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ROMANCE ABOUNDS IN THREE MAGICAL RETELLINGS!
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Cendrillon has been forbidden by her father to ever leave their estate grounds, much less visit the king’s court. With a royal ball approaching, Cendrillon will now challenge her understanding of love and test her courage in BEFORE MIDNIGHT.
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In GOLDEN, Rapunzel, bald and without hope of growing hair, must break an enchantment to free her heart—and the heart of another. But a sorceress’s betrayal threatens to overwhelm Rapunzel, which could leave the two cursed forever if she can’t trust in true love.
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Disguised as a boy, Mulan joins the military in WILD ORCHID. But she never expects to find a friend, let alone a soul mate, in Prince Jian, the commander of her division. For all of her courage with a bow and arrow, is she brave enough to share her true identity and feelings with the prince?
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WHAT DO YOU KNOW ABOUT YOURSELF? WHAT ARE YOUR stories? The ones you tell yourself, and the ones told by others. All of us begin somewhere. Though I suppose the truth is that we begin more than once; we begin many times. Over and over, we start our own tales, compose our own stories, whether our lives are short or long. Until at last all our beginnings come down to just one end, and the tale of who we are is done.


This is the first story I ever heard about myself: that I came into this world before my time. And that my coming was so sudden, hot, and swift, it carried everything before it away, including my mother’s life.


Full of confusion was the day of my birth, of portents, and of omens. Just at daybreak, a flock of white birds flew across the face of the sun. Its rising light stained their wings bloodred. This was an omen of life taking flight.


At full noon, every single tree in every single orchard on my father’s estate burst into bloom at once, in spite of the fact that it was October. This was an omen of life’s arrival.


At dusk, a great storm arose, catching everyone by surprise. My mother was in her garden, the one she planted and tended with her own two hands, when two claps of thunder, one from the east and the other from the west, met above her head in a great collision of sound. The earth shook beneath her feet. Crying out, my mother tumbled to the ground. What this portended nobody ever did decide, because it was at precisely this moment that I declared my intention to be born.


Fortunately for my mother, she was not alone. The healer, Old Mathilde, was with her, as she often was when my father was away from home. Just how old Old Mathilde is, no one really knows. But no matter what her years, she was strong and hale enough to lift my mother up and carry her indoors—through the gate in the garden wall and around the side of the house, up the steps to the front door, and across the great hall. Then, finally, up a wide set of stairs from the great hall to the second floor. By the time Old Mathilde reached my mother’s chamber, it was storming in earnest, and she, herself, was breathing hard. The wind wailed like a banshee. Hailstones clattered against the roof with a sound like military drums.


Old Mathilde set my mother gently on the bed, paused to catch her breath. Then she summoned Susanne, who worked in the kitchen, instructing her to bring hot water and soft towels. But when Mathilde went to stir up the coals, the wind got there first, screaming down the chimney, putting out the fire. Not content to do this in my mother’s room alone, the wind then extinguished every other fire throughout my father’s great stone house by the sea, until not so much as a candle remained lit. All the servants quaked in fear. The women buried their heads beneath their aprons, and the men behind their arms, for nobody could remember such an event ever occurring before.


And so it was first in shadow, and then in darkness, that Old Mathilde and my mother strove to bring me into the world. Just before midnight, I arrived. At my coming, the storm ceased as suddenly as it had begun. A great silence filled the great stone house. Into it came the loud voice of the sea, and then my mother’s quiet voice, asking Old Mathilde to place me in her waiting arms. She asked this just as the clocks throughout the house began to strike midnight: the only hour in all the world that begins in one day and ends in another. This was the moment I knew my mother’s touch for the first and only time.


And this is the story Old Mathilde has told me each and every time I asked her to: that, with my green eyes, I gazed up, and with her green eyes, my mother gazed back down. She ran one hand across my head, her fingers lingering on my bright red hair, for this, too, was the exact same shade as her own. Then she bent her head and pressed a kiss upon my brow. I carry the mark of it to this day, the faintest smudge of rose just at my hairline.


“Mathilde,” my mother said then, and with the sounding of her own name, Old Mathilde understood what my coming into the world before my time would cost. For she recognized the sound my mother’s voice made—a sound that was both less and more than it had ever been before.


No one is better at understanding the world than Old Mathilde, at being able to see things for what they truly are. This is what makes her such a good healer, I suppose. For how can you mend a thing, any thing, if you cannot truly see what is wrong? Some things, of course, cannot be healed, no matter how much you want them to be, no matter how hard you try. Old Mathilde was not a magician. She was simply very good at helping wishes come true.


“Will you hear a wish?” my mother asked now.


Just for an instant, Old Mathilde closed her eyes, as if summoning the strength to hear what would come. For my mother was asking to bestow the most powerful wish there is, one that is a birth and death wish, all at the same time. Then Old Mathilde opened her eyes and gave the only answer she could, also the one that was in her heart.


“I will grant whatever you wish that lies within my power, Constanze, my child.”


Constanze d’Este. That was my mother’s name.


“I wish for you to be my daughter’s godmother,” Constanze d’Este replied. “Love her for me, care for her when I am gone, for I fear her father will do neither one. When he looks at her, he will not find joy in the color of her hair and eyes. He will not see the way that I live on. Instead, he will see only that she came too soon, and that her arrival carried me out of this life.


“Besides, he is a man and a great lord. He wished for his first child to be a boy.”


“What you wish for is easily granted,” Old Mathilde said. “For I have loved this child with all my heart since she was no more than a dream in yours. As for Etienne . . .” Etienne de Brabant. That is my father’s name. “I suppose a man may be a great lord and a great fool all at once. What shall I call her, while I’m loving her so much?”


At this point in the story, Old Mathilde always does the same thing: She smiles. Not because the circumstances she’s relating are particularly happy, but because smiling is what my mother did.


“Call her by whatever name you think best,” she replied. “For you will raise her, not I.”


“Then I will give her your name,” Old Mathilde said. “For she should have more of her mother than just the color of her hair and eyes, and a memory she is too young to know how to hold.”


And so I was named Constanze, after my mother. And no sooner had this been decided, than my mother died. Old Mathilde sat beside the bed, her eyes seeing the two of us together even in the dark, until my mother’s lips turned pale, her arms grew cold, and the clouds outside the window parted to reveal a spangle of high night stars. Not once in all that time, so Old Mathilde has always claimed, did I so much as stir or cry.


When the slim and curving sickle of the moon had reached the top of the window, then begun its slide back down the sky, Old Mathilde got up from her chair and lifted me gently from my mother’s arms. She carried me downstairs to the great open fireplace in the kitchen. Holding me in the crook of one arm, she took the longest poker she could find and stirred up the coals.


Not even such a storm as had descended upon us that night could altogether put out the kitchen fire—the fire that is the heart of any house. Once the coals were glowing as they should, Old Mathilde wrapped me in a towel of red flannel, took the largest of our soup kettles down from its peg, tucked me inside it, and nestled the pot among the embers so that I might grow warm once more.


As she did, I began to cry for the very first time. And at this, as if the sound of my voice startled them back into existence, all the other fires throughout the great stone house came back to life. Flurries of sparks shot straight up every chimney, scattering into the air like red-hot fireflies.


In this way, I earned a second name that night, the one that people use and remember, in spite of the fact that the name Constanze is a perfectly fine one. Nobody has ever called me that, not even Old Mathilde. Instead, she calls me by the name I was given for the coals that kept me warm, for the fires I brought back to life with the sound of my own voice.


Child of cinders. Cendrillon.
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TWO WEEKS TO THE DAY AFTER I WAS BORN, MY FATHER CAME home, thundering into the courtyard on a great bay horse ridden so long and hard its coat was white with lather as if covered in sea foam. Where he had been on the night of my birth, where since, are tales that, for many years, would remain untold. But he was often sent far and wide on business for the king, so Old Mathilde sent word of what had happened out from the great stone house knowing that, sooner or later, the news would find my father and bring him home.


Just at the counterpoint to the hour of my birth he came, full noon, when the sun was like an orange in the sky. Around his neck, beneath his cloak, he wore a sling of cloth, and in this sling there was a baby boy. My father pulled the horse up short, tossed the reins to a waiting groom, threw his leg over his horse’s neck, and slid to the ground. Even at his journey’s end, my father’s desire to reach my mother burned so hot and bright that the heels of his boots struck sparks from the courtyard cobblestones. He tossed off his cloak, pulled the sling from around his neck, and thrust it and the burden it carried into Old Mathilde’s arms.


“Where is she?” he asked.


“In her garden,” Old Mathilde replied.


Without another word, my father took off at a dead run. Around the side of the house, he sped through the gate in the stone wall, and into the place my mother had loved best in all the world, aside from the shelter of my father’s arms: the garden she had planted with her own two hands. Surrounded by a high stone wall to protect it from the cold sea winds, it was so cunningly made that it could be seen from only one room inside the house: my mother’s own bedchamber, the same room in which I had been born.


Old Mathilde had buried my mother beneath a tree whose blossoms were pale pink in spring, whose leaves turned yellow in the autumn, and whose boughs carried tiny red apples no bigger than a thumbnail all through the winter months. It was the only one like it on all my father’s lands. My mother had brought it with her as a sapling on her wedding day as a gift to her new husband, a pledge of their new life. Now the mound of earth which marked her grave was a gentle oblong shape beneath its boughs, as if Constanze d’Este had fallen asleep and some thoughtful servant had come along and covered her with a blanket of soft green grass from her head to her toes.


My father fell to his knees beside my mother’s grave, and now a second storm arose, one that needed no interpretation, for all who saw it understood its meaning at once. This storm was nothing less than my father’s grief let loose upon the world. His rage at losing the woman that he loved. The trees in the orchards tossed their heads in agony; the clear blue sky darkened overhead, though there was not a single cloud. At the base of the cliffs upon which my father’s great stone house sat, the sea hurled itself against the land as if to mirror his torment.


My father threw his head back, fists raised above his head, his mouth stretched open in a great O of pain. But he did not shed a single tear, nor make a single sound. He threw himself across my mother’s grave, his fists striking the earth once, twice, three times. As his fists landed for the third and final time, a single bolt of jagged lightning speared down from the cloudless sky. It struck the tree which sheltered my mother’s grave, traveled down its trunk, up into all its limbs, killing the tree in an instant, turning the new green grass beneath it as brown as the dust of an August road. At that moment, the storm ceased. And from that day onward, even when every other living thing on my father’s lands prospered, on the grave of my mother, Constanze d’Este, not so much as a single blade of grass would thrive.


At last my father got to his feet, turned his back upon my mother’s grave, left the garden, and went inside. He climbed the wide stairs, two at a time, until he reached my mother’s bedroom door. He pushed it open, slammed it behind him, turned the key in the lock with a sound that echoed upstairs and down. Then, for many hours, there was silence as he stayed in my mother’s room alone.


Just as night was falling he emerged, locked the door behind him (from the outside this time), then climbed a thin and winding set of stairs to the very top of the house. There, a stiff sea wind blowing in his face, he threw the key to my mother’s room as hard as he could. It was still flying through the air when he turned away, and made the climb back down. All the way to the kitchen and Old Mathilde.


“Show me the infant,” my father said, and, in spite of herself, Old Mathilde shivered, for never had she heard a voice so cold. The kind of cold that comes when the heart gives up on itself and abandons hope, a cold no fire on earth could ever warm. But Old Mathilde had not grown old by frightening easily.


“You may see both babes for yourself,” she said. “For there they are, together.”


And sure enough, in a cradle by the fire—for the soup kettle was not big enough for two, and besides I had outgrown it two whole days ago—the baby boy my father had brought with him from who-knew-where and I were lying, side by side. My hair was as bright as a copper basin; his, as dark as cast iron. My eyes, as bright and as green as fresh asparagus; his, a changeable and tumultuous gray, like the sea beneath the sky of a winter storm. For a time Old Mathilde did not even try to measure, my father stood motionless, gazing down at us both.


“She has the look of her mother,” he finally said, and the pain in his voice was as bright as a sword.


Old Mathilde nodded. “That she does.”


Etienne de Brabant exhaled one breath, and then another, as if his own body was struggling with itself.


“I should have been here!” he finally burst out. “If I had been with her, things might have been different.”


“Some things most certainly would have been,” Old Mathilde replied. And now she inhaled one quiet breath of her own, for she knew my father would not like to hear what must follow. “But your presence would not have changed the outcome. Not even I could do that, Etienne. Some things are beyond my power to heal.”


My father spun toward her. “Your power!” he exclaimed. “You have none. What good is power if you cannot use it as you wish? You are nothing but a powerless old woman. You let Constanze die.”


“Do you think I would not have saved her, if I could?” Old Mathilde asked. “If so, then you are wrong. And you forget that every kind of power has its own boundaries, Etienne. That is how you know its strength and its form.


“I cannot summon up things that must not happen. That which must take place, I cannot stop. All I can do is to help make the wishes that lie between come true. My power must stop at the boundaries of life.”


My father began to laugh, then, and the sound was bitter and wild. “A wish?” he exclaimed. “Is that what you want? You expect me to bestow a wish upon this child that has robbed me of so much?”


“It is what Constanze would have wanted,” Old Mathilde said, “and what she herself did. If you cannot bring yourself to do it yet, try starting with the boy. You must have brought him to me for a reason. Therefore, there must be some wish you would bestow.”


But by now, father was nodding his head in agreement, as if Old Mathilde’s words had recalled to his mind a task that he had left undone.


“I wish the boy to be raised as a member of my household,” he said. “Give him no special honors, yet treat him fairly and well. But on pain of death, he is never to be permitted to leave my lands, not even when he is grown. Not unless I send for him.”


“By what name shall I call him?” Old Mathilde asked.


My father shrugged. “By whatever name that comes to mind. What he is called is not important.”


This is sheer nonsense, of course. If what we are called is not important, why bother with a name at all? But Old Mathilde had also not grown old by being stupid. She knew when to hold her tongue and when to speak her mind. She had named one child. She could name another.


“And your daughter?” she asked softly. “You must wish something for her, Etienne. Constanze is dead, and it is your right to grieve for her. But you and your daughter are alive. With every beat your two hearts make, each of you wishes for something, for to wish is to be alive. This is a fact you cannot escape.”


“Not even if I wish to?” my father inquired.


“Not even then,” Old Mathilde replied.


“Then hear the wish I will bestow upon my daughter,” my father said. “I wish that I might never see her again, unless the sight of her can give back the peace that she has stolen. As I imagine that day will never come, matters should work out well.”


“Matters often do that,” Old Mathilde said. Here she reached to tuck the blanket more securely around me for, at the sound of my father’s wish, as if struggling to be free of a burden, I had done my best to kick the blanket aside. “Though rarely in the way that men suppose. Still, you have wished, and I have heard you. I will do my best to see your wish is carried out in its own good time.”


My father turned away then. Away from the unnamed baby boy and me and toward the kitchen door. He put his hand upon the latch, then paused.


“I do not think that we will meet again, Mathilde,” he said.


“For I will never come back to this place, if it lies within my choice.”


“I imagine we shall both have to wait and see about that,” Old Mathilde answered, her voice ever so slightly tart. “I cannot see the future any more than you can, Etienne. The difference is, I am content in this, and you are not.”


“I will never be content again,” my father said. “Not in this, or in anything else.”


He lifted the latch, pushed open the door, and stepped out into the world without looking back, letting the door swing closed behind him. That was the last anyone in the great stone house saw of him for a very long time.
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AND SO WE GREW UP TOGETHER, THE BOY WHOSE FIRST beginning nobody knew, and the girl who came into the world before her time. Old Mathilde named him Raoul, and it was easy enough to figure out why. More often than not he reminded us all of a grumpy bear, so it seemed only right that he should have a name to go along with it, one that sounded like a growl.


Not that he was mean-spirited, for he was not. It was more that there was never a moment, except, perhaps, for when he slept, that Raoul did not carry the mystery of his beginning like a burden on his back, a mark upon his soul. Even I knew more about myself than he did, never mind that most of what I knew was painful. Sometimes it is better to know an unpleasant thing than nothing at all.


We made quite a pair together as we grew. But then we always had, from the moment Old Mathilde first placed us side by side. Raoul with his dark, storm-cloud looks, I with my bright ones, the sun coming out from behind the cloud. I cannot claim that this meant I was always good-natured. My temper could run as hot as the color of my hair, and come on as suddenly as my unexpected entrance into the world. But I always spoke my feelings, right out plain, while Raoul often held his inside and left them to smolder.


Old Mathilde honored the wish my father had made the night of Raoul’s arrival. He was always treated fairly and well, no differently from any of the rest of us, including me. I might be the daughter of the lord of the house, but nobody paid much attention to that fact. My father had made it quite clear he didn’t want me. I was hardly in any position to pull rank, even if that had been the way my nature was inclined. Besides, nobody who lived in Etienne de Brabant’s great stone house by the sea had any time to put on airs. We were too busy working to stay alive.


The lands of my father’s estate were beautiful and fertile. But, as if the lightning bolt that struck my mother’s grave had somehow planted the seed of my father’s unrest within our soil, what our fields and orchards might yield could never quite be predicted ahead of time.


One year, every single squash plant grew tomatoes. We made sauce until our hands turned red, then carried our jars to the closest town on market days to barter for what our fields had been unwilling to provide.


Some years our apple trees actually gave us apples. But their limbs were just as likely to be weighed down by cherries or plums. For three years running we had pears instead, followed by three straight years of oranges, a fruit which had never been known to grow so close to the sea before. After that, things seemed to settle down, as if the earth and what my father had called down to strike it had reached some sort of truce. How long it would last, only time itself would show.


And then there was the great stone house itself: huge, drafty, gorgeous. Rising straight up from the center of a great sheer cliff of stone so pale you could see your hand through it on a piece cut thin enough. Even in the darkest hours of the darkest night, the house seemed to give off its own faint glow. Veins of color ran through it, red and green, and a gray that turned to shimmering silver just as the sun went down. One bank of windows faced outward, toward the sea. A second, back toward the land that sustained us.


We were not an easy place to sneak up on.


This was fortunate since, for as long as even the oldest among us can remember, even on the brightest and sunniest of days, the country of my birth has lived under the shadow of war. In most ways, and on most days, we look like everybody else. We get up in the morning, wash our faces, put on our every day clothes. We till our fields, bake our bread, take afternoon naps with our cats or dogs when the sun grows too hot to work outdoors.


But even as we sleep, we have one eye open, one ear cocked, to discover if trouble is coming, carried on the back of the sea, or stirring up dust as it marches down the road. The desire for peace fills our hands with purpose during the day; the fear of war haunts our dreams at night.


There is one place, one land, we fear most of all. A place we do not even name aloud, for to do so is considered bad luck, as good as a summons for disaster to arrive. It lies two days’ hard riding on horseback to the north of the great stone house. One day’s sailing if the wind is right.


Some say our conflict is only natural. That those with common borders always fight. Others, that it is personal, the result of an incident so bitter and terrible, to speak it aloud is as good as shedding blood. I do not know the truth of things, myself. But I do know this much: We watch the sea in the great stone house. For there is a prophecy that proclaims it is the sea that will carry our salvation, or our doom. In the helpful way that prophecies sometimes have, it further proclaims it may be difficult to tell the two apart.


So I kept my eyes on the sea one autumn afternoon, the day before I turned fifteen. I squinted a little beneath the brim of my straw hat as I worked my way down the first row of the pumpkin patch, for the day was crisp and fine, and the sunlight on the water quick and bright. I was hoeing weeds, trying, without much success, not to think about what might happen when my birthday actually arrived. For on that day, as was traditional, I would make the second most powerful kind of wish there is: the one you speak silently, to your own heart alone, on each and every anniversary of the day that you were born.


For at least ten years now, my wish had been the same: that something I planted on my mother’s grave might thrive.


Over the years I had tried many different things. Pansies that showed their brave faces through even our bleakest winters. Scarlet runner beans. Bee balm. Several times I had coaxed what I had planted into reluctant life, but none of them had ever thrived. No matter what I planted, no matter when I planted it, when I went to my mother’s grave on the morning of my birthday, it was always to discover that every single thing I planted there had died.


It had absolutely nothing to do with the weather; of this I was certain. Nothing to do with what happened above the ground. It was what lay beneath that doomed my efforts to failure, year after year, time after time. There, the rage and grief my father had called down into our lands still held on and would not let go.


I reached the end of the row of pumpkins, reversed direction, my back now facing the sea, and started up the row beside it. The pumpkin patch was in the farthest corner of the kitchen garden, at the very edge of the great cliff on which the great stone house sat. If I went too far, I could tumble straight off the land and into the ocean.


I jabbed the hoe downward, slicing through the roots of a thistle. This year will be different, I thought. Tomorrow morning, I would awaken to find that what I had planted on my mother’s grave was still alive and well. Because finally, I had chosen a plant so sturdy and obvious, it was literally staring me in the face: pumpkins.


Out of all the things that grew on our lands, the pumpkins were the most reliable. Though you might plant one variety and end up with another, you always got some sort of pumpkin. This year, we had the most abundant crop any of us had ever seen. Fat ones and tall ones, small ones and large. Pumpkins with skin as pale as ghosts growing alongside those with skin as vivid as orange rinds.


But the most beautiful ones of all were the ones I’d planted on my mother’s grave. They’d come up almost at once, producing great curling vines. The pumpkins were squat and fat as if, each night, a family of well-fed raccoons had snuck into the beds and sat upon them. Their skin was an orange as bright as newly polished copper. Thick ribs curved down their bodies from top to bottom, some as wide across as my forearm. Surely pumpkins as bright and sumptuous as these would still be alive tomorrow morning. And if they were, then my wish had come true. I would have broken the curse my father’s grief had laid upon us. In which case, I would need to make an entirely new wish.


The only problem was, I didn’t have the faintest idea what it should be.


“You’re thinking about tomorrow, aren’t you?” Raoul’s voice suddenly broke into my thoughts. I realized that I was standing with the hoe straight out in front of me, extending into the air. I brought it back to earth with a thump.


“How could you tell?” I inquired dryly.


Raoul smiled. “I think it was the angle of the hoe,” he answered. He cocked his head. “Aren’t your arms tired?”


“As a matter of fact, they are,” I said, and at this, he laughed aloud. Raoul hardly ever laughs. It’s simply not the way he’s made. As if to make up for behaving in a fashion totally unlike his usual self, he snatched the hoe from my hands, elbowed me aside, and began to work on the weeds himself.


“Why is it that a good crop of anything always brings a good crop of weeds as well?” he inquired after a moment.


I gave a snort. “Please,” I said. “Remember where you are.” We continued moving along the row in silence for a moment. “Have you made up your mind what to wish for tomorrow?”


“The same thing as always,” Raoul replied. He made the hoe bite deep, pulled it back with a jerk. All trace of laughter was gone from him now. “Unless some traveling storyteller arrives to tell the tale of my birth between now and midnight.”


Raoul had wished for the same thing every year too: to know who he truly is, the beginnings of his story.


“I’m sorry,” I said suddenly. “It was a thoughtless question. Give me back the hoe, Raoul. This is my job, not yours.”


I reached to tug it from his hands. Raoul held on tight. “Leave it alone, why don’t you? It’s not a thoughtless question. It’s a perfectly sensible one. It just should have been mine, not yours. You’re the one whose wish is about to come true.”


“It’s not tomorrow yet,” I replied. “Now give that to me. You’re doing it all wrong.”


“All I’m doing is killing weeds, Rilla,” Raoul said, using the nickname he’d bestowed upon me when we were both small. But he relinquished the hoe. I worked my way to the end of the row, started down the next one. Raoul kept pace beside me. We were facing the sea once more.


“Do you remember the first year we made wishes?” Raoul asked.


“I remember being tempted to wish you would go back to wherever you came from,” I replied with a smile. “Old Mathilde gave you every single day of the year from which to choose a birthday, and you selected the same day as mine.”


“It wasn’t so unreasonable,” Raoul protested. “We’re so close in age we might have been born on the same day, for all anyone knows.”


I gave a snort. We had been over this before. Ever since Raoul had first announced he intended to muscle in on my birthday, we had bickered with each other about it. Some years with good nature, other years not.


“That’s not the reason you did it, and you know it,” I said.


“No,” Raoul replied. “It’s not.”


I stopped hoeing, on purpose this time. “Then why?” In all the years we had teased each other, we’d never quite gotten down to the reason for his choice.


Raoul dug the dirt with his toe. “It’s simple enough,” he said. “So simple I would have thought you’d have figured it out by now. You had everything else I wanted, so I thought I might as well have your birthday, as well.”


I let the head of the hoe fall to the earth with a whump. “What do you mean I had everything you wanted?” I asked.


“Have,” Raoul corrected. “Not much has changed, not even in ten years.” He moved his arm in a great sweep, as if to take in everything around us. “You have all this. You know who you are and where you come from. You have a home.”


“This is as much your home as it is mine,” I said, genuinely unsettled now. “Besides, I’m not so sure knowing who I am and where I come from makes me any happier than you are. It’s not a very nice feeling to know your father blames you for your mother’s death and plans to never forgive you for it.”


“At least you know who he is,” Raoul answered. “His name, and the name of your mother. It’s more than I know.”


“But don’t you see?” I asked. “The fact that you don’t means that you can hope. You could be anyone, Raoul. Your possibilities are endless, while mine are already sewn up tight. And even if you never find out, you’ll still be whatever you can make of yourself.”


Raoul made a slightly rude sound. “You sound just like Old Mathilde.”


I made a face. “I do, don’t I? I suppose it could be worse. She’s right more than half the time.”


“Actually, I think it’s more like three quarters,” Raoul replied. “That doesn’t make this any easier, Rilla.”


I put a hand upon his arm. “I know,” I said softly.


Raoul reached up, put his hand on top of mine. Even in the depths of winter, Raoul’s hands are always warm. I think it’s because of all the fires he keeps, banked down, inside himself. He gave my fingers a squeeze, then let his hand drop away. I picked up the hoe, ready to get back to work.


“Rilla,” he said suddenly. “Look up.”


Before me stretched the great blue arm of the ocean. The surface of the water flashed like fire. I sucked in a breath. Beneath the brim of my sunhat, I lifted a hand to shield my eyes.


“What is that?” I asked, and I could hear the urgency in my own voice now. “Something’s not right. The sea glitters like . . .”


“Like metal,” Raoul’s voice cut across mine.


I let the hoe slip through my fingers then, never heard it hit the ground. I could think of just one reason for the sea to do that.


“Soldiers,” I said. “Armor. How many ships are there, can you tell?” I could not, for my eyes had begun to water.


Raoul took my hand in his, then our feet stumbled in our haste as he tugged me to the end of the row. Half a dozen more paces and we could have jumped right off the edge of the land.


“Seven,” he said. “Five hulks and two galleons.”


“Five hulks,” I whispered, and just speaking the words aloud brought a chill to my heart.


Though the double-decked galleons with their glorious sails were the undisputed masters of the sea, it was the ungainly, flat-bottom hulks with no sails at all we feared the most. These were the ships that could bring the greatest number of soldiers to our shores. Five may not seem like such a great number to you, but the ships were large and our land is small. And there had been no soldiers for nearly twenty years now.


“What flag are they flying, can you see?” I asked, as I dashed a hand across my cheeks in annoyance, hoping to clear the water from my eyes. Maybe they’re not coming for us at all, I thought. Perhaps they’re going somewhere else. Somewhere far away.


Raoul was silent for one long moment. “A white flag,” he said at last. “In the center, a black swan with a red rose in its beak, and a border of golden thorns.”


“No,” I whispered, as the earth seemed to sway beneath my feet, for this was the one we feared most of all. One not seen in our land since before I was born, since the marriage of our king and queen had taken place to put an end to bloodshed. “No.”


“I can see it clear as day, Rilla,” Raoul said, and I took no offense at the sting in his voice. I knew all too well that it was not for me.


“Will they try to land here, do you think?”


Raoul shook his head. “We are not important enough a place, and our shore has too many rocks. They will make for the capital, the court, and go farther down the coast.”


“I wish all this would stop,” I exclaimed fiercely, the words out of my mouth in the exact same moment I thought them. “I wish that I could find a way to stop it.”


This is the third most powerful kind of wish there is: the one you make unbidden, not to your heart, but from it. Only knowing what it is you wish for as you hear own voice, proclaiming it aloud.


No sooner did I finish speaking than I felt the wind shift, blowing straight into my face, tickling the long braids I wore tucked up beneath my sun hat, then tugging at them hard enough to make the hat fly back. With a quick, hard jerk, the leather chin strap pulled tight against my throat.


“So do I,” Raoul said softly.


At his words, the air went perfectly still. Raoul and I stood together, hardly daring to breathe. Then, ever so slowly, the wind began to shift again. Its force became strong, picking up until my skirts streamed straight out to the left, flapping against my legs. Below us, the surface of the water was covered with whitecaps. Galleons and hulks alike bucked like unbroken horses.


“The wind is blowing backward,” Raoul said, his voice strange.


“It can’t do that,” I answered. “It never blows in that direction off our coast, not even when it storms.”


“I know it,” Raoul said. “But it’s blowing in that direction now. We wished to find a way to make the fighting stop, and now the wind is blowing backward. We did that. Did we do that?”


“I don’t know. But I think we should get out of the wind. It has an unhealthy sound.”


“Old Mathilde will know what to do,” Raoul said.


Hand in hand, pumpkins and weeds both forgotten, we turned, and raced for the great stone house.
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BY THE TIME RAOUL AND I REACHED THE HOUSE, MATHILDE was gathering each and every living thing and shooing it inside. The rabbits were put into their hutches, the chickens onto their nests, the dogs summoned from the courtyard. Being out in such a wind could do strange things to living beings, Old Mathilde called over its unnatural voice. The wind blowing backward can make you forget yourself.


Once we were all safely indoors, I worked with Old Mathilde and Susanne, who ran the kitchen, to make a fine dinner of chowder and cornbread from the last of our fresh ears of corn. All the rest had already been dried, in preparation for the winter. By the time the meal was ready, the sun was setting. We gathered around the great trestle table in the kitchen for supper—all but Raoul, who took his out to the stables, announcing his intention to stay with the horses until the wind died down.


As if to make up for the fact that he was not always comfortable with people, Raoul was good with animals of all kinds. Perhaps because it had been a horse which had carried him to us in the first place, he loved the horses best of all.


Well into the night the wind blew, until I longed to stuff cotton into my ears to shut out the sound. None of us went to bed. Instead, we stayed in the kitchen, our chairs arranged in a semicircle around the kitchen fire. Old Mathilde worked on her knitting, her needles flashing in the light of the coals. Susanne polished the silver, as if there might yet come a day when someone would arrive who would want to use it. Her daughter, Charlotte, darned socks. Joseph and Robert, the father and son who helped with the orchards and grounds, mended rope. I sorted seeds for next year’s planting, wondering what might actually come up.


The clocks struck ten, and then eleven, and still we heard the wind’s voice. As the hands of the clock inched up toward midnight, a great tension seemed to fill the kitchen, causing all the air to back up inside our lungs. Midnight is an important hour in general, but it was considered particularly significant in our house. But it was only as the clock actually began to count up to midnight, one, two, three, four, that I remembered what the voice of the wind blowing in the wrong direction had pushed to the back of my mind.


When the clocks finished striking twelve, it would be my birthday, and I would learn whether what I wished had come true or not.


Seven, the clocks chimed on their way to midnight. Eight. Nine. Ten. And suddenly, I was praying with all my might, with all my heart. Please, I thought. Let the wind stop. Don’t let it blow backward on the day of my birth.


Eleven, the clocks sang throughout the house. And then, in the heartbeat between that chime and the next, the wind died down.


Old Mathilde lifted her head; the hands on her knitting needles paused. Susanne placed the final piece of silver back into its chest with a soft chink of metal. It is just before midnight, I thought.


Twelve, the clocks struck. And, in that very moment, the wind returned, passing over us in its usual direction, making a sound like a lullaby.


“Oh, but I am tired,” Susanne said, as she gave a great stretch. One by one, the others said their good nights and departed. Within a very few moments, Old Mathilde and I were left alone.


“I should go and get Raoul,” I said.


Old Mathilde began to bundle up her knitting. “Raoul is fine. He sleeps in the stable half the time anyway. But you may go and get him, if you like. That way, you can both go together.”


“How did you . . . ,” I began, but at precisely that instant, Raoul burst through the kitchen door. In one hand, he held the lantern he had taken out to the stable.


“Why are you still just standing there?” he asked. “Are we going or not?”


By way of answer, I dashed across the kitchen and, before Raoul quite realized what I intended, I threw my arms around him, burrowing my face into the column of his throat, holding on for dear life. I felt the way his pulse beat against my cheek, the way his free arm, the one that wasn’t busy with the lantern, came up to press me close. We stood together for several seconds, just like that.


We look so different, Raoul and I, but in our hearts, we are so very much alike. The same impatience for what we desire dances through our veins. The same need to have our questions answered, our wishes granted. To understand, to know.


And so Raoul had known what I would want to do, now that the wind was running in its proper direction and the clocks had finished striking twelve. He had known that I would never be able to wait until the sun came up to discover if my birthday wish had been granted after so long. More than this, he had given me the greatest gift he could have bestowed. With one short walk from the stable to the house, he had set his own disappointment aside.


Raoul knew already that his wish had not been granted. He knew no more about who he truly was now than he had a year ago, or than he had on the day my father had first brought him home. But still, he had come to find me, knowing I would want to visit my mother’s grave, even in the middle of the night.


During the long hours we had waited in the kitchen, the moon had risen. The cobblestones of the courtyard gleamed like mother of pearl; the great stone house shimmered like an opal in the moonglow. The three of us went across the front, then around the corner and along the side opposite the kitchen garden. At last we reached the end of the house and the beginning of the stone wall, just higher than a tall man’s head, that marked the boundaries of my mother’s garden. Above our heads, surrounding the moon like a handful of scattered sentinels, the stars burned fierce and blue.


“I am afraid,” I said suddenly.


“There is no need to be afraid, my Cendrillon,” Old Mathilde replied. “Either what you wish for has come true, or it has not. If it hasn’t, you must simply try again. Some things must be wished for many times before they come to us.”


“Happy birthday, Raoul,” I said, as he pushed the gate open.


“And to you, little Cendrillon.”


“I’m not little,” I said. “And I bet I can still beat you in a foot race.”


And with that, we were off and running. I knew every inch of my mother’s garden, even in the dark. The rose bushes, espaliered along its walls, the stands of lilies that bloomed in late summer. The daffodils in the spring, the surprise of autumn crocus. A carpet of chamomile was springy underfoot. There was mint, pungent and sweet. Oregano, brusque and spicy. In the very center of the garden stretched my mother’s grave. The limbs of the blasted tree still raised stiffly above it, a silent testimony to my father’s rage and grief. Nobody, not even Old Mathilde, had ever been able to bring themselves to cut it down.


Please, I thought, as I raced forward. Please was my word of choice that night. Please let what I wish for come true. I reached the edge of the grave, skidded to a stop. A split second later, the light from Raoul’s lantern shone down upon the oblong of my mother’s grave. I fell to my knees beside it, just as my father had done.


“No,” I cried out. “No, no, no!”


The vines I had planted were still there, and so were the gorgeous orange pumpkins. But now the vines were withered, as if a killing frost had wrapped its icy fingers around them. The pumpkins were split open. Inside, their flesh was black, the pale white seeds gleaming like fragments of bone. From the moment they had come up, all the while that they had grown, their beautiful outsides had all been concealing the very same thing: Inside, they were festering and rotten.


“I can’t do it. I won’t ever be able to do it, will I?” I sobbed. “He hates me too much. What can grow amid so much hate?”


“Just one thing,” Old Mathilde answered quietly. “Only love.”


“Love!” I cried. I flung myself forward then, onto the grave, digging my fingers deep into the flesh of the nearest pumpkin. I brought my hands back up, dripping and disgusting. A great stench filled the air, one of unwholesome things kept in the dark too long.


“This,” I said, as I flung the first handful from me with all my might. I scooped up more, flung it away, in a desperate frenzy now. “This and this. This is what my father thinks of me. It has nothing to do with love.”


“All the more reason that what you wish for should, then,” Old Mathilde said, and now she knelt down beside me to take my hands in hers, horrible as they were. I jerked back, but she held on tight. “There are two things in the world you must never give up on, my Cendrillon. And those two things are yourself and love.”


“Who said anything about giving up?” I said, as I finally managed to snatch my hands away. “I’m not giving up. I’m just tired of wishing for what I can never have, that’s all.”


“Then wish for something else,” Raoul said without heat.


“You make it sound so simple when you know it’s not,” I said, the words bitter in my mouth. “But since you request it, then this is what I wish. I wish for a mother to love me, a mother for me to love. And perhaps some sisters into the bargain. Two would be a nice number. That way, perhaps there will be a chance that one of them might actually like me.”


“For heaven’s sake, Rilla,” Raoul exclaimed. “You know you’re not supposed to speak a birthday wish aloud.”


“What difference does it make?” I flung back. “It’s not going to come true anyhow.”


“You don’t know that for sure,” Raoul said. “Now come inside and get cleaned up. You smell disgusting.”


“Thank you very much,” I said. “For that, you can help me up.”


Raoul reached down and pulled me to my feet. But when I expected him to let go, he held on. “I am sorry, Rilla,” he said. “You see why I think hope is such a tricky thing?”


“I do,” I nodded.


“Come,” Old Mathilde said. “I am an old woman, my bones ache, and there will still be chores in the morning. Let us go back inside.”


After the others had gone to bed, I stood at the kitchen sink, scrubbing my hands till they were red and raw. But the scent of my father’s hate could not be washed entirely away. It clung to my skin, a faint rotten smell. At last, I gave up. I climbed the stairs to my room, curled up in bed, and pressed my face against the windowpane, gazing out at the stars.


One wish, I thought. That is all I want. Why is that so very much to ask?


And now I had thrown my birthday wish away. Even worse, I had thrown it away in anger. You are your father’s daughter, after all, Cendrillon, I thought. Tonight, you’ve proved you’re no better than he is.


Like him, I had chosen anger over love.


I began to weep, then, great, hot tears. I hate to weep, even when I know I have good cause. It makes me feel like I have failed, as my wish had failed that night.


At last, I put my head upon my pillow and cried myself to sleep, an act I had never performed before. Not even on the night that I was born.
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BUT IN THE MORNING, IT WAS NOT JUST CHORES AS USUAL. For in the morning, there was a soldier at the kitchen door.


Susanne had just finished the daily ritual of setting the morning’s bread to rise. Now, she and Old Mathilde were bustling about together, setting out ingredients for two birthday cakes. I wasn’t sure how much stomach I would have for mine. In spite of the fact that I had wept myself into an exhausted sleep, I had not slept well. It seemed to me that my dreams were filled with the cries of desperate men. I had been up at the sun’s first light.


“Would you like me to gather eggs?” I offered now. Usually, this was among my least favorite of the daily chores. I could never rid myself of the notion that the hens resent the way we snatch their eggs. Raoul tells me I’m being ridiculous, of course—which irritates me because I know he’s right.


“That would be helpful. Thank you, Rilla,” Old Mathilde replied. We had not spoken of the events of last night, but I saw the way she looked at me with careful, thoughtful eyes. Not surprisingly, I found this irritating too. All in all, not one of my better mornings, birthday or otherwise.


I took the egg basket down from its hook, tucked it into the crook of my arm.


“Make sure you bundle up,” Susanne advised. “It’s cold out this morning. You mark my words, we’ll have a hard frost before the week is out.”


I took my shawl down from its peg, wrapped it around my head and across my chest, then tucked the ends into the waistband of my apron as I reached for the kitchen door. I pulled it open, then faltered backward with a startled yelp. I was staring straight down the length of a sword into a pair of startled, desperate eyes.


Old Mathilde was beside me in a flash. In one hand, she held the longest of the fireplace pokers. I heard a bang from across the courtyard, realized it was the sudden slam of the stable door. And then, over the soldier’s shoulder, I saw Raoul running toward me, full tilt. Above his head, he swung a leather lead, making it sing like a whip.


“Raoul, be careful!” I shouted, just as the soldier heard the sound himself and began to spin around. I don’t know whether he lost his footing, or whether the legs that had carried him this far now abruptly refused to hold him any longer. But, in the next minute, before Raoul could even reach him, the soldier went down. Toppling over like a storm-felled tree, his head struck hard against the cobblestones. Raoul skidded to a stop even as Old Mathilde thrust the fireplace poker into my arms, then elbowed me aside to hurry down the two steps from the kitchen to the courtyard. She knelt beside the stranger, placed her fingers against his neck.


“He lives,” she said shortly. “Help me get him into the house.”


“Wait a minute,” Raoul exclaimed. “You’re going to take him in?”


“I took you in,” Old Mathilde replied.


“But—,” Raoul began.


Old Mathilde straightened up, and looked Raoul right in the eye. “If we treat him like an enemy, that’s all he’ll ever be,” she said. She turned around to look at me in the open kitchen door, where I still stood, hesitating. The expression in her eyes made up my mind. I set the poker aside, put aside the egg basket, and walked down the steps to join her.


“For pity’s sake, Rilla,” Raoul protested.


“For pity’s sake,” I said. “That’s absolutely right. We wished for the fighting to stop, Raoul. You wished it just as hard as I did.” I knelt at the soldier’s feet, saw, with horror, that his boots were cut to ribbons, his feet bleeding and torn. “This is our chance to do something more than wish. Now come and help us get him into the house.”


Raoul swore then, a thing he almost never does. But even as he did so, he was moving toward Old Mathilde and me, scooting her aside to slip his hands beneath the soldier’s shoulders and so take the heaviest part of the body himself.


“I really hope you’re right about this,” he said. “On three.” He counted out, and when he hit the number three, the three of us lifted the soldier from the cobblestones. By the time we made it up the kitchen stairs, Susanne had dragged the cot out and placed it near the fire. We settled the soldier onto it. Then Raoul and I stepped back as Old Mathilde set about discovering the full extent of his injuries.


“Go ahead and fetch those eggs, Cendrillon,” she instructed. “You go along with her, Raoul.”


“Even if we did the right thing,” Raoul murmured, as we made our way to the henhouse, “I reserve the right to say I told you so if anything goes wrong.”


The soldier ran a fever for a solid week, after which time he was so weak he could hardly hold up his head. His hands had been as torn and bloody as his feet. His clothing had been icy and soaked, as if he had been tossed into the sea, thrown ashore, then been so desperate to get away from the water he had not even bothered to look for a path, but simply climbed straight up the cliff to reach our kitchen door.


Old Mathilde, Susanne, and I took turns caring for him, changing the dressings on his wounded hands and feet, keeping an eye on him while he slept, ladling chicken broth down his throat when he awoke. The day he announced he feared he was sprouting feathers was the day we knew he would recover. That was the day he graduated from the cot to a chair.


It was also the day he told us who he was.


His name was Niccolo Schiavone, a minor nobleman’s youngest son, born and raised in the land we did not name. He was only about a year older than Raoul and I, and not a soldier, in spite of the sword. He had taken it from the body of a dead comrade in a moment of desperation, certain he would not meet with a shred of kindness upon our shores. The voyage on which he had embarked was his first at sea, his first outside his homeland. He had been sent as a courier, carrying information to the queen herself.


“What kind of message requires warships to send it?” Raoul demanded one night after several weeks had gone by.


Raoul, Old Mathilde, Niccolo, and I were sitting together in the kitchen. During Niccolo’s recovery, the days had slid from October into November. It was full winter now. The sea outside our windows was gray, a mirror of the dull and glowering sky; the wind blew hard and cold. But at least it was still blowing in its usual direction. As Niccolo had grown stronger, he had begun to demonstrate his gratitude for the fact that we had rescued him by performing various tasks around the great stone house.


His first feat had impressed us all, but particularly Susanne, and it was this: He revealed his ability to chop onions without crying. Then he graduated to meat, and finally to wood for the kitchen fire, great piles of which were now stacked neatly outside the kitchen door. He re-caned Susanne’s rocking chair. When Old Mathilde discovered he had a talent for drawing, she set him to work making sketches of new and bigger cold frames to use in the spring. We had all carefully refrained from mentioning the reason Niccolo was available to perform these tasks in the first place: He had as good as been part of an invasion force.


But the subject of Niccolo’s message could not be put off forever, and it was probably inevitable that it would be Raoul who finally brought it up. He might have gone from believing Niccolo intended to murder us all in our beds to grudging acceptance, but he was still a long way from trust. In this, though I don’t think either of them realized it, he was no different from Niccolo, himself.


“I think that I must give you a true answer,” he finally said in response to Raoul’s question. “Though there are many in my land who would say that I should not.


“The news I was bringing to the queen is this: Her father is dead. Her brother now sits upon their country’s throne. For twenty long years, brother and sister have waited for this moment. Now that their father is dead, his will can no longer hold them back from what it is that they desire: a return to the ways of war.”


“But why?” I cried. “Why did our two countries ever start fighting in the first place? Do you know?”


Niccolo’s dark eyebrows rose, and I could tell that I had taken him completely by surprise.


“Of course I know,” he said. “Or I suppose, in fairness, I should say I know what I’ve been told.” He paused for a moment, gazing at each of the three of us in turn. “You truly do not know?”


“We do not speak of it,” Raoul said softly. “We do not even name the place you live aloud, for to do so is considered as good as inviting your soldiers to march down our roads.”


“Please, Niccolo,” I said. “Tell us what you know.”


Niccolo rubbed a hand across his face. “To speak the truth,” he said, “there isn’t all that much to tell. In the land of my birth it is simply said that the conflict between our peoples began with a wish for love, ended in hate, and that in between run rivers of blood. Only when true love can find the way to heal hate’s wounds can there be a genuine peace between us once more.


“It is for this reason that our late king married his only daughter to the son of his greatest foe. He hoped that love might grow between them and so put an end to the seemingly endless cycle of war.”


“Well, that certainly didn’t happen,” Raoul said with a snort. “We may have stopped fighting for the time being, but everybody knows that what our king and queen feel for each other is a far cry from love. We’re about as far away from court as we can be in this place, and even here we hear rumors of the queen’s constant plotting.


“They say it has divided the court. The king has food tasters, to make sure he isn’t poisoned. Soldiers sleep at the foot of his bed, and outside his chamber door. And he sends Prince Pascal away from court for months at a time. It’s the only way to keep him safe, and from becoming his mother’s pawn. They say she will never be satisfied until the first son of her heart and blood sits on the throne.”


“Which makes no sense at all,” I said. “For Prince Pascal is an only child. Of course he will inherit the throne. All the queen has to do is to wait.”


“And the longer she waits,” Niccolo said. “The older her son will become. Your king is young, still in his prime. He should live for many years yet. Years which will see his son grow to full manhood. The queen’s chance for influence diminishes with every year that goes by. But if her husband were to be killed in battle, and her son came to the throne before he turned eighteen . . .”


“Then he would need a regent,” I said. “Someone to help guide him, and who better than his loving mother?”


Niccolo nodded. “That is so.”


“So the ships we saw were what they appeared to be,” Raoul said. “An invasion fleet. Now that they are destroyed, what will your new king do?”


Niccolo shook his head. “I do not know.”


“And you,” I said quietly. “What will you do?”


“I have been thinking about that,” Niccolo answered slowly. “Much as I might wish to stay here, I don’t think I have a choice. I was charged with bringing the queen news of her father’s death. I must carry out my charge.”


“Someone else has probably brought the queen the news you carry by now,” Raoul said. “You’ve been here almost a month.”


“True enough,” Niccolo acknowledged. “But I have a duty to perform. Ignoring it would bring dishonor to me, and to my family. They probably think I’m dead by now. If for no other reason, I should go to court to send them word I’m still alive.”


“When will you go?” I asked.


Niccolo rubbed a hand across his face for a second time. “There’s no real reason to put it off,” he said. “I could go as early as tomorrow.”


“It’s a long walk from here to the capital,” Raoul observed, but I caught the flicker of a smile. During the days of Niccolo’s recovery, a genuine affection had sprung up between the three of us in spite of our initial mistrust.


“Oh, Raoul, for heaven’s sake,” I exclaimed. “You know better than to pay attention to him when he talks like that, don’t you?” I asked Niccolo. “He knows perfectly well we will loan you a horse.”


“Give is more like it,” Raoul replied more somberly. “Even if Niccolo wants to come back, he’s not likely to be able to, once he gets to court. He’ll be set to carrying messages for someone else. Either that, or be sent back home.”


“Why don’t you come with me, to ensure the horse’s safe return?” Niccolo proposed. “It would be good to have a companion on my journey.”


Raoul’s face flushed. He stood up so abruptly the stool on which he had been sitting toppled over with a crash. “I thank you, but no. Speaking of horses, it’s time for me to see to them. Good night.”


He turned and went out without another word, cold air swirling through the room as he opened and closed the door.


“Well,” Niccolo said, after a moment. “It’s pretty clear I said something wrong. Either of you care to tell me what?”


“Raoul is forbidden to leave de Brabant lands,” I said, as I stood to right the upturned stool. “By order of Etienne de Brabant himself.”


“De Brabant lands,” Niccolo echoed, and I turned toward him at the astonishment in his voice. “These lands belong to Etienne de Brabant?”


“They do,” I acknowledged.


Niccolo clapped his hands together, like a child who has just solved a knotty puzzle. “Oh, but surely this explains everything,” he cried. “Why did you not speak of this before?”


“It didn’t occur to me it was important,” I said. I shot a glance in Old Mathilde’s direction. “I’m not sure I understand why it is now.”


“It explains why you would take me in and nurse me back to health where others would only see an enemy,” Niccolo replied. “Etienne de Brabant supports the queen. He is the leader of her faction at court. If these are de Brabant lands, surely you, too, must be sympathetic to her cause.”


“We wish for our two countries to be at peace,” Old Mathilde said, when it became clear that I could not speak at all. I had never heard of any of this before. “Nothing less, and nothing more. We have no time to concern ourselves with court intrigues in a place such as this.”


Niccolo’s face clouded. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean—”


“Why?” I burst out.


Niccolo turned back to me, the confusion he was feeling clear upon his face. “Why what?”


“Why does Etienne de Brabant support the queen’s cause?”


“I don’t know the details,” Niccolo admitted. “For it happened many years ago. He was loyal to the king, or so they say, until some service he performed while in the king’s service brought him endless sorrow. After that, he turned his back on all that he had been before. He has been the queen’s man ever since.”


“Ever since,” I echoed quietly, though my heart was thundering in my ears like a kettle drum. I turned my head, and met Old Mathilde’s eyes. “Since the day he received word of my mother’s death,” I said. “Since the day that I was born. That’s the day his endless sorrow began, don’t you think?”


Niccolo jerked, as if Old Mathilde had jabbed him with one of her knitting needles.


“Wait a minute,” he exclaimed. “You’re saying you are Etienne de Brabant’s daughter? I did not know he had a child!”


“I am the child of Etienne de Brabant and Constanze d’Este,” I said. “My mother died the night that I was born, while my father was far from home, on the king’s business, or so it now seems. My father does not forgive, nor does he forget, what happened the night that I was born. That’s why you’ve never heard of me. My father does his best to pretend I don’t exist.”


“Then he is a fool,” Niccolo said. “For you are a daughter of which any father would be proud.”


I felt the blood rush to my face, the sudden stab of tears at the back of my eyes.


“It is kind of you to say so,” I said. “But I—”


Old Mathilde got to her feet, dropping her knitting into her basket with a rustling sound.


“We have had enough of questions and answers for tonight, I think,” she said in a firm yet quiet voice. “You will need a good night’s sleep, Niccolo, if you truly intend to go tomorrow morning. It’s a long journey. You should start at first light.”


Niccolo stood up in response to her words, but I felt the way his eyes stayed on my face. “You are right,” he said. “I will say good night. But I . . .” He paused and took a breath. “I would be sorry to think any words of mine had caused unhappiness,” he went on. “Particularly after all your care.”


“They haven’t,” I said. “You took me by surprise, that’s all. Good night.”


“Good night,” he said.


The kitchen was silent for many moments after he had gone.


“It’s too bad Raoul can’t go with him,” I remarked at last. “They would make a good pair.”


“Indeed they would,” Old Mathilde replied. “Perhaps they will get their chance yet.”


“What do you wish for, Mathilde?” I suddenly inquired.


“That the wishes of those I love come true,” she replied. “No more questions now. It’s time for bed.”
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THAT WINTER WAS THE COLDEST ANY OF US COULD RECALL. The ground froze solid, though we had no snow. Day after day, the sea outside our windows churned like an angry cauldron. If you put your bare hand on the outside of the house, you could burn the skin on your fingers, it was so cold. The only thing that never seemed to change was the surface of my mother’s grave. It was as bare and brown as always.


December came and went, and then January. In February, the clear cold abruptly loosed its grasp. The sky filled with clouds and the rains came down, swelling the rivers with water, choking the lanes with mud. Then, one morning, beneath the bare branches of the rose bushes in my mother’s garden, I saw that the tenacious green shoots of snowbells were beginning to push their way up through the waterlogged soil. The wood hyacinths in the orchards were right behind them. The first flowers bloomed on the first day of March.


On the second day, Niccolo came back to the great stone house.


He rode into the courtyard in the strange and beautiful gleam of twilight, just as the sun came out from behind a cloud. Its rays struck the house, lighting up all the colors within the pale white stone. I was in my mother’s garden, trying to prune the last of the rose bushes before the light expired. I saw the way the house abruptly blazed with color, heard the clatter of horses’ hooves, Raoul’s shout. And then I was up and running, pushing the gate from the garden open with both hands, dashing along the side of the house and into the courtyard.


Niccolo was still on horseback, on the sleek dappled gray that had been Raoul’s choice. Raoul had one hand in the horse’s mane, the other on Niccolo’s leg as it gripped the horse’s flank. As I rounded the corner, the horse lowered his head and pushed against Raoul’s chest, hard enough to knock him back five whole steps.


“He is glad to see you,” I heard Niccolo say. “He’s been doing his best to pull my arms from my sockets ever since we sighted the house.”


“It’s on top of a hill,” Raoul said. “You can see it for miles.”


Niccolo laughed. “Believe me, I know.” He saw me then. “Cendrillon!”


He tossed the reins to Raoul, slid from the horse’s back, and crossed the courtyard with quick and eager strides to twirl me around in a great rambunctious hug. The kerchief I wear upon my head spun loose and my braids went flying.


“I am glad to see you,” he said.


“And I you,” I replied. “Welcome home.”


“I have seen all the beauties of the court,” Niccolo went on as he set me on my feet. “Not a single one of them can compare to you.”


“Oh, ho,” Raoul said with a laugh from where he still stood beside the horse. “He has come back to us a silver-tongued courtier. You had best watch your step around him, Cendrillon.”


I retrieved my kerchief, bound my hair back up. Unbraided and brushed out, my hair falls almost to my knees, but I always keep it covered. Loose hair only gets in the way when I’m working, and I have never quite forgotten the day, when I was twelve and beginning to feel the first stirrings of vanity, that Raoul claimed its color was so bright it kept the villagers awake at night.


“So,” I heard Old Mathilde’s voice say. “The traveler has come home.”


“And I bring news,” Niccolo said, his expression sobering. “News I must share quickly, for there isn’t much time. Etienne de Brabant is married again. His new wife and daughters follow close behind me.”


“Married!” I exclaimed. I put a hand out, as the world began to whirl, and felt Niccolo’s hand grasp mine. “My father is married? When did this happen?”


“Just last week,” Niccolo said. “Chantal de Saint-Andre is your stepmother’s name. She is a wealthy widow, and a ward of the crown. None may marry her but by the king’s command.”


“And now the king has married her to my father?” I said. I knew I sounded stupid, but I could not seem to get my brain to function. “But why?”


“That,” Niccolo said succinctly, “is the question to which all the court would like an answer. Your new stepmother and stepsisters most of all.”


“Stepsisters!” I cried. “I have stepsisters?”


“Two,” Niccolo answered. “Their names are Amelie and Anastasia.”


“I think,” I said faintly, “that I would like to sit down.” In fury and desperation, I had wished for a mother and two sisters. And now my father was married, and his wife and two stepdaughters were on their way to my door.


“I can’t tell you more. I’m sorry,” Niccolo said. “I’m afraid there isn’t time. They should be here any minute. I only rode on ahead to try and give you some warning.”


“Why did you bring them?” I asked. “Do you serve my father now?”


“Because I was convenient,” Niccolo answered. “I knew the way, and besides—”


“You are from the queen’s home country,” I filled in. “No matter what the king commands my father to do, you may be relied upon to keep the queen’s interests in mind.”


“Something like that,” Niccolo acknowledged. “Cendrillon, there is one other thing that you should know.”


But before he could finish, there was a great clatter of hooves as a coach swept into our courtyard. The spokes of its wheels were coated in mud; great spatters of it rose halfway up the doors and sides. Even the coachman was covered in the huge clumps tossed upward by the horses’ hooves. He pulled back hard on the reins and brought the two broad-backed horses to a halt at the bottom of the steps that led to our front door. Their hot breath steamed in the air; curls of steam rose up from their backs and flanks.


Niccolo released my hand, and moved toward the coach at once. Raoul stayed beside the dappled gray. Old Mathilde made a gesture, and together we moved to stand at the top of the steps, a welcoming committee of two women, one young, one old. That would be all Etienne de Brabant’s house could offer his new wife and daughters. Mathilde pulled one of my arms through hers, tucking my fingers into the crook of her elbow. I held on for dear life.


Carefully, so as not to tumble fresh mud on the occupants inside, Niccolo opened the coach door. He unfolded the steps, then extended one hand, his body bent at the waist in a bow. And it was only at this moment that I truly understood what should have been obvious to me at once: My new stepmother was of noble birth. She and her daughters would be unlike anything the great stone house had seen in a good long time.


I wonder if they will have seen anything quite like us, I thought. And then I ceased to think at all. For just then, a hand emerged from inside the carriage, its fingers encased in a supple leather glove. It grasped Niccolo’s, held on tightly, then was followed by the rest of the arm. A head emerged, neck bent down so as not to knock the top of it against the inside of the door. Next, a pair of shoulders, wrapped in a dark blue cloak. And now, finally, one foot was upon the carriage steps and the woman inside the coach was straightening up. At this, my mind came flowing back.


Oh, but she is so beautiful, I thought.


My stepmother’s skin was as pale as our best porcelain dishes. Peeking out from beneath the hood of her cloak, her hair was midnight dark. Her eyes were the same deep blue as the hood which framed them. At their expression, I felt a strange feeling in my chest, as if a great hand was squeezing it, tight. So tight I couldn’t quite get a full breath of air.


So beautiful and so unhappy, I realized. And absolutely determined not to give way to what she felt. Gazing at my new stepmother’s face, I had a sudden vision of a stream in early spring, just before the final thaw. On the surface, a thin sheet of ice. But beneath the surface, the current was racing, swift and strong. Where it might carry us, I could not say. Perhaps not even Chantal de Saint-Andre herself could say.


“My lady,” Niccolo said, just as my stepmother’s foot touched the cobblestones. “Welcome to the end of your long journey, and your new home.”


“Thank you, Niccolo,” she said, and at the sound of her voice, I felt a shiver move down my spine. There was absolutely no expression in it, no hint of what she might be feeling at all. “You have cared for us well and I am grateful for it.”
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