had my job and I enjoyed being an advisor to the king and queen. They trusted me and that was all that mattered.
 
   Although, being in the palace seemed like it was starting to be a dangerous thing. There had been rumors about an invasion for some time. The king had asked me if there was anything I could do to keep the people safe. Could I cast an enchantment spell or something? I tried to. I really did. But just because my mother was a powerful witch, it didn’t mean that I was too.
 
   I spent months trying to work out the spell books. I tried to cast spells that would make the palace invisible to its enemies, a spell to put a protective barrier around the walls, and even one to make everyone invincible. Nothing had worked. I was a failure but the king and queen only thanked me for trying.
 
   They were kind like that, the king and queen. They kept me on as the official Royal Witch even when they knew I didn’t have any powers. They never told anyone else either, they kept my secret. So when people still feared me in the town, it made me smile. I was just like them and they didn’t even know it.
 
   I was thinking about their generosity when I crawled into bed that night. There had been demands on my powers by the Head Guard at the meeting earlier. He thought I should be doing more as the enemy were getting closer. An attack was imminent, it could only be days away.
 
   Snuggling into my bed, I prayed for the army of knights heading our way to turn back. The king and queen didn’t deserve anything bad to happen to them. They were too kind to suffer.
 
   Just when my eyes were closed, a sharp knocking sounded on my door. I was never called upon in the night, not when I was virtually powerless to do anything. I pulled on my robe and swiftly answered, holding my breath for fear of what might have happened.
 
   The queen stood there, holding her baby daughter in her arms. The infant was asleep, her little eyelids closed. I curtsied politely.
 
   “Your Majesty, what is it?” I asked, unable to even comprehend what had brought her to my door in the middle of the night.
 
   “You have to leave, the attackers are almost here. We have mere hours before they arrive,” she said quickly, fear dripping from each word.
 
   “I can’t leave you, I’m staying. I might be able to help.”
 
   She shook her head, her red hair coming loose from her long braid. “No, you don’t understand. You have to take Rapunzel away from here. You need to take her somewhere safe until it is over. The people will need their princess, she can’t stay.”
 
   I looked at the baby, only a few months old. She was the only child the queen had delivered, even though they had been married for close to five years. There would be no other children after Rapunzel, of that I was certain.
 
   “Why me? Why not her nurse?” I asked, refusing to accept the child into my arms. I didn’t know the first thing about looking after a baby.
 
   “Because they won’t be able to protect her like you can. I trust you, Thalia, please. There is no time to debate this. You must take Rapunzel and not return until it is safe. I will give you a signal.” Her eyes pleaded with me, far more than her words could.
 
   I nodded my head slowly, barely believing what I was agreeing to. All I knew was that the king and queen had been more than kind to me, I owed them. I would do as they requested.
 
   “I will take her and look after her just as you would. I promise you, my queen.” I curtsied again as she managed a smile.
 
   There was no time to gather many things. I quickly dressed in clothes that I could travel in. I put on my sturdiest boots and heaviest cloak. The queen made sure I took food with me, along with everything I would need for Rapunzel’s needs.
 
   Finally, she handed over the infant. Her hair as red as her mother’s. With the baby in my arms and my bag over my back, I left the palace walls. I took one last look at the king and queen as they waved me farewell. I hoped I would see them again soon.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   That night, I found an abandoned tower deep in the woods. It was surrounded by the tallest of trees and looked so unkempt that I was certain it hadn’t had an owner for many, many years.
 
   Inside it was almost empty except for one room right at the very top. I guessed the tower was once used as a lookout, perhaps to search for any approaching enemies. I had to climb an old rope ladder just to reach the top. But once I was there, I was able to pull up the ladder and ensure nobody else could follow us up. I felt safe there, certain I could protect the princess there.
 
   I hid in the top of the tower, making Rapunzel and I a home. It was supposed to be only temporary but the days kept passing. I was terrified of the knights, worried they might be waiting outside for us.
 
   The signal that we could return never came from the king and queen. They were supposed to let me know when I could return their daughter.
 
   But they didn’t. Day after day, I watched as the little baby grew into a toddler. I taught her how to read, how to sing, and how to cook. Her beautiful voice would filter through the tower as she played and sung to herself merrily. It was just the two of us, living happily in the tower with nothing but the fear of the outside to cast a shadow over our existence.
 
   Rapunzel’s red hair grew as she got older. She never let me trim it and I couldn’t bear to argue with her. It was twice as long as she was tall and glorious. It made her look just like the queen and reminded me of her every time I cast my eyes upon the little girl.
 
   I never thought I could love another human being as much as I loved Rapunzel. She felt like my own daughter. Her triumphs felt like my own, her fears my own too. When she grew into a beautiful young woman of sixteen, I couldn’t have been prouder.
 
   Unfortunately, that was also the age where things started to change. Rapunzel wanted to go outside. Her whole life, I had warned her of the danger waiting beyond our walls. The world outside our safe tower was a scary place, I couldn’t bear to have her step right into it.
 
   I never told Rapunzel of her true lineage, I thought it would hurt more than comfort her. To know you had a mother and father caught up in a terrible war was a horrible thought. I couldn’t do it to her. Better the girl think I was her real mother than suffer the loss of her actual parents.
 
   “I’m tired of being cooped up in this stupid tower,” Rapunzel started one day. It was just an ordinary day, nothing special had occurred. Even now, I have no idea what started her insistence.
 
   “We have to stay here,” I tried to convince her. “It’s dangerous outside. The knights from the other lands will cut off our heads if they find us.”
 
   “But I’m so bored. There is nothing to do here. I want to go outside and run through the trees, they look so pretty from the window. Please, Mother? Please?”
 
   She looked at me with those big green eyes she had – they were exactly the same as her mother’s too – and I melted. I wanted her to have a normal life more than anything but I knew that wouldn’t happen outside. I could not let my daughter get killed by knights.
 
   “The trees are overrated. We need to stay here, there’s nothing more to say on the topic, Rapunzel.”
 
   “You are so mean,” she huffed in reply.
 
   Did she not realize how much I had done for her over the past sixteen years? Why couldn’t she just accept our fate as I had? It wasn’t like I wanted to spend my years cooped up in the tower either. Had it not been for my promise to the queen to keep her safe, I would have been out there running through the trees too.
 
   “Rapunzel, I am not going to hear of your venomous words. We are staying in this tower until further notice. Do you understand?”
 
   She ignored me. Like she did so many times, Rapunzel just stared out the little window. It was the only one in the entire tower. There was nothing good or safe about the outside world. The sooner she realized that, the better.
 
   “Rapunzel? Are you listening to me? It is not safe to go outside.”
 
   She continued watching. There was nothing but forest surrounding the tower, I had no idea what she found to stare at for hours on end. If she helped me more with the inside garden, she might find less time to worry about what was out there.
 
   “Stop being so sullen,” I told her, in an attempt to get her to speak with me. Unfortunately, I got my wish.
 
   “I don’t see what’s so bad about out there,” she yelled my way, standing up. “I just want to go outside and run through the trees. It’s not too much to ask.”
 
   She stormed off to her room and slammed the door with a bang. It shook the few meager possessions we owned and made them rattle. I let her go without saying another word. She could be as angry as she wanted, I was angry too. I had given her my life to keep her safe and now I was just as much a prisoner as she was. Without the signal from the palace, we could not leave our hiding place.
 
   As Rapunzel got even older, she was going to be even harder to keep inside. I knew it was an inevitability that one day she would disobey my orders and go outside. She was a headstrong girl, just like her mother. She would eventually work out that she could make her own decisions and deal with the consequences herself. It wouldn’t be too much longer.
 
   There was only one thing I could do, I had to see the dangers outside myself. I had to know what would confront her if she were to step outside the safety of our tower. Better I be attacked than her. Rapunzel was the future of our kingdom, she was the princess and I, a lowly servant.
 
   I crept over to Rapunzel’s door, there was silence behind it. She wouldn’t miss me for a little while as she sulked. Perhaps when she got hungry she would come out. Until then, she was probably hoping I would just disappear.
 
   I opened the hatch in the floor and lowered the long rope ladder. It was a horribly unstable thing to climb but I did it anyway. I made it all the way down to the floor. Our vegetable garden grew around the bottom, the only thing that had sustained us over the past sixteen years. Everything was still growing wonderfully.
 
   I had to step over pumpkins and potato bushes to get to the door that led outside. We only had one and it was boarded up with thick wooden beams. I had not opened it since we arrived. The wood came off easily as it had started to rot through.
 
   My hands shook as I opened the door. The sunlight assaulted me, I had to squint and hold my arm over my head until I was accustomed to it. I blinked, looking around. There were no knights in sight, just a lot of trees.
 
   I could feel my heart beating in my chest, it was going much faster than it should have been. I was terrified of what I might find – or who would find me. I took a tentative step away from the tower, praying I would make my way back again.
 
   The forest was quiet surrounding me. Some annoying birds sung in the trees and animals rustled leaves around the place. So far, I had seen nothing that would make me want to leave the tower again. It wasn’t the magical place Rapunzel imagined it to be.
 
   I entered further into the forest, my senses heightened as I listened for danger. The last thing I wanted was to bring the knights to the tower. My sole focus was still to protect Rapunzel, just like I had promised. But now she was so adamant about going outside, I had to find out if it was safe to do so. Even if it terrified me to do it.
 
   All of a sudden, footsteps sounded through the trees. I quickly ducked behind a bush, making sure I couldn’t be seen. They got louder and I realized they were the beat of a horse’s hooves. Whomever was so close to the tower was on horseback. Somehow, that sounded even worse than just a sole walker.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER3
 
    
 
    
 
   I peeked over the bush and saw three men on three horses. Each of the men were wearing full armor, the sun glinting and reflecting off the silver surface. Three knights, all with swords. They probably had daggers too, I just couldn’t see them.
 
   One of the men had golden hair, it shined in the sunlight just as much as his armor. He rode in the middle on a pure white horse. The men on either side didn’t seem as finely presented, he was obviously the higher ranking knight.
 
   They looked around the area, trying to get their bearings. It was like they were searching for something. Could it be the princess and I? Had they heard rumors of our existence and wished to harm us so Rapunzel couldn’t claim her rightful place on the throne? Had these three men killed the king and queen? Were they sent by the invaders to find us?
 
   I wasn’t going to stick around to find out. I crept away from the bush and then ran as fast as my legs could take me back to the tower.
 
   The door slammed behind me as I leant against it, my breath rasping and catching in my throat. I hadn’t been that afraid in a long time, not since I had fled the palace with Rapunzel. If those knights found us… if they knew I had the princess… if they got in… anything could happen.
 
   I secured the door as best I could with the rotten wood. I should have got some new tree branches or something to close it permanently. It would have to do for now.
 
   After climbing the rope ladder to the top of the tower again, I pulled it up. At least the knights wouldn’t be able to reach us up there. We were as safe and sound as we were going to get.
 
   I sat on the trapdoor, willing it to remain closed forever. My breathing started to slow and my pulse returned to normal but the fear still remained.
 
   Rapunzel peeked her head out the door. “What happened to you?” She said it without any concern for me. I probably interrupted her sulking.
 
   “There are bad people outside, Rapunzel. We cannot go out there ever again.”
 
   “You went outside?” She took a step into the room, her flippant attitude actually subsiding for a moment. “Without me?”
 
   “I had to see if it was safe and it wasn’t. There were three knights out there, all just waiting to slice us into a thousand pieces.”
 
   Rapunzel joined me on the floor, placing her hand on my arm to comfort me. “I don’t think they’d slice us into a thousand pieces. Perhaps they’re nice and just want to be our friend?”
 
   “Knights don’t have friends, only enemies.”
 
   I knew I was upsetting her but I had to make the child see it was dangerous to go outside. She was a precious girl, I couldn’t let anything happen to her. Even though we were starting to have our differences, I still loved her. I had raised her as my own and couldn’t bear to see her hurt.
 
   The pained expression on her face and the way her rose red lips were set in a grimace tore at my heartstrings. “Help me up and we’ll make something yummy for dinner.”
 
   She did as she was told and we spent the rest of the evening preparing the vegetables from our garden. Rapunzel didn’t mention going outside again for a long time after that day. If she wasn’t going to mention it, then neither would I. We would continue to wait for the signal from the palace. They would tell us when it was safe to return, I had to believe the signal would come eventually. Only then would I return the princess to the palace so she could claim her title and place on the throne.
 
   Three weeks and two days later, I was tending the vegetables in the garden below. I had fixed the door so it was once again sturdy and sound. Nobody would be getting in through that door now. Not ever.
 
   As I pulled out some deliciously orange carrots from the ground, I heard voices. It made my heart stop and my hands start to shake in terror. I crept over to the door, placing my ear over the wood to hear better. There was nothing but murmurs in the distance.
 
   Then I realized the voice was coming from above. Rapunzel was speaking with someone. I moved up the rope ladder as quickly as my feet could take me. I don’t think I’ve moved that fast in years. All I knew was that I had to get to Rapunzel and make sure she was safe.
 
   I burst through the trap door and saw Rapunzel at the window. She was leaning out, her voice abruptly stopped when she saw me.
 
   I stormed over to the window and looked out myself, desperate to see what had taken her attention. On the ground was a man, the one I had seen with the golden hair and a white horse weeks earlier. He was by himself, probably slaying his fellow knights so he could claim his prize alone.
 
   He blinked when he saw the beautiful face of Rapunzel replaced with my own. Good. I wanted to ensure he knew she wasn’t alone. I would do everything I could, even lay down my own life, to protect her. I wasn’t planning on breaking my promise to the queen for anything.
 
   I slammed the shutter on the window closed. I would have nailed it shut if they weren’t all the way downstairs in the garden. Next time I visited the vegetables, I would bring them back up and secure the window so it could never be opened again.
 
   “Rapunzel, you cannot speak to anyone. They are all dangerous, how many times do I have to tell you?” I was angry how quickly she could forget my warnings. It was like she barely listened to a word I ever said.
 
   “He is not dangerous,” she insisted. “His name is Casper and he’s lovely. He has never been unkind to me, not once.”
 
   “You’ve spoken to him before?” She realized her slip and clamped her lips together, like she didn’t trust herself to speak anymore. “Rapunzel, how can you betray me like that? What will it take for you to realize they only want to harm you? Will they have to kill us for you to understand?”
 
   Her nose started to sniffle as the tears started to well in her eyes. If I had to yell at her to make her realize, then I would. Better she hate me than ignore me. At least then she would have a chance of hearing my words so they could sink in.
 
   “You just want me all to yourself,” she spat the words back at me. “That’s why you won’t let me go outside. You’re afraid I’ll run away from you because you are so mean to me.”
 
   “I’m not mean to you, child, I’m trying to keep you safe.”
 
   “You always say that but you never tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “I have told you, many times,” I reminded her. “There are people out there who want to harm you.”
 
   “But why?” She pleaded and it broke my heart. I knew I had to tell her everything.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER4
 
    
 
    
 
   Well, almost everything. I spent the rest of the afternoon explaining everything I could remember about the palace. I told Rapunzel about all the good things in the kingdom, from the melodic music to the bright tapestries. The picture I painted of my former life was beautiful and vibrant, a stark contrast to the one I lived now.
 
   The story finally ended with the night we had to flee. The only detail I left out was her lineage. I would not tell her about the parents she may have lost. I would not do that to her so she could grieve for them.
 
   “So the enemies are still trying to capture our kingdom?” Rapunzel asked when she had processed the information. “Even after all this time?”
 
   I nodded. “The palace said they would give us a signal when it was safe to return. To this date, we have not received that signal.”
 
   “What is the signal?”
 
   “Three puffs of white smoke, from the tallest of chimneys in the palace. They would be able to be seen for miles around.”
 
   Rapunzel suddenly stood, crossing her arms. “I don’t believe you. Everything you told me is just lies. You only want to keep me here so you tell me terrible stories about out there. It’s not going to work anymore.”
 
   I couldn’t believe she was speaking to me like that. After everything I had done for her, she was just throwing it all back into my face. “I’m not lying, Rapunzel, don’t be ridiculous. I want to return to the palace just as much as you do.”
 
   “Liar! I don’t believe you. I hate you!” With those words spat at me, Rapunzel ran to her room and slammed the door. It was starting to become a habit.
 
   I thought if I was honest with her and told her all about the kingdom and the knights, she would understand and trust my decision to stay indoors. I didn’t realize how her temper had grown as she had grown too. I didn’t know how to deal with her anymore. Any tiny pieces of control I used to have were now slipping from my grasp. If I didn’t love her so much, I would thrust her out that door so she could see the evils for herself. If I hadn’t promised the queen, I might have done it anyway just to teach her a valuable lesson. She would have come running back very swiftly, I’m sure.
 
   There was only one thing I could do to keep her safe. I had to keep her inside the tower, even if she was going to hate me even more. I locked the door to her room and tied the key to my apron. She would not be allowed out until her head was rid of the nonsense and she could see reason again. I went to bed, hoping she would forgive me one day.
 
   I awoke to hear Rapunzel pounding on her door to be let out. “You can come out when you will obey my orders to remain inside. I want you to promise you will do as I say.”
 
   “I will not promise you that,” Rapunzel replied through the door. Her voice was muffled as it filtered through the cracks in the wood.
 
   “Then you will not come out.”
 
   She banged on the door some more. “You cannot keep me here.”
 
   “I will do whatever I need to. I made a promise to someone once and I am still keeping it.”
 
   The pounding lasted for four days. I slid food under the door so she wouldn’t be hungry but even that went unappreciated. As every day passed, I looked out the window, longing to see the signal from the palace so the whole ordeal could be over. It never came but I did get something else.
 
   “Mother, I promise,” Rapunzel moaned through the door on the fifth day. “I’ll stay inside and obey your orders.”
 
   My heart stopped, had I heard correctly? “Do you cross your heart and hope to die if you go back on your word?”
 
   “I cross my heart.”
 
   It was all I needed. I opened the door and wrapped my arms around Rapunzel. She hugged me back tightly, my daughter was returned to me.
 
   Needless to say, I kept a very close eye on her for the next few days. We returned to our happy routine and everything seemed to return to normal. I could finally relax again, knowing we would continue to remain safely in the tower. I even taught Rapunzel how to watch for the signal from the palace so we could ensure we didn’t miss it when it came.
 
   One morning, I was in the garden pulling out some vegetables for our meal. Everything was coming along so well we would be able to eat for a very long time into the future. Although, I hoped we wouldn’t have to. Surely the signal would have to come one day soon.
 
   Rapunzel’s sweet singing cascaded down from high in the tower. It was wonderful to work to, her voice always lifted my heart. She was especially talented at it, just like her mother.
 
   The singing abruptly stopped. In the distance, murmurs started to filter through to my ears. I dreaded what it meant. I crept halfway up the ladder, it was definitely Rapunzel talking to someone. The man was back, I knew it without having to see him.
 
   I returned back down to the garden and headed for the door to the outside. Carefully and quietly, I pulled the wooden boards away and stepped out. My fear was overpowered by my anger. I wanted to get to the bottom of what was happening.
 
   Skirting around the curved walls of the tower, my soft footsteps were deliberate so I wouldn’t be discovered. I kept going until the man was in my sight. He had golden colored hair and his pure white horse stood at his side. This was the same man from the forest.
 
   “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair,” he called out in a smooth singsong voice. I wanted to roll my eyes, he was so cliché.
 
   I thought Rapunzel would know better, yet before I knew it, she was leaning out the window and letting her long red hair fall down the side of the tower. If the man reached up, he could just about grab it. It wouldn’t be long before he could climb up it as a ladder and reach her.
 
   There was no way I could let that happen. He was only trying to fool her so he could kidnap my precious girl. I was the only person Rapunzel knew, she was naïve and would trust anyone without knowing better. She hadn’t experienced the worst of people like I had.
 
   They spoke for some time about nothing. The man talked about the weather and how beautiful it was to walk through the trees. At least I now knew where she got all her ideas from. She probably didn’t even want to go outside until he came along. He was a bad influence on her at the very least.
 
   Yet I knew his motives would be far sinister than just wanting her to run through the trees. The moment he had Rapunzel in his grasp, he would take her away and sacrifice her for his king. That would only happen over my dead body.
 
   I had seen and heard enough. I crept back inside and boarded up the door. Climbing the ladder, I made sure to make enough noise so Rapunzel knew I was coming. Her little meeting with the man was over, I would make sure of that.
 
   “Ah, Rapunzel, help me in,” I said as I reached the top of the ladder. She hurried over from the window, guilt crossing her fair face. “Look at all the food I have picked from our garden. We will feast tonight.”
 
   “It all looks very good, Mother.”
 
   I placed all the vegetables on the table and started to prepare them. “You deserve a good meal, you have been so good lately that I wanted to give you a treat.”
 
   Rapunzel cast her eyes downwards, not meeting my gaze. At least she was feeling bad about deceiving me. I only felt a little guilty myself playing her like I was. She was a good girl. If the man wasn’t manipulating her, then she would still be my sweet little girl.
 
   “How about shelling these peas for me?” I said, giving her something to keep her hands busy. She was going to bite all her fingernails off otherwise.
 
   “They look very nice,” she commented.
 
   “Only the best for my girl.”
 
   She smiled at my words. In that moment, all I could see was the little redheaded princess I had watched grow up over the years. She was always so sweet and innocent. It tore at me to fight with her. And what I was prepared to do next was going to hurt her more than anything she could imagine.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER5
 
    
 
    
 
   I could only think of one thing to keep the man away from Rapunzel. If he was going to use her hair to climb the wall and take her from me, then I was going to cut off her hair. He would have no way of climbing to the top of the tower then.
 
   I knew Rapunzel would never willingly let me cut her hair. She had never had it cut since she was a baby, not even a trim. As a result, the red mane was long and beautiful. I had to braid it for her every day just to keep it out of her way. It would pain me just as much as her to see it shorn from her head.
 
   But we had to stay safe at all costs. I picked up the scissors and crept into her room. I had to walk on my tiptoes so I didn’t make any noise. If Rapunzel awoke and discovered me, my entire plan would be ruined.
 
   With nothing but the candlelight to see by, I kneeled by her bed. She was sound asleep, her little eyelids fluttering as she dreamed. I hoped she was only imaging sweet things and not that awful man. He didn’t deserve to be in her dreams.
 
   Very gently, I teased out her hair from underneath the blanket. It really was lovely, like a fiery, silky mane. It was a pity to get rid of it but we all had to make sacrifices. Without further ado, I started snipping it off. Strand by strand, the braid came apart in my hand before it was completely removed.
 
   I picked up the hair, it had to be over twelve feet long, and left the room. I made sure to lock the door behind me. When Rapunzel woke up, I didn’t want her to be able to leave the tower. I knew that would be her first instinct.
 
   I draped the hair over the back of the kitchen chair, fastening the shorn end so it wouldn’t unravel. I went to bed myself, just waiting for the new day when I could finally get rid of that man for once and for all.
 
   It was Rapunzel’s scream that awoke me in the morning. I ignored her, she would forgive me eventually when she realized I was right to protect her. The queen would back me up, she might have done the same thing herself if she was in my position.
 
   I had to wait until midday until I heard the male voice carried through with the wind. I snuck over to the window and crouched down with the braid in my hands, waiting.
 
   “Rapunzel, Rapunzel, let down your hair,” he called out. In her room, Rapunzel started banging on the door again and calling me every bad name under the sun. I tuned her out, I thought I was getting very good at ignoring her at that stage.
 
   Careful so I couldn’t be seen, I threw Rapunzel’s braid out the window and secured it on the shutter hook. In my best sweet voice, I said: “My love, climb my hair.”
 
   The hair strained, he had taken the bait. Climbing the braid like it was a rope, the man walked up the side of the tower. I desperately wanted to look out the window and see where he was up to, but I couldn’t risk being seen. If he saw just a glimpse of me, my entire plan would fail.
 
   I waited patiently, watching the hair as it strained on the shutter hook. It only had to hold for a few moments more and then it could loosen. Just a few minutes, that’s all it would take.
 
   I had given him enough time. I stood, looking over the ledge. The man was almost at the window, almost close enough to kidnap my precious Rapunzel. I couldn’t allow that to happen. I let the hair tie go, unraveling the braid from the hook.
 
   The man and the braid went crashing down to the ground. He landed with a decided thump, so loud it shook the walls. As I peered over the windowsill, I felt no sympathy for him lying on the ground. He shouldn’t have come after my Rapunzel. He was being punished for his wicked ways.
 
   A smile spread across my face, the man would not return again. I had honored my vow to the queen and protected the princess. I had done it, I had saved her.
 
   Two men hurried over to the man as he groaned in pain. They tended to his injuries, trying to prepare his body so they could take him away. They glanced my way, seeing me smile in the window as I watched. I hoped they would hurry so I could explain what I had done to Rapunzel. If she listened to me, she would understand why I had to do it. I would make her understand, even if she refused to.
 
   I continued to watch as the two men placed the unconscious man over their horse and started to move away. As they did, I could see the emblem on their tunic. It was a fleur-de-lis with a single feather crossing through it, one I was familiar with. That same emblem I had seen a thousand times in my life. It used to be on my clothes too. That emblem belonged to the king and queen.
 
   I stumbled back from the window, what had I done? Were those three men really from the palace? Did I really just injure one of my own fellow people? I didn’t want to believe it and, in truth, it confused me more than anything. Were they really from the palace, sent by the king and queen themselves? Or did they just steal those clothes from one of my people?
 
   Deep in my heart, I knew the answer already. The uniforms and armor fit too well, like they were tailor made for those men. Rapunzel’s parents had sent them into the forest and I had injured one of them.
 
   “Please let me out, Mother!” Rapunzel yelled from her room. She was sobbing, I could hear it in her voice. “I promise to be good, please open the door.”
 
   If the knights were walking freely in the forest, did that mean the war had ended? Did I somehow miss the sign of safety from the palace? There was no other reason for the knights to be so contentedly walking out in the open. I had to get to the palace.
 
   I opened the door and Rapunzel raced out. Her glorious red hair was just a short bob around her perfect face now. I felt sick to my stomach seeing it in the daylight.
 
   “I’m sorry Rapunzel, please forgive me.”
 
   “You cut my hair!” She yelled at me, her eyes red from her crying. “Why would you do such a thing?”
 
   “I had to stop that man, I thought he was going to kidnap you.” How could I make her understand everything?
 
   “He was nice to me, he loves me. He would never kidnap me, I would have gone with him freely. You had no right to do that. What have you done to him?”
 
   “He fell and the other knights took him away,” I said guiltily. Yet the man was not the highest item on my priority list. “I need to tell you something and then we must leave the tower.”
 
   Rapunzel stared at me with a mixture of confusion and hatred. I would have to beg for forgiveness later. “What could you possibly tell me that would make this alright again?”
 
   “You are a princess, Rapunzel, you are the heir to the kingdom.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   I tool a tentative step closer to her and guided her to a seat so we could talk. I feared she might faint after hearing the story in full. “The night we had to flee the palace, the queen came to me with you. You were just a baby and she feared you would come to harm in the attack. She couldn’t guarantee your safety if you stayed in the palace. So she entrusted me with you. She told me to flee and only return once I received the signal that it was safe.”
 
   “The queen gave me to you?” She was having trouble forming sentences with her words. It was a lot of information to take in.
 
   “She did. She made me promise that I would do everything in my power to keep you safe and then return you to the palace. For the last sixteen years, I have been keeping that promise.”
 
   “But you cut my hair.”
 
   “To protect you from the man.”
 
   She pulled at the uneven strands on her head. If she let me, I would have to straighten it up later. Hopefully it would grow back fast.
 
   “And I’m a princess? A real life princess?” I nodded my head, glad it was slowly starting to sink in. “You aren’t my mother?”
 
   “I thought it would be better if you thought me your real mother. You wouldn’t miss your real parents then.”
 
   “You’ve been lying to me all this time. I knew you were and you kept denying it.” She stood, angrier than I had ever seen her. And she could throw some mean tantrums when she was a toddler. “I hate you! I’m going to the palace and finding my real mother. I never want to see you again – ever!”
 
   She stormed over to the trapdoor and I let her go but stayed right behind her. “I’m coming with you, I’m not letting you go alone.”
 
   “You can never tell me what to do. Never again.”
 
   “I still have to honor my promise to the queen and keep you safe. We will go to the palace together,” I replied, resolutely refusing to let her get herself hurt with her impetuous actions.
 
   “You will do no such thing. I never want to see you again.” She threw down the ladder and started climbing. I was only one rung behind her the entire way.
 
   She tore down the wood barring the door and threw it aside like it had caused her great pain. I was certain she would like to do the same to me, given the chance.
 
   We burst outside and she started stomping in the opposite direction of the palace.
 
   “The palace is this way,” I pointed out, nodding in the other direction. She gave me a look that would have made me burst into flames if looks could kill before turning around and stomping the right way.
 
   I kept pace with her, refusing to let Rapunzel out of my sight. She might not have liked it, but there was nothing she could do about it. We were going to the palace together, whether she liked it or not.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   We walked for two days straight before the palace came into sight. After sixteen years, my memory was a little fuzzy on how to get there. Rapunzel accused me of pretending and tricking her so we wouldn’t get there but I wasn’t. It seemed like I couldn’t do anything right in her eyes anymore.
 
   I knew I had caused Rapunzel such distress that she wouldn’t want to know me any longer. I was resigned to the fact I had lost my adopted daughter. I couldn’t be angry with myself though, I had kept my promise to the queen that I had made that horrible night so long ago. I never broke my word.
 
   “Look at that, we’ve been walking for two days and no-one has tried to kill us yet. It must be a miracle,” Rapunzel said sarcastically. I rolled my eyes and bit my tongue, refusing to be pulled into another argument. If we had been attacked, the joke would have been on her.
 
   My feet were getting as tired as my patience but we kept going. I’m sure Rapunzel walked swiftly just so I had trouble keeping up with her. If she still had her long braid, I would have tugged on it to slow her down. I couldn’t do the same with her new shorter hairstyle.
 
   Finally, we found ourselves standing at the gates to the palace. They had aged since I had last seen them, but I guess I had too so they couldn’t be blamed.
 
   The guards on the door barred our entry by crossing their swords in front of us. “Who goes there?”
 
   “It is I, the witch of the palace. I have returned after sixteen years and need an audience with the king and queen,” I replied, in my most formal voice. I prayed Rapunzel would be silent at my side. If something had happened to the royal couple, I didn’t want her revealing herself as the princess. I should have warned her, but she probably would have just done the exact opposite of my asking.
 
   The guards peered closer, squinting in the sunlight to see me better. The one on the right was too young to know me, but I recognized the one on the left.
 
   “Bragard, it really is I,” I said again, using his name to jolt his memory.
 
   His lips turned from a grimace into a grin. “It really is. Welcome home, witch.”
 
   I curtsied my thanks and they uncrossed their swords, allowing us to enter. We walked through the stone corridors that had once been my home. My stomach was a knot with nerves at returning. I wouldn’t believe we were safe until I laid my own eyes upon the king and queen.
 
   “You didn’t tell me you were a witch,” Rapunzel whispered in my ear. She had been sufficiently nervous herself to grip my arm as we walked. She wasn’t as brave as she once thought. It made me think of the little five year old I used to teach how to pick strawberries.
 
   “Everyone thinks I’m a witch but I have no power,” I explained. “I am just an ordinary woman.”
 
   We reached the doors of the throne room and entered carefully. The guards did not stop us, despite our disheveled appearance and dirty clothes.
 
   Seated on their respective thrones at the end of the room was the king and queen. They carried a few more wrinkles and grey hairs, but it was them. I would recognize them anywhere.
 
   I curtsied as I approached, showing them my respect. Rapunzel mimicked by actions, curtsying behind me. For once, she remained silent.
 
   “Your Majesties, I have returned,” I declared. They both looked at me like I was a ghost from the past. The queen rose from her seat, barely able to believe what she was seeing.
 
   “Thalia? Is that really you?”
 
   I nodded my head. “And I bring with me Rapunzel.” I stood aside so they could see their daughter for the first time in sixteen years.
 
   The three of them stared at each other, cautious and disbelieving. Rapunzel looked just like her mother with the porcelain white skin and fiery red hair. Nobody would be able to deny they were mother and daughter.
 
   “Rapunzel?” The queen breathed in a voice so quiet it was difficult to hear her.
 
   “Mother?” Rapunzel said tentatively. “Are you really my mother? Am I really a princess?”
 
   With tears running down her cheeks, the queen moved forward and enveloped Rapunzel in a tight hug. She openly sobbed with happiness. “I never thought you’d return.”
 
   “She locked me in a tower,” Rapunzel replied, nodding my way. “She cut off my hair.”
 
   The queen let her go and took two steps to stand in front of me. Her look was so stern that I suddenly feared they might blame me for holding onto her for sixteen years. Even though it wasn’t my fault, perhaps they wouldn’t see it that way? Maybe my future lay in the dungeons of the palace with nothing but a dirt floor and moldy bread to keep me company. I suddenly feared being there, something I had never felt before in the throne room.
 
   “My queen, you didn’t give me the signal to return. I waited. Every day, I waited. You have to believe me. I wanted to return just as much she did,” I rambled quickly. If I was now fighting for my life and freedom, I didn’t want anything left unsaid. I would speak now and never hold my peace.
 
   The queen took a step closer and gripped me by my arms. Her hold was so tight that I could never escape it. She was far stronger than she looked in her grand gown.
 
   “My queen-” She cut me off.
 
   “Thalia, thank you,” she said. I could tell by the look in her eyes that she was sincere. I started to relax. “You have kept your promise and your word to me. You have returned my daughter when it was safe to do so. She owes you her life and I cannot thank you enough for what you have done for us. This kingdom will continue because of what you did.”
 
   I wanted to cry with relief. Not just because it looked like I was going to be spared the dungeons, but because I had finally fulfilled my promise. I was free now, released from my prison of duty. Oh, and the kingdom would continue to reign with the princess restored to her title.
 
   “I am happy you are pleased, my queen.”
 
   “You will be handsomely rewarded for your selfless act, Thalia, I promise you.”
 
   We were suddenly interrupted as one of the pages ran into the room, in a worry about something. All eyes turned to him as he spoke. “Your Majesty, his condition has worsened.”
 
   “It is as I feared, he’s not going to make it,” the queen replied, more to herself than the page.
 
   I remembered the man I had caused to fall from the tower. He wore the kingdom’s emblem, it had to be the same man. One look at Rapunzel told me she was thinking the same thing too.
 
   “Mother, who is not going to make it?” She asked, casting a scathing look my way.
 
   “Prince Casper of Glasshouse,” the queen explained. “He was visiting our palace in the hopes of marrying our daughter. When I told him you were missing, he vowed to find you. I’m afraid he suffered some injuries in his journey and now he is severely unwell.”
 
   “He was going to marry me?” Rapunzel said incredulously. I was equally as surprised. So he wasn’t going to kidnap her after all, my bad. I was only doing what I thought was right, surely she couldn’t hold that against me for the rest of my life?
 
   “Your marriage was going to unite our kingdoms in peace.”
 
   I gulped.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   “May I see him?” Rapunzel asked.
 
   The queen nodded elegantly, the way I always remembered her. She led us through the hallways and into the prince’s bedroom. He was lying unmoving, his hands clasped together over his chest.
 
   It was the same man from the forest, the one I had caused to tumble. His golden hair cascaded over the red velvet cushion under his head. Guilt shot through me like an arrow at seeing what I had done. Yet, if I had to do it all over again, I would have done the exact same thing. He was a threat to my daughter’s safety, I would still protect her with my life if needed.
 
   Rapunzel ran to his side, sitting on the edge of his bed. She grasped his hand in her own, squeezing it tight. “I know this man.”
 
   The queen stepped closer. “How? My dear Rapunzel, how do you know him?”
 
   “He found me. We were in love, Mother, we were so in love. I wanted to marry him. I knew we would be together forever. My heart aches for him now to see him like this.”
 
   “We have called for the best doctors to attend to him,” the queen replied, placing a comforting hand on her back. “Yet none have been able to heal his wounds. It seems he is lost to us forever. His kingdom is going to be very displeased with us.”
 
   I racked my brain, trying to think of anything I could do to help. Was there a potion I could conjure? Some herbs that might heal his wounds where medicine could not? Was there a spell I could attempt to cast? I would do anything to reunite Rapunzel with her love now. Now I knew the full story.
 
   “It can’t be,” Rapunzel sobbed. The heavy tears ran down her face, falling like droplets of rain onto the prince. She leant her head over, grieving for him.
 
   We stood there as she wept, letting all the sorrow out. We didn’t know how long it would take for her to wear herself out but neither of us were prepared to leave until that happened. We would both be there for her, both of her mothers.
 
   With his shirt starting to get quite wet with the tears, the prince suddenly moved. We all stopped, like perhaps it was just imagined.
 
   “My love,” Rapunzel whispered, shaking him and waiting for a reaction.
 
   Suddenly, the prince’s eyes few open as he took a gulp of air into his lungs. He sat up in one swift movement. “Rapunzel? You’re crying.” He wiped at her tears as a smile spread across her face.
 
   “You’re okay?” She asked, letting him cup her cheeks in his warm hands.
 
   “I am more than okay now you are here. I came for you,” he said softly.
 
   “I know. You fell, it was a terrible accident.” My heart leapt as Rapunzel lied for me. She didn’t hate me after all, I could feel it in my bones. “But we can be together now, you’re well again.”
 
   The prince looked up at the queen as if silently asking permission. She nodded her head before he turned his attention back to Rapunzel. “Will you marry me, my darling? Please say yes so we can be together forever.”
 
   “I would love nothing more.” With those words muttered, he took her in his arms, pulling her to his chest. They embraced warmly, like they were just made for each other.
 
   The queen turned to me. “I need you to promise me something else.”
 
   My stomach started to churn, not another promise. The last one had taken me sixteen years to fulfill, I had thought I was free now. “Yes, my queen?”
 
   “You have to promise me you will continue to be a part of our family. You don’t have to stay in the palace, but it would be our honor to have you. Rapunzel is just as much my daughter as yours.” She looked at me so warmly, I could have melted. It was literally an offer I could not refuse.
 
   “Yes, my queen, I promise.”
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
   Ten days later, Rapunzel and Prince Casper were married in a beautiful ceremony in the palace gardens. It was a magical day, so full of happiness and color. It was more than I could have ever imagined.
 
   And to be a part of it was something else entirely. When I had made that promise to the queen sixteen years ago, I never could have imagined what future it would bring for us. Every minute was worth it to keep the princess safe for moments such as these.
 
   I kept my new promise to the queen and remained in the palace for the rest of my life. People stopped calling me the witch, they even forgot about my inability to cast spells, they all saw me as the woman who had saved the kingdom. It was a title that made me blush with embarrassment, but I still wore it with pride.
 
   The queen explained to me one evening why she had never given me the signal to return. They were never certain it was actually safe to come back. The kingdoms all around were still threatening to invade. Even to this day there are still problems. Yet they would always be there, it was all part of being royalty. She was grateful to us for having made the decision for her.
 
   Rapunzel and I spoke every day afterwards. We would have tea together high up in the palace turret, just like it was our own tower. We would laugh and joke, and I would braid her long red hair in a plait. I never joked about cutting it off.
 
   When Rapunzel had children of her own, I was there for every moment of their upbringing. The three boys and two girls all had fiery red hair, just like her. I had to admit they had their father’s eyes though, bright blue and sparkling. I loved them just as I would have loved my own children. After all, I was their godmother.
 
    
 
   The End
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   CHAPTER1
 
    
 
    
 
   It was the happiest day of my life. “I do,” I muttered as I looked into the eyes of my beloved. He was the most handsome and kind man I had ever known and I loved him with all my heart.
 
   “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your queen.”
 
   My stomach did back flips as my king kissed me in front of the entire kingdom. They erupted into cheers of joy for our union.
 
   My new husband led me into our reception, the cheers never abating. We sat at the head of the table, a feast laid out before us. The music started and it was the most perfect day I had ever had. I never wanted it to stop. If I could have stayed in that moment forever, I would have been deliriously happy.
 
   The whole thing felt like a dream. I had wished my entire life to find a man that would love me and make me feel beautiful and my husband was everything and more. He was perfect in every way so when he had proposed, I didn’t even hesitate for a second before accepting.
 
   It was his second marriage, he had already lost one wife to illness. But that was many years ago, his heart was healed and ready to love again. They said I was too old to get married at thirty, that nobody would want me. I thought I was an old maid and gave up all hope of having a family of my own. Until the day I met the king.
 
   “May I have this dance?” My husband asked politely, bowing low and holding my hand in his. How could I possibly refuse?
 
   “Of course you may,” I replied. I let him lead me onto the dance floor, a large checkerboard pattern on the stones. We were in the middle of the palace, hundreds of candles lit our way.
 
   He twirled me around and around until I was giddy. I don’t know if it was the movement or the fluttering of my heart. Either way, I couldn’t stop giggling. I was getting my happily ever after, it was really happening. To me.
 
   “Oh, I think someone is waiting for me.” The king abruptly interrupted our dance to stop and stare at his daughter. She was standing behind me, a little girl of twelve with hair as dark as a raven and skin as white as snow.
 
   He let go of my hands to grasp hers. I retreated to the sidelines and found a seat with which I could watch them. I was looking forward to having a daughter. I hadn’t spent much time with Snow since our courtship but I imagined all the wonderful mother/daughter things we could do together. It would be so much fun doing each other’s hair, eating scones and tea together, and choosing pretty dresses. I couldn’t wait to get started.
 
   Yet the longer I sat there, awaiting my king’s return, the sadder I was starting to feel. With every twirl around the dance floor, Snow looked at me. There was something about that look, the way her lips curled into a smirk, that made me uneasy.
 
   I tried to imagine how it would be for the poor girl. To have her father remarry must have been difficult. It had been just the two of them for eight years. To suddenly have to share her father with another woman would be hard. It would take some getting used to for all three of us. I would give her time and let her come to me slowly. Then we would be the best of friends.
 
   After all, it was just a few dances. I could wait patiently for my husband to return after a few dances. I was the adult there, I would let Snow have her fun. After all, it was almost her bedtime.
 
   Yet her bedtime came and passed again. I sat by myself at the table watching them for hours. Nobody talked to me because I was now the queen and it was bad manners to converse without formal introductions. So I sat there alone, wishing for some attention. I wanted to dance so badly, I wanted my husband to hold me in his arms. That was where I felt most at home and happy.
 
   Eventually, I went to bed by myself. It didn’t seem like their dancing would ever end and every time I tried to get his attention, Snow would snatch it straight back again. I didn’t want to break their bond so I thought it best if I just took myself out of the equation.
 
   I stood in my chamber alone, staring into the mirror as I took off my jewels and crown. They truly were beautiful and they were all mine now. But they were no substitute for my husband. I wanted him there with me more than anything.
 
   Looking back on that night now, I should have known it was a precursor to how our marriage would be. I would always be second to Snow. And I would have been fine with that, I understood the bond of a parent and their child. What I didn’t expect was to be completely shut out of their lives altogether.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   “I thought you might have called upon me last night,” I said over breakfast the next day as I buttered some toast. I said it casually, like it wasn’t cutting through me like a knife and hurting – which it was.
 
   “I’m sorry, my darling, I got caught up dancing and Snow didn’t want to stop,” the king replied, equally as casual. I nodded, not wanting to cause a fuss.
 
   “Perhaps you can make it up to me today by coming riding with me? We could take a picnic down to the lake,” I suggested. The weather was beautiful, to be indoors would have been a crime.
 
   “I want to walk in the woods,” Snow piped up. It was the first time she had actually participated in the conversation since she joined us. “Daddy, please say you’ll walk in the woods with me?”
 
   The king looked between us and I instantly knew which activity he would choose. I tried not to let my heartbreak show on my face. Their time together was important too, I just had to give Snow time to adjust.
 
   “The woods sound like fun too,” I sighed, plastering my face with a smile.
 
   “Walking in the woods it is then,” my husband said cheerily. I could only hope he appreciated my sacrifices. It wasn’t exactly how I planned to spend my first day of marriage.
 
   And yet that first day was exactly how every other day of our marriage went. I would plan to do something, my husband would agree, and then Snow would want to do something else. I always let her have her way, fearing she wouldn’t like me otherwise. All my ladies in waiting told me I should stand up to her, lest she do it forever. But I couldn’t. I wanted to have a daughter so badly and I was certain she would eventually come around.
 
   Two years later, I was still waiting. Right up to the day when my husband lost his life. He was killed while out hunting with his men. They were only supposed to be gone for a few hours and yet they never returned.
 
   When I was told, it was like my entire world had broken into a thousand pieces. I had expected to spend the rest of my life with the king, we would grow old together and live in complete happiness forever. I will always remember that moment as the worst moment of my life.
 
   Snow was even more difficult to deal with after that. She didn’t take the news well either. She called everyone a liar and stormed out of the room, breaking an expensive vase on the way out. I tried to run after her and offer my shoulder in comfort but she wouldn’t accept it. Somehow, she had thought the whole thing my fault. Like he wouldn’t have been killed had we not been married.
 
   She was angry, I understood. I gave her space and continued to let her come to me when she was ready. I had to run the kingdom now until she was old enough to claim the throne. When she was married, that was the time the law said she was ready.
 
   I took comfort in the last gift my husband had given me – a mirror to sit on my wall. It was oval and surrounded with gold. He had told me it was magical and taught me how to use it. If I spoke to the glass, it talked back. Apparently it was enchanted.
 
   “Mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the most beautiful of them all?” I would ask it. The mirror was supposed to then reflect my own face back and tell me it was me. My husband said it was to remind me how lovely I was when he wasn’t around to tell me. Now that he was gone, his words cut even deeper.
 
   The burden of running the kingdom took a heavy toll on me. I never realized how much the king did until it was all up to me. He worked hard ensuring his people were happy and had enough of everything to live a comfortable life. It was no easy feat. I did my best but I was certain everyone thought I wasn’t up to his standard. I agreed, but I was trying so hard.
 
   One morning, it was just like every other morning, I was having breakfast. Snow had joined me but had not said a word. I tried to engage her in conversation. It was just the two of us in the room, I didn’t have anyone else to talk to even if I wanted to.
 
   “That is a very pretty dress you have on today,” I commented, trying to be nice.
 
   “My dress is none of your business,” Snow replied insolently. It irked me but I couldn’t let her get to me. I wouldn’t let her push me away when she needed me the most.
 
   “Is it new?” She just stared at her food. “I was thinking of going into town today to visit the people, would you like anything while I’m there?”
 
   All of a sudden, she stood up and threw her fork down onto her plate, sending it careening to the ground and breaking. The noise echoed around the palace walls. “You are not my mother! You have no right to talk to me. My father never even loved you, he was only using you to look after me.”
 
   She stormed out of the room once her venomous words were lingering in the air. I knew I shouldn’t take her words to heart but it was a little difficult. She was always saying things like that. For some reason, she got it into her head that her father was looking for a replacement mother for Snow instead of a wife. According to her, he never wanted another wife after he deeply loved his first one so much.
 
   I knew the king loved me like a husband should. Yet as much as I told myself that, it seemed like there was always Snow’s voice reminding me that I was wrong. It was like I couldn’t remember my husband now without hearing her words. She was ruining his memory for me and I hated it.
 
   Every time I got upset, I would retreat to my mirror and ask it the question my husband told me to. Each time, it would tell me I was the most beautiful woman in the land and I would think of my king. It always brought a smile to my lips.
 
   So I couldn’t hate Snow, not after she had lost both of her parents. Instead of attending to her myself, because clearly that wasn’t working, I organized for Snow to have the best nannies and tutors that the kingdom could buy.
 
   Over the next two years, I left her alone. I would get regular reports from the nannies and Snow was recovering well. My only concern was her temper. Apparently she still held a great deal of anger within her.
 
   She was approaching the age of marriage and I feared putting the burden of the kingdom on her unstable shoulders. I didn’t want to make her anger worse, I knew how difficult the job was. I was torn about what I should do and what the king would want me to do, so I continued on ruling until I knew she was ready for it.
 
   She didn’t like it that I was the queen. I think she wanted me to abdicate the moment her father passed so she could take over ruling. I stuck to my promise of being a mother to her and wouldn’t do it. We continued to avoid each other until our meeting was inevitable at the age of sixteen.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER3
 
    
 
    
 
   I was sitting in my throne room when it happened. I was speaking with my advisor, sorting out some issues when she barged in through the doors. They rattled, making an awful noise.
 
   I instantly dismissed my advisor and guards, dreading what was about to happen. I didn’t want anyone to witness Snow’s behavior. Everyone else loved her, they thought she was a perfect young woman. I didn’t want to ruin their illusion.
 
   “I want my kingdom!” Snow yelled, her voice echoing through the large room. My heart instantly started hammering away in my chest, I hated confrontation and Snow was the best at it.
 
   To be honest, I was a little scared by her. Her eyes burned with rage, all directed at me. I knew there would be no reasoning with her. She wouldn’t listen to a word I said, even if I was telling her why she couldn’t have her kingdom yet. It was only for her own good so she didn’t have to deal with the burden at such a young age.
 
   “Snow, you are still so young. You can have the kingdom when you are ready for it. You know I only want what is best for you,” I replied, trying to keep my tone of voice soothing. The last thing I wanted to do was antagonize her.
 
   She stomped over to the side table and proceeded to pick up and throw each of the expensive antiques onto the floor. One by one, they were shattered into a thousand pieces. I let her go, despite how much money she was throwing onto the ground.
 
   With the last one still in her hand, Snow turned to me. “My father never loved you! I want you to die like him!” She aimed the vase and threw it at me, aiming directly for my head. I ducked at the last moment, narrowly avoiding taking the direct hit. The vase smashed into the wall behind me, sending shards in all different directions.
 
   Her anger was not normal for a sixteen year old girl. I feared there was something seriously wrong with her. I had heard stories of demon possession before, or even witch’s curses that took all the sweetness from a child. My stomach was sick just thinking about what was causing her to burn with such rage.
 
   “Snow, you need to calm down.”
 
   “You can’t tell me what to do!” She screamed my way before leaving as abruptly as she had arrived.
 
   I found the guards and gave them orders. “Please make sure Snow is okay and not in danger of harming herself or anyone else.” They nodded their understanding and left, heading in her direction.
 
   I dismissed all my advisors for the day after that and sat alone in the room, cleaning up the mess myself. There were already so many whispers in the palace about what a terrible step-mother I was to Snow. I didn’t need anyone to witness the fallout from my latest attempt. They all thought I was mean to her and that’s why she hated me so much. Some of the gossip I had heard brought tears to my eyes and I’m sure it was Snow that was the one spreading them.
 
   I spent countless days and nights agonizing over what I should do about Snow. My conclusion was that it seemed the palace wasn’t a healthy place for her. She needed to live without the burden of court life. She needed to find herself again, rediscover the little girl that her father loved so much. She had to be in there somewhere.
 
   With a heavy heart and at my wit’s end, I called for my friend, the Huntsman. He and I had got to know each other quite well after my husband died. If I needed anything, he would help me in any way he could. I appreciated the way he never judged, only aided me. He was the only one I had confided in about Snow and her treatment of me. I knew my secret was safe with him.
 
   “My queen, what may I do for you?” He asked, bowing low to me. I wasn’t a fan of the formalities but I couldn’t stop them.
 
   “I need you to take care of Snow White for me,” I said, knowing I was putting the wheels in motion for her to get better. I had to do something, everyone in the palace was starting to think I was evil and I wasn’t. That was the opposite of what was going on.
 
   “You want me to kill her?” He looked at me with his eyes wide open.
 
   “No, of course not.” My eyes were equally surprised at that notion. “I want you to take her into the woods and find a new home for her. I want her to have some time to think clearly. She will soon remember who she really is. She needs refuge, not a kingdom full of eyes watching her.”
 
   He nodded. “I understand. I will do it immediately. You have my word, my queen.”
 
   “Thank you, Huntsman,” I said sincerely. He bowed again before he left.
 
   I started pacing, praying I was making the right decision. I loved Snow. Every time I looked at her, I saw pieces of her father reflected back at me. I know he would have wanted me to do this. If she continued on as she was, she would have a nervous breakdown. Hopefully my actions would circumvent that happening.
 
   I felt nauseous until I saw the Huntsman again. A full day and night had passed since our meeting. As each moment passed, it only made my nerves even greater.
 
   “Huntsman, please tell me what happened,” I pleaded nervously. My fingernails had all but disappeared from my anxious biting of them.
 
   “It is done. Snow is in the woods, she will find refuge there,” he replied.
 
   “Did she go willingly?”
 
   He shook his head, I should have known. “She said she was being banished so you could rule the kingdom forever without her. She called you many terrible names that I could not repeat.”
 
   “As I expected. In time, she will see this was the right decision. I am doing this for her and not myself. I will more than gladly give her the kingdom when she is ready for it.”
 
   “Yes, my queen.”
 
   “We must not tell anyone about this,” I continued. “We cannot have anyone finding her until she has recovered. When she is rested and her true self again, then we will bring her back and celebrate.”
 
   “That will be a joyous day,” he agreed.
 
   “It certainly will be.”
 
   I dismissed the Huntsman and breathed a sigh of relief. It was done, Snow would be fine. But just to be sure, I would check on her regularly. We would both know when it was time for her to return.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER4
 
    
 
    
 
   My mirror had more magic in it than just speaking to me. I could also see things in it, things that weren’t just a reflection. When I concentrated hard enough, it would show me images of things that were going on in the world. Most of the time I used it to check on the kingdom and make sure people were still happy. Unfortunately, it’s how I heard the gossip about me too. For that reason, I tried not to do it very often.
 
   I was still worried about Snow so I sat in front of the mirror one morning and concentrated on the girl. Within seconds, the mirror started a wave of activity, slowing down to reveal where she was.
 
   It appeared Snow was adopted by seven little people. All men, she was their housekeeper of sorts. Each of the seven little people had their own personality, one appeared very happy, another bashful, one looked to be sleepy, one a little dopey, there was one who sneezed a lot, a grumpy one of course, and one that appeared to be healer or doctor of sorts. They looked like one big, happy family.
 
   I was so pleased that Snow had fallen on her feet. She looked happier than I had seen her since her father died. I knew right then that I had done the right thing. When she was ready, she would return and I would gladly hand over the kingdom to her. I’m sure she would make a wonderful queen one day, but only when she was ready.
 
   I wanted to do something nice for her, considering everything seemed to be going so well. Her progress restored my optimism that perhaps we could still be a family, perhaps my dreams weren’t completely lost.
 
   I called for the royal tailor and ordered a dress be made. Nothing fancy, just something that Snow would be comfortable in while in her new surroundings. The tailor got straight onto it and I had it before the week was out.
 
   “Madeleine, please deliver this to Snow in the woods and make sure she sees the note,” I explained, giving my maid instructions. I had to tell her where Snow was and why, but I knew she would keep it to herself. I trusted Madeleine, she had been with me even before I was married.
 
   I waited in front of the mirror, guessing my maid should have been there before noon. I was so looking forward to seeing the smile on Snow’s face when she got the dress. I’m sure she would appreciate the gift and accept it with the love I sent it with.
 
   Madeleine arrived just on noon, as expected. I settled in front of the mirror, eager with anticipation. She handed Snow the gift, including the note, and then left with a curtsy.
 
   Snow opened the package and took out the dress. I’m sure I saw a smile on her face when she admired it. The tailor had done a wonderful job, it truly was a beautiful dress.
 
   She moved onto the note next and that smile turned into a frown. Much to my absolute horror, she held my note of encouragement and love over a candle and let the flame set it alight. The entire thing vanished into a cloud of ashes.
 
   My heart broke, I had such high hopes for that gift. I guess it would take more than a dress to repair our relationship. I wasn’t going to give up though, not when she was doing so much better.
 
   I continued to watch as Snow put the dress on. It fit her perfectly. I was surprised to see how grown up she was getting. All I could see was a beautiful young woman instead of a precocious child. I wouldn’t have long before handing over the palace.
 
   Standing in front of a mirror, Snow pulled the corset on the dress tighter. She was trying to make her waist smaller, I guessed. She kept tugging at the laces until they grew far tighter than they were ever intended to. She passed out, falling to the floor as she tried to gasp for breath.
 
   I panicked, that wasn’t supposed to happen. She should have known to loosen the dress once it started to get so tight that she couldn’t breathe. I jumped up from the mirror, unsure how I could get to her in time. Even if I sent help, it would take longer for them to get there than she had.
 
   I needed to do something but I couldn’t think of what. My eyes kept flicking back to the mirror and her lifeless body on the floor. I had to act, I needed to do something and quickly.
 
   Suddenly, the little people returned and found Snow on the floor. They quickly helped her, loosening the corset so her lungs could be filled with much needed air again. I held my own breath as Snow gasped for hers. She was alive, she would be okay.
 
   I collapsed onto the chair, my hands shaking. I concentrated harder so I could hear what they were saying, I needed to hear her speak to know she was indeed alright.
 
   “Snow, what happened?” The happy one asked. They were all crowded around her, concerned for her welfare.
 
   They helped her sit up, her cheeks rosy from the effort. “It was the queen, she tried to kill me. My dress was enchanted, it strangled me.”
 
   They all exchanged worried glances while I gasped with surprise. My shock then turned into anger.
 
   “She must be stopped.”
 
   “She’s so evil.”
 
   “We have to do something.”
 
   The nasty comments continued around the circle of little people. “I didn’t do that! It’s a lie!” I yelled at the mirror. I knew they couldn’t hear me but I couldn’t hold it in. Snow was framing me, telling anyone who would listen how evil I was.
 
   My anger subsided into sadness once again. I had tried everything. I thought I was doing a good deed. I just wanted Snow to like me but it seemed like it was never going to happen.
 
   But I would not be dissuaded so easily. I picked up my favorite comb off my dressing table. It was my mother’s and I loved it dearly. Snow would know that, she would see that I was really trying to do the right thing.
 
   I called for my maid once again and instructed her to take the comb to Snow. I would gift it to her and just wait for our relationship to be repaired. She could then return to the palace and we could rule together. I would teach her everything I knew.
 
   After all, Snow White couldn’t hurt herself with just a comb like she did with the dress, right? It was just a comb. How wrong I was.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   I was on tenterhooks until Snow received my gift of the comb. I was excited for her to understand what it meant, that I loved her like a daughter. My mother had given it to me and I had given it to her. She wouldn’t say anything nasty and mean about me ever again.
 
   I watched in the mirror all day, waiting for the moment when my maid reached her. It happened at noon, just like the day before. She received the comb, looked at the card, and then went inside the little home she shared.
 
   Standing in front of the mirror, Snow pulled her red bow out of her hair and started pulling my comb through. She looked so beautiful, so grown up now. My heart swelled with images of her running home and into my arms. We would be an unstoppable force together.
 
   The little people soon joined her. I concentrated so I could hear them.
 
   “The queen sent me this comb,” Snow explained. The men all exchanged worried glances. I tried to ignore it. “Apparently she thinks I need to look after my hair better.”
 
   “She’s so mean,” the grumpy one mumbled. “We should cut off all her hair while she sleeps.”
 
   “How can anyone think you’re not the most beautiful of them all?” The bashful one asked. “Your hair is lovely, just as it is.”
 
   “I guess she just doesn’t like me,” Snow replied, shrugging. If she really thought that, it didn’t seem like she was affected by it at all.
 
   “She should leave you alone,” the sleepy one said before yawning. He was having trouble just standing without nodding off. I should have sent a doctor for his narcolepsy and see if there was anything that could help him. They were dressed like they were miners, that couldn’t be safe deep in the ground.
 
   “We should stop her,” the sneezy one added, wiping his nose on his sleeve. Snow used to do that when nobody was looking too.
 
   “Ow,” Snow suddenly cried out. She pulled the comb away from her head with a great clump of hair still attached to it. “This comb is poisoned, look what it did to my hair.”
 
   All the seven men examined the damage, shaking their heads and then their fists. They were angry with me, just taking Snow’s word that I had sent her a poisoned comb. Apparently I was evil enough to do that.
 
   I waved my hand over the mirror, not wanting to see anymore. So I was wicked and evil and only wanted to harm Snow White. That’s what they all believed and who knows who else she had told? The whole thing was a mess that I needed to fix. Otherwise Snow would never return and take her rightful place on the throne. Her father would be so disappointed.
 
   I paced around my room, desperately trying to think of a way to repair our relationship. I had to do something and the longer I waited, the more people would hear the horrible gossip.
 
   Besides marrying her father, I didn’t know what I had done to incur such wrath from Snow. As far as I could remember, I had never treated her anything but nicely. I tried so many times to include her in everything the king and I did so she would never be left out. I tried to give her space so she wouldn’t accuse me of replacing her mother, and I made her father very happy. I had done everything right, so why did she accuse me of being so very wrong?
 
   My hopes for having a family were dashed. I suddenly realized that Snow would never be my daughter. She didn’t love me and would never accept me. But that didn’t change the fact that she needed to return to the palace and take over the kingdom one day. If I didn’t teach her what she needed to know, the people would suffer. And it would be much harder for her to understand her duties. I had to keep going. If not for Snow, then for my husband.
 
   My eyes fell on a fruit bowl placed in the centre of my table. It was full of fresh fruit; bananas, pears, apples, and grapes. Perhaps if I sent her some fruit, she would enjoy the sweet tastes of home? She couldn’t accuse me of doing anything to the fruit, could she? I couldn’t go wrong.
 
   This time, I wasn’t going to leave it up to my maid to send the gift. I would go myself, ensuring Snow knew that my intentions were only pure of heart.
 
   I dressed for my travels quickly and took one last look in the mirror. I barely recognized myself these days, I looked old and aged. The years spent ruling the kingdom, the loss of my beloved husband, and the stress of dealing with Snow had definitely aged me prematurely. Staring back at me was nothing more than an old woman.
 
   I sighed, asking the mirror one last time. “Mirror, mirror, on the wall. Who is the most beautiful of them all?”
 
   “Snow White, my dear. While lovely of spirit, you cannot compete with a beauty such as she.”
 
   So even my mirror was now turning on me. I should have known better than to expect anything else. Seeing all my wrinkles, I tended to agree with it anyway. Snow White was young and beautiful, I couldn’t deny it and I wouldn’t want to. She was going to catch a very handsome husband one day. They would make cute little children together and be picture perfect. That is what I hoped for her anyway.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   The journey was long and arduous. My poor maid, what I had put her through. I was going to have to give her a holiday for forcing her to deliver Snow’s previous presents.
 
   A chill ran through the air, going straight to my bones and freezing me from the inside out. I wrapped my cloak around myself, holding it closed in an attempt to keep the wind out. With my head down, I struggled through and kept going. Every footstep was an effort.
 
   But I actually felt excited about seeing Snow White again. We hadn’t been parted for too long, but with the little people she seemed to be a different person. Perhaps she would not be able to call me evil when face to face? I hoped so, both of our futures depended on it.
 
   Maybe our reunion would go so well that she would travel back to the palace with me? We could then start ruling together. I could send a message out across the lands that she was eligible for marriage and they would send their most handsome princes to compete for her hand in marriage.
 
   If that happened, the kingdom would be filled with joy, laughter, and dancing. There wouldn’t be any sadness or sorrow. And all those rumors about my poor treatment of her would be hushed. Everything would just be wonderful from that moment forward.
 
   The little people’s house finally came into view. I was so relieved I almost ran to the door and knocked. I waited patiently, butterflies in my stomach with the happy anticipation.
 
   Snow answered, she looked me up and down. There was no recognition in her face. I probably looked like a haggard old woman to her, considering I had aged so much with the stress of everything.
 
   “What do you want?” She asked, her voice filled with impatience and grumpiness.
 
   I looked down at my fruit basket, ready to hand it over. Unfortunately, it looked like I had lost most of it in the journey. I had stumbled over a few times, I guess I didn’t notice the fruit tumbling out too. All that was left was a single apple. It didn’t seem like enough for a present but I didn’t have anything else.
 
   I pulled out the apple and held it up. At least it was a perfect shade of bright red and looked completely unharmed from the journey. “I have brought you this delicious juicy apple.”
 
   Snow looked at it warily. “What do I want with an apple?”
 
   “It’s yummy, it will fill your taste buds with its sweet nectar.”
 
   She took it carefully, like it might hurt her at any moment. When was she going to understand that I didn’t want to hurt her? I wanted nothing but the best for her.
 
   Our reunion didn’t seem like it was going to be as wonderful as I had hoped. When she didn’t even recognize me, it just twisted the dagger I already felt in my heart.
 
   “Take a bite,” I urged. I at least wanted to make sure she enjoyed the apple, even if it was such a diminutive gift for my step-daughter.
 
   She looked at it again before flicking her eyes to me. She didn’t trust me but what was new? She never trusted me, ever since we had first been introduced by her father. I had tried so hard at that first meeting for us to be friends. It was apparently all for naught.
 
   I smiled encouragingly as she placed the apple to her ruby red lips. She took a small bite, at least trusting me that much. It was time she knew for sure who I was.
 
   “Snow, I’m your step-mother, the queen. I’ve come to make peace with you,” I said gently. Her eyes opened wide with surprise as she gasped.
 
   As she did, the bite of apple must have caught in her throat. Snow started choking, dropping the apple so her hands could indicate her throat was blocked. I quickly put down the basket so I could help her.
 
   At that moment, the back door of the wooden house swung open and all the seven little men walked in – fresh from their day of hard work. I glanced over Snow’s shoulder as they quickly approached her.
 
   I panicked, I couldn’t be seen there. They would blame me for Snow’s accident and think I had poisoned her or something. I couldn’t let that happen, not when all the rumors were so bad already.
 
   Amongst the little people was a doctor, I knew he would be able to assist Snow better than I. I slipped away from the house and ran as fast as my legs could take me. The entire time, I prayed and wished and hoped that the little people would be able to make her better. She was in good hands with them, much better than my own apparently.
 
   I gasped for breath as I ran through the tall trees of the forest. I had to get home, I desperately needed to view her condition in my mirror. She had to be okay. My dear daughter had to be. I would never be able to forgive myself if anything happened to that girl.
 
   It was only an apple, how could she have choked on it? She had taken such a small bite. Surely she wouldn’t have done it on purpose? I hated myself for even having that thought. Poor little Snow.
 
   My legs ached and I lost track of how many times I had fallen over but I wasn’t going to stop. It felt like my life was at stake, just as much as Snow’s. If I didn’t make it back to the palace and see that she was okay in the mirror, I wouldn’t be able to survive another minute.
 
   I kept going, the bruises and cuts accumulating over me. I would have someone at the palace attend to them once I saw she was okay. That was the plan because nothing else mattered to me except Snow.
 
   Finally, I reached the palace. I ran through the stone corridors until I was sitting in front of my mirror. My appearance was ghastly, it was no mystery why I had received so many disapproving looks as I came in.
 
   But my wild hair and smeared makeup were not the issue at that point in time. “Mirror, mirror, on the wall, show me Snow and her fall.”
 
   The mirror image wavered into a sea before clearing again. Snow was still lying on the ground, all the seven little men gathered around her.
 
   The doctor amongst them turned Snow onto her side and gave her a few pats to the back. A little piece of apple dribbled out of her mouth but still she remained lifeless. He settled her back on the floor again, not seeming to notice the piece of apple.
 
   “She’s been poisoned,” he concluded, to the gasps of the others. “It must have been the evil queen again. She gave her a poisoned apple and then ran away.”
 
   “But Snow…” the bashful one started sobbing. “She can’t be gone.”
 
   The grumpy one wrapped an arm around his shoulder in comfort. They really did love my Snow, at least her last moments were with loved ones.
 
   Tears ran down my cheeks, landing on my lap and pooling. Snow White was dead, and I had killed her. I shouldn’t have gone there, I should just have let her be. I was only trying to be nice and look what I had done. I didn’t know how I was going to be able to live with myself.
 
   Once the kingdom heard the story about what I had done to Snow, they would all turn against me. It didn’t matter how well I ran the kingdom, they would only be thinking of my evil act. And it was evil. I had killed her, pure and simple. Whether it was intended or not, it made naught difference. I was a killer, I was evil.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER7
 
    
 
    
 
   For three days I was glued to the mirror, unable to tear myself away from it. I watched as the little men built a glass coffin for Snow. They didn’t want to say goodbye to her and she didn’t seem to be decomposing, so they insisted on the walls being glass.
 
   She looked to be just sleeping peacefully, still as beautiful in death as in life. Her cheeks kept their rosy glow, her lips still ruby red. I wished she would just wake up, like it was just a terrible dream. I knew she couldn’t because of what I had done but it didn’t stop me wishing.
 
   After her funeral, I stopped watching. I covered my mirror with a red velvet cloth, refusing to peek any more. No matter how long I stared at her, it didn’t change anything. I vowed never to look in that mirror ever again.
 
   The news of Snow’s death had filtered through the kingdom. I didn’t know what to say to my people so I let the gossip tell the story. The Huntsman told me I should set them straight but I couldn’t. How could I convince them I wasn’t evil when I couldn’t even convince myself? My actions had caused her death, there was no denying it.
 
   At least while everyone thought I was evil, they kept away from me. The maids all did as they were told, my advisors agreed with everything I said. It was much easier getting things done when they were scared of me. Little did they know how much I cried in my private chamber, away from their prying eyes.
 
   I knew I had to go on, my kingdom did need me even if they thought I was evil. I had to wear the burden of my sadness in private so I could reassure them the kingdom would continue on. The problem was, we no longer had an heir. If I didn’t remarry and then bear a child, the kingdom would stop with me.
 
   But who would want to marry an evil queen? I had no chances of finding anyone who would love me like a husband should. And no-one would compare to my wonderful late husband. Nobody would even come close.
 
   The days that passed soon turned into weeks. Everything went back to a type of normal but my heart was shriveled. I went through the motions for the good of the kingdom but that was all. Anything else was just too much to bear.
 
   One day, I was seated in my throne room, staring out the window when one of my most trusted advisors ran into the room like his pants were on fire. They weren’t, but he did hold a note in his hand.
 
   “What is it?” I asked, my curiosity getting the best of me
 
   “We’ve had word of a royal marriage,” he panted. He had obviously run quite a way to bring the news to me.
 
   “A royal marriage? Between whom?” He had my full attention now. I hadn’t heard of any courtships occurring in the kingdoms.
 
   “Snow White and Prince Charming.”
 
   At just the mention of her name, it felt like I was falling. I gripped the side of the throne so I wouldn’t slide off onto the floor. “Is this a joke? Is someone deliberately trying to hurt me?”
 
   My advisor shook his head fervently, I think I saw a little bit of fear in his eyes. “No, my queen. It is true. Snow White is marrying Prince Charming this afternoon. She’s alive.”
 
   I still couldn’t believe it, it felt like I was now dreaming. “How is this possible?”
 
   “I don’t know, my queen. But Snow White is alive and well.”
 
   “Everybody leave,” I commanded. I needed to process what was happening and I couldn’t do that with an audience and a room that was spinning in my head.
 
   I paced back and forth, still unable to believe what was happening. How could she still be alive? I had seen her choke to death. She had been placed in a glass coffin, never to awaken again.
 
   Perhaps they had got it wrong? Perhaps this girl who claimed to be Snow was just an imposter? If she looked the same, perhaps people would want to believe it was really her? Anything was possible when people wanted to believe hard enough.
 
   There was only one option for me and the kingdom. I had a wedding to go to.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER8
 
    
 
    
 
   Everyone in the kingdom was outside the church. Those that weren’t fortunate enough to get inside were just waiting to see the happy couple from the courtyard. If it was anything like my wedding, they would parade through the streets, sharing their joy and happiness with their people.
 
   I had to bustle my way through everyone, trying to be as polite as possible. Nobody wanted to give up their viewpoint, especially not to let an evil old woman through. How things had changed in only a few years. Once, they would have parted and curtsied so I could glide through them. How I longed for those days when things were so much simpler. And I had my husband by my side.
 
   Trying desperately not to use my elbows to get me through, I worked my way up to the church doors. Guards stood there, crossing my way with swords.
 
   “Invited guests only,” one of them barked at me. I stood myself up to my full height, standing like the queen I was.
 
   “I am the queen, I order you to let me in. Am I not entitled to see my daughter marry her prince?” I stared down at them. When my polite words didn’t work, I scowled at them. “Do you want me to curse you?”
 
   The swords magically parted for me. I lifted the hem of my dress off the floor and stepped over the threshold. I had to squint in the darker church to adjust to the lighting. I could just make out two figures at the front of the aisle. Could it really be Snow, arisen from the dead? I didn’t want to get my hopes up but I would know that silhouette anywhere.
 
   I hurried up to the front, desperate to know the truth. The bride and groom came into view. Prince Charming was exactly how I had remembered him when I last encountered his chiseled good looks. And standing next to him was Snow White, my step-daughter.
 
   My hands started shaking, it was like seeing a ghost. How could it even be possible? I saw her choke on the piece of apple. I saw the glass coffin her little men built for her. My mirror would not have deceived me, it was unable to lie. My husband had made sure of that.
 
   “Snow?” I breathed the words as they caught in my throat. They both turned to look at me, surprised to see me there. I remembered the last time we had been together, she hadn’t recognized me. “It’s your step-mother, the queen. You’re alive!”
 
   I went to throw my arms around her, I needed to hug her more than I needed anything else. Yet the prince took a step between us, shielding her with his body. “Come no further.”
 
   “Snow, oh, Snow. I am so overjoyed to see you. And you’re getting married. I have never been so happy for you,” I continued, unfazed. “This is a day of celebration, your father would be so proud of you.”
 
   Snow placed a tender hand on Charming’s shoulder, he allowed her to step forward. “I don’t believe I invited you to my wedding, Step-Mother.”
 
   “But, you’re alive, we can be a family again. We can rule the kingdom together as one.”
 
   “I’m not doing anything with you. You tried to kill me, I have seven witnesses to your evil,” Snow replied, staring me down while putting her hands on her hips. Even with a scowl she was the most beautiful girl in the kingdom.
 
   “I didn’t, it was an accident,” I stammered. “I only sent gifts with the best of intentions.”
 
   “With the intention of killing me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t kill you, Snow. I wouldn’t do something like that.”
 
   “Guards!” Snow suddenly yelled. Her voice echoed off the large stone walls. Guards started rushing at me from all angles. I took a step back, holding up my hand to halt them. I was, after all, still the queen of the kingdom.
 
   “Stop. I will leave,” I declared. It had dawned on me that I was never going to have a happy relationship with Snow. She was never going to be my daughter, no matter what I did. I would always be her enemy.
 
   Even though it pained me like nothing else, it had to be this way. I prayed my husband would forgive me for giving up. Perhaps he would be proud of me for trying as hard as I did? Wherever he was, I hoped he knew how much I had wanted to be a family.
 
   “You and Charming can have the kingdom,” I said loudly, making sure everyone heard me clearly. “I give it to you in full. I will never return.”
 
   Snow looked satisfied. She should be, she did win after all. I was bowing out gracefully before she pushed me out. And knowing Snow, she would probably choose to push me out of a very tall window.
 
   If she wanted all the stress and worry that running a kingdom took, then she could have it. I was tired of working all day, every day, just to have everyone gossip about me being evil. I was done with all that, well and truly over it. Let her find out how hard it was on her own. I had done everything I could to make it easier on her.
 
   “I wish you nothing but happiness for your future together. May you be blessed with many children and a kingdom of peace.” I nodded before turning and leaving. Every eye in the place was turned to me, I could feel them burning into my back.
 
   I didn’t stop until I was at the edge of the forest, realizing I had nowhere to go.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
   There was only one place I could think of that might offer me refuge. I ventured into the woods, travelling for hours before I reached the home of the seven little men. They had cared for Snow so well, and they didn’t know what I looked like, perhaps they would take me in too.
 
   I vowed I would never call myself a queen again. I was just plain old Amelia, the name my parents had given me. I knocked on the door, my heart pounding in my chest as it was answered.
 
   The sneezy one stood there, losing his grip on the doorknob and sliding off. He had to catch his footing before he fell to the ground. “Yes?”
 
   “My name is Amelia, I am lost. I was hoping you might take me in?” I waited with crossed fingers, hoping they would be just as hospitable to me as with Snow.
 
   The little man was joined by his six friends. The one always smiling pushed the sneezy one aside. “Come in, come in. A pretty woman is always welcome at our door.”
 
   I took a tentative step inside, it already felt like home. I would be happy there, I could feel it in my heart that I had found my true family.
 
   That was close to twenty years ago now. Like I promised myself and Snow, I never again set foot in the kingdom. I was a forest dweller now, happy to keep a home for my seven companions – and a few more.
 
   It seemed the Huntsman wasn’t so happy with the new order of things at the palace. He had found me, sensing I might retreat to the forest. He showed up at my door one day and we have been together ever since.
 
   We were married in a simple ceremony in the gardens, Doc performed the vows for us. We had a beautiful lunch together as the sunbeams shone through the trees and we danced all night. It was the most perfect wedding I could have ever wished for.
 
   One year later, I got my wish of having a daughter. And then a son. And then another daughter. The Huntsman and I had three gorgeous children, each one filling my heart with nothing but joy. We spent every day playing with them, teaching them things, and dancing in the sunlight. Their seven uncles loved them just as much as we did. I don’t think I have ever laughed that much in my life.
 
   Snow and Charming had children too, and I heard they ruled the kingdom admirably. The people embraced them and the economy flourished. I was happy for them, pleased they had both gotten what they really wanted.
 
   Overall, we all lived happily ever after. Even if it was in a way that I had never expected.
 
    
 
   The End
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   CHAPTER1
 
    
 
    
 
   The wail of the newborn baby interrupted my thoughts. So the kingdom had a new princess, good for it. Just like with any new member of royalty, I was summoned to attend the blessing.
 
   It was tradition in our kingdom for fairies to attend the birth of any royal baby. We had been doing it for centuries and it was important to honor the king and queen. I couldn’t refuse even if I wanted to.
 
   I stood with my fellow fairies, watching the baby girl as she lay in her crib. Each of us were required to give her a gift and wave our magic wand to ensure it would happen. The rules of our kind were that we could only grant one wish for her. Just one, no more and no less.
 
   Fern, the fairy to my right, granted her beauty so she would grow into the most beautiful princess to have ever lived. Petal, the fairy to my left, granted her a perfect singing voice so she could enchant the kingdom with her songs. Yawn.
 
   It was suddenly my turn to grant a gift. Silence fell on the room as I stared at the infant. I had been nervous for days about the gift I would grant. I knew what I had to do but was dreading it anyway. There was no other way, it had to be like this.
 
   I stepped forward, taking one last look at the king and queen. They had no idea what they had gotten themselves into. They held so much hope for the little child and all the possibilities of the future. I was about to take that all away.
 
   It brought me no joy to do what I had to do. Someone had to protect the kingdom and that task fell on my shoulders. I was Milly, the fairy that would change everything.
 
   I raised my magic wand high in the air, bracing myself for what was to come. I had granted thousands of wishes before, but there was something so different about this one. It felt wrong in my heart but I knew it was right in my mind.
 
   It was time, I could not delay it a moment longer. The princess was quite exquisite, her little rosy face would ensure she grew into a beautiful young woman. A very dangerous young woman.
 
   “Princess Aurora, before the sun sets on your sixteenth birthday, you will prick your finger on a spinning wheel. When that happens, I give you the gift of death.”
 
   As the words escaped my mouth, a collective gasp rang out in the otherwise whisper quiet nursery. My fellow fairies were stunned into stillness, unable to move.
 
   The king, however, could move very easily. He raised one shaking hand and pointed it directly at me. “Seize her!” He bellowed as the queen sobbed at his side.
 
   Guards ran for me, I allowed them to capture my arms. I just needed some time to explain to them my actions and then it would be clear why I had to do what I did. For death was a gift to the fair Princess Aurora, they just didn’t realize it yet.
 
   “You have to let me explain!”
 
   “Silence! You have cursed my daughter to an early death. How could you do that to us, Milly?” The king stared at me, his nostrils flaring with rage.
 
   “I had to do it-”
 
   “Do not say another word or I will have your head rolling on the floor.”
 
   I kept my mouth shut, I knew the king did not make empty threats and was hotheaded. He would carry out his punishment before I even got to say another word.
 
   The king and queen turned back to the other three fairies. “Mary,” the queen started desperately. “Please save our daughter. Use your gift to help us.”
 
   The fairy dithered as she started to formulate her gift. I couldn’t let that happen, not when there was so much at stake. “Mary, no! The princess has to die, she cannot live once she is of age.”
 
   “Get her out of here,” the king ordered. The guards complied as they started dragging me toward the door. I couldn’t leave, not like this and not with the entire fate of the kingdom in the hands of one confused fairy.
 
   “No, Mary. Your Majesties, let me explain. There is so much you don’t know.”
 
   But I was too late. The last words I heard before I left were from Mary. “Dear child, on your sixteenth birthday, you will not die but fall fast asleep. You shall stay asleep only until you receive a kiss from your one true love. Then you will awaken once again and break the curse. I give you the gift of a second chance.”
 
   The stupid fairy, always going on about true love and soul mates. She had just doomed the kingdom to meet its grisly end, along with all those who lived here. Stupid, stupid, fairy.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER2
 
    
 
    
 
   The king banished me from the kingdom that same day. He knew there was no way his human-made dungeons could hold a fairy so he didn’t even try to pretend. I always respected the king for that, which was why I found it so difficult causing him so much pain.
 
   I never got a chance to tell them why I had cursed Aurora, because they did see it as a curse. I saw it as a gift, not only to the princess but to the kingdom too. Aurora could not be permitted to survive into adulthood.
 
   Two days before the birth, I had been flying through the enchanted forest when I had encountered a wise old man. He was bent over with age, his face wore a thousand wrinkles. With his white glazed eyes intent on me, he had given me a warning.
 
   When the princess came of age, she was to cause the downfall of the kingdom. He didn’t know what she was going to do, but he foresaw many deaths, destruction, and chaos. To spare thousands of lives, the one had to be sacrificed.
 
   I begged the old man for an alternative, a solution that would spare the princess. But there were none. The future could only be changed by ensuring she would not come of age. There was something evil, ugly, about the princess that everyone was too enamored to see. Everyone would be too blinded by her beauty to see the real her.
 
   For two whole days I wondered if I would be brave enough to save the kingdom. Only when I was in that room, looking down at the infant, did I know for sure. I had to be strong, the fairy I was, and take action.
 
   In hindsight, I should have told Fern, Petal, and Mary about the old man and his warning. I should have let them in on the plan so we could stand united. However, I didn’t trust them to keep the secret. If they had told the king what I was planning, I wouldn’t have been allowed near the child. And I needed to be near her or my gift would not have worked.
 
   It was a mess, but a necessary one. If only Mary had not used her gift to change mine. Now, the kingdom was still at risk of being plunged into darkness. My work was far from over.
 
   I spent the next sixteen years in a constant state of distress. All I could think about was the old man and his words of warning. To make it worse, I could not find Aurora anywhere.
 
   Since the night of her birth, she had been placed into hiding. I had not seen her or my fellow fairies since. I was certain they were hiding her, but I had no proof. I could not get back into the kingdom to explain myself, and I could not find the evil girl.
 
   My only friends were some birds that had taken pity on me when they heard me explain my story. They volunteered to fly high over the kingdom every day, searching for Aurora. It became our life’s mission.
 
   I lived in a cave on the outskirts of the kingdom. I had no friends except my birds and I was so lonely I could barely suffer it. I missed my old life, but at the same time, I knew what I was doing was noble. Someone had to protect the kingdom and fate had somehow decided that it should be me.
 
   I counted down the days until the princess’s sixteenth birthday. When it was only one day away, I gathered my courage and travelled to the palace. I needed to warn the king and queen, if nothing else.
 
   I did not expect to be welcomed with open arms. However, I thought they might have calmed down enough to at least hear me out. My words were important, they had to hear them eventually.
 
   The palace guards blocked my entrance. In my panic, I started yelling. “You have to listen to me. This kingdom is doomed if Aurora is permitted to live.”
 
   “Don’t you think you’ve done enough damage?” The guard asked me as he held a sword to my throat. The blade glinted against my skin, threatening to cut me at any moment. That was the kind of welcome I had expected.
 
   “They need to know the truth.”
 
   “They already do. Now get out of here before I am forced to kill you.” He sneered at me, his rotten teeth gnashing together. My birds smelt better than he did.
 
   I caught a glimpse of the king as he crossed the courtyard inside. “Your Majesty! Please, let me explain. Aurora is evil, you cannot let her live! Please, tomorrow is her birthday.”
 
   For a moment, just a mere moment, we locked eyes. The king had grown weary and aged in the sixteen years since I had seen him. He was battle scared, his heart heavy. It would only get worse after the following day.
 
   He shook his head, it was such a small movement that I barely saw it. He continued walking as if he had not heard or seen me. He would regret that, for I was only trying to do the right thing.
 
   I was unceremoniously dumped outside the kingdom by the guard. “Don’t come back or I will personally make sure you spend the rest of your filthy life in the dungeon.”
 
   I stood up and wiped away the mud from my dress. I watched him leave, knowing he would regret his threat the moment the old man’s wise words came true. Aurora was going to be the ruin of the kingdom and it looked like all I could do was stand back and watch.
 
   I started the long walk back to my cave, trying to formulate some kind of plan in order to stop what was about to happen. My mind raced with all the possibilities. Yet everything I could come up with involved finding Aurora. Without the girl, I could not stop her. She could be planning the downfall as I walked and I would not have known it.
 
   “Milly, Milly,” the bird squawked as it settled on my shoulder. “I have found her. I have found the fair Princess Aurora.”
 
   Or perhaps there was a lot more I could do than stand back and watch. It was time to save the kingdom and everyone in it.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   I followed the crow from the kingdom limits into the forest. He led me through the thick trees, his black feathers flapping on his elegant wings. We travelled for many miles, never slowing our pace. I was determined to see the princess with my own eyes and would let nothing get in the way.
 
   The crow landed on a pile of boulders. “Down there, look.” He pointed his wing to behind the rocks. I peered over carefully, ensuring I wouldn’t be seen by that whom I was seeking.
 
   I saw her. She was lovely, as beautiful as Fern had gifted her to be. Her long golden hair shined under the sun’s light, her delicate frame pranced through the trees like she was made out of wispy clouds, and her voice tinkled like a perfectly tuned bell.
 
   Aurora was enchanting, to say it simply. The cute little baby had grown into a beautiful young woman. But, more importantly, my sixteen year long search was finally over.
 
   “Are you sure it is her?” The bird asked.
 
   There was no doubt in my mind. “Her fairy mark, it is still on her ankle. Only those gifted by a fairy bears them and she has four.” The little marks, barely more than a speck from this distance, were each shaped like a heart. Together, the four resembled a four leaf clover. Unless you knew what you were looking at, you would never have known what they were.
 
   I watched for some time as Aurora gathered flowers and berries from the forest. She was talking nonsense to some animals as they pretended to listen. She was probably trying to recruit them for her evil plans.
 
   The birds, rabbits, mice, and squirrels scuttled around her as she moved. They hung on her every word, their doe eyes looking at her like she was their wonderful leader. A pang of jealously ran through me at the way she had so many friends. Even if they were only forest animals.
 
   As she passed another tree, she stumbled across some clothes. They were men’s, a cape and some boots. How strange for them to be lying about in the forest. My curiosity was certainly sparked, as was hers.
 
   Aurora’s animals helped her pick them up. She danced about with the cape, pretending it was a real person. I wanted to roll my eyes, it seemed far too fanciful a thing to do. Especially when she was about the take over the kingdom.
 
   She was singing something about a dream, once upon a dream or something like that. Her voice was so quiet I could barely hear it.
 
   She and I both heard the footsteps of a horse at the same time. Our heads shot around in the same direction as she stopped mid-dance.
 
   I stood, ready and poised to make my attack at any moment. I could not let the princess out of my sight and I could not let anyone else have her. No-one understood the importance of keeping her from the kingdom like I did.
 
   The grey horse galloped into the clearing and stopped immediately the moment it spotted Aurora. Sitting astride the steed was a handsome man, probably no older than Aurora herself.
 
   He quickly climbed down from his horse. “Madam, I am sorry to interrupt you. Your dance was so lovely, I had to see it up close.”
 
   Aurora blushed with a rosy glow to her cheeks as she bowed to him. “Sir, I am sorry to have interrupted your ride. I shall be leaving now.”
 
   “No, don’t go.”
 
   She stopped in her stride and turned to face him once again. “Why not?”
 
   “I wish to talk to you, get to know you better. Please stay.” He bowed to her deeply. It was almost sickening to watch. He was only going to be pulled into her horrible plans for the kingdom.
 
   “Okay, I will stay,” Aurora replied shyly. He held out his hand for her to take. She slid hers in carefully. They started a dance around the forest floor, their feet as graceful as a swan.
 
   The man spun Aurora around and around in circles to the sound of her laughter. Their dance could easily have been done in the royal palace and they would not have seemed out of place. Both of them moved with the elegance of a thousand stars and moons.
 
   When the music they could only hear in their heads ceased, they came to a stop. It took a few moments for them to both regain their breath as they looked into one another’s eyes. It almost felt wrong watching them, like I was intruding on a private moment. They may only have just met, but it appeared their souls already knew each other. Probably for many thousands of years.
 
   They started to speak with each other in soft tones but I couldn’t watch anymore. I could not interfere with their private meeting. I sat down behind the rocks and closed my eyes for a moment.
 
   I needed to work out my plan. It was less than one day until she came of age and the wise old man’s words still echoed in my thoughts. She had to be stopped and it was all down to me to do it.
 
   I waited there all afternoon while they talked about dreams and wishes and other nonsense. I was patient right up until the man finally mounted his horse and watched as Aurora left his company. I stood and followed her, determined not to let her get away again.
 
   She pranced through the forest like she didn’t have a care in the world. If I didn’t know what a cold heart she had, I would have thought she was a girl newly in love. But I knew better, I knew the real Aurora. She couldn’t fool me.
 
   Before too long, Aurora led me straight to a little cottage hidden amongst the trees and rocks of the forest. As she went inside, I found a window to peer through. I stayed low, making sure to keep out of sight.
 
   My fellow fairies were hurrying about in a frenzy inside. They were making a dress, arguing over what color it should be. Fern was making a cake, presumably a birthday cake for Aurora. They were each making a terrible mess as they threw an impromptu party for the princess. It seemed to delight her anyway.
 
   I missed the fairies. They had barely changed in appearance since I last saw them so many years ago. I truly wished our circumstances had been different so we didn’t need to hide from each other.
 
   We had grown up together, for two hundred years we had been the best of friends. I regretted not telling them about the wise old man, but I still understood the reasons why I had not. Someone had to make the terrible decision that I had, I would not have wanted to burden them with it.
 
   After giving Aurora her cake and presenting her with the dress, the fairies sat her down to have a discussion. It looked serious, my ears had to strain to hear what they had to say.
 
   “You are a princess, Briar Rose,” Petal said gently. Briar Rose? I guessed that was what they were calling her to protect her true identity. It was a pretty name, almost as nice as Princess Aurora.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she replied, shaking her perfect little head and making her golden mane shimmer in the fading light.
 
   “You were cursed by a wicked fairy when you were born,” Fern explained – lying her butt off. “We had to hide you or her curse would come true. But tomorrow you will be sixteen, and providing nothing happens before sundown, the curse won’t come true.”
 
   “A curse? A wicked fairy? This all sounds so horrible,” Aurora said, still trying to take it all in. Perhaps I should have stopped her earlier, done the explaining myself. At least she would have the real facts then.
 
   “It’s the truth,” Mary insisted. “And tomorrow we will take you to the palace so you can claim your position on the royal throne. There will be a big celebration for your return.”
 
   “A party? For me?” Aurora asked.
 
   “Just for you,” Petal said. “Everyone is going to be so happy to see you. The kingdom will rejoice in happiness and love for your return.”
 
   They sat and ate the cake between them. I hoped it tasted better than it looked because it was a mishmash of colors and probably flavors too.
 
   As they discussed the palace and Aurora’s parents, she asked a million questions. Her excitement at returning home grew and grew until she was almost jumping out of her skin.
 
   I wasn’t nearly as excited. All I could think of was that I could not let her reclaim her position on the royal throne. She had to die before sundown tomorrow. It would only be over my dead body that Aurora could take control over the kingdom.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   I had continued my vigil all night so they would not escape from me again. In the few times I had napped, the crow had taken over the silent watching. Sleeping on the forest floor was not ideal, but it was barely any different from my own cave.
 
   When the fairies took Aurora on the trek to the palace, my heart hammered in my chest. It was time for me to take action. Soon, sixteen years of waiting and worrying would come to an end. Once I had disposed of Aurora, the kingdom would be safe once again and I could rest easy. Everyone would understand why I had to do it once they heard me out.
 
   I considered making my attack along the way, ambush them in the enchanted forest while there were no guards around. However, Fern, Petal, and Mary each had their wands with them. My single wand would be no match for their combined power. I would lose my opportunity to stop Aurora and I could not risk that. I had to be patient and bide my time until she was alone. I knew I would get my opportunity, I just had to wait for it to appear before me.
 
   I continued to keep my distance while they made their way to the royal palace. I didn’t bother trying to get in the front gate, I knew they wouldn’t allow me to enter. Instead, I found the back door, the one so old it was almost forgotten. Little did they know what a good memory I had. And little did they know how foolish it was to keep it unlocked.
 
   I crept into the palace and stalked through all the secret passageways I could find. There were dozens of the tunnels built into the place, all there to help keep the royal family safe. Which is exactly what I was using them for.
 
   Aurora was welcomed with much fanfare over her triumphant return. The people of the kingdom practically fell over themselves in accommodating her. I could only shake my head at their naiveté. They wouldn’t be so happy if they knew what I did.
 
   No-one was happier to see the princess than her parents. The king and queen enveloped her with hugs and kisses. They attempted to make up for the sixteen years of her life they had missed. My guilt at keeping them apart was starting to creep in, but I had to believe I was acting in the best interest of the kingdom. Still, my heart wasn’t made of stone like they wanted to believe.
 
   The celebrations came to a head with a feast. The king put on a regal spread of food, wine, and entertainment for his daughter. He had invited another king and queen to join them. I wasn’t entirely sure why, but I suspected they probably had a son who needed a wife. That’s normally why royal families socialized. Aurora was of age now, ready to be married and unite two kingdoms.
 
   Aurora sat with her parents, the fairies mingling with the other guests. She didn’t look happy. In fact, she was probably the saddest I had seen her since glimpsing her for the first time the day before.
 
   I moved along the corridor, desperate to hear what they were discussing. If nothing but to satisfy my own curiosity, I had to know.
 
   “You will like my son, Princess,” the visiting king said. So I was right after all, they were trying to play matchmaker. Seriously, could nobody see through her act to view the evil child inside?
 
   “My heart has already been stolen by another,” Aurora sighed. Either she was lying, or she was talking about the man in the forest. I couldn’t be sure which.
 
   “But he is a prince, you will love him. I can assure you, he will be a very good match for you.”
 
   Her father tried to salvage the conversation that was quickly going south. “Princess Aurora would be glad to have your son’s hand in marriage. I can assure you, the match will happen.”
 
   “But, I can’t. I am in love already.”
 
   “You will do as you are told, my dear.”
 
   She looked on the verge of tears. I almost felt sorry for her. She had appeared so happy in the forest yesterday. But, as I knew all too well, a lot could happen in the span of just one day.
 
   Aurora huffed away from the table the moment it was polite, taking the stairs faster than a princess should. I shadowed her in the secret corridors, all the way up to the highest point in the palace. I had no idea what she was doing, hiding from her future was my best guess.
 
   She wept openly once she was alone. Considering it might have been my only chance to take action before she was found, I needed to do something. And I needed to do it quickly.
 
   I stepped out of the secret door, surprising Aurora as her head snapped up to look at me. Her cheeks were tearstained, her eyes puffy and red. She didn’t even try to hide evidence of her sobbing.
 
   “Who are you? What are you doing here?” She asked me, never averting her eyes once.
 
   “I am Milly, a fairy. I have known you since the day you were born,” I replied, as calmly as I could. I didn’t want to startle her and cause guards to come running. It was my only chance to do what I had waited to do for so long.
 
   The dusty spinning wheels behind her suddenly caught my attention. The day I had given the princess my gift, all the spinning wheels in the kingdom had been confiscated. Apparently they weren’t all burned like I had suspected, but a few had been stored at the top of the palace. My plan was coming together nicely. Almost like it was supposed to be.
 
   “If you have known me since I was born, how come I do not know you?” Her eyes were as big as saucers as she stared at me. Her intense gaze was disconcerting. I had to stay focused on my plan or I would be beguiled like everyone else.
 
   “Because the other fairies tried to hide you from me. You see, Aurora, you are not an ordinary princess. You are quite special.”
 
   “Special, how?”
 
   “You were spoken of in a prophecy.”
 
   She shook her sad little head. “I did not even know I was a princess until last night. Now they are trying to make me marry someone I do not know. And you say I am in a prophecy? I am so confused.”
 
   Suddenly, the door to the room burst open. Fern, Petal, Mary, the king and the queen all barged in. One look at us and they started shouting for Aurora to get away from me. I stood still, rolling my eyes until they got it all out of their system.
 
   “She is wicked,” Petal said. “Get away from her immediately. She only wants to harm you, my dear child.”
 
   “How dare you! How did you get in here?” The king demanded. I wasn’t going to waste my breath by answering, he never listened to a word I said anyway. For the past sixteen years my voice had fallen on deaf ears and wasn’t likely to change anytime soon.
 
   Aurora stood by the wall, her face a picture of confusion as she looked at us all. It was almost difficult to believe she could be the same girl as the wise old man had spoken of. Almost – I knew evil wore many faces.
 
   Before she could decide who to trust, Aurora slipped. Her hands shot out to break her fall as she landed on the spinning wheel. She pricked her finger in one accidental movement and it dripped with blood. Before the red liquid could reach the floor, she fell over and beat it to the ground.
 
   Everyone raced to Aurora’s side, cradling her on the floor as she fell fast asleep. Mary’s gift had kicked in, saving her from the death of my gift. If only I had gone last, my work would have been done now. Aurora would be dead and the kingdom would be saved.
 
   “Princess, no!” Fern and Petal cried out in unison.
 
   The queen raced for Aurora and cradled her in her arms. She wept for the second time for the loss of her daughter. It was heartbreaking to watch, it wasn’t like it was the queen’s fault she had given birth to the person who would cause the downfall of the kingdom. Nobody would wish that on anyone.
 
   “Get out of here, now!” The king ordered me. There was no point in hanging around. I would stay close and wait for the moment they left the princess alone. Then I would slip in and ensure my gift was seen through to the end. Being asleep was not good enough for my liking. Not when the kingdom and all its people were at stake.
 
   Fern, Petal, and Mary followed me out. We stood in the secret corridor, glaring at each other. If Mary had trusted me sixteen years ago, it would all be over by now.
 
   “Why, oh why, are you so horrid, Milly?” Fern asked, a kind of wailing whine escaping her mouth. To say she was upset would have been an understatement.
 
   “I am not horrid, if you would only listen to me, I can explain everything. Then you will be sorry for stopping me,” I said haughtily. I was just as upset as they were but I could not let it show. I had to be strong so they would take me seriously.
 
   Petal tapped her foot on the floor. “Well, tell us then. I can’t wait to hear this.” They each crossed their arms over their chests, they couldn’t have looked more impatient if they tried.
 
   I took a deep breath, happy I could finally share the truth with them. “Just before Aurora’s birth, a wise old man foretold that she would cause the downfall of the kingdom. Thousands would die and everything would be lost. If I didn’t see the princess dead, then everyone was still at risk.”
 
   I waited for understanding, perhaps even apologies from the other fairies. Apparently I would have been waiting for a very long time.
 
   They burst into laughter. My face reddened with a mixture of embarrassment and anger. “Do not laugh at me, I am telling the truth!”
 
   “The princess is as sweet as can be, she could never hurt anyone,” Mary said through giggles. “You are sadly mistaken, Milly, just like you always are.”
 
   “And now we have to clean up your mess, just like we always do,” Fern added. Their laughter died down as they remembered the seriousness of the situation.
 
   “What shall we do with the sleeping princess?” Petal asked. “The only thing that can wake her is a kiss from her one true love.”
 
   I had an upper hand there. They did not know about the man Aurora had met in the forest. But I did. I knew the face of her one true love and I would be able to find him. I could stop him from kissing her, I could stop him ever seeing her again. A new plan was forming in my mind.
 
   “We must put the entire kingdom to sleep,” Fern said. “Then nobody will have to grieve for her and time will stand still. When she awakens, we can awaken everyone else and it will be like nothing ever happened.” It sounded absurd to me, but they wouldn’t listen to my objections, no doubt.
 
   I slipped out while they were finalizing their plans. They were going to fly around the entire kingdom and cast a sleeping spell. Everyone would fall into a deep sleep where they stood, slumping to the ground to rest indefinitely. The kingdom would come to a complete standstill and time would cease to exist. And they thought my plan was horrible.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER5
 
    
 
    
 
   I hurried to the fairies’ cottage in the woods, knowing the man from the forest would be seeking Aurora there. He would be unable to keep away, not with the way he was looking at her the previous day. I would capture him to ensure he could never kiss the sleeping beauty. He would never see her again.
 
   I didn’t have to wait long. His grey horse trotted up to the door and he dismounted. Knocking politely on the door, I answered it, flashing my most welcoming smile.
 
   “Hello, Sir.”
 
   “Madam.” He bowed deeply. He was even more handsome up close. “I am seeking a girl, one more beautiful than the sun and sweeter than any forest berry.”
 
   “You have come to the right place,” I replied. I grabbed his wrist and flashed my wand. In a moment quicker than the blink of an eye, we were in my house. It was merely a cave with rooms carved out over time, but it was my home nonetheless.
 
   “Let go of me.” The man struggled in my grasp but I had fairy magic to bind him. I locked him in one of the rooms, it would be his prison for many years to come. Perhaps even forever.
 
   “You should keep your mouth closed,” I warned him. “You are not going anywhere. And I need to sleep. It has been a terribly long day.”
 
   I left him some food and water before retreating to my own room. I needed some rest or I would not have the strength to be able to return to the kingdom and finish what I had started.
 
   I fell asleep imagining the faces of all the citizens. They would be at peace for now, unaware of what danger they are in. But not for much longer, the kingdom would soon be safe once again.
 
   When I opened my eyes the next morning, I knew something was not right. There were noises, sounds that should not exist within my home. And they weren’t all coming from the man that was my hostage.
 
   I jumped out of bed, fear coursing through my blood. I made it to the central cavern just in time to see the man escaping, along with Fern, Petal, and Mary. My fellow fairies were going to be the death of me.
 
   “Stop! You cannot take him,” I called out, trying to be as loud and assertive as possible. Fairies didn’t like being yelled at, they briefly cowered to my words.
 
   “He must kiss the princess,” Petal replied defiantly. “He is her one true love.”
 
   My wand was poised and ready to strike, but I could not use it against them. My heart would not let me. “How did you even know to come here for him? You did not know of his encounter with Aurora.”
 
   “He is Prince Philip,” Fern said. “His father reported him missing and we knew only one person was wicked enough to take him.”
 
   I hated the fact they still thought I was wicked. “But you don’t know he is Aurora’s one true love.”
 
   “We do now,” Mary said pointedly. “Before you just confirmed it, we only had a hunch. Thank you very much, Milly.”
 
   One flick of my wand, that was all it would take to knock them to the ground. I reconsidered my moral stance on the topic.
 
   All of a sudden, the prince lunged for me. The fairies had provided him with weapons. In the few moments it took for him to reach me, I recognized his shield with the royal crest, and the sword known to all as the Sword of Truth. I ducked at the last moment to avoid being slashed.
 
   I clutched at my wand, firing it at him to trap the prince in a protective bubble. He was bound by fairy magic, unable to move. “Do not hurt me,” I ordered him. “I am only trying to save the kingdom.”
 
   “So am I. The princess is the future of the kingdom, she must be awoken,” he said valiantly. Poor, naïve child that he was.
 
   “She is the downfall of the kingdom. If you wake her up, she will destroy every living soul. The wise man predicted it so it shall be done.”
 
   “She will do no such thing,” he insisted. I gave him points for being loyal, at least. “My Aurora is pure and true. She could do no harm to anyone.”
 
   His words cut through me just as his sword might have. For Prince Philip was holding the sword of truth. And that meant he could not tell a lie.
 
   My world spun around me. Could it really be true? That I had been so wrong about Aurora for the past sixteen years? I thought back to the chance encounter I had had with the wise old man. He was so clear, and so sincere in his words. How could I have gotten it so wrong? How could he?
 
   All I had done. All the terrible things. I had cursed the princess with death, she was saved only by Mary who gifted her after me. What horrible thing would I have done if I had been the last to gift her? I would not be able to live with myself. I could barely live with myself now.
 
   I stumbled against the wall, I needed to clutch at it to hold myself up. I was breaking down in front of them, my heart pounding with the consequences of my actions. I did not deserve the king’s mercy.
 
   Everything bad that was happening within the kingdom was now because of me. All due to my misguided belief that Aurora was the evil one. As it turned out, I was the one wicked enough to do the damage. I was a wicked fairy, it was true.
 
   There was only one thing I could do. I had to save Aurora and it must be done immediately. “We must go, we might not be too late.”
 
   Fern stood in front of me. “You are not coming to rescue the princess.”
 
   “I must. I have to make amends.”
 
   The three of them exchanged glances, the prince still in his bubble. I looked at them forlornly, trying to convey how sorry I was with my expression. Surely they had to understand why I must do this. I could not leave Aurora to perish when it was my fault she was in that situation.
 
   They talked amongst themselves in whispers, so quietly I could not hear what they were saying. I crossed my fingers, holding my breath until they were finished.
 
   “Fine, you can come,” Fern said. “But you must do as we say or we will use our wands.”
 
   “And you must give us your wand,” Petal added. I duly complied and handed over my only protection. I was now completely powerless against my fellow fairies.
 
   They freed Prince Philip from his bubble prison and we left the cave that I called my home. It was time to save the princess.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER6
 
    
 
    
 
   It was eerily silent and still in the kingdom. With all the citizens fast asleep where they lay, there wasn’t a murmur or whisper to be heard.
 
   We headed directly for the palace and the sleeping beauty known as Aurora. The fairies had placed her in the great hall, surrounding her with flowers and laying her out as if she had just fallen asleep only moments ago.
 
   She looked peaceful as she slept, so innocent. I still could only wonder how I had thought her to be so evil for so many years. My belief had lain with the wise old man, where I should have believed in her. I would never allow myself to be forgiven for what I had done.
 
   Prince Philip hurried toward Aurora. He grasped her hand, muttering and declaring his love for her. They looked as star-crossed as they had in the forest. It had been love at first sight, a beautiful, pure love.
 
   “You must kiss her,” Mary prompted. “Only a kiss from her one true love will awaken her and break the curse.” She shot me a pointed look at the mention of the curse. Apparently I would be apologizing for the rest of my life. It was what I deserved.
 
   “What about if I am not her one true love?” The prince asked, never taking his eyes off the princess.
 
   “Oh, but you are.”
 
   He waited a few more moments as he tenderly stroked her face. I wished he would just get it over and done with. I needed to know Aurora would be okay and the suspense was killing me.
 
   Finally, Prince Philip leaned down and his lips found hers. They kissed, a soft, gentle kiss that would have made the princess blush had she been awake.
 
   We watched and waited, my heart in my throat. Not a sound could be heard as we all held our breaths. The moments that passed felt like days, dragging out seemingly into eternity.
 
   Aurora’s eyelids fluttered. I thought at first I may have been seeing things. But then it happened again. Her eyes flew open as she looked up into her true love’s face.
 
   “She’s awake!” Fern gasped. As the words escaped her lips, all the sleeping bodies in the room started to stir. The king, the queen, the guards, and no doubt the entire kingdom was waking up to the news that their princess was alive.
 
   I felt tears stinging my eyes. I had not succeeded in harming the sleeping beauty and I had never been so happy to fail at anything in my life before. She was as sweet and pure as freshly made honey, she could never cause the downfall of the kingdom. The wise old man had been wrong. Just as I had been to believe him.
 
   “My love, you are awake,” Prince Philip said, kind of stating the obvious.
 
   “My handsome sir, you have found me. But how?” She asked. He helped her to sit up as she took in all those around her.
 
   “The fairies brought me to you.”
 
   The king hurried over to join his daughter. “Aurora, you are okay! And you have met Prince Philip.”
 
   Aurora’s eyes darted between the two men. “Prince Philip? This is the man you requested I marry?”
 
   “The very one.”
 
   Prince Philip looked at her lovingly, it made my heart swell to see them so tender together. Perhaps Mary was right, true love really did exist. “And I shall very much like to marry you, my love. If you will let me?”
 
   She gripped the prince’s hand tighter in her slender fingers. “I would love to.” They laughed as they kissed again, this time they were both awake.
 
   I watched in silence as the royal family hugged each other and welcomed Prince Philip into the group. To anyone observing the scene, they would appear to be the perfect family. Now I knew the truth, I thought they were perfect too.
 
   The king’s eyes suddenly found me. “Guards! Seize her. She must be stopped before she can harm my daughter again.”
 
   Three guards ran for me but I did not try to escape. I deserved any punishment I was due for causing so much pain to the royal family. I had taken away their princess for sixteen years, I should have to suffer for my mistake.
 
   I was seized by the arms, one guard on each side of me and the last one at my back. I could not move without them allowing me to.
 
   “Take her to the dungeons,” the king ordered. “Fairies, will you help me bind her with magic?”
 
   They did not answer him, they didn’t get a chance to. Aurora spoke before anyone else could. “No, Father. These fairies have delivered my one true love to me, please do not harm her.”
 
   “Not this fairy, she is wicked.”
 
   Aurora hurried over to stand in front of me, shielding me from her father. “She cannot be wicked for bringing me Prince Philip. I do not accept that she can be wicked.”
 
   “She is the reason for your curse, my dear Aurora. You do not understand,” the king insisted. I held my breath as they went back and forth with their discussion. My entire future was in their hands.
 
   “I understand well enough,” Aurora continued. “Please, spare her.”
 
   They locked eyes for many moments before finally the king blinked. “As you wish, Aurora. We will give her the freedom she does not deserve. However, she must promise me she will do no further harm to this kingdom.”
 
   That was a promise I knew I could keep. “I promise, my king. I shall do no further harm to anyone ever again.”
 
   I don’t know if he believed me or not but he took his leave anyway. At Aurora’s request, everyone started to celebrate the awakening and her engagement. The entire kingdom would rejoice with a feast and much dancing.
 
   Before I left, I wanted to personally apologize and thank the princess. I waited until she was busy fussing with some flowers alone and approached her.
 
   “Princess Aurora, may I have a word?” I asked politely.
 
   “Of course. What is it?” She smiled sweetly, she really was beautiful.
 
   “Thank you for saving me from a grim fate. I can assure you, my guilt is punishment enough over what I have done.”
 
   “I could not bear anyone being in the dungeons, not on such a happy day,” she said sincerely. “We have a wedding to look forward to.”
 
   “Indeed we do. I wish you and Prince Philip all the happiness in the world.”
 
   “Thank you, fairy.”
 
   I took a deep breath, still needing to say what I really should. “I wanted to apologize for cursing you so many years ago. I made a mistake by trusting the wrong person. I am glad I did not succeed, for you have grown into a wonderful young woman.”
 
   She clasped my hands between hers as she took a few breaths. “That’s the thing, my dear fairy. You did trust the right person. But let us keep that little secret between ourselves. Shall we?”
 
   My mouth gaped open as Aurora gave me a wink and let my hands go. For the second time that day, my world spun around me. What had I done? The kingdom was doomed.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Aurora married Prince Philip in an elaborate and beautiful ceremony shortly after her awakening. I heard it was a touching affair, full of heartfelt love and dreams coming true.
 
   Nobody believed me about the fair sleeping beauty. I tried to warn the fairies to watch her closely but they laughed off my misgivings. I had done all I could to save the kingdom.
 
   I left the palace and retreated into my cave. Even though I was no longer banished there, it was my home. And it would remain that way until the kingdom fell and Princess Aurora got her own way. It would only be a matter of time.
 
    
 
   The End
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   CHAPTER1
 
    
 
    
 
   The woods were not the same without her. She lit up all the trees, the leaves, the rotten logs, and everything in between. To say she was beautiful was severely underestimating her looks. And the effect she had on me.
 
   When she skipped down the path, it felt like everything was right with the world. It made me feel like I could fly, like anything was possible, like perhaps one day she would notice me.
 
   Red was her name. It wasn’t her real name, of course, who names their enchanting daughter Red? No, that was the name I gave her. For every time she came into the woods, she was wearing a red riding hood. The cape billowed behind her like she was flying, the hood framed her face like she was a portrait.
 
   Birds sang when she was around, at least they did in my head. Stubborn flowers that remained tightly budded would open up and blossom in her mere presence. The sun shone, the clouds parted, and night turned into day. And me? I floated on air. I did cartwheels, handsprings, and danced with glee. All because of my wonderful Little Red.
 
   I loved her. I loved her with my entire heart. I would have done anything for her. Literally, anything. I would have died for her. I would have given her the moon. I would have spent my entire life making her endlessly happy. It would have been worth it just to see her.
 
   All that, and she didn’t even know my name. I had spoken to her on several occasions. Every Friday she skipped along the same path to her grandmother’s house. I knew her routine so I could ensure I saw her. It was the highlight of every week. I often counted down the time until she passed by because I was so excited about that single moment.
 
   Sometimes, when I was feeling particularly brave, I would make sure I was busy next to the path. I would give her a nod hello or she would comment on what a beautiful day it was. It was always a beautiful day with her around. It was those few seconds that I lived for. Those few seconds gave meaning to every other moment of my life.
 
   I had it bad. And that was putting it mildly. The love I felt was like a dull ache in my heart. At times it was too painful to hold onto and I wished it could be released. Sometimes I would have preferred not to feel anything at all, be numb to the kind of ache that wondered if I would ever be able to be with her. It was a sweet torture that I carried around with me every moment of the day and night.
 
   Not that I was a stalker or anything. My love for her was real, and I was certain she would feel the same way if she knew me. It was a deep, true love that brought me back to the path every Friday just to catch a glimpse of her.
 
   I was a woodcutter so I spent a lot of time in those woods. I carried my axe and chopped firewood all day long. My muscles were big, my strength enduring. I had everything except the one thing I really wanted. Her.
 
   It was one day while I was chopping a tree that I saw her for the first time. I heard her first, she was singing a sweet little song to herself. It caught my ears so I had to look for who could possibly have a voice so wonderful.
 
   I had heard stories about mermaids that sung enticing songs that lured men to their doom. They called them Sirens’ Songs in the pub and told many fanciful stories about them. A part of me wondered if that was what I was hearing now for the song made me forget about anything else. I was nothing better than a fish caught on a hook and being reeled in.
 
   I crept through the trees so I could see the path. And there she was, in her bright red cape and hood. The sun fell on her face like a snowflake, making her glow like an angel. Her little black boots were spotless of mud even though it had been raining all night. She was pristine and perfect. I had no chance of forgetting about her.
 
   My heart felt like it was going to burst right through my chest at that moment. I had heard about love at first sight before, but I never really believed in it. Little Red made me a true believer. It was like I had been run over by a wagon, struck by lightning, and touched by a heavenly angel all at once. I knew I would never be the same again.
 
   She had not seen me as I stood by a tree, but I couldn’t have moved even if she had. I was mesmerized, spellbound, and enchanted. I had never felt that way before. I never thought anyone could feel that way before. I had lived for Fridays ever since.
 
   It was Friday too, the day I decided I had waited long enough. I had dreamed about having a real conversation with Little Red and was determined that today would be the day it happened. She would have to see how much I loved her then. I just wanted her to know so badly. It felt like if I had to wait one moment longer, I might run out of breath in that time.
 
   I swept the path for her, making sure there was nothing to dirty her riding hood. I did this every week for her, but I never told anyone I did it. A grown man, a woodcutter no less, sweeping the forest floor? It was those kinds of things that got someone sent away for mental health problems.
 
   The moment I heard her skipping my way, I threw the broom into the trees and picked up my axe. I started chopping on some logs, pretending to be nonchalant in my task. I even whistled a little to make sure she knew how nonplussed I was.
 
   Her footsteps approached to the rhythm of my pounding heart. They grew louder as my heartbeat did too. I desperately tried not to look, I couldn’t stare at her. That would just have been creepy. And like I said, I wasn’t a stalker.
 
   The little footsteps slowed to a halt. Now, I was able to look. “Hello there, Miss.”
 
   She smiled politely. “Hello Woodcutter. How goes your work today?”
 
   “Very well. How goes your walk?” It was taking every piece of my willpower to remain where I was and not fall at her feet to declare my love. One day I might, but not today, not while I still had some willpower remaining.
 
   “It’s wonderful. The weather is so beautiful today. It’s a perfect day for a walk. But I must be going, I’ve got to get to Grandmother’s house to bring her these muffins. Good day, Woodcutter,” she said so sweetly, like honey dripping on caramel.
 
   I tipped my hat to her and watched her go. She had no idea how much she brightened each and every one of my days. In that moment, my mind was made up. It was time I did something about it.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER2
 
    
 
   I followed her down the path. I stayed hidden in the trees and walked as softly as I could. It felt wonderful just being near her. I could smell the flowers in her perfume as it lingered in the air. It was intoxicating. I could easily have slipped into a drunken stupor just being so close to her.
 
   Little Red’s grandmother lived deep in the heart of the woods under the three oak trees. She was an angry little woman, much preferring the company of the trees to actual people. Once, I had seen her tell a robin to be quiet. Except her language was much more colorful. The poor little bird had flown away and still had not returned to the woods. And robins were not easy to offend.
 
   Red adored her grandmother though, she always saw the goodness in people. I hoped that one day she would see the good in me so we could be together. I was a good man, I was certain of it. I just needed to show her that. Surely she had to give me the opportunity one day. One day.
 
   The cabin was only small, it held little more than one room and a closet. Sometimes acorns would drop on her roof from the oak trees and make her angry about the interruption. Grandmother was old, but she refused anyone’s help. Little Red was her only visitor and she always brought her freshly baked muffins. The woman never appreciated her like I would. She never appreciated anything.
 
   I positioned myself among the trees so I could look through the window into the cabin. Being so small, I could see everything that happened inside. The only thing I couldn’t do was hear them. I didn’t care what the old woman had to say, but I would have done anything to be able to hear the melodic voice of Little Red. She was music to my ears but was currently on silent.
 
   They sat on the bed as Red gave her the basket of muffins. From the smell earlier, some of them had to be chocolate flavored. A strawberry one too, I would bet. Her grandmother actually smiled, something she rarely did.
 
   I tried to cut some trees around the area once, to supply her with firewood for the winter, but she nearly killed me when she attacked me with her fireplace poker. I was only trying to help her, I wasn’t even charging her. So much for thanks.
 
   They talked for some time as I watched. Little Red was growing into such a fine young woman. After asking some questions around town, I had discovered we were the same age so I knew she would soon be courted by one of the boys in town. She was far too beautiful to go unnoticed, as much I didn’t want anyone else to notice. Soon, I would lose my chance with her. It had to be only a matter of time before she gave her heart away to someone else. Someone who didn’t deserve it like I did.
 
   I knew I had to do something. And soon. If I didn’t declare my love for her, someone else would. I couldn’t let that happen. There was no way I could live out my entire life without Little Red. It would be no life at all.
 
   Just the thought of someone else winning her heart was enough to make me clench my fists and shake them in the air. That kind of heartbreak you could never get over, not even for a steely woodcutter. I would exist as a mere shadow of myself, sad and lonely for the rest of my days. And Little Red would never know.
 
   I needed a plan, a good one. One that would ensure I could win Red’s heart and she would be mine forever. I had to do it or I would lose her. I could not let that happen, not for a million magic beans.
 
   Just speaking with her hadn’t worked for me so far. They say that actions speak louder than words so I knew I needed to show Little Red how much I cared for her. I just needed a plan.
 
   I left Grandmother’s cabin under the three oak trees and headed deep into the woods again. Chopping wood always helped me to clear my head, it would assist me in thinking straight. There was something about the wood that made me remember how close to nature we all were, it was cathartic. And my hands were busy so they didn’t ball into fists again.
 
   As I went, I passed the wolf, a good friend of mine. His brindle and grey coat was thick to keep the weather out but still shiny like a pup. He had an air of danger about him, even though he was one of the nicest animals in the woods. I knew him and his family well.
 
   As we greeted one another and wished the other a good morning, a thought struck me. “Mr. Wolf, may I have some of your time?”
 
   “Why, of course. For you, Woodcutter, I have much time.” He grinned, flashing all his sharp teeth at me. They were perfectly straight and pointed down to fine ends. Yes, that was exactly what I needed for my plan. Little Red would be mine soon.
 
   That afternoon, I sat with Mr. Wolf and poured my heart out to him. He listened with keen ears as they stood at attention. I told him exactly how much I loved Little Red and that I needed to prove my affections. He listened quietly, sagely nodding his head as he took it all in. It was such a relief to share my story with somebody else and not have it eating away at me on the inside anymore.
 
   “Do you really think it will work?” He asked.
 
   “I can only hope, Mr. Wolf.”
 
   His black little eyes darted around as he thought about what I had said in full. Even just talking it over with him made me feel more confident, that it was possible it just might work. And I really needed my plan to work, my entire future was at stake.
 
   “And you want to try this next Friday?” Mr. Wolf clarified. It was only seven days away, but surely it would be enough time to prepare. I couldn’t wait a moment longer than I needed to. Even seven days seemed like an eternity.
 
   “Yes. Little Red goes to visit her grandmother every Friday. I can’t live without her a week longer.” There was desperation in my voice that I was no longer ashamed of. I was desperate, Little Red had to be mine.
 
   “I think that’s enough time.”
 
   “So you will really help me?”
 
   Mr. Wolf nodded his furry head. “You once saved my life when the hunters caught me. If it wasn’t for you, I would be long dead and my family would be alone. Of course I will help you.”
 
   It had been my choice to save Mr. Wolf from the hunters, I couldn’t let such a fine man be destroyed. Especially not when he had a den full of children and a wife that would howl for her loss. I had convinced the hunters to trade the wolf with me for some wood. I had lost a day’s worth of work, but I had gained a true friend for life.
 
   Now I had the wolf on board, I was all ready to start preparing my plan. It was forming in my mind nicely, all I had to do was wait seven days.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER3
 
    
 
    
 
   The wolf assured me that the trait of a good plan was preparation. Even though it might seem repetitive or boring, it was actually training us to ensure we didn’t make any mistakes. He was a wise sage, Mr. Wolf. As a consequence, we spent all week rehearsing what we would do.
 
   Time and time again, we ran through the routine. We smoothed out the problems until we were certain we had the perfect plan to win Little Red’s heart. All she had to do was come skipping down the path and land directly in our trap.
 
   My excitement grew as the days went by. My nerves were a bundle of knots, sitting right in the middle of my stomach. I could barely eat and my thoughts rarely sat straight. All I could do was cross my fingers that our strategy would work and we could pull it off the way we had planned. It was all going to be up to the mystical forces of fate.
 
   Finally, Friday came around. I barely got any sleep the night before, I was so on edge. I wore my favorite flannel shirt, hoping it would be lucky. I picked up my favorite red axe and went to wait by the path for the wolf.
 
   Right on time, he joined me. “Are you ready to get your girl?” He asked. He had brushed his sharp teeth, making them glint in the morning sun. He looked just as dangerous as his reputation. Thank goodness I knew the real Mr. Wolf, otherwise I would have been terrified to be so near to him.
 
   “I hope it all works,” I replied. It was all I could think about. If our plan went wrong, then I might lose Little Red forever. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself then. There would be no consoling me. It was either win or die.
 
   “It will work,” Mr. Wolf assured me. “Now go and hide, I think she’s coming.”
 
   I nodded and moved further into the woods so I was hidden from view. I peered out behind some trees, watching the path like my life depended on it. It sure felt like my life depended on it. Perhaps it did. Definitely it did.
 
   Little Red’s song carried in on the breeze. I wanted to float to its source and bask in her beauty. Yet the tune stopped abruptly when she met the wolf on the path. She was just as lovely as always in her riding hood. The plush red fabric framed the perfect little face that was far more beautiful than any princess in our kingdom. It was show time.
 
   “Hey there, Little Red Riding Hood, what a lovely day it is,” Mr. Wolf started. He had a mischievous glimmer to his eye at the secret we shared. To her, he probably looked menacing. Good, that was the plan. She needed to be terrified of him.
 
   “Why wolf, it certainly is lovely,” Red replied. I could tell she was nervous, even though she was trying not to be. She was so brave, I was in awe of her.
 
   “What are you doing in the woods all alone today?” Mr. Wolf continued. He was following our plan exactly as we had rehearsed.
 
   “I’m on my way to Grandmother’s house. I am to bring her this basket of muffins, baked freshly today.” She held up the woven basket that she always carried. It was laden with food. A hint of chocolate filled the air, giving away the flavor again.
 
   “I bet your grandmother would love to have some flowers to brighten her cabin too. There are plenty here in the woods.” The wolf nodded toward the trees and everything beyond them.
 
   “My mother said to go straight to Grandmother’s house. I am not to step off the path.”
 
   “Oh, but the flowers are so lovely. Can’t you imagine how much your grandmother would enjoy them?” He was doing a really good job. I was in awe of him too. But my time would come. I would have my moment to shine in the spotlight too.
 
   “I don’t know…”
 
   “Come on, I shall help you pick them. It won’t take very long.”
 
   She hesitated for a few moments before following the wolf off the path and into the woods. She took each step seriously, careful not to get her boots dirty. They were soon swallowed up by the trees.
 
   I waited in my position until she was well into the flowers and the wolf slowly backed away.
 
   Before I knew it, Mr. Wolf was by my feet smiling up at me. “She bought it.”
 
   “Let’s hurry. We don’t have much time,” I replied as we hurried to Grandmother’s house before Little Red finished picking her flowers. We could not get caught, that would be the worst possible thing by that stage.
 
   I knocked on Grandmother’s front door as the wolf hid behind a shrub. My heart was hammering in my chest like a Woodpecker bird in a tree.
 
   “What do you want?” Grandmother grunted at me as she answered the door. She was wearing her nightgown still, complete with a bonnet on her head. Her disapproving look matched her tone of voice perfectly.
 
   “May I come in?” I asked. Behind my back I had my fingers crossed. I didn’t want to hurt the old lady but I also knew I would do everything I could to make sure Little Red was mine. Anything and everything.
 
   “No. Go away.”
 
   “Just for a moment? Please?”
 
   “No, what are you, stupid?” She tried to slam the door in my face but my reflexes were much faster than hers. I held onto the door, pushing it open again and forcing her back into the little cabin.
 
   The wolf followed me in, all too aware of how little time we had in which to get things ready. Timing was everything and I felt every second of it slipping through my fingers as we delayed.
 
   “Get out! A wolf! What are you doing?” Grandmother shrieked. I clamped my hand over her mouth as I bundled her into a stronghold. She wasn’t nearly as frail as she looked, which quickly became apparent as she struggled against me.
 
   She was a biter too.
 
   “Quit doing that,” I begged. My hand was going to be so bruised and cut by the time I got her where I needed her. It would be difficult to explain to Red later on. I tightened my grip further.
 
   “Here’s the berries,” Mr. Wolf said as he handed me a few red wild berries. I risked taking my hand away from Grandmother’s mouth long enough to shove the berries between her lips. I tried to move her jaw up and down to crush the fruit into liquid inside her mouth. She grunted against every one of my efforts.
 
   She struggled but not for too long. The sleeping berries worked fast once they burst, exactly how I expected they would. Grandmother grew limp in my arms as she succumbed to the poison.
 
   “I’ve made room in the closet for her,” Mr. Wolf advised me as he held the door open. “The woman has a big collection of tea cozies. It’s weird.”
 
   I carried Grandmother over and gently placed her on the floor of her own closet. She was cocooned in her collection of tea cozies. At least they were a soft bedding for her temporary, forced slumber.
 
   If my calculations were correct and I hadn’t messed it up, the berries should have kept her asleep for only a little while. Hopefully just long enough for the wolf and I to convince Little Red that I was the one for her. Long enough to steal her heart. I wasn’t a thief though, I wanted it to be given willingly.
 
   I grabbed one of Grandmother’s nightgowns out of the closet and threw it at Mr. Wolf. He stared at me for a moment. “You have to help me put it on. I have paws, not hands.”
 
   “Oh, right.” Of course he was going to need my help. I needed to concentrate, focus on the plan instead of being so anxious. I only had one shot at this, there would be no other opportunity for a repeat.
 
   The wolf stood on his hind legs as I helped him shuffle into the white cotton nightdress. It was a little snug in places, but it allowed Mr. Wolf’s bushy tail to hang freely. I had been worried it wouldn’t fit at all, thank goodness Grandmother had some swish to her sway.
 
   Next was the bonnet. I plucked it directly from Grandmother’s head and tied it around the wolf’s. It held fast with a perfect bow underneath his chin. Her glasses completed his transformation into the cranky old woman.
 
   “How do I look?” Mr. Wolf did a turn for me.
 
   “Like a wolf in Grandmother’s clothing. Hopefully Little Red won’t notice. Come on, I’ll help you into the bed.”
 
   I held up the bedcovers as Mr. Wolf climbed into the soft bed. It was still a little warm from when Grandmother had been snuggled up so cozily. He settled in to face the ceiling and I pulled the covers up to his chin.
 
   Given the right angle and with the right lighting, the wolf could indeed pass for Grandmother. He wore the same grimace and had the same sharp teeth as her. The main difference was that he was nicer. And smelt better.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked, wanting to ensure Mr. Wolf was prepared to go through with our plan.
 
   “I’m fine. Now, get out of here before Little Red arrives and catches you.” He closed his eyes and settled further into the bed as he made himself more comfortable.
 
   I did as I was told and left the small cabin under the three oak trees. It was time for stage two of the plan, the stage where Little Red would be mine.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER4
 
    
 
    
 
   I hid behind a tree just as Little Red skipped up the path toward the house. In one hand was her basket full of food. In the other, a bouquet of wildflowers plucked fresh from the woods. She seemed to be happy with her haul. I was just happy it had kept her occupied for long enough.
 
   Our plan was a risky one and relied mostly on the wolf putting on the best act of his life. Anything could go wrong but it was out of my hands now. My palms were sweaty as I watched and hoped that it would work out exactly as I had imagined.
 
   She knocked on the door and waited. I had to strain to hear the muffled and disguised voice of Mr. Wolf as he asked Little Red to enter the cabin. He actually did a really good impression of the old woman’s voice. She twisted the doorknob and went inside.
 
   I moved trees until I could see in through the window of the cabin. I had left it open to ensure I could hear their conversation and know when it was my cue to step in. I wasn’t going to let any little detail stand in my way. For the devil was in the details.
 
   Little Red didn’t hesitate to hurry to the bed. She placed her basket and the flowers on the bedside table. “Grandmother, it is me. Are you ill?”
 
   “Yes, dear.” Mr. Wolf was actually pretty good at imitating the old woman’s movements too. His voice was much higher than it normally was though. If his wife could see him now, she would probably cackle in laughter. I hoped to be there to tell her the story later on, Mr. Wolf would leave out all the good details.
 
   She sat on the edge of the bed, a concerned look on her face. Poor Little Red, I hated seeing her worried like that. She was such an innocent soul, so kind and caring. I consoled myself with the fact it wouldn’t be for long. Soon, she would be overjoyed to see me. Her pain would be forgotten quickly.
 
   “My, Grandmother, what big eyes you have. I never noticed them before,” Little Red said, more curious than cautionary. I couldn’t wait to hear what Mr. Wolf had to say about that.
 
   “All the better to see you with, my dear,” the wolf replied. He still held the covers up to his chin, the bonnet covering much of his face. His nightgown covered arms were unmoving on the sheets. I could tell he was Mr. Wolf, but I knew the plan. So far, it didn’t seem like Little Red had caught on. Good.
 
   “Grandmother, what big arms you have.”
 
   “All the better to hug you with, my dear.”
 
   Little Red paused to regard him carefully. They stared at each other in silence as the moments passed by. My heart was pounding in my ears, counting off the seconds as they ticked over. I was going to have a heart attack if something didn’t happen soon.
 
   “Oh my, what big teeth you have,” Little Red exclaimed with a gasp as the wolf smiled dangerously. If I didn’t know him so well, then I might have been scared of him too. He was doing an excellent job of being a big, bad wolf.
 
   “All the better to eat you with, my dear!” Mr. Wolf growled as he pushed back the bedcovers. Little Red screamed and moved quickly, jumping off the bed and starting to run for the door. She shrieked with terror, the poor thing.
 
   The wolf was faster than her little human legs and beat her to the only exit. She shrieked another shrill scream and ran to stay out of his clutches.
 
   Around and around the small cabin they ran, the wolf careful not to catch her or cause any real harm. Her heart was probably pounding with terror in her chest, her throat was no doubt starting to burn from the exertion. I hoped we weren’t traumatizing her permanently. I would never forgive myself if that were the case.
 
   They went in circles, neither willing to give up just yet. They probably would have continued on all day if nobody did anything about it.
 
   But her fear had last long enough. I counted to five before deciding that she shouldn’t suffer any more. What I had intended to happen had played out to a sufficient level. There was no sense in prolonging it. I wasn’t a cruel person.
 
   I grabbed my axe and headed for the door. I took a moment to make sure my hair was in place and my clothes were neatly presented. I wanted to play my role of the hero perfectly, not one thing could be out of place. Now was my moment.
 
   I burst in through the door, holding my axe high in the air. “Little Red, I am here to save you.”
 
   The scene was chaotic as I took it all in. Little Red was starting to tire as the wolf continued his relentless chase. They were still going around in circles, leaping over the bed when it got in the way.
 
   “I’m going to eat you, Little Red,” the wolf snarled. He deserved an award for putting on such a convincing performance. He was doing everything people expected of a big, bad wolf. Little did people know how nice and harmless they really were – especially Mr. Wolf. He was one of my greatest friends in the entire woods.
 
   “Help me! Help me, Woodcutter!” Those words were the ones I had been waiting my whole life to hear. They played on my ears like a symphony.
 
   “I won’t let him hurt you,” I declared with a steely determination. It was the performance of my lifetime too. We all deserved to win an award for our achievements. Hopefully my award would be winning the heart of Little Red. That was more than sufficient.
 
   I ran for the wolf, stepping between them and throwing myself in front of Little Red. They were both panting from the effort, finally able to take a breath after their chase.
 
   “I will kill you, wolf,” I threatened, a growl in my own voice. Yet I wanted to hug Mr. Wolf instead of killing him. I could never do that to such a dear friend.
 
   He snarled back a guttural threat that made Little Red whimper behind me. She really was terrified, the poor girl. I hoped I hadn’t made it too much of an ordeal. My intention was never to scar her for life, I just wanted to scare her a little bit.
 
   Exactly like we had planned it, I ran for the wolf. I screamed at him to get out while he pretended to want to rip my head off. We confronted each other in a showdown to end all showdowns. It was man against beast, but really friend with friend.
 
   As I brought the axe down to his head, he bolted for the door at the last minute. Good, for a moment there I feared I might actually hurt him. Our timing was perfect, Little Red would never suspect a thing.
 
   I chased after the wolf, bellowing threats the entire way. I called him bad names, raising my axe again to threaten him. All the birds in the nearby trees flew away at the noise. I hoped I looked as heroic as I needed to.
 
   Mr. Wolf made it outside before I could inflict any harm on him. I slammed the door and turned around to see what state he had left Little Red in.
 
   She was crying, a series of tears were racing down her perfect porcelain cheeks. I wanted to kiss them all away and never let anything cause them ever again. I would never let anything hurt her, I was quite certain of that.
 
   “Little Red, are you okay?” I asked, taking a few tentative steps toward her.
 
   She nodded, sniffling her little nose. “You saved my life from the horrid wolf.”
 
   “It was my pleasure.”
 
   She suddenly looked around for something. “Grandmother. The wolf ate Grandmother. I shall never see her again.” She crumpled to the floor with grief and wailed. I couldn’t handle it for more than a moment. It would only be cruel to let her torment continue when I could do something about it.
 
   “I think I hear something,” I said, cocking my head to one side. I pretended to check the cabin for the source of the noise, I left the closet to last so I could be sure she knew that I was helping.
 
   My hand clutched the doorknob and I pulled it open. Out fell Grandmother with a thud as she thrashed about to be released. The old woman could put up quite a fight when she wanted to. I didn’t want to have to take her on again, I might not be so lucky next time.
 
   “Little Red, I have found her.” I waited until she saw what I was doing before helping Grandmother to her feet. I held her close, dreading that I would have to actually untie her. Her weight was heavy as she leant against me for support. Last traces of the sleeping potion were still in her system.
 
   “Grandmother!” Little Red shrieked as she ran to join us. I guessed I couldn’t delay the inevitable any longer and started to untie her wrists. We had not bound her anywhere else because of the sleeping potion. If she had wanted to run away, she could have. But the berries kept her in place as long as we needed them to.
 
   The miserable old woman started to come around in earnest at the sight of her granddaughter. She obviously loved her very much, despite hating the rest of the world. I knew she definitely hated me. But that would change now, now I had saved her life.
 
   “Red,” she sighed the word like it took all her strength. Yet every moment that passed seemed to help restore her composure.
 
   “I am so glad he didn’t eat you,” Little Red gushed as she hugged her grandmother in a tight bear hug. I hoped she would hug me one day like that.
 
   “The wolf wasn’t going to hurt me, but he was,” Grandmother said, shooting me a pointed look. Uh-oh. I should have kept her mouth gagged.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER5
 
    
 
    
 
   I laughed nervously. “She must be confused, the poor woman,” I said quickly. I had not come so far just to be undone by a horrible old lady. She would not do that to me, I would not let her.
 
   A look of doubt passed over Little Red’s face as she tried to work out who she was going to believe. I put everything I could into looking innocent and concerned. I could not let Grandmother ruin my plans. I just could not let that happen.
 
   “We should put her back to bed,” I stated as I started to drag the old woman toward her bed. With Little Red’s help, we managed to tuck her under the covers and restore the bonnet to her head. She was still a little groggy, it was probably the only reason why she didn’t fight against us moving her.
 
   “Sleep well, Grandmother, the wolf’s gone,” Red whispered as she kissed the old lady on the cheek. Grandmother closed her eyes as she settled into her nice, comfortable bed. It wasn’t long before she was fast asleep again.
 
   I breathed a sigh of relief. All I could hope was that Grandmother would forget all about my involvement in her slumber. If not, then I would have to convince Little Red she was a crazy old woman. Either task didn’t seem impossible. I would do anything for Little Red.
 
   So we wouldn’t wake Grandmother, I ushered Little Red outside. It was a glorious day in the woods with the sun peeking through the top of the tall trees. It danced on the leaf strewn ground in a kaleidoscope of color.
 
   “Thank you for rescuing us,” she started.
 
   “I heard your screams, I had to come and help.”
 
   “You’re the woodcutter that I pass on the path every week, aren’t you?” Her beautiful eyes pierced me with her gaze. I could drown in those dark brown eyes.
 
   “Yes, I am. I work in these woods,” I replied. My heart was thumping in my chest uncontrollably. I was actually having a conversation with my dearly beloved, and she knew who I was. It was everything I had hoped it would be.
 
   “Do you live in these parts of the woods?”
 
   “Just outside of them, on the edge of town.”
 
   Her round little face lit up. “So do I. I only come through the woods to visit my grandmother. She is quite poorly and my company seems to cheer her once a week.”
 
   “She is very lucky to have you.” I was grinning like a fool but I couldn’t stop. She was just as lovely in conversation as she was in looks. I could barely bear it.
 
   Silence fell over us as we both ran out of things to say. I wanted to tell her how I felt but I was too worried she would reject me. Perhaps seeing her on the path once a week was good enough. Surely it had to be better than not seeing her at all? I couldn’t risk losing her forever.
 
   “I should go,” I mumbled. Although I didn’t want to, I couldn’t stay there all day just to stare at the ground in embarrassment. Telling her how I felt was a lot harder to do than I imagined it would be.
 
   I turned to leave, heaving my axe over my shoulder so it could rest there as I walked. It had been a good day, despite not winning Little Red’s heart. At least she knew who I was now.
 
   Perhaps our talks could get longer over time. Perhaps she would slowly fall in love with me as she grew to know me better. Not all love had to be instant like mine had been. Sometimes it grows over time. If there was a chance, even just a tiny glimmer of one, I would return to the path every Friday without fail.
 
   “Wait,” Little Red said quickly. She reached out to place her delicate hand on my arm to stop my forward movement.
 
   “Yes, Little Red?” I turned to face her, my heart in my throat.
 
   “I must confess something.” She hesitated as she had second thoughts about whether to tell me her big secret. All I could do was stand there staring. I didn’t want to frighten her off like she was a butterfly by moving.
 
   Her gaze travelled over the ground, up the trees, toward the sky, and finally rested back on me again. She took a deep breath and let the words escape. “I’ve had a crush on you for the longest time. Will you allow me to repay your kindness by accompanying you on a date?”
 
   I wasn’t sure if I was hallucinating, having a stroke, or if it was really happening. I wanted to sing and dance and shout, all at the same time. I desperately wanted to believe my dream was coming true right then and there outside Grandmother’s cabin under the three oak trees.
 
   My breath caught in my throat as I answered. “It would be my pleasure to accompany you on a date, Little Red.”
 
   She laughed, her voice tinkling as the birds sung on a nearby tree branch. It was quite possibly the most wonderful sound in the world. If I had my way, she would only ever be laughing in the future. I would ensure her happiness like my life depended on it.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER6
 
    
 
    
 
   It had rained overnight, leaving a fine mist of water and dew on the leaves and twigs. They crunched underfoot as we walked along the path.
 
   “What a glorious morning for a walk in the woods,” Little Red exclaimed.
 
   I gripped her hand tighter as we walked. The basket was heavy in my other hand as it held wine and muffins for Grandmother. I didn’t mind though, for I felt as light as a feather.
 
   “It is you that makes it so glorious, my Little Red,” I replied happily.
 
   She stopped, making my feet cease their movement too. Little Red turned to face me, her free hand resting on my chest. “I am so happy I have someone to walk these woods with. I love you so much, Will.”
 
   “And I love you too, Little Red. In fact, there is something I would like to ask you.” Now was my chance, it was the perfect time and I wanted to seize it with both hands. Run away with the opportunity like it was an endless ribbon of hope.
 
   Little Red gasped as I knelt down to perch on one bended knee. I looked up into her wide, surprised eyes and a rush of overwhelming love flooded through me. I never thought I could love anyone as much as I did her.
 
   “Little Red, I have loved you from the moment I caught my first glimpse of you in these woods. Will you please make me the happiest man on earth and agree to marry me? I promise I will spend my entire life treating you like a precious jewel to be gazed upon with admiration and awe. I will be the light that ensures you always sparkle.”
 
   She clasped her hands together in front of her as the hint of a tear filled her eyes. “Oh, Will, it would make me so joyous to be your wife. Of course I will marry you!”
 
   I jumped up and took her in my arms, swinging her around and around in circles. I had never been happier in my life and I was certain I would stay that way for many, many years to come.
 
   As I gently placed Little Red back on the path in the middle of the woods, movement caught my eye. In amongst the trees was Mr. Wolf. He had witnessed our engagement and had nothing but a large smile on his face.
 
   I gave him a wave over Little Red’s shoulder as I hugged her tightly. He nodded in response and disappeared amongst the trees. I wouldn’t have had what I did if it wasn’t for him. I owed the wolf my entire happiness.
 
   I released Little Red from the hug and took her hand again – the hand of my fiancée. We started walking again.
 
   “Grandmother is going to be so excited to hear of our engagement,” she gushed. I wasn’t so sure about that, but I didn’t care. I could always pay Grandmother another visit with the wolf again.
 
    
 
   The End
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   CHAPTER1
 
    
 
    
 
   There was nothing more beautiful in the world than my reflection. Ask anybody, they’d tell you the same thing. I was known as the Handsome Prince, a term I liked to encourage throughout the kingdom.
 
   I had the perfect life. I was next in line for the throne, I had my own castle, and I managed to fill it with women just as gorgeous as I was. Every day was a party and my future was as bright as the sun.
 
   My castle was also full of mirrors. What was the point of being handsome if I couldn’t admire myself wherever I went? I loved to practice my smile and get my poses just right. It took up a great deal of my time.
 
   One night, an evening just the same as all the others, I was looking into one of those mirrors when I heard a knock on the door. Unless it was some stunningly gorgeous princess, I wasn’t interested.
 
   But that damn knock kept going.
 
   I tore myself from the mirror, seeing my exasperated look as I moved away. I picked up my reflection again in the hallway, and once more in the foyer. I checked my hair but it was perfect, it always was.
 
   Unlatching the door, I pulled it open. The rain was pouring down, threatening to come inside. An old peasant woman was on my doorstep, her ragged cloak dripping on my floor.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked curtly. I had no time for beggars. Someone as beautiful as I was should not have to deal with the ugly. I would make that a law when I became king.
 
   “Please, I need shelter from the rain,” the woman said. She was crouched over with age, her face a mess of wrinkles.
 
   Ugh, and she was covered in dirt too. It just got better and better. Perhaps she needed some time in the rain.
 
   “Go away. I don’t have time for you and I certainly am not going to let you come inside,” I replied. The nerve of her to even ask!
 
   “Please help me.”
 
   “I said no. What are you, deaf too?” I went to close the door so I could get back to my mirror. There were much more important things to do than stand there catching a death of cold from the peasant.
 
   With surprising strength, the woman placed a hand on the door before it could close. She held it open, throwing off her ratty old cloak and standing tall. All her wrinkles smoothed out as she aged in reverse.
 
   Standing before me was a beautiful woman, one almost up to my standard. Whatever magic she was dealing with, I wanted some.
 
   “You wouldn’t even help an old lady in need, what kind of a prince are you?” She asked. No, demanded. I didn’t have to justify myself to her. I was the prince.
 
   “A handsome one,” I replied. I tried to close the door again but she continued to hold it open.
 
   All of a sudden a swirl of magic started forming around her. She was surrounded by a rainbow of colors – yellows, pinks, blues, and greens, they spiraled and sparked through the air.
 
   “Prince Francis,” she started. I was only listening because the lights were so pretty. I wanted them for my next party. “I curse you for your indulgency. You are a beast and should be treated as one. The only way to break this curse is for someone to truly fall in love with you.”
 
   And just like that, she waved a stick at me and my entire life changed.
 
   I became a beast.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   Before my very eyes, my hands grew fur and became paws. My feet exploded into a mass of claws. My perfectly tailored clothes ripped and tore at the seams to accommodate my large chest. And my face… my beautiful face. What had she done to it?
 
   I ran to a mirror and saw my reflection for the first time. I was covered in brown hair, the same color my locks used to be. My teeth were long and gnarled, I had horns. Horns! They marred my face like a fading sun on the horizon. How on earth was I even going to eat with them?
 
   The only things remaining of my own were my eyes. At least she hadn’t changed those. One part of me was recognizable. And they were still just as lovely as they were before.
 
   The witch had disappeared so I couldn’t shake some sense into her and force her to undo the damage she had done. Oh, how I would have liked to. She had robbed me of the beauty that the world deserved. The beauty that I deserved.
 
   I remembered her curse like it was seared into my memory. I would change back if I had someone fall in love with me. That didn’t seem so bad. After all, every woman I ever met swooned into my arms if I even glanced their way. Surely making one of them fall truly in love with me couldn’t be that hard.
 
   One glance in the mirror told me otherwise. The old me could have managed it. But this? I was as ugly as the peasant had been. No, even more so. Nobody would be able to fall in love with a beast as the one I now resembled.
 
   I had to do it though. I had to return to the prince I was. There was no way I could live like this. I would lose everything, nobody would want to attend my parties anymore. I was to be king someday, who would follow the orders of a beast?
 
   Nobody, that’s who.
 
   I went to bed shortly after, frustrated that I barely fit on the furniture anymore. It would take a long time to get used to my new body and I prayed I wouldn’t have to. I must change back.
 
   Sleep evaded me all night long. My best friend, Gus, was due to arrive for a visit in the morning so I paced the floor until he knocked.
 
   “Gus,” I said simply when I opened the door. He stood there, looking at me curiously. It took a moment to remember I was a little… different. “It’s me, Prince Francis. I was cursed by some wretched witch.”
 
   “You’re a beast,” Gus said, stating the obvious. He never was the sharpest pencil in the box. “You must have been quite wretched to her first.”
 
   I shrugged. “You know witches. They do whatever they like. Come in, please.”
 
   As we sipped tea in the library, I explained the night’s events to my best friend. He listened intently to my tale. Gus was one of the only other people in the world who understood how difficult it was to be beautiful. All the girls loved him almost as much as they loved me. Indeed, he had several women chasing him just that morning alone.
 
   “I can’t believe the nerve of that witch,” Gus spat out the words with outrage. “To curse you, Prince Francis? She obviously has many mental issues to contend with.”
 
   “I know. But now I need someone to fall in love with me or I will stay like this forever. Who would be so stupid as to love an ugly beast?” I asked. Surely nobody was that stupid. I mean, really, I was a beast. I certainly wouldn’t fall in love with myself in this form. And I knew how awesome I was.
 
   “Speaking of stupid,” Gus started. “I saw Belle in town today.”
 
   “The girl that’s always reading?” He had mentioned her on several occasions. She seemed to be the only woman in the village immune to his charms.
 
   “That’s the one. I asked her out on a date and she refused. I swear, she’s just like her crazy father.”
 
   “So why do you want her anyway?” I asked. Surely a woman horrible enough to turn down Gus was not someone he should pursue. It was her loss anyway.
 
   “Because Thomas said I couldn’t get her.”
 
   “But you don’t really like her?”
 
   Gus shook his head with a scowl. “Of course not. It’s only that I have never been denied what I wanted before. It’s a challenge.”
 
   At the mention of the word challenge, a thought popped into my head. Perhaps together we could make the situation more interesting. After all, I was faced with certain challenges myself.
 
   I had only seen Belle on a few occasions. She had never been invited to any of my parties before. Her father kept her close to home, he was very protective of his daughter. Not that he should have worried, the girl didn’t like anyone.
 
   And she was always reading a darn book. Instead of choosing pretty dresses and giggling at handsome men like all the other girls in the village, she chose to be alone with her books. That was not what a lady was supposed to do. Not in my kingdom, anyway.
 
   Belle was a challenge, which is exactly why my thought was so brilliant. It would occupy my time, and help me with my beastly problem.
 
   It was perfect.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   “Gus, how about we settle this Belle issue once and for all?” I started.
 
   “Oh?” He replied, his eyebrows raised with curiosity. “Do tell, Prince.”
 
   “How about we make a bet? The one who gets the fair maiden Belle to fall in love with them first, wins.”
 
   Gus looked me up and down, taking in my beastly appearance. “That hardly seems fair. Of course I would win her heart first. You don’t even look human. Belle may be stupid, but she’s not blind.”
 
   That did not concern me. Gus had already failed to win Belle over. I had just as much of a chance as he did now. In fact, I probably had more of an advantage. I was the prince, after all. “Are you chicken?”
 
   “Not at all. What does the winner get?”
 
   “Isn’t Belle’s heart enough?” At that, we both burst out laughing. Neither of us wanted the girl, she would be too much trouble. We needed something more substantial to compete for. “How about the golden rose in my ballroom?”
 
   Disbelief washed over my friend’s face. “But that’s worth a fortune. Are you sure you’re willing to give it to me?”
 
   “Of course. In exchange, if I win, you will come visit Father with me.”
 
   “But that’s a treacherous journey.”
 
   “Afraid?” I mocked him. Gus was never the bravest of souls. He didn’t have to be with looks like his.
 
   He leaned forward, holding out his hand for me to shake. “It’s a deal.” We shook on it, his hand in my giant, ugly paw.
 
   The challenge had been laid out. Now all I needed to do was have Belle fall in love with me. The moment Gus left, I got to work.
 
   Normally all I would have to do was look at a woman and she would fall for me. With my new appearance, it would not be so easy. I would have to trick her. I would need to think of the best scheme in the world.
 
   Perhaps I could rescue her from a dragon? Or buy her a hundred new books? I could bestow an award for best reader on her?
 
   It all sounded like too much hard work. I wasn’t used to trying so hard… for anything. If that witch ever returned, I was going to order her head cut off. It was all her fault I was in that position in the first place.
 
   Then it came to me, the best scheme possible for winning the bet. Belle loved her father. I would get to her through him. And I could do it all without leaving the grounds of my castle.
 
   I wrote a letter, requesting her father attend the castle as quickly as possible for official royal business. I sealed it, sending it immediately with a messenger. All I had to do was sit back and wait for him to come to me.
 
   It was almost too easy.
 
   “Lantern,” I said, getting the attention of my servant. “Prepare the dungeons. We are about to have a guest.”
 
   My servants and maids scurried about carrying out my orders. They were nothing more than the furniture and decorations of my castle, animated by some magic spell I had spent a lot of money on. I couldn’t have real people work for me, I would have nobody compete with my handsomeness. Plus, it always impressed the ladies when a lamp delivered their drink.
 
   “Your Majesty, he’s approaching,” the wardrobe said from the window.
 
   “Excellent, let’s get this show on the road,” I exclaimed. I hurried outside, taking my post so I could watch Belle’s father meet his doom.
 
   He rode in on a grey horse, sitting atop it without any indication of the fate that was about to befall him. My loyal staff immediately got to work. They created a thick mist around him, instantly spooking the horse and causing disorientation.
 
   The grey steed bucked him off, leaving Belle’s father sprawled over the ground. My servants threw him onto a cart and wheeled him back to the castle. With a nod of my head, they let go of the horse and allowed him to run in the direction he had come.
 
   Ah, the trap had been set and was now full. I had Belle’s father in my dungeon and it would be no time before I had Belle herself. Everything was going exactly to plan. All I had to do was wait.
 
   “Lantern! Bring me some tea!” I yelled. Why not wait in comfort?
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER4
 
    
 
    
 
   Belle was so predictable. Whatever nonsense was filling her head from all those books she read, clearly wasn’t doing her sense of self preservation any good.
 
   Just like I had thought, the next morning she had found her father’s steed and it led her back to my castle. She approached with the horse, her little feet rustling the leaves as she moved.
 
   I watched her from my window, high up in the castle. I liked it up there, I could see everything. Belle didn’t bother knocking on my door. Instead, she snuck in through a side entrance – one I had purposely left unlatched for her. She probably thought she was lucky. I had other thoughts.
 
   Using the secret passageways in my castle, I followed her every move. She crept around the grey rock corridors, quietly calling out for her father. She was certain he was there somewhere. I was certain she would find him. That was the plan, after all.
 
   Considering her father was still in a state of sleepy disorientation, I called out softly to guide her when she took a wrong turn. “Belle! Is that you?” I did a wonderful imitation, even if I did say so myself.
 
   “Father? Papa?” She hurried toward the voice. Finally, she found him. Through the slits in the dungeon door, she crouched down and placed a gentle hand on his face. “How did you get here?”
 
   He mumbled something in reply, it was inaudible to my keen hearing. I couldn’t delay any longer, their reunion would need to be cut short. I needed to turn back into the handsome man I was, there was no point in waiting.
 
   I stepped out from my hiding place in the wall. I towered over Belle as she cowered on the floor. She was prettier than I had remembered. Her long brown hair was kept neatly from her face while her blue dress was clean and tidy. Perhaps if she had been more remarkable, I would have tried to get to know her better.
 
   “What have you done to my father?” She demanded. She had nerve, I would give her that. Foolish, but brave nonetheless.
 
   “He trespassed on my land.”
 
   “I’m certain he didn’t mean to. Please let him go.”
 
   I walked around her, waiting for her to flinch at my beastly appearance. She stared, watching my every move, but she didn’t recoil. Interesting.
 
   “I will let him go.” I paused for dramatic effect. “If you take his place.”
 
   She didn’t even hesitate. Did the girl have a death wish? “I will do it. Let him go and you can have me.”
 
   I was certain she didn’t understand what she was getting herself into. Like I said, foolish. I would have to spell it out for her. “You will remain here forever. That means you will never leave my castle. You will never see your father again. Do you understand?”
 
   Ah, that made her think a little harder. She pushed herself up from the floor, standing at her full height. She still didn’t even reach my shoulder. “I understand. I will remain here forever.”
 
   Fear flashed through her eyes, her determination faltered for just a moment. So she was breakable, that was good to know. All I had to do was wear her down so she loved me and then I would break the curse.
 
   “Lantern,” I called, making the candlestick skitter over. “Take this man away and make sure he gets home. Meanwhile, we have a new guest.” I didn’t take my eyes off Belle, studying her every move. She only broke my gaze long enough to watch her father be taken away.
 
   I took her to the foyer of the castle. She was yet to shed a tear but I was certain she was on the verge of it. After all, she had just made a bargain with a beast. She was surely having second thoughts now.
 
   My booming voice scared her. I would have to work on that. “You may go anywhere in the castle except for the south wing. Under no circumstances are you to go there. You may take your meals in the kitchen. However, tonight you will dine with me. Do you understand?”
 
   She nodded her scared little head. I almost felt sorry for her. Except, she was there for a purpose. I would not forget my curse and everything the witch stole from me.
 
   I left her alone, knowing my servants would take care of her. They thought I was mean, both before and after my transformation. They would love lamenting with her about me.
 
   The dinner was going to be the first opportunity to make Belle fall in love with me. I dressed up for the occasion. Well, as much as a beast could. I put on a blue suit jacket and pulled my infernal hair away from my face with a ribbon. It would have to be good enough.
 
   I graced the dining room with my presence, taking a seat and awaiting my guest. As I sat there, I thought about all the things I would say to Belle to make her fall in love with me.
 
   Compliments would have to flow freely, that was for sure. I needed to make her think I was kind and gentle, telling her she was those things would help me too. If I said the words enough, she would start to believe them.
 
   I would need to show her how wonderful I was too. Perhaps I would stage some kind of show, pretend to rescue a bird or something. She seemed like the kind of girl who would fall for an injured animal act. Belle would probably want to nurse it back to health herself.
 
   I guessed I could act as an injured animal myself. If I was troubled enough, she might think I needed rescuing. The thought of Belle trying to make all my problems go away was tantalizing. That was what she was there for anyway, right?
 
   I had been so caught up in my spectacular thoughts that I didn’t notice how much time had passed. It was more than an hour since Belle was supposed to meet with me. That was unacceptable. Nobody made Prince Francis wait.
 
   “Lantern! Where is Belle?” I bellowed, my voice bouncing off the thick stone walls.
 
   “She said she wouldn’t eat with you,” Lantern replied with a quiver in his voice. The damn candelabra was so dramatic. “I’m… I’m sorry, Your Majesty.”
 
   I stood, my chair falling backwards and banging on the floor as I did. With one swipe of my hand, the table was cleared of everything it held. The plates crashed to the floor with a loud clatter. I hoped it echoed all the way up to Belle’s ears.
 
   I stormed out of the dining room. I was going hunting for a stupid girl.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   Belle wasn’t in her wing. My guards said she hadn’t left so that only left my wing – the one place I had forbidden her not to go. The girl needed to be taught some manners, that was for sure.
 
   Each of my storming footsteps sounded like thunder as I moved. My breath was ragged as I puffed out all the anger swelling up in my belly. Nobody stood up Prince Francis. Especially not a plain girl from town.
 
   I found Belle in my ballroom. My ballroom. The place where she had been told not to go. “What are you doing in here?” I yelled, making the paintings on the wall rattle.
 
   She spun around to face me. The girl had enough sense to be terrified. The fear shone from her eyes as bright as they were blue. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You’re sorry? First you missed dinner and now you are snooping in places where you aren’t allowed?”
 
   Her hand was resting on the glass dome covering my golden rose. The same rose I had promised Gus if he won the bet. If he saw us now, he would probably believe he had a good shot at getting his hands on it.
 
   Her gaze fell to the floor as her shoulders slumped, all fight gone from her defiant stance. “I didn’t wish to dine with you.”
 
   I took a few more breaths, needing the time to calm down. I was supposed to make her fall in love with me. Yelling at her probably wasn’t going to work. This romance thing was so difficult.
 
   “I wished to dine with you,” I said gently. “You hurt my feelings when you didn’t turn up. I sat waiting for a long time.”
 
   My confession seemed to take her by surprise. “But you locked up my father. You’re keeping me prisoner here.”
 
   “Only because I am so lonely.”
 
   “I wish to leave.”
 
   Did she not remember our deal? Had I not warned her it would be forever? This girl seriously needed a reality check. I held my tongue, I even managed to not roll my eyes. “I wish you to stay. I will give you anything you need.”
 
   I tear escaped down her cheek. I had no time for tears. I stood there and waited for her to stop crying. My self control evident in the way I didn’t tap my foot the entire time.
 
   “Go back to your room,” I instructed when it was clear she wasn’t going to speak any further. “We shall talk again tomorrow.”
 
   She gave me a wide berth as she shuffled out of the room. I had my servants tend to her so she wouldn’t feel so lonely in the castle. I wasn’t all bad, I did actually have feelings. Besides, if she wasn’t okay, then she wouldn’t fall in love with me.
 
   And that was what it all came down to.
 
   I went to bed myself, trying to remember that it was early days yet. Gus had no chance of winning the bet, he didn’t even know where Belle was. I would have everything I ever wanted soon enough.
 
   In the early hours of the morning, my servants woke me from my slumber. I had been having a good dream too, one where I wasn’t cursed with the face and body of a beast.
 
   “What is it?” I asked Lantern.
 
   “It’s Belle, she’s gone. She’s running away.” He skittered around the room with indecision, unable to remain still.
 
   “Is she still within the castle walls?”
 
   “She is.”
 
   I threw back the bed covers. Perhaps Belle’s foolish act was just what I needed. I quickly dressed and followed Lantern through the woods of the castle grounds.
 
   Belle was on foot so I easily caught up with her. My long strides were nothing compared to her tiny ones. I watched her through the trees, seeing each of her determined and frightened steps as she moved. Such a silly girl to think she could back out of her promise. Had all those books taught her nothing?
 
   There was no real plan for me once I found her. I had hoped to convince her to return just by talking reasonably with her. But, she was a foolish girl, that probably wasn’t going to work.
 
   All of a sudden, a shriek rang out in the woods. All the birds in the trees quickly flew away with fright. The scream was a horrible sound, even worse when I realized it belonged to Belle.
 
   In her haste to escape, the girl had fallen over and was about to slide down a very steep embankment. She was hanging on to a branch but it wouldn’t hold her for much longer. She was in very real danger.
 
   Despite getting my clothes dirty, I rushed over to her. If I lost Belle, then the bet would be off. Or Gus would assume I had lost and therefore come to claim his prize. I had to keep the bet going.
 
   I grabbed Belle’s hand just as she couldn’t hold on any longer. She squealed again with fright as I pulled her back to the safety of the wood’s floor.
 
   “You saved my life,” she panted out. Her eyes were wide with fear still, unable to believe she had been rescued by a beast, no doubt.
 
   “You ran away,” I pointed out. Although, I did put some pain and hurt into the statement. I had to win her over and I had to do it soon. If I had to rescue her every night, neither of us were going to last very long.
 
   “I’m sorry.” She looked at her fingers, twisting them together in her lap. The moonlight caught the angles of her face, making her beauty absolutely stunning. Must have been a trick of the light.
 
   “Will you come back with me? Please? I will forgive you,” I offered.
 
   “I can’t. I miss my papa too much.”
 
   That darn man. I should have kept him in my dungeon when I had the chance. Then she wouldn’t have an excuse to run away. Ah, regrets.
 
   I put on my best sad, disappointed face and turned slowly. I bowed my head with the gesture. “I understand. Goodbye, Belle. I’ll miss you. You were my only friend.”
 
   I started my walk back into the woods. The entire time, I hoped to hear her soft footsteps after me. But they didn’t come. Belle wasn’t going to chase after me like I thought she was.
 
   If I didn’t have Belle in my castle, she wouldn’t fall in love with me. Then Gus would be able to charm her and he would win the bet. That couldn’t happen. I had to think of something – fast.
 
   Then, like always, I had a brilliant thought.
 
    
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER6
 
    
 
    
 
   At the largest tree I saw, I purposefully fell over the roots. I crashed down with a great thwack, hitting the floor with a thud. It hurt much more than I had intended it to.
 
   I groaned in ‘pain’, making sure I played it up. Belle was instantly at my side, her eyes searching for injuries. I cradled my stomach, crossing my giant hairy arms over it and moaning.
 
   “Beast, you’re hurt,” Belle said, stating the obvious. She wasn’t the sharpest sword in the armory. “What can I do for you?”
 
   “Help me,” I gasped. “Help me back to the castle. Please.”
 
   The conflict raced across her face. She still wanted to leave, but I was now a helpless animal. Sometimes looking like a beast came in handy.
 
   “Please, Belle,” I groaned again pleadingly. I looked directly into her eyes, adding even more pain to her already-torn heart.
 
   “Yes. Let me help you,” she finally replied.
 
   I allowed her to assist me to sit up. Then, I used her slight weight to get me to my feet. I huddled over, trying to cradle my ‘injured’ stomach some more.
 
   She fell for it utterly and completely. She even forgot her fear of me to place her arm at my back. I held out my free hand for her to take, she placed her tiny fingers inside it. She nodded as we continued our way back to the castle.
 
   The silence was painful. I was used to girls gushing about how handsome I was and how much they loved me. With no words being spoken, it was more awkward than I ever realized.
 
   But Belle was with me. I had managed to convince her to return to the castle, even when she was so intent on leaving. That was a win. Also a sign that she was able to be won over.
 
   I now knew exactly how I could get Belle to fall in love with me. All I had to do was play the poor, innocent beast for a while. Then she would be putty in my hands.
 
   Back at the castle, I allowed Belle to break my own rules by accompanying me all the way back to my room in the forbidden south wing. She helped me into my bed, pulling the covers up to my chin.
 
   “Is there anything I can get for you?” She asked, pulling a chair over to sit by my bedside.
 
   “No, just having you here is helping to make me stronger,” I replied, sounding like I might die at any moment. While I had her, I may as well lay it on thick. “I really am sorry you miss your papa so much. It is selfish of me to have you here. I just get so lonely. And you are so wonderful.”
 
   A small smile quirked her lips. She was actually buying it. “Maybe I could stay a little while longer. I did promise, after all.”
 
   Exactly, good of her to actually remember it for once. “Would you? It would make me so happy.”
 
   “I will. For you, Beast. I will stay.”
 
   She held my paw until I drifted off to sleep. I wanted to tell my servants not to let her out of the castle again before I did, but lost my opportunity.
 
   Belle was still there when I awoke. She slept soundly in the chair, still holding my paw. There was a grim satisfaction in that. Either she was too scared to leave or she actually cared.
 
   I nudged her arm and her eyes sprung open. We shared breakfast together that morning. And many more mornings after that.
 
   Belle and I became inseparable. We spent many hours walking in the castle grounds. I even picked some flowers for her one day which brought her great delight. It wasn’t like I was incapable of romance. I just didn’t have to do it before.
 
   Unfortunately, things were progressing much slower than I had anticipated. Gus kept knocking at my door, wanting to speak with me about Belle’s whereabouts. There was only so long I could hold him off before he realized I had her captive.
 
   Belle rarely smiled like she used to when I saw her in town. It was getting frustrating always seeing her so forlorn. For some reason it made me have feelings of sadness too. I quickly reminded myself how wonderful I was and the feeling would soon pass.
 
   We were having lunch one afternoon when I was completely over her attitude. “If you don’t like anything here, what do you like?”
 
   Belle thought about it for a long time. It shouldn’t be that hard. I could name a hundred things I liked just from the top of my head. She was impossible.
 
   Finally, she replied. “Books. I like books.”
 
   Now that was something I could deal with. “Come with me. I want to show you something.” I held out my arm and she slid her hand through it.
 
   I led Belle to my library. I didn’t have a need for books, I knew everything anyway. The castle had come with a complete library, however, so I was well equipped with books.
 
   As we entered, Belle’s face lit up. “This is magnificent. Do you enjoy reading?”
 
   Only the labels of my hair care products. “Oh yes, reading is one of my favorite pastimes. I can’t even count how many hours I’ve spent in here with these wonderful books.” I could never count something when it was zero.
 
   She ran her hands lightly over the books, delighting in reading the titles of them individually. It was almost like she was having a religious experience.
 
   “You can read anything you like in here,” I offered, rather kindly if I did say so myself.
 
   Belle turned to face me, as if only just remembering I was still there. “Thank you, Beast. I would like that very much.”
 
   I left her to it with a smile on my face. Belle was putty in my hands.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   After showing Belle my library, she was much more pleasant to live with. She managed to make it to every meal we shared and she was much nicer to me in general. If I didn’t know better, I would think she was falling in love with me.
 
   Things were still moving too slowly though. I needed to step up my romance so I could finally be turned back into the handsome prince I truly was.
 
   It happened one night, the brilliant idea crept into my thoughts and I knew it was perfect. I loved the way I could think so spectacularly.
 
   After Lantern took our dinner plates, it was time to make my move. “Belle, I was wondering…”
 
   “Wondering what?” She asked sweetly.
 
   “Oh, don’t worry about. It’s silly. You won’t want to do it.”
 
   She reacted exactly as I had hoped. “It can’t be that silly. Tell me what it is, I promise I won’t laugh.”
 
   “I was wondering if, perhaps, you would like to dance with me? I have lovely music in the ballroom. But it’s been a very long time since I have had someone to dance with.” I pretended to be shy and embarrassed.
 
   Belle stood and held out her hand. “I would love to dance with you, Beast.”
 
   I accepted her hand and we hurried up to the ballroom. With a flick of the switch, the music drifted through the room and embraced us with its melody.
 
   I took Belle in my arms and twirled her around. Girls loved dancing, that was something I had learned over the years. If you could get a woman on the dance floor, she would instantly love you all the more.
 
   And I, naturally, was an exquisite dancer.
 
   We danced for so long that Belle’s cheeks flushed a rosy shade of pink from the exertion. It made her glow in the light of the candles. I could see then why Gus had chosen her out of all the other girls in the village. She did have something that was beautiful, almost like an inner light.
 
   When the clock struck midnight, we finally decided we were too tired to continue. I escorted Belle back to her rooms and wished her a goodnight.
 
   By the way she looked at me in that moment, I was certain she was falling in love with me even further. After all, who wouldn’t love me? I was quite a catch – beast or not.
 
   I awoke the next morning feeling like my time as a hairy beast was coming to an end. I would win the bet with Gus and be transformed back into my gorgeous self. I was going to have the kingdom in the palm of my hand.
 
   So when I passed Belle crying in the library, I was completely baffled. “Belle, what’s wrong?”
 
   She looked at me with tear-stained cheeks. She had obviously been weeping for a while. “I miss my papa so much. He’s all I could think about when I awoke this morning.”
 
   “I’m sure he’s perfectly fine,” I pointed out.
 
   A whole new wave of sobs racked her body. “I have never been away from him for so long. I do worry about him.”
 
   There were two things I knew for certain. One was that Belle was in love with me, I had worked that out the previous night. The second was that I needed some peace and quiet. I wasn’t used to having anyone live in the castle and Belle was testing my last nerve.
 
   “Maybe you could go visit your papa,” I suggested. It was a big concession on my part, but I was comfortable she would return. And having the castle to myself, even for a few hours, sounded very appealing.
 
   She looked at me with big blue eyes, barely believing what she was hearing. “Really? I could go see Papa?”
 
   I nodded, putting as much kindness into that gesture as I could manage. “You may. But you must take something with you.”
 
   Belle didn’t care what item she had to tote along for her journey. She couldn’t leave the castle fast enough to visit her poor, precious papa.
 
   What I gave her was a mirror. I told her it was so she could be reminded of her beauty, but it was actually enchanted. Through that mirror, I could see everything Belle did. Somebody had to keep an eye on her.
 
   And if she didn’t return to the castle, I would be able to locate her without breaking a sweat.
 
   I propped the mirror’s enchanted partner on the table while I ate my lunch in peace and quiet. It was wonderful having the place to myself again.
 
   True to her word, Belle went straight to her former home. She held the mirror the entire way, barely giving it a second glance. If I had given that mirror to the ladies I normally associated with, all I would have been able to see would be their faces as they stared into the thing incessantly.
 
   As her happy reunion with her father played out in the mirror before me, my mind wandered to just how different Belle was from the other women in my life.
 
   The women I invited to the castle were perfectly polished, beautiful without a doubt underneath all their makeup. They could dance effortlessly and giggled excessively.
 
   Belle was the exact opposite.
 
   She wore no makeup but that didn’t seem to affect her beauty at all. There was something that shone from inside, an inner glow that seemed to work just as well.
 
   She could dance, but I lost count of how many times she had stepped on my toes. I had beastly feet which tended to get in the way of dancing, perhaps that contributed to the clumsiness.
 
   And Belle definitely did not giggle. You had to earn her laughter. But when you succeeded, you were treated to a smile that could bring a weak man to his knees. Her laughter was like the melody of tinkling bells.
 
   Belle was definitely different from my usual girls, that was for sure. I didn’t think she would grow on me the way she had.
 
   Looking around the castle, it almost felt… empty. Peace and quiet now transposed to loneliness. I missed the shuffling of Belle’s feet as she hurried along, the turning of her book pages as she read in the corner, the way she would hum to herself when she thought nobody was listening.
 
   My eyes were suddenly pulled back to the mirror as an unwelcome face appeared. Someone had interrupted Belle’s reunion.
 
   And that person was Gus.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER8
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why, it’s the beautiful Belle,” Gus said, flashing his too-white smile at her. He was not supposed to be at Belle’s house.
 
   “Gus, hello. What are you doing here?” Belle replied.
 
   “I am here to see you, of course.” There were those teeth again. “Someone told me you were spotted and I had to come see for myself. Where have you been hiding, my adorable girl?”
 
   Belle was taken aback by his questions. She was nervous, I could recognize her little twitches anywhere now. Gus leaned against the doorframe, blocking her exit.
 
   “I… I’ve been at the castle.”
 
   This was news to Gus. I had done a good job of hiding her all this time. “The castle? Not with that horrible beast, I hope.”
 
   Horrible?!?
 
   “With the beast, yes,” Belle conceded reluctantly.
 
   Thunder rolled across Gus’s features, blackening his eyes. “He is dangerous, you should not be anywhere near him. You should be with me instead. Marry me, Belle. Please say yes this time.”
 
   Marry him?!?
 
   This conversation was growing more outrageous with every word he spoke. Gus was shameless.
 
   He stepped forward and took Belle’s hands in his own. He looked deep into her eyes. “Belle, be my wife. Marry me and we’ll be so happy together.” And then he went in for the kill. “I love you.”
 
   Belle was momentarily too stunned for words. She looked down at their joined hands and back up to Gus’s smiling face. I’m surprised she wasn’t blinded by those teeth.
 
   “Come on, Belle, say no,” I muttered, watching on. My heart stopped beating while she made her decision. If Gus won, it was all over.
 
   But there was something else too. Something outside of our bet. I would miss Belle if she didn’t return. Gus didn’t love her, she would be unhappy with him.
 
   I refused to follow that trail of thoughts any further. I had to think of my own bet, what I would lose if she muttered the single word: yes.
 
   “Belle, please,” Gus pleaded. He really was shameless.
 
   “I… I… can’t,” Belle finally replied.
 
   Like he was snapped out of a dream, Gus let her hands drop. “You refuse to marry me? What is wrong with you? Are you insane?”
 
   That was the Gus I knew.
 
   “No, I just wish to marry no-one right now. I do not love you, Gus. I’m so, so sorry.”
 
   If thunder had described Gus before, only a tornado would do now. He spun around and flew out of that house so fast the door slammed in his wake.
 
   Belle was left shaky and fearful as her papa held her. She sobbed quietly into his shoulder, the last thing I saw before I turned my mirror onto the table. I didn’t want to see anything more.
 
   I had known Gus a long time. Probably longer than anyone else in the village. I knew him better than he knew himself. So it was easy to predict what he was going to do next.
 
   He was going to get revenge.
 
   On me.
 
   “Lantern! Lock down the castle!” I yelled, making all my servants scurry around the place. I had to close the castle walls or anyone could get through. I couldn’t risk that happening.
 
   Everyone darted everywhere, closing and securing doors and windows. It had been a long time since we completely closed the place but it was a necessity now. I could not leave myself vulnerable.
 
   “Your Majesty, it’s too late,” Lantern shrieked as he ran in from the front door. He rushed to my side, all in a dither. “They’re here. So many of them. Villagers. They’ve all come to… kill you.”
 
   Kill me? That sounded plausible. I was an ungodly beast, after all.
 
   There was only one thing left for me to do. Prince Francis did not wait to die. Prince Francis fought gallantly until he won.
 
   “Thank you, Lantern. Today, we will fight,” I said bravely. Nobody called Prince Francis a coward.
 
   I picked up a shield and sword from above the fireplace in my dining room. I had bought it only as a decoration, but it seemed like it might be appropriate for use in a battle.
 
   Holding the sword high in the air, I strode from my castle and into the woods. I was not scared, I knew I would win. I always did.
 
   Even seeing all the villagers as they approached from the opposite direction, I did not cower away. I met them in the middle of the woods, unsurprised to see Gus himself leading them.
 
   “Gus, my oldest friend. It is good to see you,” I said jovially. They were not going to see any weakness from Prince Francis, even in the disguise of a beast.
 
   “I am not your friend, Beast,” Gus replied, making sure all the villagers heard his words. “We are going to kill you and then your castle shall be mine.”
 
   So that’s what he wanted? My castle? I should have just given him the darn golden rose.
 
   “Ah, but you cannot kill me.”
 
   “I can.”
 
   “No, you can’t.”
 
   “Can so,” Gus said. I could play with him all day long and probably never tire of it. We had always been too alike, even as children.
 
   While we were bickering, the villagers grew restless. Without any warning, and with no direction from their despicable leader, they started charging for me. I was far outnumbered.
 
   But I was Prince Francis.
 
   I swung my sword at whoever came close and raised my shield to block their blows. We fought like soldiers, scurrying around and dancing with our weapons. I didn’t actually kill anyone, although I did want to several times.
 
   Some retreated, others were too scared to get close to a beast, while others were struck with bloodlust as they kept coming back at me.
 
   I spotted Belle behind them as one pushed me against a tree. She wasn’t fighting. Instead, her brow was etched with concern. Whether it was for me or not, I didn’t know. Perhaps she was just enjoying the show.
 
   She made her way through the crowd, growing ever so much closer to me. I wondered what her intention was, or whether she was there to lay a blow herself.
 
   It was time I tested Belle’s commitment to her promise.
 
    
 
  
 
  
 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
   When Belle was close enough to see the villagers nearest me lay their weapons to my skin, I cried out. It was a primal scream of pain and hurt as I fell to the ground.
 
   I crumpled there, my body lying on the forest floor as I tried to keep deathly still. I wanted her to believe I was dead, I needed her to believe that I had perished.
 
   The villagers stopped with their attacks, a cheer of victory running through them all. They waved their weapons in the air, believing they killed the evil beast.
 
   As I opened my eye just a smidge to see them, they started to leave the woods. With a triumphant hoot of celebration, they left my castle walls. No doubt heading toward the pub for some ale to end the event.
 
   Belle remained.
 
   She threw herself over my body as tears fell onto my fur. She hugged me, showing more compassion and emotion than any other woman I’d ever had within my castle walls.
 
   “Oh, beast, I am so sorry,” she sobbed. I was extra careful not to move. I played quite the part, I must say. “I didn’t know they would do this. I tried to stop them.”
 
   It was quite a heart wrenching scene playing out around me. I actually felt sorry for the poor girl. Nobody should be that upset about a beast’s death. Especially as ugly a beast as I was.
 
   “He’s dead, let him go and come with me,” Gus said. I hadn’t realized he was still there. I had suspected the villagers might carry him off on their shoulders as their triumphant leader.
 
   Belle’s fingers clenched my fur. Her touch was so, so tender in the cold forest. Her body warmed me far more than I expected it to.
 
   “I can’t leave him.”
 
   “Yes, you can. He is a lost cause. I am a far better match for you.” Gus spoke so smugly that I wanted to use my sword on him.
 
   “I can’t,” Belle sobbed. “I… I… I love him.”
 
   My eyes flew open at hearing those three words. My entire body tingled with the magic flowing through my veins.
 
   She had said the words that would unlock me from my curse. My body was pulled into the air, I levitated there as Belle stumbled backwards from the shock. Gus merely reclined against a tree, already looking bored with the situation.
 
   “What’s happening?” Belle asked. I was surprised she still managed to talk after everything that was happening.
 
   Cords of magic glowed orange around my levitating body. Slowly, far too slowly for my liking, I was transformed back into the human body I loved and admired so very much.
 
   It started with my legs, turning from furry brown into the booted feet I had when first cursed. It travelled upwards, over my torso and down my arms.
 
   Finally, my beautiful face returned. All signs of the beast were gone, leaving nothing but my handsome self in its place. I was me again.
 
   And I was gorgeous.
 
   The magic subsided, returning me to my feet. Belle stood cautiously as Gus picked at his nails with disinterest. His mouth was curved with a frown, wrinkles covered his forehead.
 
   “Belle, your love has released me from my curse,” I said, at least giving her an explanation. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re not a beast anymore,” she replied, still in shock, the poor dear.
 
   “No, I am not. But I have won a bet!”
 
   Gus’s head shot up at the mention of our wager. “You cheated.”
 
   “I did no such thing. And now you have to visit my father with me,” I reminded him. Sure, it would be a long journey together, but we were still best friends at heart. A little attempted lynching wouldn’t get between us. We’d suffered through worse.
 
   “Fine. I shall go pack,” Gus conceded. He left us there alone as he stumbled out of the woods, his shoulders hunched with defeat.
 
   “A bet?” Belle asked.
 
   “Yes. Whoever got you to fall in love with them first, won,” I explained happily. “And I am the triumphant victor.”
 
   Belle crossed her arms and held a rigid posture, apparently not as pleased with the win as I was. “I was nothing but a bet? A wager? A gamble?”
 
   “If it’s any consolation, I did enjoy having you around.”
 
   She took a step closer and I thought she was going to hug me. Instead, she swung her fist and it collided with my chin. “I am no bet. You really are nothing but a beast.”
 
   With no further words spoken, she stomped out of the woods like a thunderstorm. I let her go. I was back to myself again, I could get any girl I wanted.
 
   Even if they might not be as warm and lovely.
 
   Or as intelligent and kind.
 
   Or love me so readily even though I had been a beast and ugly.
 
   Maybe I had made a terrible mistake.
 
   I shrugged it away. I didn’t need Belle. I was Prince Francis, after all. And I was awesome.
 
    
 
   The End
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