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For Teague, who showed me I had the power to re-write


my own happily ever after.


M. E.











[image: ]




First published by Affirm Press in 2023


Boon Wurrung Country


28 Thistlethwaite Street


South Melbourne VIC 3205


affirmpress.com.au


Anthology and foreword © Michael Earp, 2023


Individual stories © retained by the individual copyright holders


The moral rights of the anthologist and contributors have been asserted. 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced without prior written permission from the publisher.




[image: ]




ISBN: 9781922863645 (hardback)


Cover and internal design by Kit Fox and Mika Tabata © Affirm Press


Cover and internal illustrations © Kit Fox











[image: ]











[image: ]


Queer people have always existed. In the world, in stories. 


But in one much more than the other. 


A collection such as this might have asked its authors to create original fairy tales in the traditional style, but, you know, with LGBTQIA+ characters. How glorious that would be! But I wanted to ask authors to look at what fairy tales have given us and reflect these narratives back from their own perspectives. To take a traditional story of their choice and queer it in every sense. To use the craft of storytelling to question the very idea that queer sits outside of ‘normal’. To explore how that world view is reinforced by casual acceptance of stories set down in bygone eras. To interrogate who these stories keep in power, and who they keep from it. To ask what ‘happily ever after’ means and what other endings are out there.


Tales that capture our collective fascination do so at their own peril. Stories passed down in the oral tradition can be edited and revised as society learns and grows, but they are frozen at the moment they are set down in ink. All these years later, traditional fairy tales are ripe for scrutinising. Their (supposedly) universal truths about life need to be plucked out, examined and challenged in the retelling. They beg to be retold, to continue to evolve as they would have done in the mouths of storytellers.


Readers might not know all the stories that have been given a new life in these pages. That’s neither here nor there. You’ll find stories full of bright and vivid characters who reflect the people around you regardless of knowing the original. An upstart Cinderella who has bigger concerns than some prince. Boys who set out for a new life and find something else entirely. Sisters fighting to stay together in the face of malevolent men. Sons loved by their fathers no matter what. A rescuer who needs to reassess her objectives. Brothers divided by schoolyard jealousy. A mermaid who offers an escape from a loveless home. Aromantics who carve a space for themselves. Boys whose desires defy wooden hearts. Siblings searching for scraps of themselves in the shadow of the forest. A crush-triangle in a nightclub. An exiled royal sharing secrets with the moon herself.


In much the same way you can take a solid beam of white light and see that it is, in fact, a rainbow, retelling is the prism that uncovers the ways that we’ve always been here. It’s all in the telling, and each of this baker’s dozen of authors has their own way of dividing the light.


Isn’t it about time we showed our colours? 
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Every morning, I get up before dawn to shave the moss from my skin.


It grows in soft fuzz all over my body, thicker under my arms and between my legs. It’s the most vivid emerald green and smells of rich, damp soil.


It doesn’t make me beautiful, or gifted, or special. It’s just a pain in the arse.


The Prince has just turned twenty-one, so of course it’s time for him to settle down and marry. There was a big ball last night for him to choose his twelve candidates.


Ridiculous time to hold it, if you ask me. We’re on the brink of war with Canenae, there are rumblings of a growing rebellion, and the Prince is buggering off into his pleasure gardens for a fortnight? I know it’s tradition, but maybe hold off a year?


But nobody in the palace wanted to talk about impending war and rebels and famine. All anyone wanted to talk about last night was the new girl.


I was on my hands and knees, scrubbing the kitchen floor clean. But I still got a glimpse of her, out with all the fancy folk.


Who is she? The question went rocketing around the room in whispers and murmurs.


Cendrillon, the answer came back. Cendrillon, and nothing more. Rumours ricocheted around the other servants. Her father was a wealthy merchant, a wicked ogre, a king. Or she had no parents at all, but sprung fully formed from a moonbeam. I ignored it all, of course, but even I knew this girl was all but guaranteed a pair of glass slippers in the morning.


Long after all the guests went home, after every dish and pot was sparkling clean, I tumbled exhausted onto my thin polyester mattress with a groan. But despite my weary bones, I couldn’t fall asleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Cendrillon. What a charmed life she must lead, being so beautiful, so adored. She can have anyone and anything she wants.


What I wouldn’t give to have that.


Which is why the next morning, when horrible old Master Thule thrusts a box at me and demands that I take the seventh pair of glass slippers to Anais Giada, I keep them for myself. I’m pretty sure I won’t get caught – not at first, anyway. The pleasure gardens are forbidden to anyone except the Prince and his candidates. Not even servants are allowed in – the whole place is staffed by magical poppet-people.


I shave off the moss, put on my cleanest jeans (not very clean) and my nicest T-shirt (from The Baboon Section’s latest tour), and gingerly slip my lumpy, bunioned feet into the glass shoes.


They fit, of course, because magic shoes always fit.


Twelve candidates, chosen by the Prince. Twelve pairs of glass slippers, required for admission into the pleasure gardens. Twelve nights of luxury and decadence. On the first eleven nights, a girl gets sent home. On the twelfth, there is a wedding.


Don’t worry. I am under no delusions that the Prince will pick me. I wasn’t born yesterday. I’m nothing but a kitchen bitch, callused and scarred from too many years of hard work. Nothing but a quarterblood woodwose, with green fuzz sprouting from me like damp fur. I know there’s no happily ever after in store for me.


(I mean, I wouldn’t turn him down, don’t get me wrong. Because even if he’s a bit of a jerk, I’d still get to live in luxury for the rest of my life. I’d have servants of my own, bringing me my breakfast every morning on a silver platter. He’d have to be a real monster for me to say no to that.)


I’m doing this for one reason, and one reason only.


I need a holiday.


I have worked all day, every day, since I was old enough to hold a scrubbing brush. My hands are raw from scrubbing dishes. My back aches. I’m always hungry.


In the Prince’s pleasure gardens, I might be able to score a night or two off. Maybe even three or four, if I’m lucky. A few nights where I get to be a princess. It’s totally worth the trouble I’ll get in for missing a few days’ work.


I get to the gates early and linger under a beech tree to watch as the other candidates start to arrive. Rosamel is first, in a huge, sleek car shaped like some kind of monstrous phallus. Her father is there, orange-skinned and dripping with jewels. She kisses him goodbye (on the lips, is that weird? I think it’s weird) and struts through the gate with the kind of confidence that can only be bestowed by truly hideous amounts of wealth and privilege.


Milly-Mae is next. She arrives on a bicycle, apple-cheeked and sweet-tongued. She greets the poppet footmen at the door like old friends and thanks them for their help as they guide her inside. They bow and smile. They almost look human.


Then Radegunda, in boiled leather armour and braids, with a broadsword strapped to her back, astride a mighty black boar.


Gwenllian emerges from a taxi in a close-fitting dress made of iridescent fish scales, her hair still damp from the ocean. Her pearlescent skin glistens and her black fishy eyes are wide as she takes in the golden gate.


The twins arrive – Sophronia and Octavia, arm in arm in scarlet satin dresses. They are as thick as thieves, whispering and giggling even before they set foot inside the gate.


A motorcycle roars, and Nadiva pulls up, all silver zippers and latex, her eyes sporting a perfect electric blue cut-crease. (Yeah, I know what it’s called. I’m not an animal.)


Yutika comes next, on a sled pulled by mountain dogs. I can smell her stinky elk-pelt jacket from here. Then Jadwiga, in a lace gown stitched from cobwebs, wrapped in a cloak made of moth wings. Then Xenia, their skin dark against a dress that is even darker and as insubstantial as smoke.


Then … nobody.


Of course Cendrillon wants to be last. I bet she’s hiding around the corner, waiting for the eleventh girl to go first.


I guess that would be me.


I take a deep breath and totter up the driveway to present myself to the footman. Will it know I stole Anais Giada’s shoes? Will it turn me away in disgrace?


How do women wear shoes like this all the time? I’m likely to break an ankle.


The footman doesn’t raise its eyebrows at me. It doesn’t demand to know what I’m doing there. It just bows and ushers me inside. Up close, its skin is too smooth, its features too symmetrical.


The pleasure gardens are stunning. There are swathes of flowers, rolling emerald lawns, and trees hung with perfectly formed, ripe fruit. There is some very impressive garden magic going on in here. Brilliantly coloured birds are perched on every branch, and the air is thick with jewel-like butterflies. Everywhere I look there’s another statue or pavilion or bower. Tinkling fountains spill into pools bursting with carp who probably eat better than I do.


I ignore it all and head straight to the buffet.


It’s everything I ever dreamed of and more. There’s roast bonnacon drenched in garum cream, hyssop and lovage. Starlight oysters garnished with saltbush and crushed pearls. Lichen cheese with bitterling and Pettavel wax. Persimmon and pink peppercorn sorbet, glittering with fairy dust.


I grab a plate and dig in.


Fancy food is better than I ever imagined. The flavours blend together, creating layers and levels that shift and evolve as they move through my mouth.


How am I ever going to eat gruel again after this?


A poppet approaches, bearing a tray featuring the finest in Oenotrian wines. I select a sparkling vintage and close my eyes in bliss as the bubbles fizz and pop on my tongue.


I’m halfway through my second plateful when Cendrillon arrives. I glimpse her carriage through the gardens – all gold and glass. Terrible design for a carriage if you ask me. What’s the point of having one if it doesn’t give you somewhere private to scratch your bum?


She hovers near the gate, away from the rest of us. I get the feeling that she doesn’t really want to be here. The other candidates eye her jealously.


‘I hear she sold her bastard son to a witch in exchange for that dress.’


‘I heard sheis a witch.’


‘Typical.’


‘I think she looks nice,’ says Milly-Mae staunchly, which is on-brand.


‘She’s clearly a gold-digger,’ says Rosamel, and I snort.


Ten pairs of eyes turn to me. ‘What?’ I say. ‘We’re all gold-diggers, aren’t we?’


‘I don’t know how you can eat,’ Octavia says with a sniff. ‘What if the Prince arrives and you’re stuffing your face?’


I shrug and snag myself a seared skvader fillet seasoned with matcha and just a hint of brimstone.


I’m not going to let these basic bitches ruin my holiday.


I wish I could take off these bloody shoes.


The Prince arrives ten minutes before midnight, looking like he’d rather be anywhere else. I’ve worked in the palace my whole life, but I’ve never actually seen him up close before. He’s handsome enough, although his chin is a little weak for my taste. Rosamel, who has drunk too much sugar plum nectar on an empty stomach, goes charging up to him.


‘I’m soooo glad you’re here. I mean, finally? You and I are totally meant to be together because we understand what a burden it is to be rich.’ She giggles. ‘Regular people just don’t understand, but you do, because you’re my soul mate. I can tell.’


The Prince winces.


Rosamel laughs, so shrill and forced that it sets my teeth on edge. The other candidates hang back, letting Rosamel sign her own eviction notice.


‘I’m the complete package,’ she slurs, running her hands over the curves of her body.


She does have perfect breasts.


A passing poppet tops up my drink. ‘Keep ’em coming,’ I tell it with a wink.


This is great.


The clocks strike twelve, and Rosamel suddenly stumbles as her glass slippers crumble into glittering powder. She looks around, horrified, but the Prince is already gone.


‘This is a mistake! You’ll regret this! Don’t you know who my father is?’


A pair of poppet footmen gently but firmly escort her out the gate, and then we are eleven.


I’m awoken midmorning on day two by one of the Prince’s poppets opening my curtains and presenting me with a tray of delicate pastries and Abyssinian coffee.


Now this is what I’m talking about. Luxurious bedlinens, the longest sleep-in I’ve ever had, and breakfast in bed.


Except there’s something I have to do, first.


I slip into the marble bathroom, hoping the poppet isn’t looking too closely. I pull off my nightgown and inspect the night’s growth.


I reach for a razor and get started.


‘Ma’am,’ the poppet says through the door.


I didn’t know they could talk. ‘Don’t come in!’ I tell it.


‘Very well, ma’am. It’s just – apologies, ma’am, but we don’t know your name.’


I hesitate. ‘Mossy.’


‘We seem to have misplaced your luggage, Miss Mossy.’


‘Just Mossy is fine. And I didn’t bring any.’


There is the smallest pause as the poppet processes this. ‘Very well, ma’am. If you’ll permit me, I shall bring in some clothing options for today.’


‘Knock yourself out.’


I laugh out loud when I see the gowns the poppet has selected for me. All flounces and tucks and frilly bits.


‘Hard pass,’ I tell it. ‘Find me something more comfortable.’


We go through a few more rounds, and I finally settle on some wide-legged culottes and a tunic, both made from butter-soft Belfarsad linen. The poppet tries to do something with my hair, but I wave it away.


Then I sigh and put the stupid shoes on again. I guess every holiday has its downsides.


We are escorted to the far side of the pleasure gardens, where perfectly manicured lawns spill onto a white strip of beach and a boat the size of a city is awaiting us.


The yacht is well stocked with food and drinks, so I make myself comfortable on a deckchair and settle in for a very pleasant afternoon. Radegunda and Yutika position themselves at the prow, whooping as salt spray explodes around them. The twins are clad in impossibly impractical swimwear and drape themselves fetchingly over railings. Nadiva clutches a chair miserably. She comes from landlocked Khinvali and had to be coaxed onto the boat by sweet Milly-Mae, who held her hand patiently and murmured comforting things into her ear. Cendrillon stands apart from everyone, staring out to sea, the wind lifting her hair around her like a golden cloud. It’s like she can feel me gawping, because she turns to look right at me, and I feel my cheeks grow hot.


The yacht moors beside a coral reef, and Gwenllian really comes into her own, diving from the yacht in a smooth arc and slipping beneath the surface of the ocean like a seal. She dives deep and returns to the surface with treasures for the Prince to inspect – a seven-pointed starfish, a bouquet of living coral, a giant pearl nestled in an oyster bed. The twins scowl at her and exchange bitter hisses. Milly-Mae makes sure that Nadiva has a cracker to nibble on, and a bucket, just in case.


I dangle my feet in the water, watching tiny fish nibble on my toes. A poppet presents me with a plate of cured featherfish with lemongrass and sargassum and a glass of sparkling elderflower wine. The sun is warm on my back, and I don’t know how I’ll be able to bear it when I get kicked out of here.


We return through the most stunning sunset I’ve ever seen, the wind in our faces and the ocean rolling beneath us.


Just as the yacht moors at the jetty, Nadiva spoils the perfection of the day by vomiting spectacularly all over the Prince, who chokes out a curse and flees.


Nobody is surprised when her shoes disintegrate at midnight.


On the third day, we are split into three teams for sports. I’m with Cendrillon and Milly-Mae. Cendrillon smiles at me as I move over to stand next to her.


‘That colour suits you,’ she says, gently brushing the shoulder of my waistcoat.


The waistcoat is green velvet with bone-and-gold buttons, each one carved into the shape of an animal. It’s the first time Cendrillon has ever spoken to me, and it’s like I’ve been bewitched. My throat closes over and my heart starts to pound. I can feel myself blushing – me! Blushing!


What even.


But despite my bumfuzzlement, I still notice Cendrillon’s hands. They’re not smooth and elegant like Gwenllian’s or the twins’. Her hands are callused, with chewed nails and burn scars. They’re the hands of someone who works for a living.


The plot thickens.


It is very difficult to complete an obstacle course in high heels. Gwenllian is as clumsy on land as she is graceful off it, much to the frustration of the twins, who are her teammates. They exchange murderous mutterings when they are eliminated.


‘Come on, everyone,’ cheers Milly-Mae, her cheeks glowing adorably. ‘We can do it!’


We put up a valiant effort, but with Radegunda, Xenia and Yutika on the other team, we don’t stand a chance. We’re eliminated, and the three of them compete in an individual challenge that nobody is surprised to see Radegunda win.
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The Prince arrives to crown her with a laurel wreath. He looks bored.


‘I have proven myself the superior warrior,’ Radegunda declares. ‘Now you must face me in single combat.’


The Prince blinks and looks suddenly uncomfortable. ‘Um,’ he says. ‘No?’




Radegunda bellows in fury. ‘If you wish to marry me, you must honour my traditions. I could never marry a man inferior to me with a blade.’


She draws her broadsword and spits into the dirt.


‘I’m very sorry,’ the Prince says with an air of exhaustion, then turns and walks back towards his rooms.


‘You would turn your back on me?’ Radegunda yells, outraged. ‘Coward! Jellyfish! Limpworm! I hope the rebels turn your balls into a door-knocker.’


She kicks off her glass slippers in disgust. ‘Ridiculous hobbles,’ she growls, sheathing her sword. ‘May he be crushed under the boots of a thousand furious women.’


Amazing. I live to lounge another day.


I’m hopeful that we’ll have a quiet fourth day, but we are woken early and herded onto a sleek bus with velvet upholstery and perfectly packaged individual breakfast boxes. We are taken to a shopping mall that has been cleared of regular people. One of the Prince’s poppets explains to us that we are to curate an outfit for tonight’s banquet. How this is supposed to help the Prince choose a future consort, I do not know.


The twins squeal with joy and scurry off.


I do a few laps of the shopping mall, past plastic mannequins with blank faces, and rack after rack of fiendishly expensive, impractical clothing. I hate everything about this place. I could never afford any of these clothes in a million lifetimes, and I wouldn’t want to.


We reconvene at the bus. The twins are laden down with bags. The others mostly have one or two. I have nothing, because I like my green velvet waistcoat and I hate shopping.


Gwenllian can’t stop scratching. ‘It’s the air-conditioning,’ she explains. ‘It dries out my skin.’


I see the twins exchange a glance. ‘You poor thing,’ says Octavia, her voice dripping with concern. ‘That must be so uncomfortable.’


‘You know what she needs?’ Sophronia says to her sister. ‘That special ointment we use. It always helps when we have dry skin.’


They produce the ointment back at the pleasure gardens – a suspicious-looking paste in an old jam jar. I wasn’t born yesterday but clearly Gwenllian was, because she thanks them and smears the ointment all over her arms and shoulders and neck.


By the time we get to the banquet, her skin is flaking off in giant papery strips, and she’s in tears.


The Prince looks at her with some degree of sympathy. ‘Are you ready to go home?’ he asks.


She gives a tiny nod and hiccups.


The twins titter as the clock strikes twelve and Gwenllian’s shoes turn to powder.


On the fifth day, we all paint portraits of the Prince. I make mine as forgettable as possible. Cendrillon’s is clumsy but adorable. Xenia’s is almost photorealistic. One of the twins ‘accidentally’ bumps Milly-Mae’s hand as she passes, giving the Prince a second nose. But Jadwiga has no skill with a brush, and her painting looks more like a potato than a prince. She goes home at midnight.


I awake on the sixth morning with a very strong feeling that I’m on borrowed time. I should have been sent home by now. But I shave the moss from my skin as usual and put on a cream linen shirt, loose trousers and the green velvet waistcoat.


We are each given a scheduled private interview with the Prince. I’m to go last, after Cendrillon. I assume that’s when he’ll realise that I’m here under false pretences. Better make the most of the buffet today. 


When Octavia emerges from her interview, she whispers something to Sophronia and they head over to Cendrillon, who is sitting demurely by a stream, tossing crumbs to the giant koi.


‘Dear Cendrillon,’ Octavia says. ‘Can we join you?’


‘We really want to get to know you,’ says Sophronia. ‘You are just so interesting, and we’re desperate to be friends.’


Octavia nods and holds out a box of chocolates.


Cendrillon hesitates, but she seems to know that she can’t refuse without offending the twins. So she takes a chocolate – the smallest one in the box – and slips it into her mouth.


Octavia’s lip curls in a smile.


When Cendrillon heads off to her interview with the Prince, I slip away from the buffet and follow the lanterns up a hill to the secluded spot where Cendrillon and the Prince are talking.


Or at least, are supposed to be talking.


They’re sitting side by side on an ornate carved wooden bench, under the fragrant boughs of a cedar tree draped with jasmine. I lurk behind a gardenia bush and watch.


Cendrillon sits demurely, almost glowing with beauty in the golden afternoon.


The Prince doesn’t seem captivated by her, though. He doesn’t even look at her. He is gazing off into the distance, lost in his own thoughts.


The silence stretches on interminably.


At last, the Prince sighs. ‘I suppose you should tell me something about yourself.’


Smooth, buddy. Real smooth.


Cendrillon opens her mouth to reply, then shuts it again, clapping a hand over her face. Her expression is alarmed.


‘Are you okay?’ the Prince asks.


Cendrillon convulses, and I wonder if the Prince is going to get thrown up on again. Her jaw is clamped closed, but I can see her cheeks bulging as if something is moving inside her mouth. The Prince edges away from her just as Cendrillon’s mouth is forced open and a fat, warty toad slips from between her lips and plops into her lap.


The Prince lets out a horrified noise and leaps to his feet. He’s gone within moments, leaving Cendrillon sitting there, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.


The toad hops down from her lap and disappears into the undergrowth.


I wait a few moments, then step out from my hiding spot and offer her a peppermint from my waistcoat pocket. She hesitates.


‘Don’t worry,’ I tell her. ‘It’s not enchanted. You should know better than to take gifts from the twins.’


Tears slip from Cendrillon’s glistening eyes, like shining stars falling through the night. ‘I don’t want to go home,’ she whispers.


Me either.


I head back to the buffet. The twins are lounging on a swing, looking triumphant.


I hesitate.


I shouldn’t get involved. The Prince won’t want to see me now. This is my chance to keep flying under the radar. To stay an extra night.


I’m still trying to talk myself out of it as I head to the Prince’s chambers. A poppet guarding the entrance tries to stop me.


‘I didn’t get my interview,’ I tell it.


‘Apologies, ma’am. The Prince isn’t taking any more interviews today.’


I draw myself up and try to channel some of Radegunda’s confidence. ‘Iinsist.’


It works. Maybe I should try being assertive more often.


The Prince is wearing a dressing gown and looking like I am the last person in the world he wants to see.


‘It was the twins,’ I tell him without preamble. ‘They slipped her something. Hence the toad.’


He blinks, surprised that I’ve spoken. Frankly, I’m surprised too.


‘Fine,’ he says, moving to shut the door.


And again, I can’t help myself. ‘Aren’t you wondering who I am?’ I ask him. ‘Haven’t you noticed that Anais Giada isn’t here?’


His brow crinkles in confusion. ‘Who?’


‘Did you even choose the candidates?’


He shrugs.


‘You don’t want to be here,’ I say.


He shrugs again, but there’s something in his eyes. He looks exhausted. I guess he’s worried about the war, the rebellion.


‘Why do it, then? If you don’t want to marry any of us, then why go through the whole parade?’


His expression grows cold. ‘I think we’re done here.’


So that’s me done, then. Oh well. It’s been a good holiday. And I’m so ready to take these shoes off.


I head back to my room. Lie down on the feather-bed one last time. Stuff myself full of dates and blackcurrant wine and crumbly bellarmine cheese. Open my wardrobe and let my hands run over the buttery linens and silks. My hand pauses on the green velvet waistcoat with the gold-and-bone buttons. Each button is exquisitely carved in the shape of a different animal – fox, rabbit, crow, mouse and hedgehog – and surrounded with gold filigree. Each animal has a twinkling green emerald eye.


They are tiny works of art.


And just one of them is worth more money than I could earn in a lifetime.


Would anyone notice if a button disappeared? Buttons fall off clothes all the time. It could have been lost anywhere – the mall, the gardens, the yacht.


One button would be more than enough for me to get out of here. To slip over the border to Lothian, where there are no princes and no courts. I could rent a little shop or something. Live my own life and leave this beautiful, awful world behind.


I emerge just before midnight, wearing my old T-shirt and jeans. I can’t say I’m ready to go home, but I know when my number is up.


The prince appears just after I do.


Cendrillon is tear-stained, standing in the shadows. The twins look triumphant, right up until the moment that the clock strikes twelve and their shoes crumble to dust.


Both of them.


Everyone is totally silent.


The prince glances at me and gives an almost imperceptible nod before turning and heading back inside.


No girl goes home on the seventh night. The prince doesn’t appear, and we have a quiet evening in our own chambers. This is exactly what I wanted – a fabulous dinner of roast guineafowl with tansy and crow corn, and only myself for company. But I feel restless. I go out for a walk in the moonlight and bump into Milly-Mae, who seems unsettled as well, her eyes darting around me as if she’s looking for ghosts.


‘You seem nice,’ she says, which is meaningless because Milly-Mae thinks everyone is nice. ‘Can I tell you something?’


‘Sure.’


‘Maybe don’t stick around here for too long. Things are going to get ugly.’


They’ve been ugly all along, if you ask me. But it’s sweet of Milly-Mae to look out for me. I bid her goodnight and head back to my room. As I pass the waterfall, I spot Cendrillon gazing up at the moon and weeping.


I don’t disturb her.


Yutika goes home on the eighth night after a humiliating singing contest, and Xenia on the ninth after their sponge cake fails to rise. I keep catching Cendrillon staring at me. Does she know that I told the Prince about what the twins did? Does she know about the mouse button I’ve got tucked into my underwear? Does she know that I had a filthy dream last night, and she was a special guest star?


I assume the tenth day will be my last.


Milly-Mae, Cendrillon and I get a speech from one of the poppets about how we will be expected to lay down our lives to protect the Prince and his children, should we be chosen. Then we sweat through a series of self-defence drills – or Prince-defence drills, I guess. The Prince reluctantly emerges after lunch, and a hilarious pantomime ensues where the poppets pretend to be assassins and the three of us fight them off. The poppets aren’t trying very hard, and frankly neither am I. But Cendrillon and Milly-Mae are giving it their all, cheeks becomingly flushed, mouths set in determination.


The twist comes unexpectedly. Milly-Mae effectively disarms a poppet-assassin, then whirls in a blur of movement towards the Prince and buries the knife in his chest.


‘For Sassenach, and the revolution!’ she hisses, giving the knife a savage twist.


I am totally frozen in shock.


Milly-Mae? A forreals rebel assassin? Apple-cheeked, wholesome Milly-Mae?


She speaks some complicated string of words I don’t understand, and the poppets suddenly go limp and floppy, like their bones have turned to jelly. They crumple to the ground, and the Prince does too, his face white as bone. Milly-Mae turns and flees, vanishing into the thick greenery of the pleasure gardens, and, despite my shock, I’m genuinely impressed at her ability to run in the ridiculous glass slippers.


Cendrillon comes over all efficient, and she crisply orders me to help her gently lift the Prince and carry him to his chambers. I don’t know if she’s done this sort of thing before, but she seems totally in control, organising boiling water and clean towels. She rips the Prince’s shirt open and inspects the wound.


‘Get me that,’ she orders, pointing at a bottle of Taaffeite whiskey on a nearby shelf. I hand it to her and she uncorks the bottle with her teeth, pouring the contents onto the Prince’s wound, where it sizzles and steams.


I choke a little, and it isn’t just the smell of caraway, myrrh, and burning flesh. A single swallow of Taaffeite whiskey is worth several king’s ransoms.


I like this version of Cendrillon. She’s a boss, no longer hiding behind shyness or demure reticence. We work hard to save the Prince, cleaning and stitching the wound. Cendrillon’s brow beads with sweat, and I wipe it for her. She flashes me a grateful smile, and my knees tremble a little. I make sure she stays hydrated and bring her the things she needs and hold the things that need holding. His breathing evens out, and we wait by his side until the sun starts to creep over the horizon, staining the world pink and violet.


Then something goes wrong. The Prince heaves a great, bubbling cough, and I notice that the bandage over his wound is soaked dark with blood.


Cendrillon makes a frustrated noise. ‘I don’t know what else to do,’ she mutters. ‘The bleeding has started again and I can’t make it stop.’


Everything is slippery and red.


I don’t know much about medicine.


But I do know a lot about moss.


Cendrillon hasn’t noticed the green fuzz that sprouted all over me as we worked through the night.


I rake my fingers through it, lifting it off in chunks. I gently elbow Cendrillon aside and press the moss into the Prince’s wound, packing it tight. He moans a little, his body trembling.


But the bleeding stops.


I glance over at Cendrillon, expecting disgust, but I find only respect and curiosity.


‘Does this happen a lot?’ she asks, nodding at my mossy limbs.


There’s no point in lying. ‘Every morning. The mistress at the boarding house where I grew up said it was a curse, but I think it’s just annoying.’


‘I think it’s beautiful,’ she says, softly, and reaches out a hand. ‘May I?’


I nod, and she touches a gentle hand to my arm, running her fingers down the green velvety growth. It sets my flesh tingling.


I clear my throat. ‘Milly-Mae, huh?’ I say. ‘Who’d have thought?’


‘I know. I guess it’s down to you and me now.’


I chuckle. ‘I don’t think I’d make a very good wife,’ I say.


‘I would,’ Cendrillon says bleakly. ‘I’m obedient. A great housekeeper. I only speak when I’m spoken to. And beautiful to boot.’


She says it like she has a curse of her own.


‘What’s your deal?’ I ask. ‘You’re not rich, are you? You’re like me. You’ve lived a hard life.’ I glance down at her chapped hands.


She sighs. ‘Evil stepmother,’ she explains. ‘Fairy godmother. You can fill in the rest.’


‘Huh. Landed on your feet, though, didn’t you?’


‘I guess so. I didn’t ask for any of this. I would have preferred a small bag of coin and a fast horse.’


I think about the mouse button with its glittering emerald eye.


Perhaps I should give it to her.


Perhaps I should ask her to come with me.


We gaze at one another, each one working through private calculations and hypotheticals. Cendrillon’s eyes dart to the Prince.


‘He’ll be okay now,’ she says. ‘The Royal Guard will be here soon.’


I swallow. ‘They’ll have a lot of questions for us,’ I say.


Cendrillon nods.


‘For me, in particular,’ I say. ‘I didn’t really get chosen. I stole the shoes.’


She doesn’t look hugely surprised, which is fair. ‘You probably don’t want to be here when they arrive.’


I swallow, then flee back to my room. I don’t have time to shave the moss away, but I rinse the dried blood from my hands and change clothes again, back to my jeans and T-shirt. I kick off the glass shoes for the last time. I’ll have to go barefoot.


The mouse button is in my pocket.


I have to run, even though every ounce of me is screaming to go back to Cendrillon’s side.


I slip out into the hallway, but I’m too late.


The sound of soldiers is everywhere. Boots stamp down the hallway, and rough voices bark orders.


I don’t think I can get out.


I head down a corridor, then another, not even sure where I’m trying to go.


Someone reaches out and yanks me into a small closet. Seconds later, the tramping feet pass right by the door.


‘You smell amazing,’ Cendrillon whispers. ‘Like mossy stones and icy streams.’


We’re pressed right up against each other. I can feel her chest rise and fall with her breath. Her heart thuds against mine. Nothing has ever felt so right.


I kiss her, because why the hell not? And to my utter delight, she kisses me back, a deep kiss that involves teeth and tongue and hips and makes me think that perhaps Cendrillon isn’t nearly as sweet and innocent as she looks.


I guess this is goodbye.


The footsteps recede. We break off the kiss and step out into the corridor.


Cendrillon is wearing loose trousers and a button-up shirt, her hair tied back in a braid and her face scrubbed of makeup. She’s never looked more beautiful.


‘Ready?’ she asks me.


I’m confused. ‘Are you’’ I notice she’s holding a pillowcase that clinks as she shifts it from one shoulder to the other, like it’s full of candlesticks or goblets or something.


‘Oh, I’m coming with you,’ she says. ‘Did I not make that clear?’


I reach out for her hand. Our fingers interlace.


I can’t believe this is happening.


We race down the hallways to the entrance to the gardens. The sound of the soldiers has dimmed, and for a moment I think we’re going to make it.


But the Prince is there, blocking our way. He’s grey-faced and half-dressed, leaning on the wall, but the bandage is still white. The moss worked. He takes us in – our travelling clothes, our clasped hands. Cendrillon’s pillowcase.


I’m pretty sure we can’t lie our way out of this one. I open my mouth, hoping an excuse will emerge. But instead, truth spills out.


‘The thing is,’ I tell the Prince, ‘neither of us want to be your princess. I’m sure you’re very nice – actually, I have no idea what you’re like. But we’re both regular people with shitty lives, looking for something better. It doesn’t need to be a palace full of luxuries. But you have so much, and we have nothing. I – I stole a button. I apologise for that, but I’m not sorry.’


The Prince listens.


‘I don’t want you to be my princess either,’ he says. ‘Honestly, I don’t want a princess, or a prince. I’m trying to prevent a war. Getting married is the last thing on my mind.’


‘Why do it, then?’ I ask.


He shrugs. ‘My father believes in tradition.’


Cendrillon speaks up. ‘You could run away with us.’


The Prince shakes his head. ‘Not today. Thank you for the offer, though.’


He looks around as shouts ring out and footsteps start to grow loud again. ‘Follow the hill up past the big alder tree,’ he says, ‘and then down to the blue rockery. There’s a hidden door in the wall there, behind the largest rock. You can get out that way.’


Cendrillon reaches out and brushes his cheek with her delicate fingers. ‘Thank you,’ she says.


He nods. ‘Go.’


And we go. We follow his directions as the tranquil beauty of the pleasure gardens is shattered by the clanking of armour and the stink of horses. We find the hidden door, and we slip out.


The border is only a few miles away. Cendrillon has thoughtfully included a cold pie, two apples and a skin of fresh water in her pillowcase. We can be free by nightfall.


Between Cendrillon’s pillowcase of fancy tableware and my gold-and-bone button, we’ll have enough money to make a fresh start in Lothian.


We. The thought of it makes something inside me roar. I’ve never been a we. It’s always just been me against the world.


Cendrillon reaches out and takes my hand. I glance at her, and she grins, and there’s a wickedness to it that I really, really like. I can’t wait to start a life with  her.


Perhaps we’ll open up a shoe shop.
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