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        The clock is ticking for Marie to break free from her prophecy.

      

        

      
        Ever since coming to Grimm Academy, Marie has been waiting for her prophecy to start coming true, and now the Yuletide celebrations are here, she thinks the time might be upon her.

      

        

      
        With a new friend obsessed with searching out the nut that can avoid her curse, and the new potential courtship that could promise to be more than just a few dances at a ball, Marie has more than ever to fight for, and that's precisely what she intends to do.

      

        

      
        But when the shadow mice come out to play, she knows she has no other option than to face her prophecy head-on, or risk losing to it completely.

        -

      

        

      
        Slippers and Sugarplums is part of the Grimm Academy fantasy fairy tale romance series and is a standalone retelling of The Nutcracker and the Mouse King. It includes a fairy tale heroine determined to save herself and a sweet m/f romance.

      

        

      
        If you enjoy fairy tale retellings, fantasy academy settings, friendship, prophecies, strong heroines, and sweet romance, start the Grimm Academy series!
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      The great hall is decorated in a way that invokes all kinds of festive cheer, with garlands hanging from the ceilings and trees decorated with flickering candles. I have to assume that some of it is achieved through magic or the risk of a fire hazard would be a little too high. Or maybe the academy doesn't really care about that. Though I'd be surprised to discover that's the case. The care of their students is one of their top priorities.

      "Marie, there you are," Audrey says, sitting down opposite me. Her deep blue gown fluffs up around her with an effortless elegance that comes from years of wearing such beautiful dresses.

      I smile at my best friend, glad to see her, but a little confused. "I thought you didn't celebrate Yuletide in Gregon?"

      "We don't," she responds. "We have a different celebration, but I know you celebrate, so I wanted to bring you a gift. That's what today is, right?"

      I nod. "The academy decorated the hall so they could give out the gifts our parents have sent for the celebration. I'm just waiting for Fritz before I open mine." I gesture to a handful of boxes sitting on the table beside me. I don't know why my brother isn't here yet, but Fritz's timekeeping has been bad since he first arrived at the academy a couple of months ago, and today is no different. "But you didn't need to get me a gift."

      "You got me one for the harvest festival I celebrate," she points out, setting a small box on the table between us.

      "Sugar plums," I say. "They're my favourite."

      "I know." She smiles at me.

      "Thank you, Audrey."

      "Any time. But I have to go and meet Eugene now, will you be all right waiting for Fritz on your own?"

      "Of course, have fun." I smile at her as she gets back off and hurries off to wherever she's meeting her sweetheart.

      I undo the ribbon decorating the box of sugar plums and eat one. They're overly sweet, but that's my favourite thing about them, and the nuts are a pleasant surprise. I'm not sure where Audrey got these from, but they're particularly good.

      "I'm sorry, I'm here," Fritz says, dropping into my friend's vacant seat. His shirt isn't buttoned properly and he looks like he just got out of bed, but I don't say anything about it. That's Mama's job.

      "Mama has sent us gifts," I say. "And Uncle Drosselmeyer too."

      "Oh, he always sends the best gifts," Fritz responds.

      I nod and hand him over the box from our parents, taking my own in turn. It would have been nice to see them for Yuletide, but I know that they're busy people and I don't want to be an imposition. Besides, our sister is sick and Mama thinks it's best if we aren't at home so we don't get sick ourselves.

      I carefully remove the wrapping from my gift and open it. A pair of quality leather gloves sits inside, along with a scarf and a pot of Grandmama's raspberry jam. I'm glad for them all. The weather is colder at Grimm now that winter has set in, and a good pair of gloves is worth a lot. And it's been almost a year since I had any of Grandmama's jam. I'm going to be glad of a chance to eat it with some of the freshly baked bread from the kitchen.

      "Practical presents," Fritz says with a sigh. "I know that's more useful than things that aren't, but sometimes I just wish Yuletide could be about excess."

      "They can't do that," I point out. "Do you have any idea how much it costs to send us here?"

      He shrugs. "No idea."

      "Well, me neither. But it can't be cheap with the amount of royals who study here." Including my best friend. I'm still surprised at how normal Audrey seems considering she's not just a princess, but a crown princess and the heir to the Gregon throne. "And it's our uncle who pays for us to come here, and Louise when she joins us." I wish our sister was here already.

      "I know," Fritz promises. "Just sometimes, I want things to be a bit more magical."

      "There are the presents from Uncle Drosselmeyer," I point out, sliding his box towards him.

      His face lights up. "I forgot already."

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Fritz can be very one-track-minded when he wants to be. And as if to prove it, he tears into the package from our uncle.

      I unwrap my own more slowly, trying to guess what it is from the size and shape of the box. I slide it open and let out a gasp at the beautifully crafted Nutcracker within. I ease him out of the box, feeling the fine fabric of his clothing under my fingers as I do. He's probably wearing clothing that's better than mine.

      His tall black hat sits proudly on his head, the perfect contrast to his red vest with golden buttons. The details are exquisite, even down to the sword he's holding in his right hand.

      Candlelight flickers over his face, almost making it seem as if his eyes are watching me, but I know that's not possible. Even so, the way he casts shadows over the table makes me feel as if he could be real.

      I set him down on the table, wishing I had a nut of some kind so I could crack it, but that's going to have to wait. I look over at Fritz, whose face has lit up at what appears to be some kind of strategy board and various painted soldiers. He's wanted to join the army since he was old enough to understand what it was, even if most of the kingdoms are at peace.

      "This is useful and fun," he says. "I'm going to be able to use it in strategy classes."

      "That's good," I respond, not really knowing what else to say.

      "It is," he agrees. "I can't wait to show Noah."

      "Who is Noah?" I ask curiously.

      "He was my student guide. Didn't I introduce you to him?"

      I shake my head. "I think I'd remember being introduced to a friend of yours."

      "Hmm, true. I'll try to do it next time you come to visit me."

      I make an affirmative noise, though I don't really expect him to remember to do it. Fritz can be more than a little forgetful at times.

      "I should get going," he says. "I have to get to practice."

      He doesn't even give me time to ask what practice he's going to before he's gone, taking his battle formation board with him, but leaving the presents from our parents behind. I roll my eyes. He'd forget his head if it wasn't attached to him.

      I pack everything away, taking extra care with the Nutcracker so I don't damage any of his fine craftsmanship. I should make sure to write to Uncle Drosselmeyer and commend him on it. I know he loves to hear about how his creations have been received.

      I pop one of the sugar plums from Audrey in my mouth as I finish packing everything up. I'll have to take Fritz's presents to him at some point, but that can wait for another day.

      Around the room, other students are either examining their gifts, or chatting excitedly with their friends. I wish I had someone who celebrated the holiday with me besides Fritz. It was sweet of Audrey to remember and to get me a gift, but it isn't the same as being able to exchange Yuletide gifts with someone who also celebrates the holiday.

      I make my way through the room, only stopping when I notice a girl in an exquisite pale yellow gown looking as if she's about to burst into tears. I shouldn't interfere, but given where we are, I can guess some of the reason for her sadness, and there's a part of me that wants to make it better.

      I clear my throat. "Do you mind if I sit with you?" I ask.

      She looks up, her eyes looking as if tears are imminent. "Don't you have someone else you'd rather sit with?"

      "My brother has already abandoned me," I say.

      "Oh. Well, sure." She gestures to the seat opposite her.

      I set down my gifts, noting that she has an even larger stack sitting on the table, all of them unopened. "I'm Marie."

      "Pirlipat," she responds. "It's awful, I know. Who calls a princess that?"

      "I think it's very pretty," I respond, trying not to feel too nervous about the fact she's a princess, there are plenty of them at the academy, so it's not like it should be new to me.

      "That's kind of you, but it's a lie."

      "Is there something you'd rather be called?" I ask. "Maybe Pirli?"

      "Pirli is nicer, I suppose." There's a note of resignation in her voice.

      "Are you all right?" I ask.

      She lets out a dramatic sigh. "Not really. I know Yuletide is supposed to be a happy festival, but it's just reminding me that I'm far away from home and that my parents don't care enough to visit."

      "I'm sorry."

      "It's not your fault. They're angry at one another, it's been going on for years and has something to do with sandwiches, though I don't exactly know what. It's best if I'm not in the middle of it." She picks at a piece of ribbon but doesn't do anything to open the gift.

      "That doesn't sound very nice."

      She shrugs. "It's better for me here anyway." She looks around, then leans in. "I have a prophecy."

      I don't manage to cover my surprise. It's common knowledge that many students at Grimm have prophecies, and I even have one myself, but I'm surprised that she's telling me about it. For the most part, people prefer keeping them to themselves.

      "I'm so worried about it, and I know my mother is too. It's how Father was convinced to send me here."

      "What is your prophecy?" I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me. I shouldn't ask, especially because if the situation was reversed, I wouldn't want someone asking me. But she's volunteering the information, so it can't hurt to ask. Maybe I can even help.

      "I'm supposed to be cursed to be so ugly that no one will ever love me for it," she says. "I know I shouldn't let something so vain bother me, but the idea that I could never find love is awful. I don't want to be unlovable."

      "I'm sure there's a way to avoid it," I respond, trying not to dwell on the fact that seems so much better than being haunted by shadow mice, which is what my prophecy involves.

      "I have to eat a specific kind of nut. I forget the name of it, it sounds kind of funny. My parents have asked around all of the neighbouring kingdoms to ours in the hope that someone has heard of it, but so far, they've found nothing. It's like it's a mystery that can never be solved."

      "I'm sure that's not true. There are so many kingdoms, someone has surely heard of it. Maybe someone at Grimm will know."

      "That's my hope. The academy has such a good reputation for helping students avoid their prophecies. I want that to include me."

      As do I, but I'm not ready to share that worry of mine with a total stranger. Instead, I hold out the box of sugarplums and hold it out to her. "I doubt they're the right nut, but they are very tasty," I respond.

      "Thank you, Marie." She gives me a genuine smile. "Not many people have talked to me since I arrived."

      "When was that?" I ask.

      "Last week. I know I shouldn't expect to make friends with everyone immediately, but it's been lonely."

      "My friend and I are planning on having tea and cakes tomorrow," I say. "You should join us."

      Her whole face lights up. "Are you certain?"

      "Of course." I don't know if we're going to get on in the long run, but I don't want her to feel so lonely when she's only just arrived at the academy, and leaving her to fend for herself feels wrong, especially at Yuletide.

      And Mama does always say that good deeds create good things for people. I'm sure helping a new student feel less lonely does count for that. And I want to make Mama proud of my behaviour here at Grimm. It's what I want almost as much as avoiding the shadow mice.
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