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      Imperia Encanto has been waiting for Christmas. Not Christmas, actually, but the Christmas season. She knows very little about Christmas or the season—only what she’s seen in movies and on TV and lately in the books she’s sneak-reading at her dad’s bookstore.

      She likes her dad’s bookstore. It’s like their house, only with even more books. She doesn’t even care that Daddy has fallen in love with Mellie, who, according to the horrible Brothers Grimm, is an evil stepmother, but in real life, she’s just a lady who had written a heckuva book about the misuse of archetypes.

      Imperia can talk about archetypes and misuse and literary tropes and all that good stuff, not that her teachers at the Warren Excellence Academy of Beverly Hills care about any of that.

      You don’t know what you’re talking about, dear, Mrs. Watkins, one of her teachers, said in a fake-nice voice which Imperia thinks means Mrs. Watkins was the one who doesn’t know what Imperia is talking about.

      At least Mr. C said, No one else will know what you’re talking about, Imperia. Keep it simple.

      That she gets, because at the Warren Excellence Academy of Beverly Hills most people don’t know what she’s talking about most of the time. In fact, she’s pretty much stopped talking about the things that matter to her, because she doesn’t have a lot in common with these kids—and yet she has a lot in common with them.

      It’s just that she wasn’t raised here in the Greater World. She was raised in the Third Kingdom, the daughter of two people the Greater World thinks of as Prince Charming and Cinderella. Her mom divorced her Daddy a while ago (and Daddy’s actually relieved about it) and then her mom dumped Imperia and Grace on the steps of the palace, deciding that she didn’t want to raise them after all.

      Daddy did. Daddy does. But he had a fight with his Daddy about where he’d raise them, and finally Daddy brought them to the Greater World, where he’s happy and has found the perfect woman (he says, and Imperia can kinda see it because they talk books and literature and life and fairy tales and then they laugh and talk about how lucky they are to have found each other and then, sometimes, things get mushy and Imperia really really hates mushy).

      Because Daddy’s happy, Imperia’s little sister Grace is happy. Or at least, happier than she was when they first moved. Grace got bullied a lot and Imperia stopped that, because the bullies really weren’t interested in an eight-year-old (Grace); they really were scared of her twelve-year-old sister (Imperia).

      And if Imperia is being honest with herself, well, then, she’s kinda enjoying being scary. After the Punch Heard ’Round Beverly Hills (which is what Imperia and her best friend Janie call the punch Imperia delivered to Skylar Kennedy Campbell), most of the kids at Warren Excellence Academy of Beverly Hills are afraid of making Imperia mad.

      She likes it that way.

      Even if it is a little lonely.

      She kinda sorta thought the lonely would go away after the Thanksgiving holiday. Right after that, she knew from TV and movies and all those books, the Christmas season started and everyone would Be Of Good Cheer and there would be peace and love and happily ever afters for adults and presents for kids and all would be right with the world by the new year.

      So when she returned to Warren Excellence Academy of Beverly Hills after celebrating a lovely Thanksgiving with Daddy and Mellie (because Mellie had done this before and knew how to make yams) and then having a weird holiday meal with Janie’s family, where everyone discussed if it was still okay to celebrate Thanksgiving because—y’know—of its history, which had something to do with pilgrims and Americans born in America and someone named Abraham Lincoln who threw a Hail Mary pass to make people happier by giving them permission to celebrate America—and all that happened was that Imperia got confused and worried that she wasn’t supposed to celebrate fun holidays in a fun way or at least in the way of the old movies, because old movies are racist and sexist and bad, even when they didn’t mean to be, because they’re a Product Of Their Time and (horror of horrors) they’re actually in black and white.

      (Well, they’re completely black and white, said Janie’s mother, who is some really well-known screenwriter, and then she cackled and added, I mean they’re completely white with just a smattering of politically incorrect black. Which got a big laugh and a smile from Imperia only because she had learned to smile when she didn’t understand things in the Greater World—although, she’s beginning to think the Greater World makes sense but this movie/Hollywood/celebrity culture which her Daddy and Mellie are on the fringe of makes no sense at all.)

      Anyway, the Monday after Thanksgiving, Daddy drops Grace and Imperia off at Warren Excellence Academy of Beverly Hills, because he won’t listen to Imperia and find an au pair or some kind of chauffer or someone else to drive the girls to school like all the other kids have. Daddy always laughs when she asks for that, like it’s really dumb, but she keeps telling him that no one else’s parents drive themselves, and that’s really important and he has no idea why.

      She’s at that age, Mellie said at dinner one night, and because it sounded dismissive, Imperia got mad, but she really doesn’t know what age Mellie means, but Daddy does, because he occasionally mouths “that age” at Mellie now, and their eyes twinkle at each other like they’re sharing a joke.

      Imperia does NOT like being a joke. Not to her dad, not to the kids at school, not to anyone.

      Anyway, he drops the girls off at school, which means he pulls the car over to the curb and does annoying things like telling the girls to have a good day and then saying, really loud, that he loves them.

      Grace giggles, and says, “I love you too, Daddy!” just as loud (or maybe louder, because when she’s happy, Grace can be really, really, really loud), and she gets herself out of the back seat, even though she’s tugging her backpack which gets stuck on the door like it always does.

      As Imperia is about to get out, Daddy catches her wrist and says, “You’re in a better mood today,” which is one of those conversational things he does that can be infused with charm and might get her to stay and admit stuff that she doesn’t want to admit, not that there’s much that she has to lie about these days (not like in the early days of the Punch Heard ’Round Beverly Hills).

      But it’s not fair when Daddy turns on the charm, because Imperia—like the rest of the world (Greater or otherwise)—is undefended and sometimes she thinks he would have charm even if he didn’t have magic, and then she gets all mentally tangled up and she doesn’t want to be mentally tangled up. She wants to get to school to see the decorations and watch everyone cheer up for the season.

      So, Imperia shrugs, because she doesn’t know how to deflect Daddy (she never knows how to deflect Daddy), but at least he’s smart enough to realize that she’s probably not going to participate unless he turns on the full-blown charm, and he’s also smart enough to know that they really don’t have time for a serious conversation because—y’know—school, so he leans over and kisses her forehead and says, “I love you, baby girl.”

      Which always makes her feel good and really, really embarrassed. She likes being his girl, but she hates when he’s so affectionate at school because no one else’s parents are, not even when the parents are here. They’re always on their phones or running late or don’t want their makeup smudged and sometimes they even forget to say goodbye, which Imperia thinks is really weird.

      She resists the urge to see if anyone is watching, because if they are, they’re going to make some stupid-mean comment about her being a daddy’s girl which is kinda sorta true, and stupid-mean comments are harder to take when they’re kinda sorta true than when they’re just made-up lies.

      “Love you too, Daddy,” she says, wriggling her wrist out of his hand, and grabbing her backpack in the same movement, and somehow getting out of the car before he does something else that will probably embarrass her and ruin this day before it even starts.

      He smiles at her as she closes the door (she’s not allowed to slam anything, which really, is terribly unfair) and then he manages to maneuver the car into the traffic that is kids arriving at school, and Imperia turns around to say something to Grace only to find out that Grace has run off to meet her gaggle of friends.

      The eight-year-olds gather near the stairs, just past the water fountain (which Janie’s mom says is just a trophy fountain, out to prove {like so much at Warren Excellence Academy of Beverly Hills} that the kids who go here are so much more important than the other kids in the LA Basin). The girls Imperia’s age don’t like standing near the fountain because it might get on their makeup or ruin their perfect hair or drown out their chatter or something.
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