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      Prepare to be amused by these five humorous fantasy stories involving dragons and slayers, deals with the Devil, 80s hair metal, and much, much more!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Praise for Dayle A. Dermatis

      

      

      “Dayle A. Dermatis’s ‘If the Shoe Fits’ is a funny (and rather ingenious) semi-modern twist on Cinderella, in which we find out why that shoe was really so important to everyone.”

      
        
        —Errant Dreams Reviews

      

      

      “Dermatis has a love of lush language….”

      
        
        – Tangent Online

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            IF THE SHOE FITS

          

        

      

    

    
      When I heard the royal family would be holding a ball to find suitable wife material for the prince and heir, my mind went into overdrive.

      But not in the way anyone would expect.

      I didn’t have specific information about how a royal household was run; I didn’t know the number and skill sets of the servants, or even how many people would be invited to this shindig. But within ten minutes I had a pretty good sense of how much it would cost per person, even factoring in peacock meat (which seemed like a waste to me, what with chickens being that much cheaper per pound, but I also understood the art of entertaining sometimes meant being flashy to impress certain guests).

      Not, mind you, that it was any of my business. Party planning wasn’t really where I wanted to end up, but I loved the idea of it. Just the way my brain works: a challenge, a puzzle. I can put together a fundraising dinner and auction for 50 people without breaking a sweat. The concept of overseeing a royal ball made me go squee (on the inside).

      Actually going to the ball? Meh. Marrying royalty didn’t interest me in the least, and besides, I had finals coming up.

      My aunt, Sheila, thought differently.

      “It would be a good networking opportunity for you,” she’d said.

      “I’m not in the market for a husband,” I’d said.

      She’d rapped my knuckles with her wooden spoon, not enough to hurt, but it got my attention. “Don’t be an idiot,” she said. “I’m talking about business networking. You’re about to graduate with honors. All those other girls giggling around the prince? Their daddies will be there, and their daddies run corporations that have job openings for the right candidates.”

      Oh. Duh. I’d been so busy helping my sisters not lose their freaking minds over the ball that it hadn’t even occurred to me that this could be all about the schmoozing. Bad future entrepreneur, no BMW.

      There’s a reason why Aunt Sheila runs a thriving chain of bakeries.

      Around me, young women clumped together, giggling (just as Aunt Sheila had predicted) and craning their necks to get a glimpse of Rupert, Prince Royal and Most Eligible Bachelor. I, on the other hand, had handed out a fair number of business cards, and was feeling rather smug.

      Everybody says I work too hard. But I just cannot abide a disorganized house. After my mother died, my father...well, he was grieving, plus he had his own business to run, so the household fell to me. I was still young, but I wasn’t stupid. I could clip coupons and plan a week’s worth of simple, nutritious meals.

      When my dad remarried, bringing not only a new wife into the house but also two new stepsisters for me, I suggested a rota of chores. Seemed only fair. They all laughed and went on gadding about.

      So I just went on managing things. Oh, it was a PITA, sure, but with more people in the house, somebody had to keep things running smoothly. Money was tight, but I was able to convince dad to let me hire a weekly cleaning lady so I had enough time to work on my degree in business management.

      I was thinking about bailing and heading home to get some studying in when the crowd fell silent and parted, and there was Prince Rupert, handsome and dashing. He smiled, white teeth and dimples flashing, and the women around me gave a collective sigh.

      Okay, he was a looker, I’ll give him that. Piercing blue eyes, thick black hair, square jaw. Broad shoulders, slim hips. Almost a cliché.

      He surveyed the people in this corner of the ballroom. I did my best to blend into the wallpaper. It would be the height of rudeness to sneak away, and I had a reputation to cultivate. With all the excitedly heaving bosoms around me, there was no way he’d notice...

      Oh, crap. He was coming right for me.

      He asked me to dance, and women who’d been mentally designing their wedding invitations glared daggers at me as we walked away.

      “Your Highness,” I said as soon as we were out of earshot of the crowd, “I’m honored by your interest, but I hope you’ll allow me to speak plainly.”

      “Please,” he said with a gracious nod of his head that struck me as a little too practiced.

      Saying I’m not interested in you seemed a little blunt, so I explained that I didn’t think I was princess material and that I had plans for a career and I was here largely to put those plans in motion. Only I said it much more politely and flowery.

      “Well, I have to thank you for your honesty,” he said. “When you first said you weren’t princess material, it sounded like a line, but I think you really mean it. Believe me, that’s refreshing. I’ve been desperate to talk to someone who has more on her mind than clinging to my every word and answering in a charming way that’s designed to make me think she’s The One.”

      It was quite a speech, let me tell you.

      “If you want to find a potential wife tonight, you probably ought to be dancing with them, not me,” I said.

      “Protocol states I must give you the full dance,” he said, “and I appreciate the chance to talk to someone interesting. Plus, I’ve been dying to ask you: Where did you get your shoes?”

      My…huh? What?

      Aunt Sheila had loaned them to me. She’d studied in Paris back in the day, and saved up her money for the one indulgence. I didn’t know a shoe from a ship, but I knew these were exquisite, so-expensive-it-takes-your-breath-away pumps. They were, I knew, one of a kind, too—the burgundy silk and black lace were remnants, and no other pair had been made with the same fabrics.

      I explained it all to Rupert (who was, I might mention, an incredibly good dancer).

      “They really are fabulous,” he said. “I wish I could get a better look at them. Would you like a drink?”

      I blinked, recovered, and the next thing I knew we were in a private antechamber and I was drinking the best damn champagne on earth and he was turning one of my shoes over in his hands and examining the workmanship. He seemed to know what he was looking at.

      He handed the pump back to me (I’d been afraid he’d gently replace it on my foot or something) and I slipped it on.

      “You’re so lucky,” he said.

      “Why?” I couldn’t quite get that. He had the world at his fingertips, didn’t he?

      “You have choices,” he said, “and the freedom to make those choices. My path is set: marry a suitable woman, produce heirs, be the figurehead for a kingdom that already has a perfectly well-running government. The end.”

      Well…I’d never thought about that. “But there’s some much you can do, with your connections and power. What about creating charities?”

      “My future wife is expected to do that,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong, though—I do see those benefits. It’s just that I’d give anything to have the freedom to pursue my own passions, live my own life.” He waved a hand. “Oh, never mind.”

      I wanted to tell him to just go do whatever he bloody well wanted, because really, who was really going to protest? Wasn’t his decree practically law?

      Then I thought about it. I could very well have moved out and left the chaos of my family home behind me, giving me tons more time to move ahead with my own plans. But I felt a responsibility to them—just as Rupert must feel towards the kingdom.

      So we talked about that, and I have to say, he was pretty easy to talk to. I kinda liked him, in a “I’ve never had a brother” sort of way.

      His counselor peeking in the door made us both realize how long ago we’d ditched the ball, and made me realize just how late it was.

      Crap.

      There’d been no way in hell I could have driven there; the traffic was beyond a gridlocked nightmare. There wouldn’t be any cabs. So if I didn’t catch the last train, which left Palace Station just after midnight, I’d be stranded.

      “Reallynicetalkingtoyou, gottago.”

      I grabbed my stuff from the coat check, laced on my sneakers (there was no way in hell I was going to commute in those stilettos, either), and made a mad dash to the train station.

      It was only after I was sitting in the car and catching my breath that I realized I’d dropped one of the shoes somewhere along the way.

      I said a word that never would have been appropriate in front of royalty.
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        * * *

      

      Thankfully Aunt Sheila was out of town, so I didn’t have to break the loss to her just yet. I was eyeballs-deep in finals over the next few days, pulling all-nighters at the library and crashing on a friend’s sofa closer to the university, so I didn’t hear about the whole ruckus until I stumbled home.

      “Where have you been; I’ve left messages,” my stepmom said.

      I pulled out my cell. Yep, there were messages. Who knew?

      “The palace has been looking for you.” She twisted her hands together. “We were hoping they were calling about Genna or Clara.”

      “It’s just about my shoe,” I said. “I dropped it when I was leaving. I’m sure they just want to return it.”

      But even I wondered why they couldn’t have just popped it into the mail, you know?

      So I called back, and was put on hold forever (royal Muzak is no better than your local bank’s, believe me) before someone got back on the line and told me that Prince Rupert would like to return the shoe to me personally and was I free for a private dinner at the palace tomorrow?

      That just didn’t bode well. I’d caught up on the news and knew that the prince hadn’t selected a prospective wife (or even a short list of candidates) since the ball. I couldn’t imagine Rupert taking the time to hang out with me when he had bigger fish to fry…unless it was my fish he had an interest in.

      Had I not made myself clear? Had he not made himself clear?

      But I had to get that shoe back before Aunt Sheila got home.

      I had a private audience with the prince in the “small” dining room, which was almost the size of my father’s house. At least we weren’t at opposite ends of the table that yawned the length of the room. If we had, we’d’ve needed walkie-talkies.

      We made small talk through the soup course, and then he leaned forward and said, “Ella.”

      His tone of voice made me vaguely itchy. I doubted I’d like what he had to say. “Your Highness.”

      “I have a business proposition for you.”

      Oh. Well, then. I sat forward. “I’m always interested in that.”

      “I need a wife.”

      I sat back. “I don’t⁠—”

      “Please, hear me out.” He looked almost as unhappy as I felt, so I let him continue. “I’ve met many fine women, so many who would be appropriate for the role of princess. But I have some…special requirements, and I don’t believe any of those women would understand or agree to them.”

      Great. He had a kinky streak.

      “Those women are looking for a great romance, and that’s something I can never give them,” he continued.

      Oh. A mistress, then, someone he could never put on the throne.

      But no. He kept going. “You have other goals in life, ones that I can facilitate. I think we can both benefit from a joint venture.”

      He went on to detail what I’d get out of the deal, which included some pretty nifty corporate responsibilities. In return, I’d be his wife essentially in name only, and he’d be able to pursue his personal passions, as he’d called them.

      The pre-nup included a confidentiality agreement, and when I read it, it was like a blinding light going off over my head. All of the signs had been there, but like everyone else, I just hadn’t put them together.

      His disinterest in the sea of heaving bosoms. His fascination with my fabulous shoes….
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        * * *

      

      So there you have it. Rupert remains the country’s figurehead, and designs shoes and handbags (and occasionally hats) under a fake name. He’s quite good; his latest line got a huge write-up in Vogue. We pay a private physician handsomely to keep quiet about the artificial insemination to get me pregnant. (Yeah, I’ve always focused on getting a career, but I never said kids were out of the question.)

      And me? I get to be CFO of Rupert’s design firm and manage the royal finances, and for fun I throw elaborate, glittering dinner parties and fundraisers for up to a thousand people.

      Squee.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Author’s Note

      

      

      I wrote “If the Shoe Fits” for an anthology called The Trouble With Heroes. What happens when the hero comes back from storming the castle? If you’re the damsel he rescued…well, now what? That opened up so many fun ideas!

      I confess I can’t remember the thought process I went through to come up with the story. I clearly recall, though, that at one point in the story, it could’ve gone two ways. I can’t tell you what the other one is without spoiling the story…but can you guess?

      “If the Shoe Fits” appeared The Trouble With Heroes (DAW Books, 2009).
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“...One of the best writers working today.”
— USA Today bestselling author Dean Wesley Smith
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