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It was perfect, all too perfect. For all eighteen years of my life, I was plain Cyndi Osmond—or Cinderella, the name my wretched stepsisters had given me. But now, I was Princess Cyndi. The crown nestled atop my braided bun was splendid, its little crests rising and falling like golden waves.

Prince Xavier presented me to the people of the Kingdom of Cerulena on a grand balcony with a curved, gilded railing. In a white wedding gown that cascaded to the shining marble floor in waves of silk and lace, I gazed at the ocean of heads below, unable to believe my good fortune. My hair was adorned with pearls and flowers; a scalloped veil flowed behind me, kissing the train of my dress like a magnificent waterfall. I wore my heeled glass slippers, the pair my fairy godmother had gifted me. Somewhere in the crowd, I spotted her. She had traded her usual shimmery attire for a coral-pink satin dress and was doing her best to fit in with the humans. Still, the dazzling smile on her face told me that she was proud of me. 

So much happened over the past few days. It felt surreal and was literally magical. First, the ball, which I never imagined I would attend. And then, the miracle of Prince Xavier finding me among all the ladies in the kingdom by asking each of them to try on the glass slipper I’d left at the palace by accident when I was fleeing at midnight. The shoe fit none of the other young women. Their feet were either too big, too small, too wide, or too narrow. Although there was no proof to support my theory, I suspected that it had something to do with my fairy godmother’s magic—she must have enchanted the slippers when she created them, so they would only fit my feet. 

She was my light, my beacon, my salvation. For what felt like my whole life, I knew nothing but misery and despair. My mother died when I was a baby, and my father, who longed to fill the void of loneliness in me, remarried so that I’d have a stepmother to love me and stepsisters to play with. His intentions were kind, but the thought proved to be too naive. Lady Briary, my stepmother—now Lady Osmond—did not love me, and neither did her two daughters from her previous marriage—Charlotte and Beatrice. After a terrible illness claimed my father, they made me their slave. 

Three months ago, when the king issued a royal decree to hold a ball for his son, they forbade me from attending the event. Had it not been for my fairy godmother, I never would have made it, and Prince Xavier never would have found my glass slipper. I thought it was over, that I should be content enough with the memory of the joyful evening I’d spent dancing with the prince, but he found me. He went to the ends of the earth just to find me and ask for my hand in marriage. Was that not a mark of a true romantic? If that wasn’t enough to prove his devotion to me, he was unfazed when he learned of my true identity. My lack of social status posed no threat to our thriving romance. He loved me unreservedly and unconditionally. It was the best kind of love. 

Smiling, I raised my eyes to meet Prince Xavier’s. They were so soft, so bright, like the first rays of a new dawn. His hair was blond like mine, and his irises were the same sea blue as Papa’s. In a violet frock coat with silver embroidery, he stood tall and proud beside me. The thought of spending forever with him made me blissfully dizzy. Before I met him, I hadn’t believed in love at first sight, but since that magical evening, he had engraved himself into my permanent memory. Even if he never found me, I would never forget him, never forget that mesmerizing ball and the euphoria pulsing through me as we danced.

“Cyndi.” My name poured from Prince Xavier’s lips like honey trickling into a steaming cup of tea. That low, husky voice alone could melt me. 

“I love you,” I told him, sealing the vows we exchanged earlier with an ardent kiss.

However, the moment my mouth encountered his, he vanished into thin air. Bewildered, I clutched his hand tighter, but the more desperately I struggled to hold on, the faster everything around me dissolved. The colors jumbled and blended together, and the shapes and silhouettes blurred, fading out of focus. Everything around me disintegrated, and the familiar sensation of falling consumed me. 

I jolted awake, finding myself in the attic. The lantern beside me was still alight, the candle in it still flickering. Outside the window, a breeze rustled in the leaves. Everything was eerily silent, as if foreshadowing the arrival of something sinister.

For a few moments, I sat on my straw bed, my mind spinning. How could it be? My fairy godmother, the pumpkin carriage, the dance with Prince Xavier, the glass slippers, how he had found me among the sea of unmarried maidens in the Kingdom of Cerulena ... it was all a dream? 

Reality collided with my mind like a boulder. I lay in the semi-darkness, mourning the loss of the beautiful dream. Disappointment flooded me as my heart ached. Tears stung in my eyes. I wiped them away angrily. Somehow, my mind had suspended its disbelief, rationalized the impossible, and convinced me that magic existed. How could I have been so foolish? There was no way I could have attended the royal ball. It was no place for a pathetic servant girl like me. Furthermore, fairies did not exist, and neither did pumpkin carriages nor glass slippers.

Stepmother, Charlotte, and Beatrice were there now. I had entertained the wild idea of making a dress for myself at the last minute and sneaking off to the ball, but I’d fallen asleep before I could put my plan into action. The heap of blue fabric I’d purchased lay in a heap before my bed. If only my fatigue hadn’t defeated me...

A glance at the clock told me that it was thirty minutes past midnight. Sighing, I dragged myself to my feet. Stepmother and my stepsisters would be home in an hour, I supposed. Charlotte ordered me to change her bedsheets before she was back. She would be furious at me if I failed to finish my chores in time. 

Entering her room, I caught a glimpse of myself in her tall, elliptical mirror. My honey-blonde hair trailed down my shoulders in messy curls. Cinders and ash painted my pale face an ugly shade of gray. My sapphire-blue eyes stared at my reflection, reminding me of ice crystals, faraway glaciers, and winter wonderlands. Everything about me—my skinny limbs, my brown dress that sported a myriad of patches, and my soiled stockings—reflected my lowly status as a maid. To think I would even be granted entry into the palace was folly. 

I removed the bedsheet on Charlotte’s tall, canopied bed and folded it. Somewhere in the distance, a carriage clattered to a stop. A few seconds passed, then—

“We’re home!” Charlotte’s loud, shrill voice penetrated the almost-solid silence of the house.

Cursing under my breath, I straightened the new bedsheet and grabbed the used one. My brown boots clicked as I ran downstairs. The three of them were already at the doorway. Charlotte was dancing in the foyer, the train of her red velvet gown trailing behind her. Beatrice was beaming, and even Stepmother seemed to be in a good mood. 

“Well done,” she purred, ruffling Charlotte’s reddish-brown hair. “Well done, my darling.”

“Cinderella!” Charlotte squealed in falsetto. “You’ll never guess what happened tonight!”

I donned a polite smile. “What happened?” 

Charlotte grinned. “Prince Xavier chose me! He proposed to me after the ball in front of King Mitchell and Queen Kiera!”

Everything in my world froze. I opened my mouth and closed it, at a loss for words. A mixture of emotions churned in me—disbelief, envy, and sadness. Fighting my shock, I widened my smile. “Congratulations! I’m happy for you.”

Charlotte laughed. “You should be. As the princess-to-be, I’m bringing you to the palace along with me.”

My smile froze and wilted. Horror drenched me like a bucket of ice-cold water.

“I’m bringing you to the palace to serve me for life, Cinderella,” Charlotte repeated. “The king said I was allowed to bring a maid along, so I’d have a trusted personal attendant with me at all times. Very kind of him, isn’t it?”

She might as well have slapped me. I felt as if I had been cast outside into a raging thunderstorm. Opening my mouth, I fumbled for words, but none rose to my tongue. The palace. I was about to leave my house and move to the palace with my stepsister. 

“When is the wedding?” I asked when I finally found my voice.

“In three months,” Stepmother announced, removing her furry white shawl. “And of course, Cinderella, you will help your dear sister get ready for it, won’t you?”

Numbly, I nodded. “Yes, Stepmother.”

Beatrice smirked. “Good heavens, Cinderella, how speechless you look! Are you truly happy for Charlotte, or are you already dreaming about marrying an aristocrat?”

I shook my head.

Stepmother cleared her throat and fixed her cold gray eyes on me. “Let me make this clear: You are nothing but a maid, Cinderella, and maids are not supposed to dream of marrying up. Maids exist to serve their mistresses, and you will do well to serve yours.”

Fixing my gaze on her acid-green gown, I made no attempt to argue with her. “Yes, Stepmother.”

“Good. Now, go to your attic while I talk with my daughters.”

A meeting for real family members, my mind translated. To them, I was unworthy of their affection, let alone their trust. Even though Papa had been gone for eleven years and I had nobody to spill their secrets to, the wall they built around me only grew taller.

In a half-trance, I returned to the attic and sat down on my bed, the only soft spot in the small space. The flames in the lantern cast dark, ghostly shadows on the peeling walls. I pillowed my head in my arms, struggling to process the flood of information. Anyone in my shoes would be overjoyed—moving to the palace was a drastic improvement from my current life. But to me, it marked the start of a nightmare. Under the scrutiny of the other maids, the demanding nobles, and the members of the royal family, Charlotte would no doubt find more ways to torture me.

Lying on my back on the flimsy bed, I stared at the ceiling. I had no desire to move to the palace with Charlotte. But as reluctant as I was, I had no choice. My life was never mine to begin with. Ever since Papa died and left me with Lady Osmond and her cruel daughters, I was destined to live as their puppet, their slave. Little better than a servant, I had no identity.

Once when I was thirteen, Stepmother whipped me for forgetting to clean her room. It was an effective punishment; I wasn’t foolish enough to rebel against her a second time. From that day on, I never defied her when she added to my load of chores, never fought back when Charlotte stepped on my fingers or when Beatrice tracked mud on the floor after I’d polished it. But my obedience stemmed from fear, not kindness or tolerance. I feared for my life, feared Stepmother and all the wicked punishments she might dream of if I refused to obey her and her daughters. 

“Cinderella!” Stepmother shouted.

I leapt to my feet and sprinted downstairs, my heart racing. “What’s the matter, Stepmother?”

“What did I say about washing the plates?” she snapped.

I cast a glance at the kitchen and cursed inwardly. “I’m sorry, Stepmother. I’ll clean them now.”

Charlotte smirked. “Good. We should train you harder, shouldn’t we? If you’re moving to the palace with me, you’ll have plenty of chores to do each day.”

Stepmother, Charlotte, and Beatrice bustled upstairs, laughing like hyenas as they went. I lit the candelabra by the sink and got to work. It would take me half an hour to finish washing the stack of oily porcelain plates. Mustering my patience and restraining my frustration, I scraped the grease and stains off each dish, my fingers immersed in the cold water. 

Life wasn’t fair, I had come to terms with that when I was much younger. Some people were born into royal families, while others were fated to live in the cellars as servants. And as for me, I was once Papa’s little princess, the young mistress of the family. I never thought that would change, that one day, I’d become a maid in the lavish house I called home. Somehow, the universe enjoyed toying with my life. 

Nevertheless, the situation was about to take a turn for the worse. If I thought washing bedsheets, mending stockings, cleaning windows, and cooking three meals for my stepmother and stepsisters each day was horrible enough, I was about to be proven wrong. Nothing good could come from a life in the palace. I’d be forced to live in a regal cage, to see the prince and the nobles every day, yet unable to approach them or voice my pain. 

How was it fair? Charlotte, the epitome of evil, had won the prince’s hand. What did His Royal Highness see in her? When she was ten, she had derived a morbid pleasure from tormenting ants, gleefully burning them with her handheld looking glass in our garden. As she grew older, her wicked propensity for inflicting pain on others hadn’t changed. Her mother’s hatred for me seeped into her, and I became her new target. 

A heavy sigh escaped me as my dream—my wild, vivid, ethereal dream—glided to the surface of my mind. It wasn’t a ball gown, a palace, or a tiara I longed for, but rather, true love. 

It never felt possible for me to find love or be loved. Perhaps I was cursed, like the princesses in the storybooks I read as a little girl. Perhaps my happiness existed only in dreams, and I was doomed to live a life steeped deep in misery. 
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Chapter Two
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The next three weeks were filled with preparations. Seamstresses from the palace visited our house every day, peppering Charlotte with polite questions about how she wanted her dresses to be made and which styles she preferred. An old, respectable woman by the name of Lady Smith came and gave Charlotte, Beatrice, and Stepmother etiquette lessons twice a week. As for me, I had never been this busy in my whole life. Every five minutes, Charlotte ordered me to bring her a cup of tea. She delighted in torturing me, knowing I hadn’t had a minute to rest since the night she came home from the ball. 

At first, Stepmother insisted I stay in the sitting room from morning to night, probably just to make me jealous of Charlotte, but once when a young seamstress told Stepmother I had pretty eyes, she forbade me to show my face before any visitors, which was fine by me. I had enough chores to attend to—the usual cooking, cleaning, washing, and drying. Most of the time, I haunted the spacious house like a ghost, drifting from one room to another and thinking about the old times when this lovely mansion belonged to me and my father.

Once I was done with the housework, I’d retire to the attic and lie in the patch of sunshine, thinking, dreaming, and wondering. Often, my thoughts would travel to Prince Xavier. Did he have my blond hair and blue eyes? What did his voice sound like? Low and soothing like the hum of a cello, or mellow and light like a ribbon of silk? What did his crown look like? Did he wear it every day, even when he was alone? The only thing I knew about him was that he was twenty-two, the same age as Charlotte. I wondered what he saw in her, what about Charlotte had caught his eye. 

Staring at the hands of the grandfather clock, I combed my hair, letting it stream across my flat pillow and fan out in golden waves. Faint voices seeped through the loose floorboards; most of Charlotte’s new dresses were finished, and the seamstresses were making adjustments. She spent the entire morning complaining about how there was too little lace, too few bows, and how the cutting and design made her look too plump.

“No, no, no!” Charlotte’s shrill voice yelled. “You’re doing it wrong! Is that how you pin the hem of a dress? Are you blind?”

Sighing, I covered my ears with my hands. Life in the palace would be a nightmare for me. The dream—that dream—flitted across my mind like a butterfly. I closed my eyes, trying to dredge up each detail of it, each word the prince said to me. Even though it was nothing but a product of my imagination, the memory more or less comforted me. 

“Cinderella!” Beatrice shouted.

My eyelids flew open. “Yes, ma’am?”

“Lady Smith wants you downstairs. She’s going to give you a lecture on the palace rules.”

Groaning, I stretched my sore arms. Inertia threatened to claim every fiber of my being, but I resisted it. In twelve days, I would bid my attic goodbye and depart for the palace.

****
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The carriage clattered, bobbing up and down on the uneven cobblestone road. Charlotte and I were silent. For the first time in years, I was wearing something remotely decent—a sky-blue dress with a white apron. Although it was far from fancy, unlike Charlotte’s lavish crimson gown, the dress was clean and had no patches. 

The carriage was a picture of royal elegance. The walls were gilded, and the seats were quilted. There were two cushions—one for me and the other for Charlotte. Perhaps I’d been too pessimistic; perhaps moving to the palace wasn’t an utter disaster.

I looked outside the window, the spring air brushing against my cheeks like feathers. The wedding would be held tonight. There would be a dance afterward for all the guests and the royals from the neighboring kingdoms. I wondered if Charlotte and Prince Xavier would allow me to attend it.

The silver spires of the palace greeted us from afar, and the carriage hiked up a slope. One of the immense towers sported a giant black clock with silver roman numerals. Taken aback by the sight of it, I held my breath. 

It was the exact same clock that appeared in my dream.

But how could it be? I had never been to the palace before. How could I have dreamed of the clock or even known it existed? 

The carriage slowed to a halt, pausing in front of a white gate with gold carvings. I shoved my thoughts away and focused my mind on the present. The coachman hopped off and walked to the side. He held the door open for Charlotte, and she stepped out.

“Lady Charlotte,” the coachman said. “Welcome to the palace.”

Charlotte shot him a sharp look. “Next time, you might want to consider driving slower. The bumpy ride gave me a headache.”

“Apologies, my lady,” the coachman murmured, bowing.

I gazed at the towers, at the tiny golden flags that billowed in the air and seemingly caught fire under the iridescent sunshine. Even though it would take a while for me to get accustomed to life in the palace, I wanted to be hopeful. It was easy to have hope, to be optimistic on such a bright morning. Anything felt possible. Everything—from the magnificent palace to the rolling hills in the distance to the stainless blue sky—seemed alive with joy. 

“Welcome, ladies,” said Lady Smith with a curtsy. She was standing by the gates, her hands folded primly before her. In an emerald-green gown and pearl brooch, I assumed that she had already dressed up for the wedding. Two burly footmen stood behind her, looking equally glum.

Charlotte’s brows furrowed, seemingly annoyed for no reason. “Where is my room?” she demanded.

“Please follow me,” Lady Smith replied.

We ascended a series of crescent steps that led to a pair of double doors. The beige marble floor was threaded with thousands of tiny veins. I paused for a moment to admire the crisscrossing artery of patterns. Here in the palace, even the smallest of things held the greatest of wonders. 

Charlotte turned to me and tutted. “Stop dawdling, Cinderella. I’m about to get dressed soon.” She turned to the two footmen, who were picking up her trunks. “No, no. Leave that one to her. The heaviest trunk.” 

“Who, ma’am?” one of them asked.

Charlotte pointed her chin in my general direction. “That wretched maid.”

Knowing better than to argue back, I kept my mouth shut. Clutching my stepsister’s heaviest trunk, I followed her, the footmen, and Lady Smith into the great hall. Everywhere in the palace vaulted hallways, fancy rooms, spiral staircases, tufted chairs, murals of angels, and portraits of past rulers greeted me. Every corner looked identical, like a labyrinth of finery. Velvet, brocade, and silk adorned every chair and bench in view. 

Charlotte’s room was as opulent as the palace itself. With a canopied bed, a little library of her own, and a walk-in wardrobe five times the size of my attic, it was fit for a princess. 

“As Her Royal Highness’ personal attendant, Cyndi, you can sleep in the adjoining room here,” Lady Smith said, gesturing at a door. 

Without any fancy draperies or gilded furniture, it was a plain, simple room with a single bed and a small closet. Sunshine slanted in through a window that overlooked the vast kingdom. It wasn’t the least bit extravagant, but it was an improvement from the attic. My new room was clean, and there were no rats, spiders, or ashes. Smiling, I placed my little trunk by the bed. When I stood up, I made the mistake of meeting Charlotte’s gaze by accident. She looked murderous, as if I’d stolen one of her diamond necklaces. 

Lady Smith turned to Charlotte. “You have eight maids, ma’am. They will help you get dressed and style your hair for the wedding. I believe Anne, the leader of the maids, has gathered them. They should be waiting outside now.”

Charlotte bared her teeth in a grin. “Thank you, Lady Smith. May I meet them?”

Lady Smith glided to the door and opened it. Eight neatly dressed girls who looked around eighteen stood outside. All of them wore their hair parted in the middle and were garbed in identical pale blue dresses and white aprons. 

One of them curtsied and spoke, “Lady Smith, you asked us to meet you here.”

“Yes. This is Her Royal Highness Princess Charlotte.” Lady Smith gestured at Charlotte. “And this is Cyndi, her attendant from home. You will be serving the princess together.”

All eight of them sank into low curtsies. 

“You have a lot of work to do, girls,” Lady Smith reminded them. “I will not trouble you any further. And Your Highness, the ceremony will start at twilight. Five in the evening.”

Charlotte nodded. “You can leave now.”

Once Lady Smith and the footmen had left, Charlotte ordered the maids to form a line. “Well? Do I have to beg you to introduce yourselves?” she demanded.

The maid who had spoken to Lady Smith lowered her head. “No, ma’am. I’m Anne, and these are Katherine, Millie, Jennifer, Caroline, Larissa, Georgia, and Serena. We are all very honored to serve Your Highness.”

“Girls, this is Cyndi Osmond. You may call her Cinderella, as I do.” Charlotte jerked her chin at me, barely sparing me a glance. 

The maids cast curious looks at me. One of the smaller girls nodded and smiled. Anne was expressionless. My instincts told me to keep a low profile. I had no clue what tricks Charlotte had up her sleeve, and I wasn’t keen to find out. 

“From now on, all of you are allowed to give her orders.” Charlotte paced in front of the girls, her eyes traveling from one confused face to another. “Don’t talk to her, approach her, or befriend her. Assign her any chores you find unpleasant, and discipline her as hard as you can. Should she talk back to you, you have my permission to slap—”

“But Your Highness, His Majesty, Her Majesty, and His Highness would never allow that!” one of the girls squealed.

Charlotte’s eyes flashed dangerously. She took a menacing step closer to the maid who had spoken. “What is your name?”

“It’s Serena Mills.”

“Are you defying your mistress on your first day?” Charlotte barked.

Serena’s gaze dropped to her long skirt. “No, Your Highness.”

“Then don’t challenge me. Let me repeat myself: Do not treat Cinderella with any kindness. This is an order, not a plea or a request. Am I making myself clear?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the eight girls chorused.

At a loss for words, I remained rooted to my spot. I’d known long ago that Charlotte was up to no good, but I hadn’t imagined she’d do this to me. Trying not to think about how I’d survive life in the palace, I fought to keep my tears at bay. It was the only way to keep what little dignity I had left.

“Now, go and unpack all four of my trunks,” Charlotte ordered. “You two, Anne and Millie, go to the seamstresses and fetch all the dresses they’ve made for me.”

“Including the wedding dress, Your Highness?” Anne asked.

Charlotte gave her a long, piercing look.

“Yes, ma’am,” murmured Anne. She and Millie curtsied and left the room, while the other girls busied themselves with Charlotte’s trunks. They buzzed around the room like bees in a hive. Most of Charlotte’s belongings were mine—after my father’s death, she stole my favorite bejeweled comb, my foiled set of fairy tales, and all of my necklaces and bracelets. Stepmother, of course, made no objection. 

Charlotte sat on the nearest chair and leaned back, watching the maids drape and fold her silk shawls and fancy stomachers in the closet.

Halfheartedly, I sat on the floor by her bed, wishing time would elapse sooner.

“What are you doing?” Charlotte growled at me. 

The maids whirled around, identical expressions of fear etched on their faces. 

“Get up, Cinderella. Did I give you permission to sit?”

Realizing that Charlotte was yelling at me and not them, the maids breathed sighs of relief and returned to their work.

I leapt to my feet. “I’m sorry, Charlotte.”

“Your Highness,” she corrected me. “You’re not allowed to attend the wedding this evening.” The gleam of devilish joy in her eyes spoke volumes about how much she loved making me miserable. 

“Yes, Your Highness,” I murmured.

Charlotte pressed a hand to her forehead and heaved a dramatic sigh. “Goodness, I don’t know how I managed to put up with you for all those years...”

One of the maids came up to Charlotte. A look at the silver name tag pinned on her dress told me she was Georgia. “Excuse me, Your Highness. May we put your shoes in the wardrobe as well?”

“You may not.” Charlotte sauntered into my little room, and Georgia followed her. “The broom closet,” my stepsister murmured to herself, her gaze floating to an even smaller room I hadn’t noticed before. “Cinderella, your bedroom is far too big for you, don’t you think?” 

I didn’t meet her eyes. 

“I’d need all that room to put my shoes. Cinderella, move your bed to the broom closet.” Charlotte nodded at the tiny room. “Georgia, put my shoes here.” 

“Where, ma’am?”

“The room that used to be Cinderella’s bedroom.”

Georgia glanced at me. “But—”

Charlotte silenced the maid with a stern look. “Do you think it amusing to challenge my authority?”

Georgia shook her head. “No, Your Highness,” she answered in a trembling voice.

I pushed my bed to the broom closet, but it was too big to fit inside. Georgia walked over to me and tried to help me, but Charlotte stopped her.

“What did I say earlier? Are you having trouble obeying me?”

Georgia backed away from me. “No, Your Highness, but the bed—”

Charlotte waved a dismissive hand. “She can sleep on the mattress, then. She’s rather used to it.”

I removed the mattress from the bed and dragged it into the broom closet. “There’s no blanket,” I noticed. 

“You have to go to the laundry maids to get your blanket,” Georgia whispered to me. 

“That can wait,” Charlotte chimed in. “Cinderella, go fetch me some pastries from the kitchen. I’m hungry from all that traveling.”

For the rest of the morning, she gave me no less than ten errands—three to the kitchen for a caramel pudding with the right amount of sea salt, two to the gardeners to bring her a bouquet of roses that were neither too purple nor too pink, and five to the seamstresses to collect all of her fur cloaks, petticoats, and nightgowns. Anne and Millie had returned with only three gowns, since the seamstresses were still working on the embroidery Charlotte had requested on her other outfits. After I’d carried all of her dresses back, she sent me to the kitchen for the fourth time to bring her lunch. The glazed honey steak and rosemary chicken smelled divine; my mouth watered on the way back to her room. My lunch was a stale lump of bread the size of my palm and a cup of water. I devoured my “meal” in five minutes—not because it was delicious, but because I had other duties waiting for me. 

That afternoon, Charlotte spent an hour getting dressed. I was in charge of her hairstyle. It took me almost another hour to braid her hair the way she wanted. Since the other maids were attending her wedding and coronation ceremony, they were required to wear their alternate uniforms—navy-blue gowns with silver lace, leaving me alone to deal with my stepsister and her rotten temper. By the time I finished braiding her hair, the ceremony was scheduled to start in thirty minutes.

“Took you long enough,” Charlotte snapped. 

She looked as regal as a queen. Her wedding dress—an explosion of white silk and golden embroidery—flowed to the floor in curtains of fabric. She wore lacy gloves, a necklace of milky pearls, and sparkling diamond earrings. It was hard to imagine that under the layers of satin and silk was a venomous viper. Remembering the dream I’d had about marrying the prince, I did my best to rein in my envy. For the briefest moment, I imagined myself as Charlotte, imagined that I was about to marry His Royal Highness Prince Xavier. 

Charlotte checked her makeup in the mirror and sighed. “It must be unfortunate, being a maid like you.”

I avoided her gaze. “Yes, it is quite unfortunate.” She loved mocking me, didn’t she? I might as well let her have her way.

“Powder my left cheek a bit, will you?”

I obeyed and dabbed my brush on her cheek, spreading out the powder.

“People like you are born to serve me.” Charlotte’s soulless eyes landed on me, and she uttered a little sigh. “Pathetic, that’s what you are.”

I bit back the retort I’d been longing to spit at her. As the princess, she could do anything to me. According to Lady Smith, the lowest rank of maids in the palace either worked in the kitchen with the cooks as scullery maids or were assigned to the laundry hall to wash clothes every day. I did not want to end up being banished to the kitchen, and since I didn’t know whether Charlotte had the power to demote me to a scullery maid, I decided it was best to please her. 

“Not everyone can be as perfect as you,” I said, weighing my tone with caution.

“Indeed. A lowly maid like you will never catch any noble’s eye.”

“I never thought I would,” I replied. 

Apparently, Charlotte did not believe me. “Since there’s only us here, I’m going to make some rules clear,” she hissed. “You may be in the palace, but you are my maid. You’re not supposed to meet the prince, the king, or the queen. You’ll stay in my room and pretend you don’t exist.”

“I will,” I answered in a low voice.

“You will not show your face anywhere in the palace, unless you’re on an errand. Among all of my maids, you’ll be the first to get up every morning and the last to go to bed every night.”

I had been expecting that. “Yes, Your Highness.” 

Before Charlotte continued, the other maids returned. They ushered Charlotte away for the ceremony, and I was left alone in the room.

Exhausted, I collected the combs by the dresser and placed them back into the drawers. Since Charlotte was gone, I lay on her bed and stared at the carved cornice below the ceiling. Again, my thoughts drifted to Prince Xavier. I wondered what he would say if he learned of my stepsister’s true colors. But would it make a difference? Whatever it was about her that he had fallen in love with, it was powerful enough to make him decide to marry her.

Examining that thought, I frowned. Was I jealous of Charlotte? Did I want to marry Prince Xavier? I almost laughed aloud at that notion. Me, dirty, plain Cinderella, marrying the prince? What a preposterous thought. While it had come true in my dream, there was no way it would happen in reality. It mattered little that I was not a servant in the house but theoretically held the same status as my stepsisters—a deceased, wealthy gentleman’s daughter. Nobody would believe me if I told the truth. I was a servant, period. Unworthy of any fine things, unworthy of affection. 

The clouds were darkening outside. The bright, passionate colors of twilight seeped into the sky, dying it a lovely blend of vermillion and gold. Somewhere in the distance, the trumpets were playing. The melody wafted through the air like a ribbon. Charlotte was probably making her grand entrance in a fancy hall.

I stared at the puffy clouds drifting low in the sky. How much more would I have to endure in the palace? I was lucky today. There was the wedding and the coronation ceremony, and after that, the banquet. But starting tomorrow, would I ever get a moment of peace? 

A knock on the door startled me, and I sprang upright. Holding my breath, I numbered the possibilities of who might be at the door. Charlotte? Any of the maids?

“Is anyone in there?” an unrecognizable female voice asked.

I frowned. Who was it? Not any of the maids, and not Lady Smith, either.

“Yes!” I straightened the rumpled covers in case the lady was a spy Charlotte had sent to keep an eye on me. Then, I hurried to the door and opened it. 

A middle-aged woman in a black dress and white apron was standing there. The train of her long velvet cloak billowed behind her. She had wavy chestnut hair and kind eyes that reminded me of Papa. However, they were hazel instead of his calming shade of blue.

Not forgetting my manners, I curtsied. “Good evening, ma’am.”

“Good evening,” the lady said. 

Her mellow voice and regal demeanor gave off an air of elegance. Was she an aristocrat? I frowned slightly. That didn’t make sense. All of the nobles should be at the wedding now. 

“Excuse me, but who are you?” I asked, keeping my voice low and polite. 

The lady smiled. “Ah, of course. You haven’t met me before. You’re Her Royal Highness’ personal attendant, aren’t you? Cyndi Osmond?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“I’m Lady Perrault, and there’s something I’d like to give you.” She opened a basket and handed me a cupcake with strawberries and cream.

Taken aback at her gesture, I blinked. A myriad of questions swirled in my mind. Why was she being so generous? Had Charlotte sent her here in an attempt to poison me? Would the cupcakes somehow kill me?

“Um, thank you,” I stuttered. “But my lady, you are too kind.”

Lady Perrault’s eyes crinkled in a smile. “Not at all. I enjoy baking confectioneries in my spare time, and it is my pleasure to treat the maids and butlers to something special from time to time.”

“May I ask why you’re not at the royal wedding?” I asked.

“I had a migraine earlier, I’m afraid.”

I had a feeling she wasn’t telling the truth, but my senses told me not to dig deeper. “Thank you, my lady.”
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