

[image: image]




[image: image]




    Dedication

To Maddie, for real

[image: image]




Contents

Cover

    Title Page

    Dedication

Chapter One: Beauty Awakened

Chapter Two: Welcome to HEA

Chapter Three: The Fairy Headmistress

Chapter Four: Professor Pumpkin

Chapter Five: Why-ning Group

Chapter Six: Cheesy Magic

Chapter Seven: Real Princesses

Chapter Eight: Once Uponatime

Chapter Nine: Gruesome Punishments

Chapter Ten: Scrubbed and Scoured

Chapter Eleven: Home Again, Home Again

Chapter Twelve: Waking Up

Chapter Thirteen: The Hog’s Hedge

Chapter Fourteen: Old Friends

Chapter Fifteen: Once Upon a Chime

Chapter Sixteen: Closing Time

Chapter Seventeen: A Princess Consensus

Chapter Eighteen: Well-Plotted

Chapter Nineteen: The Witch Who Was

Chapter Twenty: Real Unicorn Greaseballs

Chapter Twenty-One: Dragons vs. Unicorns!

Chapter Twenty-Two: Elk vs. Bull!

Chapter Twenty-Three: New Magic

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: ]

Chapter One

Beauty Awakened

Once upon a time, there was a young princess, as kind and curious as she was clever, who a witch cursed into a deep and endless sleep. Her castle sat silent in a clearing at the center of a deep, dark wood for a hundred winters and a hundred springs. Around it the forest teemed with poisonous flowers and enchanted thorns. The castle would have sat like that for a hundred more winters and a hundred more springs, had not the prince, as valiant as he was brave, found it at last.

He hacked his way past the poisonous flowers and the enchanted thorns. He dodged hungry shadows and fearsome beasts, fought cursed fungus, and forded a river of nightmares. He even outwitted a witch’s riddle, which, much to his surprise, wasn’t all that tricky.

“If you don’t keep me, I break. What am I?”

“Um, a promise?” he’d answered.

“Are you certain?” the witch cackled at him. “If you answer wrong, you shall never escape these woods!”

He puffed out his chest.

“I am certain, witch!” he bellowed. The witch shrieked, then vanished in a puff of green smoke. Beyond her, the thorned vines parted to show his way to the castle in the clearing.

He had expected all this to be harder. It was his destiny, after all, and destiny should not be so easy.

Inside, the castle was still. Golden light streaked through stained glass windows. He made his way to the chapel, where he would find his princess. He had been promised this princess in visions and dreams, and even by his very own fairy godmother. The princess would be his one true love from the moment he first laid eyes on her until his last, dying day.

He really hoped she was pretty.

And there she was, the cursed Princess Rosamund, asleep in a bed that stood upon a dais surrounded by wildflowers and an abundance of soothing lavender. She was drenched in golden light, as lovely as the day she’d fallen into that deep sleep one hundred years ago.

“A true beauty,” he whispered to himself, relieved. “Sleeping perfection.”

He knelt before the dais and said a quiet thanks, for he was a polite prince, and grateful that all his dreams were coming true.

Then he rose, stepped up beside the bed, and stood over the sleeping princess, whose story he had been told since childhood: a witch had cursed her father’s kingdom to perish and her to sleep until she was awoken by a kiss of the truehearted.

Well, this prince knew his heart was true.

“My entire life has led me here,” he told the sleeping princess. “I swear to you, I shall love you better than the moon loves the sunset, better than boats love the rising tide, better than a flower loves the . . . err . . . um . . . something? Not dew. Bees, maybe? Err . . .”

He’d forgotten his oath, even though he’d practiced it for the entire quest. Then again, it was not his words that mattered, but the truth in his heart and the passion in his kiss. The oaths were just for posterity, a word he didn’t really understand anyway. Posterity didn’t have chapped lips and body odor from all that questing. The prince did.

With no further ado, he pressed his lips to the sleeping princess’s and held them there with his eyes closed for a count of three, which was how long his squire had told him a real kiss was meant to last. The prince had never kissed anyone before, not even the squire who’d suggested they practice. He wished he had practiced now. He didn’t know if he was doing kissing right at all.

He opened first one eye and then the other.

To his delight, the princess had opened her eyes, both of them, and was staring up at him with a look of deep passion.

Or was that surprise?

“Fear not, princess,” he told her softly. “It is I, Prince Percy the Valiant, and it is my destiny to wake you and marry you and love you for the rest of our blessed lives.”

Her eyes narrowed. Her forehead furrowed.

“Am I not all you dreamed of these hundred years?” he asked her, his confidence faltering. He had not considered that she might not think him pretty.

“Um,” she said, which was not the most inspiring first word of their life together, but she had been asleep for a long time.

He leaned back, giving her space as the color returned to her cheeks, the focus to her eyes. He could give her a moment to come to her senses. He himself was a beast first thing in the morning, as she would surely learn in the course of their marriage.

To his surprise, she sat bolt upright. Like an unbroken mare kicking out at a new rider, she shoved him off her bed and sent him tumbling from the dais. He nearly fell over onto his princely posterior, which was not at all the first impression he preferred to make.

“Princess!” he called as she leapt in bare feet down to the chapel floor. The wildflowers around her withered as the magic faded.

She looked him up and down, brow still furrowed.

Then she ran.

“Princess! It is I! Your prince!” he called, in case she was confused. He was her prince, right? He was supposed to be here. The stories he had been told were vague about what happened after the kiss. He was supposed to give her gifts, he thought, though he’d left those at an inn along the way, because he was somewhat forgetful. He was supposed to bring her home before their wedding, and the details after that were a little hazy, but he was confident they would be wonderful and he looked forward to his life with this sleeping beauty.

He just had to catch up with her first.

She ran down the corridor, and he caught a glimpse of her graceful neck as she turned toward the throne room. The enchanted flowers and cursed vines shriveled as she passed. Stones crumbled, and dust rained down.

“Princess, we must leave this place!” he yelled. “It is not safe, now that the curse is lifted! Because of the . . . um . . . architecture?”

He didn’t know why the castle would collapse, or really what architecture was—his education had focused on more practical things, like jousting—but he was certain the princess would look to him for reassurance, so he had to act like he knew, for her sake.

He followed the path of wilted flowers to the throne room. They led to a platform on which a throne covered in brown moss sat, and a small closet behind that. He believed the closet was a water closet, where the king and queen would have relieved themselves during the long and difficult days when they heard petitions from their subjects. The stories never included anything about water closets, but his own parents’ throne room had one as well.

A royal water closet was not a dignified place for him to go in search of his lovely princess, but she had been asleep for a hundred years. Perhaps she simply had to go. He could wait.

All creatures great and small / must heed sometimes / to nature’s call, he reminded himself.

So he waited.

And waited.

And waited.

This was not at all how the stories went.

He didn’t think anyone would take this long to relieve themselves in a water closet, especially as a castle crumbled around them.

A large stone buttress fell, shaking the ground. He heard distant glass shattering. He was bored and frightened at the same time. It was a complicated feeling, and he was not used to complicated feelings. He did not care for them.

“Princess, it is not safe here any longer!” he called. “Are you, um, finished with your . . . um . . .”

He didn’t know how to ask his royal bride-to-be if she was done pooping.

He heard nothing through the door. Then he blushed, wondering if he should listen to such a private moment. When a doorway to the side of the throne room collapsed, he decided that his first duty was to her safety, not his own bashfulness. She was his true love, after all, so what could she possibly be doing in that room that must be kept from him? They should have no secrets in their marriage.

With a powerful slam of his princely shoulder and a forceful kick of his princely boot, the prince broke the door open to save his fair maiden from whatever peril had befallen her in the bathroom.

The small room was empty. His princess was gone, her castle collapsing. He stood in the doorway, bewildered.

This was not how his story was supposed to go.

The prince began to wonder if this was really his story at all.
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Chapter Two

Welcome to HEA

Sunlight the color of runny eggs spilled across the battered sign on the gate in front of her, which read Orphans’ Home Educational Academy.

Orphans! Poor things, she thought, looking up and down the wooded road for the unfortunate children who’d lost their parents.

There was an iron crest at the peak of the gate, showing two keys crossed behind a tower, with the letters HEA emblazoned below. The gate itself was closed with a heavy chain and the driveway beyond it wound into the trees. As far as she could tell, she was all alone on the road. The air smelled like moss and mushrooms and brittle leaves. Things that made her think of a crumbling castle, overgrown with vines.

I know that smell, she thought, and had the sudden and terrible realization that she didn’t know where she was or how she got there or even, precisely, who she was, but she did know, with dreadful certainty, that she was, herself, an orphan. That was not the kind of thing one forgets.

What tragedy brought me here? she asked herself, trying to grasp the memory like a sleeper grasping for a dream they’ve already forgotten.

And then she smelled something strange, a stench of lavender so powerful it nearly knocked her from her feet. There was not a bloom in sight, yet the air was so thickly perfumed, she had to hold her nose. A snuffling noise sounded in the woods. Leaves rustled. Something moved in the shadows, something large. On the trunks of two pine trees were deep gouges, as if carved by humongous claws. She traced their winding path in the bark up and up and up to the canopy of leaves and there, among the branches, she saw one sunshine-yellow eye watching her. When she met its gaze, it twitched, and a second eye opened, an eye of moonlit silver. She couldn’t see its body among the shadows of the forest, but its two terrible eyes locked on her own.

She took a step without deciding to, a single step toward the eyes in the branches. Her heart thundered. She thought she heard someone calling her, but the sound was muffled, the words unclear. She took a second step.

“Hey, you! Wanna come inside?” A voice cut through the mist behind her, and the invisible string snapped. The eyes on the branch vanished and so did the smell of lavender.

She turned around and was startled to see two young women approaching down the driveway on the other side of the gate, each wearing a light-blue blazer with intricate golden embroidery and a crest over the front pocket that matched the emblem on the gate.

Had they seen the eyes too? Had the creature also called to them?

Judging by the relaxed way they moved, they had not and it had not. She didn’t know why, but she thought she should keep what she had seen to herself.

Coming her way was a tall, thin girl with hair red as a sunset, the kind sailors sang about. Red at night, sailor’s delight. Her eyes were startlingly ocean-blue; even from a distance, they shimmered. Her skin was fair as sea foam.

How strange, the girl thought. Why am I thinking about the ocean? I don’t recall ever having been to sea.

Below her blue blazer the red-haired girl wore a dark-blue plaid skirt and green leggings. The other girl was dressed the same way, though her leggings were gold and she was more stout, with an olive complexion and shimmering pond-green eyes. She wore her curly brown hair tied up like a crown.

It was then that the girl noticed her own clothing—the same blazer with the same crest, a plaid skirt, and leggings, though hers were pale lavender in color. She was fairly certain she had not been wearing this outfit before she got here but couldn’t quite remember what she had been wearing. She thought of a gown, either of the night or ball variety. She couldn’t be sure.

Interesting, she noted. I am someone who is familiar with nightgowns and ball gowns. What does that tell me about myself? 

“Do you speak, or is this like a whole ‘witch-took-your-voice’ thing?” the shorter girl asked. The redhead elbowed her in the side.

“That’s not it,” the redhead said. “Hello, I’m Sirena. This is Rana. And you are?”

The girl hesitated. This was embarrassing. She did not know her own name.

“Take your time.” Sirena smiled. “We all need a moment to get our bearings when we first arrive.”

“Not me,” Rana said. “I hit the ground running.”

“You were hopping,” Sirena told her with a laugh that sounded like music and crinkled the skin around Sirena’s blue eyes like waves crashing against the shore, waves that could shatter the ship of any sailor who drew too close, drowning them in the depths of the cold sea.

The girl shuddered at the gruesome thought.

She had heard tales of mermaids who sang to lure ships into the rocks and of one who longed to be human.

Who had told her that story? Her father?

She remembered that she had a father. Or had had a father, long ago. The memory was fuzzy, though something about the regal way these two girls carried themselves reminded her of him.

Regal. Had her father been a king?

Memory began to rise like the morning sun. She knew her name.

Rosamund.

“I’m Rosamund!” she announced triumphantly. She was a princess. An orphan princess. The other two did not appear surprised.

“We were wondering when you’d show up!” Sirena clapped and began to unlock the front gate.

“Told you she would,” said Rana. “Let’s get her to Verna to check her in. And I win your Tater Tots for a week. Bet’s a bet.”

“You’re worse than a sea witch’s bargain,” Sirena sighed, and the girls laughed together, pulling the gate open with a loud squeal.

Rosamund hesitated. She sniffed the air again but smelled no lavender.

“You’re more out of sorts than an eel in an estuary, aren’t you?” Sirena said, taking her by the hand to lead her up the driveway. She smelled slightly of salt water.

“I feel like I just woke up from a dream,” Rosamund told her. She remembered her castle, the wildflowers all around her . . . and a prince.

A prince looming over her, kissing her! While she was asleep! Prince Percy!

Ew!

What sort of a dream was that?

“You said you were expecting me?” she asked Sirena as Rana shut and locked the gate behind them. “How?”

“You’re famous, of course,” Sirena said with a wink. “We all are. Else we wouldn’t be here.”

“We—what?” Rosamund was more confused now than when she hadn’t even known her own name. At least then, she didn’t know all the things she didn’t know. Now, her only certainty was that she was uncertain about everything.

“It can be a bit disorienting,” said Sirena.

“Sirena swooned when she got here,” said Rana.

“I did not swoon!” Sirena objected. “I felt faint.”

“Swooning and fainting are synonyms,” Rana said. “They mean the same thing.”

“There’s a difference,” Sirena said. “Silly girls swoon, and I am not silly. If I faint, I mean to do it. And anyway, I didn’t faint. I nearly fainted.”

“Whatever you say.” Rana winked at Rosamund and mouthed she did.

“But where am I?” Rosamund asked. “How did I get here? What is going on?”

“Verna will answer all of your questions,” Sirena said.

“Well, she’ll answer the ones she wants to,” added Rana.

“The ones you need to know,” Sirena clarified. “There’s not much we can tell you before you talk to Verna.”

“Who is Verna?” Rosamund allowed herself to be led up the winding drive.

“Why, Verna is headmistress here at HEA,” Rana said.

“Home Educational Academy,” Sirena clarified. “That’s the real name, but it could stand for Happily Ever After. Get it?”

“There is nothing more painful than hearing someone explain a joke.” Rana shook her head.

“It’s not a joke; it’s an allusion,” said Sirena.

“Illusion?” Rosamund gasped, looking at the trees, the driveway, and the sky. It all looked real.

“Not illusion,” said Sirena sweetly. “All-usion. An allusion is a reference to something without saying it directly, understand?”

Rosamund nodded. A key could be an allusion to a lock, a tower an allusion to a castle. But what was Happily Ever After an allusion to?

“Verna named the school herself,” said Rana. “I cannot imagine she gave it the initials HEA by accident. Don’t all fairy tales end with a happily ever after?”

“Not in my experience,” Sirena muttered.

“Fairy tales?” asked Rosamund.

“Yes,” said Rana. “Where we all came from. Anyway, Verna is not just the headmistress here. She’s our fairy godmother.”

“Fairy headmistress,” Sirena corrected. “She keeps us safe.”

A sudden memory flooded back: a terrible old crone cackling as Rosamund pricked her finger on a spindle and fell into a deep slumber, just as she’d been cursed to do. A hundred-year slumber.

She remembered it all now. Her own fairy tale.

She was only sixteen, but she was also, it dawned on her, one hundred and sixteen!

At her birth, her parents had offended a fairy, the thirteenth fairy, by only inviting the other twelve to her party (they claimed they just didn’t have enough plates). The offended fairy cursed Rosamund to death if she ever pricked her finger on a spindle. But a good fairy changed the curse to a deep sleep.

Immediately, spindles were banned from the castle and Rosamund was forbidden from ever leaving the safety of its walls or weaving or sewing or doing any activity that might lead her to encounter a spindle.

Of course, growing up, she’d had no idea what a spindle actually was or why it should be so forbidden to her, and she’d gotten curious. She was lonely and hungry for knowledge, and she snuck out one day, where, as is the way of these stories, she found a spindle.

And then, as is also the way of these stories, she pricked her finger on it and fell into a deep sleep, just as she’d been cursed to, only to be awakened by . . .

She remembered the prince’s chapped lips smacking onto hers.

So many memories, so many things that had happened to her. So few things she had chosen to make happen for herself.

“Verna keeps us safe from the witch and the slumber?” she asked her new friends. “Or from the prince?”

“Ah, she remembers,” Rana said.

“From all of that,” Sirena told her. “And more.”

Rosamund frowned. Was this still a dream?

She pinched herself. Ouch.

“Oh stop that.” Rana rolled her eyes. “You’re not dreaming. You’re in the Princess Protection Program!”

Sirena wrapped her arm around Rosamund and steered her toward a grand building of red brick with tall windows gilded by the morning sun. “Verna will explain everything.”
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Chapter Three

The Fairy Headmistress

“First off, let me tell you, I cannot explain everything,” Verna said. “Only you know why you are here.”

Rosamund stared at the fairy headmistress across a desk made of clear glass. She was an older woman in that ageless way of teachers, explorers, and witches. She might’ve been seventy; she might’ve been twenty-nine and three quarters. Regardless, she looked like she had been a lot of places and seen a lot of things and had powers beyond Rosamund’s understanding, which, in fact, she had and she did.

Her desk was covered in mysterious devices, many of them imprinted with the odd symbol of an apple. Was this an allusion to something too? Was everything in the room an allusion?

The shelves were white and glossy and lit from within. They held no books, but lots of little trinkets and sculptures: a green glass ball that reminded Rosamund of a pea, a silly figurine in a red cloak, with an exaggeratedly large head. There was a tiny carved figure of a goose wearing a crown, and even a delicate porcelain hairbrush on its very own display stand. It was all very strange artwork.

Verna held a small tablet in her hand and the screen glowed. She tapped it with an inkless writing instrument before setting it down and clasping her hands in front of her.

“Oh don’t be alarmed, dear,” she explained. “It’s technology, not magic. Although you’ll come to see how very similar those two can be. Did the girls explain where you are?”

“Not really,” said Rosamund. “Something about Princess Protection and Happily Ever After?”

Verna laughed. “Ah yes. The students are fond of calling us that, but the real name of this place is The Orphans’ Home Educational Academy, a school for wayward fairy-tale characters, to prepare them for new and happy lives in the wide world known as ‘reality.’”

She’d said the word ‘reality’ like it was a bite of rotten plum. Rosamund stared at her, not understanding much of what had just been said. She latched on to the word school.

Before the witch’s curse put her to sleep, Rosamund had been a star student. Of course, she’d been the only student, being a princess. She’d had private tutors her whole life, but they had only ever taught her things like dancing and music. Anything practical she’d had to learn on her own, and anything fun she’d had to pretend not to know.

The court jester had taught her to juggle torches and made her swear never to try it herself.

Where would she have gotten torches anyway?

The court magician had taught her a card trick to confound her friends, but she didn’t have any friends.

She was, however, at this very moment quite confounded herself.

“I imagine this is not quite enough information for you, is it?” Verna smiled kindly. “We’re very careful here about the information we share. We value discretion at HEA. Do you know the word?”

“Discretion?” Rosamund straightened in her chair. “It means: taking care in not attracting unwanted attention or letting out private information.”

Rosamund had loved reading before she fell into her one-hundred-year slumber. It was one of the few activities her parents had deemed safe, and she prided herself on her vocabulary and the challenging stories she’d devoured from her parents’ vast library.

Verna nodded. “Excellent. You see, we rely on the discretion of our students and faculty to continue operating safely. We go mostly unnoticed, as long as we remain discreet.”

“Yes ma’am,” said Rosamund, still not sure what this school was for or why she should want to be here. But she had been raised to be polite and gracious and she would be so now, even though she remained terribly and totally confounded.

“So, do you know why you are here?” Verna asked.

Rosamund shook her head. “One moment I was at a forbidden spinning wheel, then I pricked my finger and felt very sleepy. The next thing I knew, a strange prince was kissing me. I ran to the bathroom and then I was at the gates to this school. It’s safe to say I don’t know why I’m anywhere.”

Verna used the inkless pen to tap at the glowing tablet on her desk, and Rosamund did her best to glance at the display, expecting to see magic spells or runes or the like. What she saw was her own name and portrait, followed by a long string of text, which began, “Once upon a time, there was a young princess, as kind and curious as she was—” but that was all she caught before Verna swiped a finger and made the tablet go dark. She truly was a powerful fairy headmistress.

She leaned forward to address Rosamund in a firm tone.

“You are now in the care of my Princess Protection Program,” Verna explained. “You got here through a Door of Opportunity. A DO for short. When one of us needs to finally do something about how our stories go, a DO will appear, and, for princesses from all over the world, from all our timeless tales, this is where those DOs lead.”

“Just princesses?”

“Mostly,” said Verna with a twitch of one eye. “The universe is filled with doors, though they go by so many names. Exits, Gateways, Portals, Wormholes, Daydreams . . . it’s amazing how many words we invent to say the same thing: a way out.”

“This is all rather a lot to take in.”

“Relax,” said Verna. “You don’t need to worry about how you got here now that you are here. In the Princess Protection Program, we keep you safe.”

“Why does everyone keep saying that?” Rosamund asked, hoping to get a clear answer. “Safe from what?”

“From your story, my dear.” Verna smiled. “Our academy is a kind of sanctuary.” Verna straightened her back and puffed with pride. The fairy headmistress’s confidence bolstered Rosamund’s own.

“What about monsters?” she asked. The smell of lavender and those hungry eyes outside the gate still haunted her.

“Monsters?” Verna sniffed, then continued with calm reassurance. “You mean the Uponatimes.”

“I do?” Rosamund hadn’t known that was what she meant at all.

“Uponatimes hunt this world for runaways from fairy tales. They are hungry beasts, and relentless, but you needn’t fear them. As long as you are here on campus, you are protected. That is why we have a rule: no leaving campus.”

Hungry. Rosamund shuddered at the thought. Why would I ever leave?

Verna tapped her tablet again. “As to your schedule, we’ll get you enrolled in all the introductory classes: Fashion Essentials, Digital Technology 101, Life Skills. Plus, math and reading and the like.” Verna looked at Rosamund over the rim of her purple spectacles. “We’ll put you in Cindy’s dorm with the other princesses from your region. Cindy is our top student and a trained Princess Orientation Peer. Sirena and Rana, whom you’ve met, will be on your hall as well. I think you’ll fit in nicely, given your background. In the meantime, here is your schedule.” She pulled a piece of paper out of a machine behind her and presented it to Rosamund. “Do remember, our classes are not for your enjoyment, but rather, your survival. Our teachers are here to support you, but the final determination of when you are ready to graduate will be up to me. Understand?”

Rosamund nodded, but in fact, she was so confused she felt like crying.

Which she presently proceeded to do.

This was not at all a pleasant way to wake up from a very long nap.

Verna came around the desk, moving with surprising speed. She knelt beside Rosamund and took her face in her hands. “There is no need to cry, my dear. There are no destinies here, no fairy curses or wicked stepmothers, no overbearing princes or argumentative talking mice. Not even one Uponatime. Whatever ending you fled will never find you in this place, understand? I will take care of you. You are home now.”

Home. The thought was like a door slamming in her face. Back in her story, her parents and everyone else she’d ever known were long gone. She’d been asleep for a hundred years. She had nothing to go back to there. Here was an opportunity to learn who she wanted to be, now that she was awake, and to make a new home.

She took a deep breath in and let it out slowly.

“Thank you,” she said, her voice cracking only slightly.

Verna patted her shoulder. “It’s what a fairy godmother’s for,” she said. “Now, you come see me if anything worries you. In the meantime, Rosamund . . .”

“Yes?” She smiled at her fairy godmother.

“Welcome to your new beginning.”

And with that, Rosamund’s first day as anything other than a sleeping princess in a cursed castle began.

It got weird almost immediately.
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Chapter Four

Professor Pumpkin

“No, it’s not evil magic trapping you inside prisons of your own making,” the teacher sighed. “They’re called selfies, and as a modern youth, you will be expected to take them. Constantly.”

“But . . . why?” Rosamund asked Professor Perrault, whose nostrils flared and jaws clenched at the front of the classroom.

Her childhood tutor had told her that the most important question a person could ever ask was “Why?” It was the question that led to the discovery of healing herbs and potions, and understanding human emotion, and the movement of stars in the sky.

“Why is a doorway question. It opens to endless possibilities,” her tutor had said. “Whenever you encounter certainty, ask ‘Why?’ and you will find the journey of knowledge is endless.”

Professor Perrault did not look like he enjoyed being asked doorway questions or embarking on the endless journey of knowledge. He scowled at Rosamund from the front of the room. He was bulky, stuffed into a too-tight orange shirt with a too-long green silk necktie hanging over his belly. He had orange hair that was unsettlingly the same color as his shirt, bushy orange eyebrows, and ruddy cheeks. His skin was dry and scaly from sunburn.

He reminded Rosamund of a pumpkin carved for an autumn festival. With his nostrils flared in annoyance, she could almost imagine the flame of a candle glowing inside his head.

“Why is not the point of living in the real world,” he growled at her. “People in the real world don’t wander around asking why all the time, especially about the devices they carry!” He waved the small object he had called a cell phone. “They just use them. For hours and hours. If you want to blend in, you must get comfortable using them like they do.”

“But surely, there is a reason?” she tried again.

In the row in front of her, Sirena turned around and bulged her eyes, urging Rosamund to be quiet. Rana, two rows over, stifled a laugh. The teacher squeezed his phone so hard in his giant hand that the screen cracked. Everyone flinched, but a lovely dark-skinned girl with deep brown eyes and a crown of braids in her hair raised her hand and did not wait to be called on to speak.

“Professor Perrault,” she said. “This is Rosamund’s first day at the Academy, and I haven’t had a chance to advise her yet. She means no disrespect, I’m sure.”

The teacher took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and muttered to himself as he exhaled. “Breath is a treasure; calm is a gift; breath is a treasure; calm is a gift.” Then he set the broken phone down and clapped his hands, his mood restored. “Okay, yes, Rosamund, if you wouldn’t mind, perhaps spend your first class quietly listening until Cindy can ‘advise’ you how things work around here?”

Rosamund nodded, embarrassed to have been scolded during the first hour of the first day of her first time ever in a school. She spent the rest of class in silence, listening as the students discussed something called “social media” and “viral dances,” the idea of which alarmed her greatly. She did not wish to get sick with a dance and wondered if she should take protective measures to avoid catching it, like an herbal remedy or a plague mask.

She dared not ask any more questions, though. She didn’t want to incur the wrath of Professor Pumpkin, which was what she had decided to call Professor Perrault . . . but only in her mind. It was also embarrassing to be the only student who didn’t know any answers, while everyone else knew every answer.

At least she proved herself capable in the familiar subjects. She kept up in Professor Chainani’s math class and got a few answers right in Professor Calonita’s ancient history class—but she was hopeless in all the unfamiliar subjects, like “modern government” and “fashion.”

Fashion was particularly vexing. The teacher, Professor Gidwitz, wore all black and had a face sharp and searching like a crow’s. She continually reminded students there were no rules but what worked.

After Rosamund paired something called “jorts” over something called “jeggings” with something called a “turtleneck,” the teacher delivered a piercing judgment loud as a crow’s caw at a funeral: “Darling, that does not work. Please just wear your uniform and sit down.”

Rosamund happily sat and tried to ignore the snickers of the other students, who all seemed to understand how to mix fabrics and patterns in ways that “worked.”

“You want to stand out and blend in at the same time,” Professor Gidwitz tried to explain. “It takes much effort to look effortless in this world, and often an unassuming T-shirt is the height of fashion, while a ball gown is considered gauche.”

Rosamund had no idea what any of that meant.

Her new friends, Rana and Sirena, gave her encouraging smiles, but they were also slightly pitying smiles. Sirena offered to help her choose a jacket, T-shirt, and skirt combination that was like nothing she’d ever worn before but somehow also felt exactly right, like it was meant for her.

“That’s all fashion is,” Sirena explained, making much more sense than the teacher. “Bringing out the self you are, or want to be, and showing it to others.”

“What if I don’t know the self I am, or even who I want to be?” she replied.

“You’re new here,” said Sirena. “Give it time.”

“Thanks for helping me,” Rosamund told her.

Sirena curtsied and smiled. “Everyone can use a little help sometimes.”

Rosamund looked around at all the fairy-tale escapees from stories all over the world, most of whom she didn’t know. They tried on clothes, showed off outfits, laughed, and pretended to take selfies (none of them had phones of their own). Rosamund was going to need a lot of help.

“We will see you at the support meeting tonight.” Cindy sidled up to them and rested a reassuring hand on Rosamund’s shoulder. “And don’t worry. You just woke up. You don’t have to have it all figured out just yet.”

“That’s a relief,” said Rosamund. She hadn’t figured out any of it.

“If you ever feel overwhelmed, just take deep breaths,” Cindy told her sweetly. “Remember, you can’t spell fairy tale without air.”

Rosamund spent the rest of the day reminding herself to breathe.
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Chapter Five

Why-ning Group

The dorm was not like anything Rosamund had expected. It was in a style called “Scandinavian minimalism,” two words that made Rosamund think of tiny castles in the snow, but apparently meant filled with light wood and plastic and metal and not much else. The art on the walls was all colors and shapes that didn’t look like anything.

“It’s called abstract expressionism,” Rana told her in the common room, as Rosamund stared at a picture that was just different shades of purple.

“What’s it trying to express?” she wondered aloud.

Rana shrugged. “I’m no art critic. Where I’m from paintings are all horses or landscapes or ships at sea.”

“Same.” Rosamund laughed. “Though my father had a lot of portraits. Portraits of me. Portraits of my mother and of himself. Portraits of every great-great-grandparent and cousin and uncle. I always felt as though their eyes were watching.”

“My castle was just like that!” Rana said. “I used to play hide-and-seek with the eyes on the portraits!”

“Did they ever find you?”

“Once,” Rana said ominously, and rolled her eyes back like a monster just before she collapsed in laughter. Rosamund didn’t totally understand Rana’s sense of humor, but she liked it.

Each princess had her own room, the size of one of Rosamund’s closets back in her castle. And each room had a simple bed, a desk, and a dresser. The closet was filled with different versions of the school uniform. There wasn’t much else in there.

“See? Minimalism,” Rana grunted.

Rosamund didn’t mind the sparse bedroom. After a hundred years in bed, she wanted to spend as little time in it as possible. She was happy to sit on the common-room couch and wait for Cindy and the other princesses to arrive for their peer support meeting.

“They’ll be here exactly at seven p.m.,” Rana said. “Cindy is very punctual. She had some problems losing track of time back in her story. I think she’s trying to make up for it. That’s why I’m always early. Or late. I like to keep her on her toes—remind her that not all of us have the same issues.”

“So you enjoy irritating her?” Rosamund asked, sensing there was a mischievous side to Rana. She found she liked that too. She’d never known anyone mischievous before, at least not anyone who wasn’t an evil fairy. Is it possible, Rosamund wondered, to be mischievous and good at the same time? 

She’d gone so long without asking any questions that they bubbled up like a potion in a cauldron. She loved the feeling. She was trying to decide what to ask Rana next—about the school or the other dorms or about art or about her story—but just then, the rest of the princesses arrived.

They all greeted Rosamund warmly as they took their seats in a circle. There was Bea, a fair-skinned, brown-haired girl carrying a thick book tucked under her arm, and Elise, a girl so blonde her hair was nearly white and whose hands were ice-cold to touch, even though the room was warm.

Sirena took a chair beside the couch but sat on it sideways with her legs dangling over one arm and her back against the other. Rosamund had never seen someone sit on a chair that way before. In her kingdom, there were rules on how a princess sat. There were rules, in fact, about everything. She tucked her own legs under herself, just because she could. Sirena smiled at her. She could get used to sitting however she wanted.

Next, a dark-haired girl took a chair opposite them. She had skin so pale she looked ghostly. Her hair was black and her lips were red and she was unsettlingly beautiful, like a doll a child would be scared to play with.

“Margaret,” she introduced herself, her voice much higher than Rosamund had expected.

“Snow White,” Rana whispered, and Rosamund nodded. She’d heard that story before. Evil queen. Poisoned apple. Seven dwarves. It seemed, at this school, everyone arrived knowing a little something about one another. Rosamund wondered what everyone knew about her.

At precisely seven o’clock, Cindy arrived, all smiles and kisses on the cheek for every princess, and with her, looking a bit out of place, a dark-haired prince, as handsome as Cindy was beautiful. Rosamund flinched on seeing him. He looked so much like the prince she had fled.

“Charlie,” he introduced himself with a nod and a wave, then took a seat.

Rosamund looked around at the others, quite confused that there should be a prince in their program for the protection of princesses. What’s the difference between a prince and a princess? she asked herself. When you think about it, he has as much right to be here as I do. Still, she wanted to know his story.

“I’ll call the meeting to order now,” Cindy said. She set down a tray of cheese and crackers on the small table in the center of the circle. “I know I speak for everyone here when I give Rosamund a most warm welcome.”

“Welcome, Rosamund,” they all said together like a chorus.

“First things first: the week’s job chart!” Everyone groaned, but Cindy pointed to a board on the wall where everyone’s names were written, and beside their names were little pictures of different rooms in the school. “You’ll find, Rosamund, that there are no servants here, unlike where we’re from, so we do all the work ourselves. Mostly cleaning. Everyone is assigned an area each week, and we scrub it clean.”

Immediately, Charlie got up and switched the drawing of his dorm from the space next to Bea’s name to his own. “Only, I clean my own dorm,” he said. “For all our sakes.”

The girls agreed. Rosamund noticed that she didn’t have an assignment yet.

“Your first week, you’ll have plenty else to do,” Cindy told her. “Just keep your room clean and we’ll handle the rest until you settle in.”

“I’m ready to contribute!” Rosamund announced. She didn’t want to be left out, not even of cleaning. She’d never cleaned anything before and was very curious about it.

“You’ll get your chance.” Cindy smiled.

“We all do,” grumbled Rana.

“Well, next order of business!” Cindy clapped her hands. “Usually, we begin with anyone who wishes to bring up problems they’ve had during the week.” She held up a hand to silence Margaret, who had opened her mouth. “Yes, I know the cafeteria put out a basket of apples. I already told them you found that triggering. But Margaret”—she gave the pale princess a sympathetic look— “you can’t be scared of fruit forever.”

“It’s not fruit in general,” Margaret objected. “Just apples.”

“I understand,” Cindy told her. “But, as I’ve said before, no one here is going to poison your apples.” She looked around the room sternly, then met Rosamund’s eyes and smiled once more. “With a new friend here, I think we should skip right to the story-sharing portion of the meeting. Rosamund, would you like to unburden yourself?”

“Unburden myself?” Rosamund said. She didn’t feel particularly burdened at the moment. She was, in fact, delighted to be here, awake, overflowing with questions, and surrounded by princesses who might understand what she was going through. And Charlie, of course.

He smiled at her and took a cracker from the neatly arranged tray, piled it with three different cheeses, and shoved the whole thing into his mouth at once.

Cindy glared at him.

“Apologies for his manners,” she said, offering the tray to Rosamund so she could have a snack herself. “Growing up as a prince, he never had to learn to behave himself for other people.”

Rosamund took a cracker and ate it with much smaller, tidy bites. It was covered in some kind of spicy cheese and she’d have liked to shove the whole thing in her mouth as Charlie had done, but Cindy’s expectant gaze kept her from doing so. Why there were different rules for princesses and princes was another question she suddenly had, but she wasn’t sure anyone here would be able to answer.

“That was very good, thank you,” she said once she was finished and had dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin.

This satisfied Cindy, who prompted her again. “Usually, the new arrival tells us their tale, so that we can offer sympathy and advice.”

“So we can walk a mile in their shoes,” Sirena added.

Rosamund looked nervously at her uniform shoes, which she’d been told were called “loafers.” Would she have to share them with all the girls?

“It’s just an expression,” Cindy reassured her. “We do not share shoes here.”

“But we do love a juicy story,” Bea said, which led the others to laugh quietly to themselves.

“My tale’s not that interesting, really,” Rosamund told them. “When I was born, an evil fairy was angry she didn’t get invited to a party my parents threw, so she cursed me to prick my finger on a spindle and die, but a good fairy changed the curse so that I’d just fall asleep, and then, in spite of my parents’ best efforts to protect me from spindles, curiosity got the better of me; I found one, pricked my finger, and boom! I fell asleep. I guess I should’ve known better.”

“You couldn’t have done differently,” Cindy said. “You were made to be curious. And it’s not like you cursed your own spindle. Don’t blame yourself.”

“I guess so,” said Rosamund, feeling a little better. She had been blaming herself all this time, even if she hadn’t known it. “Anyway,” she continued, “I fell asleep for a hundred years—”

“Was the bed comfortable?” Margaret asked. “A witch knocked me out with a poisoned apple, and my friends put me in a coffin. They thought I was dead!”

“Shh,” said Cindy. “It’s not your turn.”

“I don’t know if it was comfortable,” said Rosamund. “I don’t think any bed would be terribly comfortable after a hundred years. And I would’ve stayed asleep even longer if it weren’t for a prince who had a destiny of his own—”

“So they always say,” grunted Bea.

“Well, I don’t know if he did or didn’t,” Rosamund continued. “But he found me and woke me with a kiss upon my lips.”

“Ugh,” said Elise. “Gross.”

“Been there,” muttered Margaret.

“While you were sleeping?” groaned Bea. “Beastly.”

“Why is it always a kiss?” wondered Rana. “I’d have thrown a prince through a wall before I’d let him kiss me in my sleep.”

Another disapproving look from Cindy.

“Was the prince ugly or something?” asked Charlie as he brought another cracker halfway to his mouth.

“People, please don’t pester our new arrival.” Cindy quieted them all with an authoritative gaze around the room. Then she spoke softly to Rosamund. “What happened next? If you want to tell . . .”

They all leaned forward, keen.

“Well . . . ,” said Rosamund. “I saw him leaning over me, his eyes closed, his chapped lips pressed to mine. He smelled like sweat and mushrooms. I think he was counting to himself.” The others shook their heads. “When he opened his eyes, he delivered a whole speech, all about loving me and marrying me and how we would live our lives together. I shoved him.” Rana pumped her fist, which made Rosamund grin a little.

Bea grunted.

Elise groaned.

Sirena sighed.

“He might’ve been nice,” said Charlie.

“Well, I didn’t know him at all,” Rosamund said. “And I certainly didn’t love him just because he kissed me! So I ran. I didn’t want my whole life decided by this complete stranger who’d come upon me while I was cursed. I mean, who does that? He met me at my literal worst and decided he loved me without even talking to me? No thank you.”

The others nodded in sympathy, though Cindy looked somewhat crestfallen, her eyes damp. She clasped her hands in her lap, waiting patiently for Rosamund to finish.

She told them the rest quickly, about running into the water closet and finding herself on the road outside the school. She didn’t mention the eyes watching her from the shadowy branches, skipping ahead to Sirena and Rana’s arrival.

“Oh, that’s my line!” Sirena said, laughing. “Hey, you! Wanna come inside?” she fake shouted, reenacting the moment they met.

“Thank you for sharing,” Cindy told Rosamund gently. “Do you understand why you’re here now?”

“I guess because I needed to get away from a story I didn’t want to be a part of,” Rosamund said.

“Exactly,” Cindy told her. “Like all of us, your Door of Opportunity appeared because your story was written without taking your wants and needs into consideration.”

“I did not want to turn into sea foam just because some prince didn’t marry me,” Sirena said.

“I did not want to freeze everyone I ever cared about,” said Elise. “It’s cold and lonely in eternal winter.”

“I was literally kidnapped,” Bea said. “And then I’m supposed to fall in love with my hairy kidnapper? Nope.”

“I didn’t like being pale,” Margaret said.

Everyone stared at her.

“What?” she said. “That’s the reason! I’d prefer a bit of a tan, but no matter how much sun I get, I stay pale as porcelain!”

“She’s in denial,” Sirena said. “A wicked queen tried to kill her and all seven of her roommates tried to bury her alive. She has a lot of trauma left to process.”

“I do not!” Margaret objected.

“Applesauce?” Rana said, and the pale princess flinched. Rana raised an eyebrow. The others shook their heads.

“What about you, Rana?” Rosamund asked her.

“Oh, I made a deal with a frog,” she replied. “And things didn’t go as planned.”

Rosamund waited, but Rana didn’t offer anything else.

“You’ll find some people aren’t very generous with their stories.” Cindy glared pointedly at Rana.

“I’m just here for the snacks,” Rana told her, and stuffed a cracker into her mouth just like Charlie had. She even winked at the prince as she did it. “How ’bout you, Cindy?” she added with her mouth full. “You gonna share?”

“I wanted to marry a prince,” Cindy said, looking wistfully at Charlie. “It’s just . . . my story didn’t have the right one.”

Charlie shrugged. “I did not want to marry a princess,” he said. “But my father insisted. He always said, if the shoe fits . . .”

“It was for the best that we both left,” Cindy offered. “And there you have it. You’ll find, no matter where we come from, or what dorm we’re in here, we’re not so different. Anywhere people tell stories, someone is always telling one about a princess in peril.”

“But why are we here?” Rosamund wondered. Everyone gave her puzzled looks. “Like, you explained what made you come here, but not why here. Why this school? Why this world? Why any of it?”

“You sure do ask that a lot,” Charlie said. “We should call it why-ning.”

“Be nice,” Cindy admonished him.

“I am being nice!’ Charlie objected. “Charming is literally the only way I know how to be.” He let loose a grin that could have lit a castle at midnight. In fact, in the past, it had.

“I think why-ning is the most important thing a person can do,” Rosamund explained, using his word. “Asking why is the start of knowledge, of adventure, of . . . everything.”

“You’re as deep a thinker as you were a sleeper, huh?” Charlie said.

It was her turn to smile, and she found she liked this prince quite a lot. She could also see the sadness in his eyes, and she still wanted to ask about that, but figured he’d tell her if and when he was ready, and it wasn’t her place to press him. People weren’t like oranges; you couldn’t just go around peeling them open whenever you wanted something sweet.

“We’re here to study the ways of the world so that when we graduate we can live without the obligations our stories foist on us,” said Cindy. “We’re here because Verna built this place to keep us safe.”

“What happens when we graduate?” Rosamund wondered.

The others just stared back at her, silent. Were they not telling or did they not know?

“I mean, what about the Uponatimes?” Rosamund continued. “When we graduate, aren’t they out there, hunting us?”

Chairs creaked.

“You don’t need to worry about them,” said Cindy. “As long as you’re on campus, they won’t bother you. And Verna would never let us graduate without being able to protect ourselves. She looks out for us.”

“But what if . . . .” Rosamund thought about the eyes watching her on the road, the way they called to her, the familiar sleepy stink of lavender and the claw marks on the tree. “What happens if one of them does get you?”

Everyone looked around; no one looked at her.

“Well,” said Cindy at last. “They eat you. That’s all we know.”

Rosamund had so many more questions, but suddenly, Cindy clapped her hands. “Time already, if you can believe it,” she declared. “What a nice first meeting! We’ll pick up again next week. Good night all!”

With that, Cindy stood and swept from the room like a clock had just struck midnight, though it was only 7:32 p.m.

Charlie followed Cindy but turned at the door and said to Rosamund, “It’s very nice to meet you, Sleeping Beauty.”

“I prefer Rosamund,” Rosamund answered.

“Yes, I think we all do.” He smiled. The others filtered out after nibbling crackers and making small talk about homework and the next day’s classes.

Rosamund stayed behind, still not eager to be in her bedroom and not the least bit tired.

Alone in the common room, she gazed out the window. There was a dorm across a great lawn, and Charlie was trudging his way there alone. The building looked dark and empty as Charlie vanished into it. The campus was quiet.

Suddenly, she saw movement in the shadows below the window. Her breath caught. Could the Uponatime have gotten through the gate?

Her heart calmed when she made out the two figures creeping away from her dorm and scuttling like mice toward the driveway. Sirena and Rana ran hand in hand for the school’s gate.

Three things happened very quickly at that moment:

One: Rosamund remembered Verna’s strict rule about not leaving campus.

Two: She grew terribly curious about where the girls were going.

And three: Her feet started moving, following the two running princesses into the dark night beyond the safety of the gates.
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Chapter Six

Cheesy Magic

Rosamund followed Rana and Sirena to a dark part of the fence covered in ivy, behind which the two princesses promptly vanished.

She approached the ivy and studied it. Is there some sort of magic word I’m meant to say?

She’d heard stories of ivy that demanded blood and ivy that demanded politeness and ivy that demanded nothing but ate anyone who got too close. Fairy tales were full of stories about forests with all kinds of devious ivy.

Reality, however, as the teachers had reminded her all day long, was no fairy tale.

She took a deep breath and approached, pushing the ivy aside and hoping it didn’t eat her.

It didn’t.

The ivy hid a hole in the fence, and on the other side, Rana and Sirena were running down the road beneath gleaming streetlights.

I’m a rule breaker now, thought Rosamund, who had never thought of herself as a rule breaker before. Of course, she had been a rule breaker—she’d gone looking for the cursed spindle in her story—but she had never thought of herself that way.

She was in a new world now, and she decided she could think of herself any new way she chose. Maybe it was a mistake, but she found it was a mistake she couldn’t resist making.

She ran after them.

The road wound down through the woods toward a lake, and the trees around the road thinned the closer it got to the shore. Houses popped up here and there, houses with boats on blocks in their yards, houses with cheerful gardens and brightly painted shutters, houses with signs outside that said strange things like “Vote Calvino!” and “Go Growlers!”

Rosamund didn’t know what any of these signs meant, and she hoped Rana and Sirena would be able to explain when she caught up with them.

She passed a sign at the end of a long driveway that said Enchanted Woods Amusement Park. A heavy gate much like the school’s blocked the drive. I didn’t know they had enchanted woods in this world. She moved past the driveway quickly, in case she stumbled upon another curse or another prince who thought she was his destiny, and continued along the road.

She nearly lost sight of her new friends but caught a glimpse of Sirena along a walk that led toward a waterfront shop, gleaming with lights and a sign that glowed as if by magic: Pizza Arcade!

Where has Rana gone? she wondered. Her answer came with a start when the other princess stepped out from between two buildings just beside her.

“It’s rude to follow people without permission,” Rana said.

Rosamund yelped in surprise and then, embarrassed about the noise she had made as much as she was embarrassed about being caught, stammered, “I . . . I . . . I was just curious.”

“Hmm,” said Rana. “You know what they say about curiosity and cats, don’t you?”

“No,” said Rosamund.

“Well, lucky you,” Rana told her, but did not tell her what they say, or even who “they” were. At least in fairy tales, only magical beings spoke in riddles. Here, every conversation was a kind of game.

If it’s a game, Rosamund thought, then I can play it too.

“You don’t have permission to sneak out to town either, do you?” she asked, turning her curiosity into an attack. Answering a question with a question was another way of not answering.

“You sure ask a lot of questions,” Rana noted.

“Well, I have a lot of questions,” she replied. “Why did you sneak out? Where are you going? And what is a Pizza Arcade?”

Rana looked over her shoulder at the brightly lit building where Sirena had gone. The redheaded princess was inside at this moment, chatting with a boy their own age. He stood behind the store counter in a greasy apron and a hairnet and was writing down whatever it was Sirena was saying to him. His hair was dyed an unnatural pink and even from this distance, through the plate-glass window, Rosamund could see the dye was poorly done. It stained the skin around his neck in streaks and colored the collar of his shirt.

“Do you know what pizza is?” Rana asked.

Rosamund shook her head no.

“Do you know what an arcade is?” Rana asked.

Rosamund shook her head again.

Rana chewed her lip a moment and then sighed. “All right, come with me. Try to be cool, okay?”

Rosamund nodded, eager to learn what a Pizza Arcade was and why Rana and Sirena would risk getting in trouble to go to one.

When they walked through the door, Sirena’s jaw dropped. “You brought her?”

“She’s curious,” said Rana, taking a seat in the only other chair at the small table where Sirena sat. Rosamund stood awkwardly beside the table, like a visitor to her parents’ throne room, seeking an audience with the king and queen.

“That’s not a reason to bring her!” Sirena objected.

“Come on,” Rana said. “You remember when you got here? You begged me to come with you to town because you were scared to go alone.”

Sirena nodded.

“Well, Rosamund doesn’t look the least bit scared,” Rana said. “Day one and she’s already going on adventures. That is a person I want to know, don’t you?”

Sirena studied Rosamund for a long time, then finally smiled. “Yeah, I guess so. Pull up a chair, Rozi. Can I call you Rozi?”

“I wish you wouldn’t,” said Rosamund as she borrowed a chair from the empty table next to them. She’d never moved her own furniture before. In her world, they had servants for that, and also a lot of rules for where furniture had to be. It was almost impossible to change anything in her world, from desks to destinies.

In this world, she figured, people could just rearrange the furniture as it suited them.

“Rosamund it is, then,” Sirena said. “You ever had pizza before?”

“She hasn’t,” Rana answered for her.

“Order up!” the greasy-aproned, pink-haired boy behind the counter called.

Suddenly, an identical boy in an even greasier apron, with an even worse dye job in his hair (green this time), came leaping over the counter. He moved gracefully while holding a steaming hot disc of dough and sauce and cheese. “A clam-and-pineapple pie for the ladies,” he said as he set it down on the table between them. He met Sirena’s glance and winked at her. She rolled her eyes. Then the boy noticed Rosamund. “I’ve never seen you before?”

“I’m new,” Rosamund replied quickly.

“Well, next time, don’t let this one order for you.” He nodded back at Sirena. “Only person I’ve ever met who orders clam and pineapple on a pizza. I get the runs just thinking about it.”

“Gross!” Rana exclaimed, which made the boy laugh.

“You shouldn’t yuck your customers’ yums,” Sirena teased him.

“And you shouldn’t humor my brother with conversation!” a third identical boy called from the other side of the Pizza Arcade. This boy had uneven blue stripes in his hair. He was lying on his back underneath some sort of blinking table that held a whole world of bumpers and lights underneath glass. He had tools spread out on the floor around him and was currently ripping the machine’s guts out.

“That’s a pinball machine,” Rana whispered to Rosamund without being asked. “And these are the Einhorn triplets.”

“I’m Danny, that’s Van behind the counter, and RB working on the pinball machine,” said the green-haired boy.

“Is this your Pizza Arcade?” Rosamund asked.

Danny laughed. He had uneven downy hairs on his chin and under his nose, where a mustache wasn’t really growing, and little red pimples on his cheeks. His teeth were crooked, and his green hair was greasier than his apron, but in spite of his uncouth appearance, there was something lovely about his laugh. Sirena gazed up at him, and Rosamund thought that if her friend’s eyes could talk, Sirena’s would be shouting, Notice me!

“No.” Danny smirked and rubbed the back of his neck, looking at Sirena and away again just as quickly. “It’s our . . . mom’s. We just help out after school.”

“Oh!” Rosamund exclaimed. “You’re in school too?”

“Home school! And for good reason!” a woman yelled from a door at the back of the restaurant. Her voice was like a mirror breaking. Sirena and Rana flinched. “Now stop flirting with the customers and get back to work!” she barked at Danny.

Rosamund didn’t get a good look at her in the shadowy room before the door slammed shut again, but Danny scurried away as though his mother could still see him through the door.

“The boys are gross, but nice,” whispered Sirena, her eyes still lingering on Danny. “But their mother is a witch.”

Rosamund froze. A witch! Here? She looked to the exit, began plotting her escape. Was the pizza poisoned? The pinball machine cursed? “You aren’t afraid of witches?”

Rana laughed. “A witch is just what some people in this world call a powerful woman who doesn’t try to make everyone like her. I like to remind Sirena not to fall into the same mindset, using witch like it’s an insult.”

“Sorry.” Sirena looked down at her legs, embarrassed. “It’s just hard. When you swim in the ocean, you don’t notice it’s wet. Ideas are the same way.”

“Even if their mother was a real witch,” said Rana, “I’d risk a witch’s curse for pizza. Give it a try.”

Rosamund imitated Rana and Sirena by pulling out a slice with her hands and folding it in half, leaning forward over her little paper plate, and taking a bite.

For a world without magic, they had created something close to it with pizza.

The cheese was hot and bubbly, the sauce a little sweet and sharp. The pineapple made her mouth come alive with tanginess, while the saltiness of the clams was like a breath of ocean air. Sirena ate her slice with her eyes closed, and Rana had a faraway look, like she was being lulled into a trance. Rosamund, on the other hand, felt like all her senses had awoken! She tasted all the different tastes at once, and they competed with one another in her mouth, even as they also complemented one another across her tongue. With every bite, it was like a conversation the flavors were having, and her mind was doing its best to keep up.

“Good, right?” Sirena said after they had devoured almost the entire pizza pie.

“So, you’re pretty brave for a newcomer,” Rana pointed out. “How’d you get the nerve to follow us on your very first night?”

“I was asleep for a hundred years,” Rosamund explained. “I didn’t want to miss another moment of my life. And . . . I guess I followed you for the same reason I went searching for a spindle in my story. I can’t resist the unknown.” She looked between the two girls, then grabbed the last slice of pizza. “I can’t resist pizza either!”

The others laughed and let Rosamund eat the last slice. Above the counter, there was a whole menu of different pizza toppings, and she had the urge to try them all. She was about to ask if they could order something called a “supreme” when a bell over the door dinged. The door swung open and six princesses in grand gowns walked in.
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Chapter Seven

Real Princesses

Resplendent.

That was the word that went through Rosamund’s head when the princesses strolled into the Pizza Arcade. Resplendent meant attractive, impressive, shining brilliantly, and that was truly the best way to describe all the princesses, different as each one was.

There was a white-blond princess in a frosted white gown that looked like it had been created from snow and ice; a freckly redheaded princess in a dress of shimmering seafoam greens; a princess in golden silk and sequins; a deathly pale, black-haired princess in blue and yellow and red; a princess whose dress looked like it was made of stars; and a princess in a delicate pink gown who looked over at Rosamund with a hesitant smile before following her friends to the counter to order their own pizza.

“That’s . . . that’s . . .” Rosamund stammered in shock.

“Supposed to be us,” Rana replied in a whisper.

“Do I really look like that?” Sirena asked, while she stared at the redhead.

“I know I don’t look like that,” Rana said with an eye roll toward the princess in the starry dress.

“The girl in pink,” whispered Rosamund. “Is me?”

“Supposed to look like you, yeah,” said Rana.

“I am . . . confused,” Rosamund confessed, for what felt like the millionth time.

“Right, okay,” said Rana. “So remember the Enchanted Woods Amusement Park we passed on the way here?” Rosamund nodded. “These girls work there.”

“The princesses work in the woods?” Rosamund asked. “Is it some kind of curse?”

“No,” Sirena said. “It’s their job.”

Rosamund looked again at the princess who was supposed to be her. The girl was leaning against the wall by a door to the restroom, sipping a soda through a bright red straw and scrolling past glowing images on her phone. She had on a lot of makeup, and a line where her hair met her forehead looked a little off. “A wig!” Rosamund whispered. “She’s wearing a wig!”

Rana nodded. “They’re all in costume.”

Rosamund’s head spun.

“The Enchanted Woods Amusement Park is a fairy-tale theme park,” Rana explained. “Tourists go there to ride on rides and eat unhealthy food and take pictures with their favorite fairy-tale princesses.”

“Why would they want to do that?” Rosamund asked.

“They do it to feel close to something magical,” Sirena explained. “Stories are the only magic people in the real world still believe in, so they come to this amusement park to feel like they’re living in the stories they love.”

“Wait.” Rosamund glanced over at the princesses, who were filling up huge cups from a fizzy soda fountain. “These girls pretend to be princesses so that people can show up and pretend to have met them?”

Rana and Sirena nodded.

“Do the people not get upset that they are only meeting performers, not real princesses?” she asked.

Sirena’s eyes brightened. “That’s the amazing thing about this world! People bring the magic they need with them. The actors are just like enchanted apples or wands or whatever. They hold the magic that people fill them with. A person looking for magic in the Enchanted Woods will definitely find it, even though the castles are plastic and the corn dogs are overpriced.”

“Oh,” said Rosamund, as if she understood, although she did not quite understand.

“We need to leave,” said Rana. “Right now. Linger too long near pretend princesses and people will notice the difference.”

But Sirena had her eyes locked on the redhead chatting with Danny Einhorn. The pretender laughed too loud at his jokes and touched his hand ever so lightly where it rested on the counter. Sirena frowned.

“Excuse me,” she said, a storm brewing in her eyes. She stood, pasted on a smile, and strolled across the restaurant to interrupt.

“Don’t!” Rana called, trying to stop her. “Nothing good will come of this!”

Rosamund noticed Sirena’s hands were shaking and her walk wasn’t quite as sure as it had been. She winced a little with each step.

“She was a mermaid, right?” Rosamund whispered.

Rana nodded. “It’s rude to talk about, okay? She has legs now and that’s who she is.” Rana stood to go to her friend. “But if these girls take too much notice of us, we’re in trouble.”

The real-world girl looked Sirena up and down as she approached, and Sirena tripped mid step. She caught herself on a table, knocking the container of napkins to the floor.

“You okay?” the girl who looked like her asked, moving to help at the same time Danny Einhorn did.

Sirena blushed as red as the other girl’s wig.

“She’s fine.” Rana rushed to Sirena’s side. Rosamund quickly joined them. “We just have to get going is all. What do we owe you?”

“Pizza’s on the house for my favorite students,” Danny said gently, which somehow made Sirena blush even redder.

They started to leave, supporting Sirena on either side. It was like she had forgotten how to walk. Embarrassment was a terrible curse, thought Rosamund, made worse because you inflicted it on yourself.

“Is she okay?” one of the costumed princesses asked as they passed by.

“She’s fine!” Rana announced a little too loudly, then whispered, “Just keep going, just keep going . . .”

Rosamund felt the dressed-up princesses watching them, studying them, picking them apart with their eyes. “One foot in front of the other,” she whispered to Sirena. “Everything’s fine.”

“Goodbye, m’lady!” Danny called after her with a sweet little smile. He ran his hand through his green hair, shaking it out like a horse’s mane. Sirena looked back at him with eyes so full of longing they made Rosamund’s heart ache.

Danny’s eyes opened wide as dinner plates. Then, regaining his composure, he burped.

“Ugh, gross, bro!” Van punched him in the shoulder.

“Oh no you don’t, glue-brain!” Danny yelled back at him, and the two immediately began to wrestle behind the pizza counter while the costumed princesses watched.

“Ugh, boys,” Rana groaned. “I’m glad we only have one of them at school.” She kept her tone light as they stepped out into the night.

“Charlie’s the only one?” Rosamund asked.

“Yeah,” said Rana. “It’s kind of a sad story. He came here with Cindy, hoping he could meet another prince who was— ”

“Shhh!” Sirena snapped, pulling away from both of them, standing sturdy on her own two feet once again.

Above them, the neon sign of the Pizza Arcade buzzed and hummed. Then it flickered.

“That’s not good,” Rana whispered.

“What’s not good?” Rosamund asked, but Sirena shushed her again.

The sign buzzed louder, then, with a pop, went dark. Light from inside the Pizza Arcade spilled out, casting long shadows. The costumed princesses were completely absorbed in the wrestling match between brothers, so no one was looking as Rana and Sirena grabbed Rosamund to pull her away.

“We have to run!” Rana said.

“What? Why?” Rosamund asked. Her feet obeyed her friend, but her mind reeled.

“Uponatime!”

They sprinted across the parking lot as streetlights winked out around them, plunging every corner into inky darkness. Even the moon overhead pulled dark clouds over itself, like a child beneath a blanket, hiding from a monster.

“We can’t outrun it!” Sirena leaped over a low fence on the edge of the lot, dragging the other two along.

“Not here!” Rana gasped. “This is their house.”

Rosamund looked over her shoulder across the front yard they now crouched on. The house looked old and run-down. Its paint was peeling, its porch sagging. Half the shutters were falling off, and more than one window was boarded up. Shingles were missing from the roof, some lying on the ground amid garbage and overgrown grass. There were crushed-up soda cans and cups, empty pizza boxes, and a pile of old car tires.

“Whose house is this?” Rosamund asked.

“Theirs!” Rana repeated. “The Einhorn brothers and their—”

“Witch,” Sirena said, which made Rana frown. “Sorry, this was the first fence I noticed.”

“We gotta go,” said Rana, pointing at a big sign right next to where they’d hidden that read Trespassers Will Be Eaten.

But it was already too late.

“BLUB!” came a great burbling sound from the parking lot, followed by heavy grunting. The air filled with the smell of the sea and rotting fish so thick it made Rosamund’s nose wrinkle.

Sirena covered her mouth and nose with her hands.

“Oh no, Sirena.” Rana clenched her fists. “It’s yours.”

Rosamund dared to peek above the fence and saw, with horror, a creature unlike anything she’d ever dreamed in a hundred years of dreaming. It was a huge beast, twice the size of the cars around it in the parking lot, with the head and torso of a shark and the eight legs of an octopus. It wore a crown of seashells and when it opened its mouth, it revealed rows and rows of jagged teeth. Its black eyes moved separately from one another, scanning the parking lot, the Pizza Arcade, and the fence across the way.

Sirena and Rana were still crouched low, so the terrible eyes locked on Rosamund.

“Eep!” she yelped, but it was too late. She was entranced by what she saw in the monster’s black eyes. Her own reflection wobbled and rippled away like a stone dropped in a lake. In its place she saw her castle, just as she’d left it.

The towers were overgrown with the vines, the stained glass shattered, and the drawbridge gone to rot since she’d awoken. And there, in that ruin, was Prince Percy, looking absolutely bewildered.

She watched him walking around the moat, resting his fingers on the stones, even lifting vines here and there to peer under them. He stepped in something and stopped to smell his boot, then wiped it off on a broken piece of the old iron gate.

The image had no sound, but she saw his mouth move in the shape of her name, calling out, and then he listened for a response that did not come. He sat, dejected, on the edge of the drawbridge, feet dangling over the moat, looking down at his own reflection like he hardly recognized himself.

His story stopped when mine did, Rosamund thought. As long as I’m in this world, he has no ending either.

At first, she felt that served him right for bursting in on her while she slept and kissing her without permission, but he was only doing what the story had laid out for him to do. Perhaps he knew no other way. Did he really deserve to have his whole life derailed because of the role he’d been assigned?

Yes, she thought. He was awake and had the freedom to choose what he would do, and he chose to wake me up that way. There should be consequences.

But that’s not how fairy tales went.

But maybe it should be, she thought. Maybe I could rearrange my story the way they rearrange furniture here. Is change possible in a fairy tale or are we doomed to always be what we always were? Can I—

“Rosamund!” Rana’s voice snapped through her trance. She came back to her senses ten feet off the ground.

She was encircled by a massive, sticky tentacle, which was hauling her toward the shark-monster’s ferocious mouth.

The Uponatime had her.
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Chapter Eight

Once Uponatime

“No! No! No!” Rosamund struggled and squirmed against the creature’s arm, which only tightened around her waist. The monster had hypnotized her with its vision of the story she had left, and now it was dragging her back.

Below her, Rana leaped from her hiding spot and began hurling whatever garbage she could find at the Uponatime. “Let her go!” she yelled.

The monster ignored her.

“It’s no use!” Rosamund yelled down at her new friends. She kicked and scratched at the Uponatime’s tentacle, but it was unimpressed by her resistance.

Inside the Pizza Arcade, the pretend princesses noticed nothing as they laughed and ate and looked at their phones. Rosamund didn’t see the Einhorn brothers, but she couldn’t imagine what three greasy teenagers could do against a monster from another world anyway.

“It’s me you want!” Sirena declared. She stepped from her hiding place, chin up, and pulled Rana back. “Let go of Sleeping Beauty right now!”

“Sirena, don’t!” Rana cried, but the monster lashed out with another tentacle. It wrapped around Sirena, hoisting her up next to Rosamund, just in front of its shark face. Its mouth opened wide, and behind the teeth, Rosamund saw an ocean kingdom, a castle with walls of coral surrounded by fields of undersea flowers. Sirena’s body stiffened.

“No!” Rosamund struggled in the monster’s grasp.

“You’ve got who you came for,” Sirena said calmly. “You can let my friend go.”

The monster sniffed the two princesses, hesitated once, and then dropped Rosamund unceremoniously to the pavement.

“Sirena!” Rana charged forward, hurling handfuls of trash at the creature.

“Run!” Sirena yelled at them. “We don’t all have to get—”

Before she could finish, the creature tossed her into its gaping mouth. Its jaws snapped shut with a crunch.

Rosamund screamed.

Rana screamed.

The Uponatime melted into the pavement, leaving only a small blackish stain where once it had stood.

Sirena was gone.

“No!” Rana dropped to the stain. Rosamund simply stared. She’d just seen a girl eaten in front of her, a girl she’d started to think of as a friend. And worse, the girl had been eaten to save her.

In fairy tales, people vanished suddenly all the time. Servants and siblings and sorceresses entered and left with no apparent rhyme or reason. No one gave them another thought. But here, in this world, the thought of losing a friend was pure agony. Rosamund wasn’t ready to lose Sirena. They’d just begun to know each other. It wasn’t fair!

She clenched her jaw and her fists and wanted to scream.

“Oh now we’re being a touch dramatic, are we not?” the Einhorn boys’ mother said, standing over them in the parking lot. The owner of the Pizza Arcade shook her head and smacked her lips. Rosamund looked at the Einhorns’ mother in dismay. The woman’s face showed a mix of disgust and boredom.

Not, however, surprise.

“You act as if someone’s died,” she said. “But Sirena is just back in her story. It happens. Some people never escape their narratives. That’s the way of the world, I’m afraid. All it takes is one Uponatime making a meal of you and—” She snapped her fingers. “Back you go.”

Rana looked up through her tears. “Do you know The Little Mermaid? A sea witch cuts out her tongue, every step she takes on human legs feels like knives, and the prince she loves doesn’t know who she is. He marries someone else and Sirena turns into sea-foam! Sea-foam!”

The woman shrugged, then suddenly straightened her back and pulled out a pizza cutter, which immediately began to glow with a golden light. She pointed it to the edge of the parking lot, just as another gruesome Uponatime emerged.

It had the head of a frog, but the body of a wolf, and wore a golden crown. Its frog mouth was filled with unfroglike needle-sharp teeth. It charged.

Rana tensed. It was here for her. She grabbed Rosamund’s hand in fright. “I do not want to go back!”

“Incision! Precision! Decision!” the older woman chanted as she waved the glowing pizza cutter in the air before her. “Your story is in need of Revision.”

In a shower of sparkling light, the frog monster broke into pieces that glowed white-hot before falling to the asphalt.

“Wait, you are a witch?” Rana gasped.

“No!” the woman snapped ferociously. All the lights in the parking lot and the neon sign over the restaurant snapped back on. “I am not, nor have I ever been, such a thing as a witch.”

“Sorry, sorry,” Rana apologized to the Witch Who Wasn’t a Witch.

“You shouldn’t be off campus,” the woman said. “My sister has very strict rules and is not fond of losing students this way.”

“Sister?” Rosamund asked. “Verna is your sister?”

“Yes, do try to keep up,” the Witch Who Wasn’t said. “If you don’t believe me, you should know that I am incapable of telling a lie.”

In spite of her terror, Rosamund had, as usual, a lot of questions. “Why is—”

“Time to go.” The Witch Who Wasn’t cut her off. “I can’t keep those Uponatimes away forever, and frankly, I don’t intend to spend all night doing magic on your behalf.”

“But—” Rosamund tried again.

“Oh, you have more questions?” The Witch Who Wasn’t smiled as she tucked her pizza cutter back into her spotless apron. “You want to come inside, have some soda, and sate your curiosity about who I am and what you have seen here?”

The girls nodded in unison.

“Well, no!” the Witch Who Wasn’t barked. “If you have questions, go ask your headmistress. Leave me be before I turn you both into newts. And stop flirting with my boys.”

With that, she turned on her heel and left the two girls in the dim parking lot.

“How—” Rosamund called after her, though Rana grabbed her hand.

“Questions are like pancakes,” she said. “Too many at the wrong time will make you sick. Come on.”

But Rosamund had so many more questions racing through her mind: about the Witch Who Wasn’t, about what would happen to Sirena, about what they were going to tell Verna. About magic and friendship and sacrifice.

She let these questions flood her thoughts as they walked the dark road home. She took comfort in the depth of her own curiosity even in the face of tragedy. In her world, people only ever felt one thing at a time. Here, thoughts and feelings were as complex as clam and pineapple pizza.

Unfortunately, the night still held one more question before she was safe in her dorm room and that question had a very clear and very definite answer.

“Do you have any idea how much trouble you are in?” Verna asked the moment Rosamund and Rana stepped around the bushes in front of their dormitory.

The fairy headmistress shook her head, even as she handed the girls some tissues to dry their tears on the long walk to her office.
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Chapter Nine

Gruesome Punishments

Verna didn’t yell, though she had every right to.

The two terrified girls faced Verna across the glass-topped desk, her disappointed expression reflected upside down back up at them from its smudge-free surface, as though they were being punished in an upside-down dimension too. They had not been invited to sit.

“Stop crying,” she urged them, as if it were that easy. “Tears cannot undo the consequences of what you’ve done. If they could, the world would be drowned in tears. Rosamund, being new here is no excuse for breaking the rules on your very first night, and Rana . . .” Verna sighed, even as she handed them each another tissue, an endless supply of which she seemed to produce from thin air. “You have been here long enough to know better. I don’t make these rules to be cruel. I make them for your protection. It pains me what befell poor Sirena.”

“The woman at the Pizza Arcade, who said she was your sister, told us the Uponatime was taking Sirena back to her story,” Rosamund said, getting control of her crying at last. “Is there no way to bring her back?”

“Doors of Opportunity don’t open twice,” said Verna. “And you should not have been speaking to my sister.”

“Why not?” Rosamund asked.

“That’s between me and my sister,” said Verna.

“No, I meant, why don’t Doors of Opportunity open twice?” Rosamund clarified.

“Opportunity is like a log on a fire,” the headmistress explained. “It fuels us, but it burns up. That is why we mustn’t waste it.”

Rosamund looked down at her feet, ashamed. She did not want to waste her opportunity, and she was not used to being scolded. She did not like the feeling, though an idea nibbled at the back of her mind, like a mouse chewing crumbs behind the wall. Verna had not really answered her question. She had not simply said, No, I cannot bring Sirena back.

“You not only endangered yourselves but you put this entire program at risk,” Verna told them. She folded her hands in front of herself, covering the reflection of her own face on the desk. “And for what? Pizza?”

Verna’s face didn’t move, but the reflection in the desk peered around Verna’s hands to give them an angry look.

It wasn’t just for pizza, Rosamund thought. It was for friendship.

She didn’t dare speak the thought out loud.

“Do you know what kind of punishments wicked children get in fairy tales?” Verna asked, though she didn’t give them a chance to answer. “A child who steals might have parts of themselves stolen, fingers torn off by crows or their best memories taken away and given to someone more deserving.”

“That’s dreadful!” Rosamund gasped.

“Well, yes, punishment is meant to be dreadful, my dear, or else you wouldn’t dread it.” Verna drummed her fingers on the glass. “So the question tonight is, what punishment befits this dreadful situation?”

Rana wrung her fingers behind her back, perhaps afraid of crows, though Rosamund understood that was just an example. Wasn’t it?

“Thankfully for you two, this is no fairy tale.” The fairy headmistress cleared her throat. “However. Since your rule breaking could’ve caused a mess for all of us, your punishment shall be cleaning up messes for the rest of the school term. Your names fill every slot on every job chart. Congratulations.” She smoothed the front of her blouse. “You will clean the bathrooms first thing in the morning, and the classrooms and halls and the offices after the school day ends. You will do all of this in addition to your regular schoolwork, and you will do no extracurriculars at all. School, cleaning, and bed. You will be tired, of course, but perhaps the hard work will ease the grief you are now feeling. I truly think it will.” She smiled at them sadly and checked the clock on her tablet. “Now it is nearly midnight, and you must get to bed. No matter what world you’re in, nothing good ever happens after midnight.”

She crossed the room to let a pajama-clad Professor Gidwitz into her office. “The professor will escort you back to your dormitory. You will rise with the sun to clean the bathrooms.”

The girls nodded and the fairy headmistress softened her expression. “I do not mean to be harsh, children, only to protect you, as I have failed to protect Sirena. One day, I hope, you will see. The real world is a dangerous place, and only this school and I stand between you and despair.”

“Thank you, headmistress,” the girls mumbled as she dismissed them. Rosamund searched Verna’s face for any resemblance to the Witch Who Wasn’t but saw none. For sisters, they looked nothing alike. Even in disappointment, Verna appeared gentle and forgiving. The Witch Who Wasn’t, on the other hand, had been curt and unkind, even as she’d saved them.

“Don’t worry too much about Sirena,” Professor Gidwitz whispered, as they walked across the moonlit lawn to their dorm building. “She won’t have forgotten what she learned here. The Uponatimes can devour her future, but not her past. She’ll carry the memory of your friendship back into her story. She’s not the same hapless mermaid she once was. She might just be okay.”

“Do you think so?” Rosamund asked hopefully.

The professor pursed her lips. “These stories have power, but so too do their princesses.”

Did that mean Sirena could change her story now that she was back in it? Could they all? And if so, then what did they need the Princess Protection Program for?

The question felt dangerous, and also exciting. Rosamund didn’t dare share it in front of a teacher, but she wanted to know what Rana thought.

However, the professor walked them each right to their rooms, and told them to stay put until sunrise. A conversation would have to wait.

Alone in her bedroom, Rosamund lay on the mattress, not feeling the least bit tired. Her mind raced over the events of the day, which had begun strangely and had only gotten stranger. Rosamund had left her story and Sirena had been violently returned to her own.

Everything had changed so quickly, and she wondered if that was how life would be from now on, change and loss whirling by as fast as thread on a spindle. For Rosamund, this change was exciting, but Sirena had sacrificed herself. She hadn’t wanted to go back at all. It hardly seemed fair. A princess shouldn’t be forced back to her story simply because a monster ate her.

But what if a princess wanted to go back? Did that ever happen?

Did the students who graduated from the academy go out into the real world or did they go back to their stories, stronger because of their time here?

She could have stayed up all night pondering these questions, except that sleep had a power of its own, and it grabbed her in those quiet hours, until a pounding on her dorm room door rescued her from its dreamless depths. How long she had been asleep, she did not know, though her room looked much the same. If it had been a hundred years again, no dust had collected, nor had anything around her fallen into disrepair.

She listened again to the pounding at her door and heard Rana’s voice calling, “Get up, Rosamund, or we’ll be in even more trouble!”

She opened the door to see Rana standing before her, bleary-eyed, with a cart of cleaning supplies.

“I’ve been knocking for five minutes!” Rana groaned. “You really are a deep sleeper!”

“Where do we start?” Rosamund asked eagerly.

“First, you get dressed,” Rana told her. “And then, we get scrubbing.”

Rosamund smiled. It was far better to be woken after one night by an exasperated friend than after a hundred years by a destiny-drenched prince. She actually looked forward to their chores.

They began on their own floor, scrubbing sinks and tiles and toilets. Rosamund quickly learned about cleaning chemicals and bleaches, mops and dusters and brushes and brooms. As she picked a large, wet wad of hair from a shower drain, she sympathized with the servants where she came from, whose entire lives were spent cleaning up after princes and princesses and kings and queens, and who didn’t even have the convenience of what Rana called “magic erasers,” which were not actual magic, but a science called chemistry, which Rosamund supposed wasn’t that different from actual magic after all.

They scrubbed and cleaned until their skin was raw and their nostrils stung, and the work was so hard, the hours flew past. Suddenly it was time to change for the school day and Rosamund hadn’t even mentioned any of her questions from the night before. In fact, she could hardly remember what she’d wanted to talk to Rana about in the first place.

Verna was right. Hard work did ease the pain of grieving. By the time she got to her first class of the day, she couldn’t even recall who or what she was supposed to be grieving for.
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Chapter Ten

Scrubbed and Scoured

The school day passed in a blur. All around her, the princesses (and the one prince) shuffled from class to class, chattering and gossiping, and Rosamund felt as though she was still in a dream.

In Professor Pumpkin’s class, she tried to follow a lesson about charging cables, Wi-Fi, and social media apps, three concepts she had never heard of before, but in which all her classmates seemed expert.

“Tumblr is for fandom, while TikTok is an algorithm-based video-sharing platform, and Snapchat is known for its temporary content policies,” Cindy recited in response to a question Rosamund hadn’t understood a single part of. The others nodded along as though they would’ve said the very same thing.

All Rosamund could do was stare.

Fashion class went roughly the same, and even in math, when she knew the answer to the teacher’s question, she couldn’t get it out before every other hand in the room went up, all of them certain of themselves. There wasn’t a weak student in the room, except for Rosamund herself.

“Don’t worry,” Cindy reassured her after a particularly vexing class in the forms of government. “It just takes time to get caught up. When I got here, I certainly couldn’t imagine a country without a king and queen, let alone a country ruled by people voting. You’ll get the hang of it.”

“When did you get here?” Rosamund asked her, but just then Cindy saw Charlie alone at the end of the hall and ran off to keep him company. Rosamund got no answer to her question. When Rana collected her for their next round of cleaning, she wasn’t even certain what she had wanted Cindy to tell her in the first place.

“You look puzzled,” Rana said as they stood outside the custodial closet, pulling on coveralls that bore the school’s emblem.

“I am,” Rosamund replied. “I feel like there’s something I want to know, but I can’t remember what it is.” She looked up and down the hall. “Why are we cleaning this hallway?” she asked.

“Our punishment,” Rana said matter-of-factly.

“Yes, right,” Rosamund agreed, then hesitated. “But for what? I can’t remember what we did to get in trouble. I think it was just yesterday, but I’m not sure.”

“Oh…” Rana said, a distant look in her eye. She dragged her toe along the floor. Rosamund noticed some scuff marks in the wax that they’d have to buff away.

Rosamund felt the fog in her mind beginning to lift. “We snuck out! We snuck out to the Pizza Arcade!”

It was coming back now. When Rosamund focused on the scuff on the floor, her thoughts were clearer. She recalled the Einhorn brothers. The Uponatimes and the Witch Who Wasn’t. Sirena. Poor, unfortunate Sirena.

Rosamund and Rana looked at each other, both of them showing equal amounts of shock and shame on their faces. How could they have forgotten their friend so quickly? Along with the memory, Rosamund’s questions came back to her in a flood.

“Do you know anyone who’s graduated from here?” Rosamund asked.

Rana opened her mouth to answer, then frowned. “Um . . .” Her brow furrowed. “I’m not sure. Maybe . . . um . . .”

“Why does everyone in class seem to know all the answers to every question the teachers ask almost before they ask it, like they’ve heard it before?” Rosamund wondered.

Deeper furrows. A deeper frown.

Rana’s voice quivered. “I . . . I don’t know . . .”

Rosamund’s heart beat faster. She had so many whys fluttering around inside her now, and each one was like a door opening. She wanted to run through them all, find out what new paths lay on the other side.

“How long have you been in this school?” she asked Rana.

Rana’s jaw hung open. “I don’t know.”

“We should take this to the support group,” said Rosamund. “See what the others know.”

Rana nodded. “The next meeting’s not for a week,” she said. “And we aren’t supposed to do anything but clean and go to class.”

Rosamund smirked. “Do you always do what you’re supposed to?”

Rana smirked back. “No. No, I do not.”

“It’s a plan, then,” Rosamund agreed. “We’ll bide our time until next week, and then we’ll ask our questions at the meeting. Something strange is going on here.”

“Aren’t you two supposed to be cleaning?” Professor Pumpkin called from down the hall, and the girls immediately got to work, lest they arouse any suspicion. Rana even giggled, remembering the nickname Rosamund had given ruddy Professor Perrault.

The smell of soaps and cleaning fluids filled Rosamund’s nostrils as she scrubbed and thought about Sirena, thought about the strangeness of her own arrival at this place, and how she always believed what she’d been told, but couldn’t help wondering what she had not been told.

This was just like her story with the spindle. It was forbidden to her and she didn’t know why, and that made her long to seek out the answer for herself. She was, in this strange school, the same curious princess she had always been.

Wherever you go, there you are, she thought while she mopped.

Soon, she stopped thinking about anything but the calming swish and splash of the cloth across the floor and the squeak of her shoes down empty hallways. She only vaguely remembered stopping for dinner. She hardly remembered any dinner conversation at all. She’d spoken to a girl named Shae from another floor of the dorm, a girl with a thousand and one stories, and Rosamund had mostly just listened to them. She’d met a girl who reminded her of a fox and another who made her think vaguely of a wolf, and she’d eaten something called Tater-Tot casserole, and then she’d gone back to cleaning. Before she knew it, the big clock at the end of the hall showed that it was nearly midnight.

She put her mop away and hung her coveralls back in the closet and scurried as quickly as she could to her room, not even looking along the way for Rana, who was, no doubt, busy with her own cleaning chores.

She fell quickly to sleep like a pat of butter melting into soft bread and woke refreshed with the sunrise to begin her day again.

More cleaning.

More classes.

More cleaning.

More classes.

A week went by, and neither she nor Rana remembered what they wanted to talk about at the support group meeting, or even noticed when it had passed. They missed it while they were waxing the third-floor gym, making every scuff and smudge and streak disappear.

More cleaning.

More classes.

Rosamund was starting to get the hang of school. She even managed to answer some questions before Charlie or Cindy, the star students.

“Tumblr is for fandom, while TikTok is an algorithm-based video-sharing platform,” she recited, like an ancient incantation. Not only the question, but the answer she gave felt familiar, almost like she’d heard it before. Maybe last week. Or was it last month?

Time melted into nothing. The weather never changed, but that didn’t bother Rosamund and she didn’t think to question it. She didn’t think to question anything, not even the strange glow from her mop handle every night when she touched it, nor the faint music she heard whenever she was on her hands and knees scrubbing the tile in the boys’ dormitory bathroom (which was shockingly filthy, considering there was only one boy enrolled at the school).

She’d have continued like that for a long, long time—quiet and unquestioning—had not her cleaning been so compelling that one night she worked too long and found herself dusting a framed poster in the hall outside Verna’s office when the chimes tolled midnight. She snapped out of her trance.

“I shouldn’t be up at this hour,” she told herself, startled at how she had even gotten there in the first place, like a sleepwalker who had stumbled into an icy pond. She moved to leave but heard footsteps in the hall, and rather than be caught out when she should be in bed, she dove behind a nearby curio cabinet and concealed herself as best she could.

She remembered being in trouble before. The memory was hazy, but she didn’t wish to get in trouble again. Verna might make her stop cleaning and she found she rather loved cleaning. That surprised her, because in truth, she had never before loved cleaning. As the clear light of the midnight moon revealed a big fingerprint mark on the window, she remembered that cleaning had been a punishment in the first place.

How could I have forgotten that? she asked herself. What strange magic has made my days blur into one and every question I had wash away like dirt beneath a mop? 

“Every time I clean, I start to forget,” she whispered to herself and let go of the feather duster she had been clutching against her chest. She focused on the dust she’d left behind. Again, her mind became clearer.

Cleaning made her forget everything!

The job chart from her first meeting had shown everyone cleaning all the time, wiping away not just dirt and grime, but memories.

Why would Verna want to wipe our memories away?

She wanted to jump from her hiding spot and run down the hall to find Rana, to stop her cleaning. They’d meant to take their questions about school to the rest of the girls in the dorm, but weeks had passed in a soapy haze.

“Just like the cursed spindle put me to sleep,” she told herself. “These mops and brushes have put me in a waking sleep. Here or there, my story hasn’t changed much at all.”

It was a strange thought, but stranger still was what she saw coming down the hallway toward Verna’s office door. Verna walked briskly beside a large man using a wheelchair. He had a long silver beard and a crown of silver hair on his head, eyes blue as the deepest ocean, and a faint greenish tint to his skin. His shirt was shimmering silk in the colors of coral and sand, and the blanket that covered his legs was woven with brilliant rainbow sequins, like fish scales.

Those are fish scales, realized Rosamund, as she saw that it was not a blanket, but a giant fish’s tail, powerful as a dolphin’s.

Pushing his wheelchair, skin fair and hair red as the day Rosamund had first met her, was Sirena.
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Chapter Eleven

Home Again, Home Again

Rosamund held her hands in front of her mouth to keep from crying out in joy at seeing her friend again. Sirena’s father, the sea king himself, however, did not seem happy at all. His frown was deep as an ocean and his voice thundered like a hurricane, bellowing at the fairy headmistress herself.

“You have one duty here, ma’am, and you failed!” The sea king pounded his fist on his lap. It was shocking to hear a woman as wise and powerful as Verna spoken to like that.

It was also disappointing that Verna allowed herself to be spoken to like that. The fairy headmistress simply bowed her head and agreed with the sea king. “You are right, of course, sir. I am terribly sorry. Sirena is quite adept at sneaking out and getting into trouble, as you well know.”

“Of course I know that!” the sea king thundered. “That is the entire reason I sent her to you! I would not have my youngest daughter suffer the fate her story had planned for her, all for some silly prince. I did not expect her to face the same danger here in this world! And for what? A pizza boy?”

“Pizza is one of this world’s great temptations, I fear,” said Verna. The sea king gave her a look like a hungry shark. “Of course, that is no excuse for my failure to keep her safe.”

“Headmistress, it’s not your fault!” Sirena objected, but her father held his hand up to silence her.

“I caught her on her way to the sea witch,” he said, talking about Sirena like she wasn’t there, which Rosamund also found insulting. This sea king was treating his daughter and the head of the school like they were barnacles stuck to the bottom of a ship. “She’d have lost her tongue if I hadn’t stopped her and given her legs again. But I made it very clear that these legs of hers are not for running off. She is human only so long as she obeys the rules and graduates with honors. And she has promised she will.”

“I would not let anyone graduate with anything less than honors,” Verna said, which made Rosamund wonder once more about the graduates. Why did no one ever talk about them?

“Hear that?” said the sea king. “You will use those legs that you wanted so badly to walk to class and back again. Nothing more, or there will be trouble worse than any sea witch, understand?”

Sirena looked down at her feet, almost like she was ashamed of them. “Yes, sir,” she said.

“Louder please!” her father commanded.

“Yes, sir,” Sirena told him firmly, then looked at Verna and asked hopefully, “How are Rana and Rosamund?”

Verna offered a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “They were not eaten,” she said. “But Sirena, they have been going about their days as if you never even existed. I’m sorry to tell you this, but you might need to reconsider who your friends are.”

Rosamund nearly screamed. What Verna had said wasn’t true at all! Or not exactly true. If they hadn’t talked about Sirena for weeks, it was only because of the strange magic that dulled their memories.

“But—” Sirena began to object, though her father cut her off.

“Good,” he said. “Those girls are trouble. A lazy layabout and a girl too fond of frogs. You are better off without them. Verna, you will see she does not find her way back to these miscreants?”

Miscreants! Rosamund thought. A miscreant is a troublemaker of low moral character! I am no such thing!

“You can’t tell me who to be friends with,” Sirena complained. “I know my friends and they are not miscreants. They’re smart and funny and kind and I will spend time with whomever I choose.”

Rosamund smiled. As bad as it felt to overhear an insult, it felt even better to overhear a compliment. The sea king’s next words, however, washed the smile right off her face.

“YOU WILL NOT!” Her father’s voice roared like a tidal wave crashing through the halls. “You are to be safe from the horrors of your tale, not canoodle with pizza boys or waste your opportunities with pernicious princesses. I won’t allow it.”

“Sir, you need not worry,” Verna said. “I will ensure that the others do not lead her astray.”

The sea king frowned but offered no further complaint. He spun his wheelchair around to face his daughter. “Oh my littlest mermaid,” he said gently. “Know that I love you more than a wave loves the shore. But I would rather you live here, where you are protected, than suffer as our story would have you suffer.”

Sirena sniffled. “I will try not to let you down again,” she said.

“I know,” said her father. “Now, give us a kiss.”

“Yes, father,” said Sirena, bending down to kiss his kingly forehead.

He gave Verna a curt nod and wheeled himself away, vanishing into the shadows like a stone dropped into a pond. Both Verna and Sirena relaxed the moment he was gone. Rosamund, in her hiding spot, exhaled.

“Well, I am glad to have you back,” said Verna.

“I’m glad to be back,” said Sirena.

“It must have been quite dreadful to be devoured by an Uponatime. I imagine that taught you a lesson, yes?”

“It was horrible,” said Sirena. “I felt like all my bones were being rearranged and my skin peeled off. I thought I would drown in stomach bile.”

“How awful!” said Verna, resting a hand on Sirena’s shoulder. Rosamund began to think that the lies about her and Rana were simply a performance meant to calm Sirena’s brutish father, and that now that he was gone, the truth would come out, and Sirena would return to the dorm to see her friends again.

Rosamund couldn’t wait to welcome her friend back. Maybe, now that Sirena had returned, she and Rana wouldn’t have to clean the whole school anymore. They had learned their lesson. Rosamund had no intention of sneaking out ever again. She did not want to be a miscreant.

“I am so sorry about what happened,” Sirena told the headmistress. “I didn’t want anyone to get into trouble. I just really wanted to see Danny Einhorn. I know it’s foolish.”

“Oh no, dear, not foolish,” said Verna kindly. “It’s who you are. He’s like the prince in your story: someone to yearn for on a distant shore. This is what you do.”

Verna led Sirena into her office. “Why don’t you come in, and we’ll talk about it before we get you off to bed?”

With that, the door closed behind them, and Rosamund was alone in the hall once more, the dropped feather duster between her feet.

Her heart raced. She wanted to wake Rana up and tell her everything right away, but she resisted the urge. She would follow the rules; she wouldn’t let her recklessness lead her astray, like it had in her own story. Rosamund would not mess up this time.

She did not want to forget any of this, so she risked one small transgression. She left the feather duster where it lay, leaving dust and grime behind as well. She scuttled from the building and across campus to her bed.

She lay awake atop the covers, so excited she didn’t sleep a wink. She was awake when the sun rose and had dressed and brushed her teeth before anyone else was up.

“You look cheery today,” Rana said as they walked toward the custodial closet to get their cleaning supplies.

“Just wait for breakfast,” Rosamund told her, savoring the moment. “I think there is going to be a wonderful surprise.”

Rana looked sideways at her but smiled. “I like surprises.”

“Good,” said Rosamund. “There’s just one thing I need you to do.”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t clean very well this morning.”

Rana frowned. “Won’t we get in more trouble?”

“Rana, my friend.” Rosamund grinned. “I think our troubles are finally over.”

Unfortunately, Rosamund had never been so wrong about anything in her life.
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Chapter Twelve

Waking Up

There was no surprise at breakfast. Though Rosamund kept glancing at the dining-hall door, Sirena did not appear.

She was up late, thought Rosamund. Perhaps she’s allowed to sleep in today. Perhaps Verna will make a big announcement first. 

Anything was possible. Rosamund didn’t know what happened when someone was eaten and then returned to school from their fairy tale for a second time. Cindy had said that didn’t happen. Maybe it never had before. She had assumed Sirena would simply stroll back in, but maybe she wasn’t allowed to sit with Rana and Rosamund anymore. Maybe she didn’t want to.

Rosamund spent the whole of breakfast looking around the dining hall to see if Sirena was at a different table. Shae and the princesses from her floor sat together, ignoring most of the other tables. Cindy and Margaret and the rest of their floor had a table nearby, and Sirena wasn’t there either. Rana and Rosamund sat separately as a part of their punishment, and they were the only two at their table.

No Sirena to be seen.

“Where’s the surprise?” Rana asked, following Rosamund’s gaze around the room.

“She’s not . . . I mean, er . . .” Rosamund stumbled. “Not here yet, I guess.”

Rana pursed her lips and stared at Rosamund a little too long. For a moment, she had the same sharp and mischievous look in her eyes that she did on that first night, but a moment later, it was gone. She looked distant and distracted. She just shrugged and went back to eating her fruit-covered waffle. All these weeks, and Rana hadn’t been acting like herself. Rosamund hadn’t noticed, because she hadn’t been acting like herself either.

Even as they sat there, Rana was using her napkin to wipe water stains off the tabletop.

“Hey, Rana?” Rosamund asked, getting her friend’s attention again. “Aren’t you curious what the surprise is?”

Rana chewed and swallowed. “Oh, the surprise. I forgot.”

Rana was still numbed by the cleaning magic. She had to snap out of it.

“It’s Sirena,” Rosamund whispered with a smile. “Sirena is back!”

Rana leaned forward, getting close across the table, and looked Rosamund right in the eyes. “Who?”

Rosamund gasped. “Sirena? Our friend? Who got eaten?”

“Oh yeah . . .” Rana cocked her head and looked at the stubborn round stain a glass had left behind on the wood. “Her. Hmm.”

This was not the reaction Rosamund had been expecting. She’s still sleepwalking, thought Rosamund. I have to wake her up.

Rosamund grabbed the ketchup bottle and squirted it right onto Rana’s face and the table in front of her.

The girl yelped and stared at Rosamund. Ketchup clung to her eyelashes. The dullness of expression was gone and now she looked . . . well . . . like someone who had just been squirted with ketchup.

“What was that for?” Rana demanded, fists clenched.

“Did you hear what I said?” Rosamund asked her. “Sirena is back!”

Doubt and confusion danced across Rana’s face, pushing away the anger. “I heard you . . .” she said. “But I . . . didn’t understand.”

“Do you now?”

Rana nodded, wiping her face with a napkin but leaving the mess in front of her. She’s getting it. Rosamund smiled. Our memories need the mess.

“She’s back?” Rana whispered. “How do you know?”

Rosamund started to tell her all about the night before, how leaving some mess woke her from her trance, and how their friend might be mad at them, and they should make sure to explain themselves when they saw her again.

“I’ve been so out of it,” said Rana, smearing her finger through the ketchup in front of her. “Cleaning dulled our memories, didn’t it?”

Rosamund nodded.

“Verna told us cleaning would help dull our grief,” said Rana. “But it’s not right if magic is what did it.”

“I don’t think Verna was being totally honest with us,” said Rosamund, which felt like a terrible thing to say about a fairy godmother.

Rana pushed her plate away. “Me neither,” she agreed.

“Everything okay over here?” Cindy strolled up to the table and eyed the puddle of ketchup. She took a deep breath and kept her regal poise, smiling as sweetly as ever.

“We’re great,” Rana said. “Just excited for the day.”

Cindy nodded. “Good. See you in class.”

“Should we tell her about Sirena?” Rosamund asked.

“Nah.” Rana chuckled. “I’d hate to ruin the surprise.”

But Sirena didn’t show up to first period with Professor Perrault, either. Rosamund and Rana spent the whole time looking at the door, waiting for her to stride inside. They hardly listened to the lesson at all.

“Excuse me, Sleeping Beauty. Wake up!” Professor Perrault slammed his fists down on Rosamund’s desk, his face orange as a carved pumpkin’s and his grimace just as gruesome.

“I’m sorry, Professor Pum—I mean, Professor Perrault,” Rosamund mumbled. “I was just—”

“Daydreaming, as usual,” he said. “Now please, tell me, what is the difference between the major social media apps?”

“I . . . well . . . um . . .” she stuttered. She’d been asked this question before, hadn’t she? Looking around the room at every raised hand, she grew more certain. They had done this lesson before.

How many times? she asked herself.

The professor sighed. “You’d think by now . . .” he mumbled to himself and then called on Cindy to tell him the answer.

Sirena still didn’t arrive during second period fashion or third period math. Rosamund continued to monitor the doors, but now she was listening to the lessons too. And she’d heard every single one before.

By lunchtime, she pulled Rana aside.

“Let’s skip lunch and go right to Verna,” she said. “We have to ask her what’s going on.”

Rana immediately agreed. “I’ve got your back, friend.”

“Same.” Rosamund smiled.

Verna welcomed the girls into her office with a smile and a pot of tea.

“Thank you,” said Rosamund, taking a sip. The tea tasted of vanilla and orange blossom. “We won’t take too much of your time. We have to get to class.”

“And then cleaning, no?” Verna raised her eyebrows at them both.

“About that,” said Rosamund. “I know our punishment is serious, but I thought that maybe it could be over? Because of . . . well, you know.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know, my dear.”

Rosamund looked at Rana for support and then at Verna. She took a confident breath. “Because Sirena is back.”

Verna set her hands on her desk. “She is?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snoop,” said Rosamund. “But I was cleaning last night and saw her father bring her back.”

“Oh?” said Verna. She stood and strolled around the desk. “You saw her and the sea king? Here?” Rosamund nodded. Verna chuckled. “You do know the sea king is a merman, yes? How would he even get here?”

“He was using a wheelchair.” It was strange to have to describe the scene she’d witnessed to Verna, who had been there herself.

“The sea king using a wheelchair? What an image!” Verna laughed.

“I saw him!” Rosamund objected.

Verna turned her gaze from Rosamund to Rana. “Did you see him too, Rana? Were you cleaning late as well?”

“I, well, no,” said Rana, rubbing the back of her neck. “Rosamund told me about it. I wasn’t there.”

“Ah,” said Verna, picking up a feather duster—the very one Rosamund had left behind in the hall. She went to the trinkets on her shelf and began lightly dusting the pea, the girl in the red hood, the porcelain hairbrush, the goose in the crown, and the seashell.

The seashell. 

Had there been a seashell on the shelf before?

Rosamund peered at it, trying to jog her memory, but Verna turned to face them and spoke with resolve.

“You two have done a wonderful job cleaning our school these past few weeks, and I do believe you’ve learned your lesson,” she said. “I admit to using a bit of magic, to ease your grief. As you cleaned, you wiped your own memories clean as well. It seemed easier that way. A clean mind is a clean heart.” She clapped her hands, startling them both. “But perhaps this was too much for Rosamund. She seems to have lost the ability to tell her dreams from reality. So I agree, it is time to end your punishment. You may start going to your support group again and the job chart will return to normal. If everyone shares the work, no one will become quite as affected as you have been, Rosamund.” She turned to Rana. “Will you make sure she gets some rest?”

“I will,” said Rana.

Rosamund’s heart sank. Rana didn’t believe her anymore. What if she had been dreaming?

Verna had admitted to enchanting them, so she wasn’t keeping secrets. And if Sirena had returned, they would have seen her somewhere. Maybe Rosamund really did need to get some sleep.

“I suppose I could use a nap.” She yawned.

“Rana, take her back to the dorm,” Verna instructed. “I’ll tell your teachers.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” said Rana, taking Rosamund’s hand.

Except that she didn’t lead Rosamund back to the dorm.

The moment they were out of Verna’s sight, Rana pulled Rosamund in the other direction.

Rosamund felt like she could fall asleep standing up. Verna was probably right. It must all have been a dream. Maybe she had some trauma to work through from sleeping for a hundred years, like how Margaret was afraid of apples or Cindy watched the clock. Everyone carried echoes from their stories with them into this world, and Rosamund surely wasn’t any different.

“Wherearewegoing?” Rosamund mumbled blearily, barely able to keep her eyes open.

“To the Hog’s Hedge,” Rana said. “We need to talk somewhere private.”

“I need some sleep,” Rosamund objected.

“No,” said Rana, pulling her along. “You need to wake up. Something is very wrong here.”

With that, Rana led her across the lawn toward a humongous bush.
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Chapter Thirteen

The Hog’s Hedge

The Hog’s Hedge was a giant round hedge that looked a bit like a hog. It was dense and green, and from the outside, nothing could be seen within it. But if you ducked in through a gap in the branches, there was a great open space inside, like a room, lit only by the sun through the gaps in the greenery. It was the most private place on campus and also delightfully quiet and shady.

Perfect for a nap, thought Rosamund, lying down on the soft earth.

“Drink this,” said Rana, shoving a small bottle into her hand.

Dreamily, Rosamund tipped it into her mouth. Instantly, her eyes watered and her mouth felt like a dragon had just spit into it. She coughed and spluttered and snorted the drink through her nose, which burned her doubly.

“Ahh!” she yelled, but she didn’t feel the least bit sleepy anymore. Rana handed her a metal water bottle with the school’s emblem on it, from which she gratefully chugged.

“What was that? Magic potion?”

Rana shook her head. “Hot sauce,” she said. “A swig of that would wake anybody up.”

“Why are you carrying hot sauce?”

“Because the food here tastes better with hot sauce.” Rana shrugged. “You really should ask yourself why everyone else isn’t carrying hot sauce.”

Rosamund wiped her mouth and took another swig of water. She still felt the burning, but it was duller.

“Okay, so why did I get so sleepy?” she asked.

“The tea,” said Rana.

“The tea Verna gave us?”

“Never drink tea with anyone who does magic,” said Rana. “You never know when it’ll turn you into a frog.”

“Is that how the prince in your story got turned into a frog?” Rosamund asked. “Tea?”

Rana nodded.

“And you turned him back with . . . hot sauce?” Rosamund cocked her head. “I thought it was a kiss.”

“No,” said Rana. “It was not a kiss. Everyone thinks it was, but in my story, I turned him back into a prince by throwing him against a wall.”

“Why’d you do that?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Okay.” Rosamund relented. Her friend would share her story in her own time. This was the time to figure out what had happened to Sirena and what Verna was really up to.

“Why would Verna lie about Sirena coming back?” she asked Rana. “Why would she try to convince us that what I saw was only a dream?”

“It’s called ‘gaslighting,’” said a voice said from above. Suddenly, Charlie dropped down from the crook of a high branch.

“How long have you been lurking up there?” Rana demanded.

“I wasn’t lurking,” said Charlie. “I was here first. Not my fault you didn’t notice. You aren’t the only ones who crave a little privacy, you know?”

“But you have a whole dorm to yourself,” Rana pointed out.

“It smells like feet,” said Charlie.

“But they’re your feet!” Rana threw her arms in the air.

“Anyway,” said Charlie, “gaslighting is when you manipulate somebody to doubt their own sanity. Like you make a person think their experience was a dream, so they don’t trust their own senses or thoughts and they can’t tell truth from lies anymore.”

“You’re saying Verna, our fairy headmistress, is gaslighting us?” Rana asked.

Charlie nodded.

“Why would she do that?” said Rosamund. “She protects us.”

“Does she?” he asked.

“The Uponatimes can’t get us here,” noted Rosamund.

“Wanna hear a prince’s story?” he asked.

“Yours?”

“No,” said Charlie. “My story you know. I was Cindy’s prince, but I didn’t want to marry her. This story is about the other prince who used to be here.”

“There was another prince?” Rana asked. “I don’t remember him.”

“No,” said Charlie. “I’m the only one who does. Just like what started to happen with Sirena. Over time, everyone forgets those who are gone.”

“So people have left?” Rosamund got excited. This was what she’d been wondering.

“I didn’t say he left,” said Charlie. “Just that he’s gone. He arrived from a story where he didn’t even have a name. Just ‘the prince.’ Same as me. We decided his name should be Royal, because that was kind of all we knew about him. In his story, he’s supposed to marry a wicked maid disguised as a princess, while the real princess was disguised as a girl who tended the geese. When the wicked maid’s plans were revealed, she got punished in some horrible way, the goose girl was revealed to be his true bride, and they were to be married. He didn’t like being shuffled between princesses without his feelings ever being considered. So he fled.”

“And ended up here?” Rosamund asked.

“Yep,” said Charlie. “Except after a while, he realized all he had to do was tell his dad that he didn’t want to marry either princess and he was tired of being moved around like a pawn on a chessboard. He wanted to make his own way, be his own man, and marry whomever he chose, even another prince!”

“He could do that?” Rosamund asked. She’d never heard of a prince marrying another prince before.

“He thought so,” said Charlie, looking sad. “I encouraged him to go speak his mind. First, though, he had to go to Verna. He thought honor demanded it. She had protected him, so he felt he owed her honesty.”

“And did she gaslight him?” Rana asked. She clearly liked the new term.

“No, she gaslit me,” Charlie said with a slight sniffle. “I never saw him again. And Verna told me I should forget about him. Over time, everyone else did, but not me.”

“That’s why you volunteer to clean your own dorm,” said Rosamund. “Because you don’t clean it. You leave it messy, so you remember!”

He nodded. “I kept waiting for him to come back, like he said he would after he talked to his parents. But he never has.”

“Why didn’t you tell anyone else about how cleaning makes us forget?” Rana asked. “We could’ve done something about it!”

“I have,” said Charlie. “But no one ever listens. You all thought I was just being a lazy prince who didn’t want to clean. Eventually, I gave up.” He sighed. Rosamund felt bad. She’d definitely thought that about him. “Whenever I go to Verna’s office it feels like Royal’s there, crying out.”

“You can hear him?” Rana asked.

Charlie tapped his chest over his heart. “Not with my ears,” he said. “But I feel him.”

“Just in her office?” Rosamund asked.

“Yeah,” said Charlie.

“Because of the statue of the goose in the crown on her shelf?” said Rana.

“Maybe,” he replied.

“Verna added a seashell to her collection yesterday,” Rosamund said.

“Do you think Verna has a souvenir of everyone who goes back to their story?” Rana asked.

“Sirena didn’t go back. She was here last night,” said Rosamund. “Her father wanted her to stay.”

“But she’s not here now,” said Charlie.

Rosamund took a deep breath as she thought about it. Sirena had been here, and then she went into Verna’s office and never came out. The same with Charlie’s goose prince.

She pictured the shelves of Verna’s carefully displayed collection. The goose in the crown. The seashell.

“The figurines,” she said. “They aren’t just souvenirs.”

“Then what are they?” Rana asked.

“They’re our friends,” she said. “Trapped as little statues. Frozen forever in place.”

“So I can feel him there, because he is there?” asked Charlie.

Rosamund nodded. “Do you remember anyone else who’s left? Graduated maybe?”

“Rosa,” Charlie whispered. “Little Red, they called her. Red cloak, basket, supposed to bring stuff to her granny but left her story when she met a wolf along the way. She graduated a long time ago.”

“Except there’s a little statue of her in Verna’s office too,” said Rosamund.

“And a hairbrush,” gasped Rana. “Rapunzel.”

“Oh yeah . . .” said Charlie, a little distant. “Girl with the long hair? I feel like I knew her. But I don’t remember. I’m not immune to forgetting either.”

“Did you ever get punished with school cleaning duty?” Rosamund asked. “Outside your dorm?”

Charlie nodded. “More times than I can count,” he said. “Everyone does. Even Cindy.”

“That must be it,” said Rana. “Memories are just like mess; they build up over time. It’s work to erase them, but it’s work to keep them too. They smudge, blur, and fade. And Verna speeds that along with her magic.”

“Why, though?” said Charlie.

“So we never find out that we can never leave. Ever,” said Rosamund. “If we graduated and left, the Uponatimes would eat us and send us back to our stories. The only way to keep us safe is to keep us here. So if someone was determined to leave, Verna needed a way to stop them. If a fairy godmother can turn a pumpkin into a carriage, she can definitely turn a person into a statue.”

“That’s not protecting us; it’s imprisoning us! If Verna’s doing that, we have to stop her,” said Rana. “Right away.”

“I think we’re going to need some help,” said Rosamund.

“Who can help us here?” Charlie asked, skeptical.

“There is one person nearby who can do magic . . . ,” said Rosamund. “But you can’t tell Cindy, okay?”

“Tell her what?”

“That we’re sneaking out for pizza.” Rana finished her thought with a mischievous smile.
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Chapter Fourteen

Old Friends

Rosamund stuffed a laundry bag full of clothes and left it in her bed so that if anyone came by for her, it would look like she was sleeping. Rana and Charlie didn’t bother with any bedtime trickery when they snuck out.

“No one visits my dorm,” Charlie said. “On account of the smell.”

“And everyone knows better than to wake me up,” said Rana. “I’ve thrown more than just a frog against a wall.”

Rosamund wasn’t as worried about someone discovering they weren’t in their rooms after lights-out as she was about sneaking off campus. They’d just had their punishment lifted and she wasn’t keen to have a new punishment imposed. And then there were the Uponatimes.

Rana led them back to the hidden hole in the fence behind the ivy, which, thankfully, Verna had not discovered. Rosamund suspected that the ivy had kept it hidden for them. Maybe it was just regular ivy, but in case it wasn’t, she murmured a quick “thank you” as they crawled through. It never hurt to be polite.

And just like that, they were outside the protection of the academy, making their way on the open road. A road where anything could catch them, be it monsters lurking in the shadows or disappointed fairy headmistresses. Just like curiosity, worry was an endless well to drink from.

They moved quickly and quietly. They didn’t dare speak, and they scurried into the underbrush to hide when a car sped past on the road. Rosamund marveled at its speed.

“They say cars have horsepower,” Charlie explained. “Though I’ve never seen a horse anywhere near one.”

“It’s an allusion,” Rana told him. “To when they went everywhere on horses.”

“Wish someone had invented cars in our world,” he said. “Horses smell terrible and take forever to get anywhere.”

“Maybe we could go back and invent a car,” Rosamund offered.

Rana and Charlie shared a look that spoke volumes. Maybe they thought Rosamund didn’t understand, but the meaning was clear. They had no intention of going back to their stories, especially not if it meant getting eaten.

“Come on,” she said, hurrying.

As they passed the entrance to the Enchanted Woods Amusement Park, Rosamund froze.

“Another car?” Charlie asked, looking around.

“Shhh,” she snapped. He froze too.

Something rustled in the bushes. Rosamund crouched. Charlie and Rana did the same, though she wasn’t sure how crouching would help any of them if a hungry Uponatime was about to burst from a shrub and gobble them down its gullet. She was not going to lose any more friends, either to statues or to their own stories swallowing them whole. If this was an Upontime, she would fight it.

Her heart throbbed so strongly she could feel it in her ears, and she nearly jumped out of her skin when Rana rested a hand on her back.

“What’s up?” her friend whispered.

“I heard something. There.” She pointed to the bushes by the entrance to the theme park. Rana nodded and scooped up a small stone from the roadside.

“Uponatime?” Rosamund whispered.

Rana shook her head. “We’d smell it.”

Rosamund’s curiosity warred with her caution, but as always, her curiosity won out. She took Rana’s stone and hurled it toward the source of the sound.

“Ow!” a voice shouted, and a girl who looked just like Rosamund stood up from the bushes. Unlike Rosamund in her school uniform, this girl was dressed like a princess. “What did you do that for?”

Rosamund gawked at her strange twin, but Rana still had her wits about her and did not like being spied on from the bushes.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “Are you following us?”

“Following you?” The girl shook her head and called behind her. “It’s okay! They’re just kids from that school.”

Her companions rose from their own hiding spots by the roadside. They all looked like princesses too, resplendent in their gowns . . . just like they had been in the pizza parlor. These were the performers from the Enchanted Woods Amusement Park.

Besides the Rosamund look-alike, there was a Rana and a Cindy too. Rosamund’s heart leapt at seeing Sirena step from behind a tree, but on a closer look, the resemblance faded. This girl wasn’t as tall, and her red hair was a wig. Her face was caked with makeup. All of theirs were. Even the one prince who stood among them, a Charlie look-alike, was caked in makeup.

“Bro? What are you staring at?” Charlie’s double grunted. His voice was a lot less charming than Charlie’s.

These were real-world people sneaking into their workplace in the middle of the night.

But why?

“What are you doing here?” Rosamund asked.

“We could ask the same question of you,” her less-than-identical twin replied.

“But I asked first,” said Rosamund.

It was weird arguing with someone dressed up as yourself, or at least, dressed up like other people imagined you should look.

“It’s just, like, our tradition,” her double told them.

The girl dressed like Cindy stepped away from the pretender prince and held the fake Rosamund’s hand. Her skin was lighter than Cindy’s and she had none of the regal bearing the real Cinderella had. “We sneak into the park in costume the first Friday of the month to hang out after hours, party like we’re really princesses.”

“Ahem,” said the Charlie look-alike.

“Sorry, and one prince,” the Cindy look-alike added. “We call it our ‘fairy revel.’”

The boy held up a bag of junk food as if that had anything to do with a fairy revel.

“Please don’t tell anyone,” the imitation Sirena said. “It’s, like, my favorite part of working here. We get to live the fantasy without tourists or our bosses bothering us.”

“We won’t tell if you don’t tell you saw us,” said Rana.

“Deal,” said the girl dressed up like Rana, who looked less and less like Rana the longer they stared at her.

That’s the thing about fairy tales, I guess, thought Rosamund. People imagine them however they want to. If they can do that, what’s to stop me? Why should I hide from an ending I don’t like, instead of just creating a new one?

“I’ve got one more question for you,” Rosamund called over to them.

“Of course she does,” Charlie murmured under his breath.

She didn’t have a chance to ask it, because at that moment the air filled with the smell of fresh tar, and an Uponatime oozed out of the road itself.
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Chapter Fifteen

Once Upon a Chime

The smell of tar made the costumed princesses (and one prince) gag. In fact, their gagging was the only thing that kept them from screaming. Rosamund knew this, because the moment her look-alike stopped gagging, she started screaming.

Rosamund couldn’t blame her.

The giant Uponatime was a centipede made out of crystal, its hundred feet like razor-sharp stilettos and its jaws open to a mouth of terrible fangs. It cast its raven-black eyes on Charlie’s princely look-alike and roared.

Its roars were bells chiming midnight.

“What is that thing?” the pretend prince shouted, followed by “Help!” which seemed to Rosamund the wrong order when a giant crystal centipede monster rears up over you, snapping its terrible pincers and roaring with midnight bells.

“Hey, ugly!” Charlie shouted at the Uponatime. “Wrong prince!”

The creature froze. Its antennae jostled the pretend prince up and down, then its body flinched with disgust. It turned its full attention to Charlie.

“Let them go,” Charlie told the monster with princely calm, as he took a step toward it.

The creature lowered its head to the ground and opened its mouth, not to roar, but to spit. Rosamund recoiled. Not only was this monster terrifying, it was rude.

Its drool oozed across the pavement, thick and black as tar. In fact, it was tar, the very kind that the prince had spread over the steps of his castle in the story to catch Cinderella as she fled his party. All he got then was her shoe.

The Uponatime was going to catch more than Charlie’s shoe. The black tar bubbled and smoked as it spread toward him like lava.

“You should run,” Charlie suggested to the performers, who did not need to be told twice. They fled together over the Enchanted Woods wall faster than Cinderella sprinting from the prince’s ball at the stroke of midnight.

Just like in the story, the prince was left behind, but this time, it was him stuck in tar, not one of the princess’s shoes. The tar wrapped around his feet, climbing up his ankles and over his shins, sealing him in place.

The creature bent over him. Charlie straightened his back, bracing to be devoured.

“Tell Cindy I’m sorry,” he said. “I guess, once I’m back there, I’ll be waiting for her. I’ll have to be.”

“No!” Rosamund yelled. “You shouldn’t have to go back if you don’t want to!”

“Um, Rosie?” He nodded at the creature about to eat him. “I don’t have much of a choice here. Good luck to you all. Now run!”

“No!” Rosamund yelled at the monster. She would not let someone else sacrifice themselves like Sirena had done. Not on her watch!

She charged forward.

The creature ignored her.

Rosamund didn’t have a magic pizza cutter and didn’t know any spells. She was a pretty good speller, but that wouldn’t be any help here. She was helpless, again, while her friend was about to get eaten . . . again. It made her want to scream.

“Release my prince!” a voice shouted. “We go together or we don’t go at all.”

Cindy had come to save her prince. She was in her school uniform, but she carried herself with the poise of a princess entering a ball.

“Everyone behind me!” she ordered, striding forward fearlessly.

The monster roared another midnight chime. Cindy flinched, but pulled a crystal shoe from inside her jacket. It practically glowed in the moonlight, like something from another world . . . which, in fact, it was.

An artifact from her story, Cinderella’s real glass slipper.

The Uponatime couldn’t tear its eyes away.

“Cindy? What are you doing?” Charlie asked.

“Saving you,” she said. “It has to collect everything in this world that escaped our story, and I brought this shoe with me when we left.” She smiled sadly at Charlie. “I’m sentimental.” Then she drew her arm back and hurled her sentimental slipper over the wall of the Enchanted Woods Amusement Park.

The Uponatime watched it sail away, then turned back to Cindy, preparing to spit another tar blob.

“Why did you think it would choose a shoe over us?” Charlie cried.

“Because if those real worlders get ahold of it, who knows what forbidden magic they’ll unlock?” she said, more to the Uponatime than to Charlie. “Maybe they’ll open some doors of their own, into our stories. That would sure beat playing dress-up and eating junk food, wouldn’t it?”

The Uponatime recoiled. Rosamund had thought they were just mindless beasts, compelled to hunt like dogs after a scent, but this one understood every word Cindy said. It seemed to be considering its course of action.

And then the Uponatime dove over the fence to chase after the shoe, the black tar receding along with it.

“What about the people?” Rosamund was worried.

Cindy shook her head. “It can’t hurt them. At least, I don’t think it can.”

Charlie ran over to Cindy and hugged her tight. “You saved me!” He grinned.

“Of course I did,” she said. “What do you think princesses do?”

“How did you know that would work?” Rana wondered.

Cindy cleared her throat. “I didn’t,” she said. “But doing nothing was not an option. The moment I saw you all sneaking out, I knew there’d be trouble, and, as your Peer Orientation Princess, I’m responsible for you. I am not losing any more of you to these beasts.”

“Sirena isn’t lost either,” said Rosamund. “She’s back. I think Verna did something to her. She’s done something to all of us, in fact.”

“What?” said Cindy. “Protected us? Given us shelter and food and an education? Kept the Uponatimes away?”

“Locked us up,” said Rosamund. “Made us forget about ever leaving her school.”

“Nonsense,” said Cindy. “Now let’s get back before we really do get locked up!” She took Charlie’s arm and started to pull him back the way they’d come. He planted his feet firmly.

“No,” he said.

“I just saved you,” she told him. “Come on.”

“No,” he repeated. “We’re going into town to get help.”

“Help?” said Cindy. “From whom?”

“From the Witch Who Wasn’t,” said Rosamund. “Verna’s sister.”

“Her what?” Cindy let go of Charlie’s arm.

“You heard me,” said Rosamund. “I’m not asking you to come with us if you don’t want to, and I’m grateful for your help just now, but we are going to get answers about what happened to Sirena and what’s really going on at the Academy. You can come or not, but we are going.”

Rosamund didn’t have the nerve to see if her defiant speech had worked. She simply turned and continued on her way down the road toward the Pizza Arcade, hoping the others had followed. Rana walked at her side, keeping pace, and soon she heard Charlie’s footsteps joining them. She smiled, grateful.

With an exasperated sigh, Cindy caught up with them, too.

“You know, it’s late. We all really should be getting to sleep,” she grumbled.

“I’ve gotten plenty of sleep,” said Rosamund. “Honestly, it feels great to be awake.”
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Chapter Sixteen

Closing Time

When the breathless crew of princesses (and one prince) arrived at the Pizza Arcade, the pinball machines glowed and blinked on the other side of the plate-glass windows, but the shop was locked tight and every other light was off. A sign hanging on the inside of the door said Closed.

“It’s nearly midnight,” Cindy pointed out. “What did you think? That they’d be serving pizza twenty-four hours a day?”

“Actually, I had that idea once,” a voice said from behind them, and they turned to see the pink-haired Einhorn brother, Van, leaning against a lamppost. “Mother said no. She told me that we don’t need the sort of customers who want pizza at midnight.”

“Everyone wants pizza at midnight,” the blue-haired Einhorn brother said, stepping from around the side of the building, where he’d clearly been peeing against a wall the moment before they’d arrived. Rana wrinkled her nose. “Some people just aren’t awake enough to know it.”

“RB makes a good point,” said Van. He shrugged, cleared his throat, then spat a loogie. “So, have you been summoned by a late-night craving?”

“We’re being chased,” Charlie told him.

“By what?” asked RB.

“A giant—” Charlie started, but Cindy cut him off.

“A giant hunger,” Cindy said. “You were right. We were all awake near midnight craving pizza. We had to come.” She glared at the others, making sure they understood they were not to reveal themselves to any more real-world people.

“So you came all the way here? Instead of ordering delivery?” RB shook his head. “Weird.”

“It’s not weird,” the green-haired brother—Danny—called from a half-collapsed porch swing in front of their run-down house across the parking lot. “I think it’s nice to have visitors. It’s not like we were asleep either.”

Rosamund observed the empty energy drink cans and milkshake cups littered around Danny’s feet. He had on flip-flops and boxer shorts and a dirty basketball jersey, and she noticed his feet were very hairy as he trotted his way down from the porch to the pizza shop.

“Why don’t you come on in?” He waved them over as he unlocked the door.

Once they were inside and Van had fired up the ovens, Rosamund asked if she could speak to their mother.

“It’s important,” she said.

“At midnight?” RB replied. “You know they call midnight ‘the witching hour,’” he added ominously. Rosamund’s spine tingled, but RB just laughed. “Kidding!” He slapped her on the back, hard. “She’s usually up reading at this hour. I’ll go get her.” He paused halfway out the door. “But I should warn you, she’s not gonna be happy you’re here.”

“I understand,” Rosamund said, taking a seat with her friends.

Charlie quickly excused himself to place a pizza order and chat with Van. Rosamund, Cindy, and Rana watched them a moment in silence, not sure what to say to one another while they waited.

Van seemed to be showing off a double-jointed finger, which Rosamund thought was pretty gross but had Charlie entranced.

Rosamund finally broke the silence by asking, “Do you ever think about going back to your story?”

“No, I could never force Charlie to marry me,” said Cindy sadly, as she laced her fingers together on the table in front of her.

“So why did you say yes to his proposal in the first place?” Rosamund asked.

“I wanted to be a princess,” Cindy said. “I wanted to get out of my house and away from my wicked stepsisters and all that. But also, I had to say yes. That’s the way the story goes.”

“But what if you could change it?” Rosamund pressed.

“Stop it, okay?” Cindy snapped. “Our stories aren’t meant to change! I’m Cinderella, who is supposed to go to the ball and marry the prince. And you’re Sleeping Beauty, who is supposed to wake up and marry the prince. And you’re Princess Rana”—she turned to Rana—“who turns a frog into a prince again, and then—”

“Marries him,” said Rana. “Yeah. I get it.”

“If we start changing things,” said Cindy, “our stories won’t be our stories anymore.”

“We’ve already done one thing to change them. We left. So couldn’t our stories be anything we want them to be?” said Rosamund. “That should be the point. Figuring out who we want to be, and making mistakes, trying things out, and changing when we need to.”

“No one wants to hear those kinds of stories,” said Cindy. “They’re too complicated.”

“I want to hear them,” replied Rosamund.

“Okay, here’s one,” Cindy snapped at her. “The night before Charlie and I were to marry, I snuck out to see him. I found him in the chapel, though he didn’t see me. He was praying and I heard his prayers. He was praying for his heart to open, praying that he could learn how to love me. Praying that whatever made him not able to love me would be fixed inside him. He was crying about it.”

Cindy looked at Rosamund. Tears welled in her eyes, but they did not escape. They pooled there and shined in the fluorescent lights of the Pizza Arcade.

“I’m not a bad person,” said Cindy. “I knew I had to let him go, and with him, my dream of marrying a prince. I started to cry. My tears fell and they landed on the chapel floor, where they turned into lentils.

“Charlie heard the lentils falling to the stones and whirled around. He looked so ashamed. We agreed right then that we would flee together rather than be trapped. And we came here through the first door we saw.”

“Do you know how long ago that was?” Rosamund asked.

“Does it matter?” Cindy shook her head. “Here, we don’t have to meet anyone else’s expectations. Here, we can just be ourselves.”

“But your story stopped when you left,” said Rosamund. “Don’t you want it to have an ending?”

“No,” said Cindy. “The ending I want is impossible, so I’d rather have none at all.”

“But there’s no difference between being asleep and being stuck at our school, never leaving,” said Rosamund.

“Being asleep is your story, not mine,” Cindy told her. “I’m fine with things as they are.”

“What a healthy attitude!” The Witch Who Wasn’t startled them, slamming a pizza down on the table. “I wish all of you would find that kind of contentment and leave me and my boys alone.”

Rosamund looked up at the severe woman, suddenly worried this was a terrible idea. At least Verna’s magic was tame. She feared the Witch Who Wasn’t’s magic would be far more wild.

“You ran into some trouble on the road,” she continued. “I had to clean that mess up.”

“Clean it up?” Rosamund asked, swallowing. She hoped the costumed performers weren’t harmed. “How?”

“With a bit of magic that was, quite frankly, irritating.” She pointed to some old soda bottles that decorated a shelf near the ceiling. None of them were exactly empty, though. Each one contained a small fog, like a breath trapped inside glass. “I’ve extracted their memories of the encounter and put them into storage.”

“You can do that?” Rana gasped.

“Well, they certainly wanted to forget what they had seen,” she answered. “Most people in this world, when faced with the terrible or the miraculous, choose to forget it as quickly as possible. That’s why this is a good world to hide out in. People have short memories.”

“But if you’re not a witch, then how did you do magic?” Rosamund dared ask.

The Witch Who Wasn’t looked the girls up and down, and then sighed, as though she’d lost a game she hadn’t planned on playing. “In your world, you’d probably have called me a fairy godmother,” she said. “Magic words and making dreams come true and all that.”

“You? A fairy godmother?” Rana quirked an eyebrow.

“I already told you, I am incapable of lying,” she said. “It’s not in the nature of a fairy godmother. We can’t lie.”

The woman did not look like a fairy godmother, and she certainly looked nothing like Verna. Rosamund thought she looked like the sort who would cook an innocent princess in a pot of stew instead of protecting one.

But appearances, Rosamund was learning, could be deceiving. This was a world where actors dressed like princesses, and princesses dressed like students, and magic came in the form of thin-crust pizza.

“What are you doing in this world?” Rosamund asked. “Why would you leave your own if you were a fairy godmother?”

“The endless requests!” The Witch Who Wasn’t groaned. “Never a moment’s peace. Night and day I was called upon. There were mice who wanted to sing, girls who wanted to wear fancy gowns, and boys with dreams bigger than their britches. Also boys who wanted to wear fancy gowns and girls with dreams bigger than their britches. And more mice. Do you know how many mice there are? They all want to be divas or knights or drive motorcycles! It’s exhausting! So I came to this world to be left alone.” She waved a hand at them. “But your kind keeps finding me and asking for things. Please, may I have midnight pizza, boo-hoo? Please answer my endless questions! Boo. Hoo. Hoo. Please save me from the Uponatimes! Boo Triple Hoo.”

“Hey, we didn’t ask you to save us,” Rana objected.

“I told you not to bother my boys again,” said the Witch Who Wasn’t. “Yet here you are, after closing time no less, bothering them! I should report you to your headmistress.”

“Please don’t,” Cindy pleaded.

“I should turn you all into frogs!” she threatened.

Rana sat up a little straighter. “I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Then what would you suggest I do about a group of princesses who—”

Charlie cleared his throat from the other side of the restaurant.

“Sorry, a group of princesses and one prince,” the Witch Who Wasn’t corrected herself, “who defied my one and only request and bothered me at midnight?”

The silence sat over the room like a king on a throne until, finally, Rosamund spoke up.

“You could help us?” she suggested.

The Witch Who Wasn’t cocked her head.

“I mean, if you are a real fairy godmother,” said Rosamund, “then you probably want to help. And it’s not really us who need help. It’s our friend. She got eaten by an Uponatime.”

“I remember. And I certainly can’t help her,” said the Witch Who Wasn’t. “That is not in my power.”

“Well, after she got eaten,” said Rosamund, “we started to forget her. But then she came back to school. I saw her go into Verna’s office, and since then, no one else has seen her at all. Except Verna has a new trinket on her shelves. A seashell.”

The Witch Who Wasn’t blew her cheeks and shook her head, mumbling to herself. “Oh Verna, at it again.”

“At what again? What’s really going on? Where is Sirena?” The questions spooled out of Rosamund like thread from a spindle. “Where do people go when they graduate? What’s with the figurines in Verna’s office?”

“Slow down, dear,” said The Witch Who Wasn’t. “I told you how I feel about endless requests.”

“They’re not endless,” said Rosamund. “We just need help.”

“I see that,” she answered. “And, in spite of myself, I cannot turn down a princess in need.” She snapped her fingers to summon Danny to her side. “Get them a to-go box for their pizza.”

“You’re kicking us out? Just like that?” Rana threw her hands in the air.

“I don’t have all night to dillydally,” said the Witch Who Wasn’t, “and neither do you.” She tented her long fingers together. “There’s a full moon coming, and if you want to help your friend who is now a seashell, you’ll need to be ready.”

“We were right?” Rosamund exclaimed. “Verna did turn Sirena into a figurine?”

“That’s so evil!” said Rana.

“Oh, evil is a big word where we’re from, but it rarely applies in this world,” said the Witch Who Wasn’t. “My sister simply has strong ideas about what’s right.”

“No.” Cindy surprised everyone by banging her fist on the table. “Evil isn’t what you believe; it’s what you do with your beliefs. And what she’s doing, trapping us without our consent . . . that is evil.”

“I thought you liked it here,” Rosamund said gently. “You don’t mind being stuck at school.”

“I don’t,” said Cindy. “But that’s my choice. I should be allowed to choose it. We all should.”

“Oh my, who knew Cinderella was a revolutionary.” The Witch Who Wasn’t smiled. “Verna will not be pleased.”

“What can we do?” Cindy demanded, standing up.

Rosamund got a thrill up her spine watching the princess take charge, become a leader. Rosamund was a lot of things—curious, brave, impulsive, and kind—but she knew she was not a leader herself. She was too reckless. If they were going to free themselves, someone like Cindy had to lead the way.

“Simply bring me the statues you wish to release at midnight on the next full moon. That’s two days from now,” said the Witch Who Wasn’t.

“But she keeps them in her office,” said Rana.

“Well, this is a quest,” said the Witch Who Wasn’t. “It’s not supposed to be easy. A fairy godmother can’t just go granting wishes to anyone who wants them. I don’t make the rules.” Then she looked at her triplets and grunted. “Boys, time to close up and go home. Bedtime. Now.”

“How will we—” Rosamund began, but the Witch Who Wasn’t silenced her with a single raised finger.

“Enough,” she said. “Midnight on the full moon.”

She swept out of the room, and the Einhorn brothers started frantically cleaning, ignoring the princesses altogether. Their mother did not mess around.

Danny at least brought the to-go box for their pizza. Charlie cast a shy wave at Van as they walked outside, but RB stepped between them, burped, and slammed the door.

The neon Pizza Arcade sign shut off.

Cindy, Rana, Charlie, and Rosamund were left standing in the dim parking lot, listening nervously for the distant roars of Uponatimes. Charlie helped himself to a slice from the box he was holding. No one else had much of an appetite.

“Cindy, you were amazing,” said Rosamund, but Cindy just shook her head.

“I don’t like any of this,” Cindy snapped. “Can we get to bed? We have a lot to do, and little time to do it, and we’re not doing any of it without the support of the other princesses in our group.”

“You’re going to tell them?” Rosamund asked, surprised.

“This isn’t some hero’s journey,” said Cindy. “We’re a community and this is a problem we face together. I’m not like you. I don’t sneak off alone. And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t anymore either.”

With that, Cindy started walking and did not look back for the others. She knew they would follow, and, of course, they all did.

As they returned in swift silence to their school, Rosamund felt like she was being watched. But she never saw any movement in the shadows or eyes peering from between the branches.

That didn’t mean they weren’t there.
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Chapter Seventeen

A Princess Consensus

The very next day, a Saturday, when princesses usually had extracurricular activities, time to study, and a speech from a faculty member about some real-world topic, Cindy called an emergency meeting of the support group. On the official request form, she described it as a session to review the rules and regulations of the HEA, so Verna immediately approved the meeting outside of its regular time.

Most of the girls were confused about why they needed to go over the rules and regulations when they knew them by heart.

Nonetheless, they all filed into the common room just after breakfast, buzzing with questions. Rosamund, Rana, and Charlie kept what they knew to themselves, letting Cindy take the lead.

“Something ominous has come to my attention,” Cindy announced to the group. “And important decisions must be made.”

“Where are the cheese and crackers?” Margaret asked.

“We don’t have any this morning,” said Cindy. “You just had breakfast.”

“But we always have cheese and crackers.”

“This is an emergency meeting,” Cindy explained. “There was no time to get cheese and crackers.”

Margaret sighed loudly. “No cheese and crackers is the real emergency.”

“May I continue?” Cindy snapped. Then she smoothed her skirt and regained her composure.

“What’s ominous?” asked Elise.

“It means suggesting or threatening that something bad could happen,” Cindy explained.

“I know what ominous means,” Elise said coolly. “I meant, what is the ominous thing you want to talk about? I’m missing Professor Perrault’s speech about the nature and purpose of air-conditioning. It’s gonna be really funny!”

The others looked at her askance. Rosamund could not imagine what could possibly be funny about air-conditioning, but Rosamund hadn’t come from a land of snow and ice. Comedy rarely traveled well to new climates, and a joke one princess might find uproariously funny, another might not understand in the least.

One thing they could all agree on, however, was that Cindy needed to come out and tell them what was on her mind.

“Our beloved school, which keeps us safe and sound,” she finally revealed to the room of wayward royals, “is not what it seems.”

She laid out everything they had learned: the way the cleaning chores on their job charts made their memories fade, how no one ever really graduated, and most terrible of all, how Verna transformed those who did attempt to leave into figurines she kept on her office shelves.

“Wait,” said Margaret. “I know I’m not the quickest one here, but you’re telling me that each of those statues in Verna’s office is one of our friends?”

“Yep,” said Rana.

“And Sirena was—?”

“Turned into a seashell,” said Rosamund.

“This is too weird,” said Margaret. “I remember Rapunzel. She graduated!”

“She’s a hairbrush on the shelf,” said Rosamund.

“That girl who always complained about her lumpy mattress?”

“A glass pea,” said Rosamund.

“Little Red Riding Hood?” Margaret asked.

“Bobblehead,” said Cindy sadly.

“I really liked her.” Margaret slumped in her chair.

“How come we’re remembering them right now if all the cleaning made us forget?” asked Elise.

“Because nothing is ever truly spotless, and no magic can erase every memory,” said Rosamund, and for proof she ran a finger through the dust on top of a picture frame. “The truth always seeps in. Like mildew.”

“But mildew is gross,” said Margaret.

“Mildew is just life bursting out,” said Rosamund. “Reminding us that we can’t control everything all the time.”

“But why?” Bea asked.

“I dunno,” said Rosamund. “That’s just how mildew is.”

“No, I meant why would Verna do this? She’s a fairy godmother!” said Bea.

“Maybe not,” said Rosamund. “What do really know about her? She made this place to protect us, but she’s trapped us. That doesn’t sound fairy godmother-ish to me.”

“I like it here.” Elise shrugged.

“Me too, honestly,” said Bea. “We are safe here. Safe from beasts and angry villagers and magical curses.”

“Not from curses,” argued Rosamund. “It’s not just the cleaning. Haven’t you noticed you aren’t actually learning anything new anymore? I saw it the day I started. Every one of you knows the answers to every question already. I think it’s because you’ve been asked them a thousand times before. We do the same things over and over, work toward a goal she keeps out of reach, and soon, the days blend into each other and we stop noticing that nothing changes. We lose ourselves, scrub away our memories, and grow numb to being alive.”

“Like being asleep for a hundred years,” Rana pointed out. Rosamund nodded.

“Like picking lentils from a fireplace,” said Cindy.

“Like being shut in a glass coffin,” said Margaret.

“Like being frozen in a kingdom of ice,” realized Elise.

“Or trapped in a Beast’s castle,” said Bea.

“See?” said Rosamund. “We’re not any freer here than we were in our stories.”

The others sat with Rana’s statement. Rosamund was about to say more, but Cindy rested a hand on her shoulder with a look that told her it was better to let each of them think about it for themselves. If they were going to take a risk and stand up to their fairy headmistress, they had to choose to do it freely.

So she waited.

She waited while they passed looks amongst themselves, and she waited while they asked questions no one could answer, like What if you’re wrong about Verna? and Who will keep us safe if you’re right? and What if changing our stories makes them even more dreadful?

Cindy did her best, saying simply, “I don’t know. That’s the point, isn’t it? Not knowing the ending is what it really means to be free. I can’t promise it will be safe, or better, or worse . . . but I do know it should be up to us.”

“Just us?” Margaret asked.

“What do you mean?” said Cindy.

“Well, there are other people in our stories,” she said. She smiled kindly at Charlie, who had been very quiet the entire meeting. “Princes and dwarves and evil queens and wicked stepmothers and the servants and sorcerers and even some frogs. Do they get a say too? And what if they want different changes?”

Silence settled again on the room. Cindy didn’t have an answer to that one, probably since wanting different things was why she and her prince had left their story in the first place. Charlie looked up at her sympathetically and she gave him a meek shrug. For two people who weren’t going to be married, they sure knew each other well.

It made Rosamund wonder why there were so many weddings in fairy tales, but very few friendships. Couldn’t a friendship be just as close and important and complicated a relationship as a marriage?

She wondered if she could go back and try to make a few friends in her kingdom or if she should stay here with the friends she’d already made.

“That is just being alive,” she told Margaret and then looked at Cindy. “I imagine it’s like dancing at a ball. Everyone’s doing their best to move around to the music and not step on one another’s toes.”

“I hate having my toes stepped on,” said Bea, who had probably done the most difficult dances of all of them, given that her prince spent much of her story as a literal, actual beast.

Cindy glanced at the clock on the wall of the common room and then cleared her throat. “I know this is all a lot to take in, but we won’t take any drastic actions without everyone’s approval. That said, we also have very little time to come up with a plan if we’re going to free our friends by midnight tomorrow. So let’s have a show of hands.”

The girls nodded solemnly.

“All in favor of proceeding with a plan to free our friends and demand some changes here at the Academy?” Cindy asked and raised her own hand. Charlie raised his. Rana and Rosamund followed.

And then they waited again.

It was amazing to Rosamund that making group decisions involved so much waiting. In their stories, no one waited around for anyone. When a prince had a quest to go on, he just went. When a princess wanted to find a forbidden spindle, she just did. And when an evil fairy wanted to curse someone, she just, well . . . cursed.

But in this world, or at least in this community, if one’s actions affected everyone else, a person had to wait.

And so she waited and watched as Margaret raised her hand, and then Elise. All eyes went to Bea, whose hands rested in her lap.

“I’m not so sure,” she said. “Things aren’t so bad here. Do we really want to upset the peace?”

“Sirena is a seashell!” Rana yelled and hurled a throw pillow at the wall, which, in spite of what it was called, didn’t look all that satisfying a thing to throw. Cindy gestured for her to calm down.

“Bea, I hear what you’re saying,” said Cindy. “And it is your right to object, but is this peace or is this simply what you are used to? When you were held in the Beast’s castle, you quite grew to like it as well. Until, of course, you left.”

“I remember,” said Bea.

“So, what made you leave?”

“I was falling in love with the monster who kidnapped me,” she said. “And I couldn’t be sure if I really loved him, or if it was just circumstances making me think I did. I figured if I escaped, I’d know for sure.”

“And do you?” asked Cindy gently.

“No.” Bea looked down at her hands. “Love isn’t so simple.”

“No, it’s not,” Charlie agreed with her.

“I think I might’ve traded one captivity for another.” Bea sighed. “I suppose I won’t know what I want until I’m actually free to choose it.” Cindy smiled at her. Bea finally, and with surprising firmness, raised her hand.

Rosamund couldn’t resist cheering.

“Don’t be so happy yet,” Cindy urged her. “The danger is just beginning, and we don’t even have a plan.”

“Oh, but we do,” said Rosamund, standing to address the group. “I’m not much for inspirational speeches, but I do know how to dream up a plan, and I think I’ve got one. If it works, we’ll get all our friends back, and Verna will have to confess to the whole school what she’s really up to.”

“And if it doesn’t work?” Margaret asked.

Rosamund cleared her throat before answering. “Well, if it doesn’t work, then we’re all in a world of trouble.”

The others nodded gravely, and Bea spoke for all of them when she asked, “What do you need us to do?”

“First,” Rosamund said with a confidence she pretended to feel, “we’re going to need to break a lot of plates.”
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Chapter Eighteen

Well-Plotted

For the plan to work, Rosamund had to go see Verna just before lights-out on the night of the full moon and pepper the fairy headmistress with questions.

There were two reasons for this. One, she had a lot of questions and, as the Witch Who Wasn’t had explained, being a fairy godmother meant Verna couldn’t lie. She’d have to answer truthfully. And two, Rosamund’s endless questions tended to annoy people. An annoyed person couldn’t think clearly. Annoyed people got short-tempered, distracted, and desperately tried to get away from whatever was annoying them.

Rosamund wanted Verna to get away. She wanted to be left alone in the office with all the figurines.

So she knocked on the door and was welcomed in by the fairy headmistress, who didn’t suspect a thing.

The sleek office felt cold to Rosamund, colder than usual, but that was probably just her nerves. Her eyes lingered a moment too long on the shelf of trinkets, and Verna noticed.

“Something is on your mind, my dear,” Verna noted as she sat across the desk from Rosamund and folded her hands. “Did you want to ask me about my collection?”

“No ma’am,” Rosamund said. In fact, for their plan to work, she didn’t want Verna thinking about her collection much at all right now. This wasn’t just a conversation; it was a game of wits, and she had to win it to save her friends. She had to focus.

“I’ve been thinking about my story,” she said innocently. “And wondering what happens to it while I’m here?”

“Ah, a very common question,” said Verna, relaxing a bit. “Do you know the difference between a story and a bunch of random events?”

“A story has a plot,” said Rosamund.

“Exactly,” said Verna. “A story has narrative thrust. Events propel the story forward, like a fish reeled in on a line. While you are here, your story has lost its hook. It has lost its narrative thrust. Nothing that matters can happen. Everyone and everything in your world just floats around without any pull.”

“But why?” asked Rosamumd. “Why can’t they do things that matter without me?”

“Well, if the story moved forward without you, it wouldn’t be the same story, now would it?” said Verna. “And we’d have all sorts of trouble—princes and sorcerers and kings and frogs might wander into this world to find their lost princesses. It would become an impossible jumble. Fractured beyond repair. It’s better this way, for everyone.”

“Better how?” Rosamund asked. Verna drummed her fingers on the desk, starting to get annoyed.

“Because your story stays your story,” she said.

“I thought I was here to stay safe from my story,” said Rosamund. “But it sounds like I’m here to keep my story safe from me.”

Verna cleared her throat. Rosamund had struck a nerve.

“What happens if we go back?” she pressed.

“Why would you go back?” Verna answered her question with a question.

“Well, if we had our fill of this world, for example? And wanted to see if we could bring the lessons we learned here home with us?”

Verna shook her head, growing exasperated. “Impossible. The doors only go one way.”

“What about the Uponatimes?”

“What about them?”

“They can send us back.”

“By eating you!” Verna exclaimed. “What a dreadful thing!”

“But what happens after someone is eaten?” Rosamund pressed her. “What happened to Sirena?”

She watched Verna closely. The fairy headmistress showed no signs of anger, no flashes of mischief or confusion or cruelty or doubt. Nor kindness either. Her face gave nothing away. She answered simply, “I have no idea.”

If Rosamund hadn’t seen Sirena with her own eyes, she’d have believed every word Verna said, but she had seen Sirena and she had seen Verna talk to her, which meant, right now, as easily as a child answers “what’s 1 + 1?”, Verna had lied.

And the Witch Who Wasn’t had said that fairy godmothers couldn’t lie.

Which meant that Verna was not a fairy godmother at all.

Rosamund gulped.

Just then, Cindy burst into the office panting, carrying a laundry bag, having run across campus mid-chore, frantic . . . like she was supposed to.

“The gate’s open!” she cried. “An Uponatime is on campus!”

Verna shot to her feet. “What? Here? How? Which one?”

“Hers!” she said, pointing at Rosamund.

Verna rushed to the window to look down at the driveway, and Rosamund followed her, breathless with excitement and fear. This was, by far, the most dangerous part of their plan.

Charlie had opened the gate that evening, and before Rosamund went to see Verna, she had stood on the road, singing to herself, trying to lure her Uponatime to come for her. She hadn’t been sure it would work, and now, looking down on the beast barging into the sanctuary of their school, she began to regret that it had.

“Oh!” she gasped.

The massive monster had a sharp pointed face, like the sharp point on a spindle, one yellow eye and one silver eye. Its body was covered in patchwork fur of different colors and patterns, like a quilt on a bed, but thick green vines wrapped all around it, each studded with giant razor-sharp thorns, the kind of thorns that had encircled her cursed castle.

“You stay here,” Verna ordered her. “Cindy, have all the girls remain in their rooms. I will handle this, and then we will discover who is responsible for opening our gate in the first place.” She looked both girls up and down. “There will be consequences.”

As she stormed out with her pen gripped like a magic wand, Cindy and Rosamund stayed completely still. The last echo of the headmistress’s footsteps faded in the hall.

“All clear!” said Cindy.

Rosamund rushed to take the trinkets off the shelf one by one, quickly but gently setting them into the laundry bag on a bed of stinky gym socks from every princess (and one prince) in the support group. Once they were loaded into the malodorous bag, Cindy hoisted it, gave Rosamund a nod, and hurried from the office.

Rosamund rushed to the window to watch as Verna intercepted the monster on the lawn just beside the Hog’s Hedge, and Cindy left the building to scurry toward the dorm. On the way, she handed the laundry bag to Margaret, who rushed for the still-open gate, where Rana was waiting to hide the bag in the bushes just outside. They hoped the stink of the socks would confuse any lurking Uponatimes enough that they’d leave the bag alone until later that night, when they could sneak out and get it.

Of course, they wouldn’t all be able to sneak out. Someone would have to face the consequences of leaving the gate open, to take the punishment so the others wouldn’t be under suspicion. They’d needed a volunteer for that and Charlie had stepped up, over Cindy’s objections.

“It makes the most sense,” he’d said. “I can say I was tired of all you girls and thinking about running away but got scared. She’ll believe me.”

“Charlie, no,” Cindy had pleaded, tears in her eyes. “What if something bad happens to you?”

“It’s better than nothing at all happening to any of us, ever,” he said. “I get to decide how my story goes now. And I choose this.”

That had settled the matter, and now Rosamund watched as Verna dispatched the Uponatime with a wave of her wand and slammed the gates closed with another wave. She smoothed her skirt, and in that moment Charlie revealed himself hiding in the bushes nearby. Rosamund couldn’t make out the words, but his body language told the tale, and told it convincingly. He was confessing.

The plan had gone off without a hitch. The only thing left was to explain away all the missing trinkets from the shelf. Rosamund reached into her blazer and pulled out a small bag that had been weighing down her pocket. She scattered the broken shards and dust of a dozen shattered dinner plates on the floor below the empty shelves.

Then she grabbed the duster from the corner of Verna’s office and stood at the shelf with a shocked look plastered on her face, waiting for the headmistress to return.

“This is a serious violation of our rules.” Verna was hauling Charlie by the ear, but she froze in the office doorway. Her eyes went from Rosamund to the duster to the empty shelf to the broken shards on the floor and back again.

“I’m sorry!” Rosamund said. “I got nervous, and ever since my punishment, I have this desire to clean when I’m nervous, so I picked up the duster and started cleaning your shelves to distract myself and . . . well . . . it was an accident!”

Verna looked ashen, shocked, dismayed . . . and then, happy?

Her face broke out into a wide, toothy grin and she let go of Charlie’s bright-red ear.

“Bravo!” She clapped slowly. “Brilliant performances all around. I assume you dreamed up this whole ridiculous show, Rosamund?”

“I . . . um . . .” Rosamund stammered as Professor Perrault entered the office, shoving Rana and Cindy in front of him. Rana held the laundry bag full of trinkets.

“I’ve confined the others to their rooms,” Professor Perrault said, “as instructed.”

“Very good,” said Verna, before turning to Rosamund. “Did you really think some silly princesses could fool me with dirty laundry and broken plates?” she asked, her voice like a knife across a whetstone. Her eyes shimmered black and red, like coals in a cooking fire. “I, who have been doing magic since the first Once Upon a Time?”

And then the fairy headmistress let loose a cackle that would have made even the wickedest of witches shiver.
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Chapter Nineteen

The Witch Who Was

“You’re not a fairy godmother at all!” Cindy cried as the headmistress stopped cackling. “You’re a witch!”

Verna sighed. “Strong women with big ideas have been called witches and worse for a very long time. But I assure, you, I am not a witch.”

“You just literally cackled like a witch!” Rana exclaimed.

“Oh?” Verna rested a hand across her heart. “Did I?”

“Yes!” said Rosamund. “And you lied. You lied about Sirena. You even lied to Sirena the night she came back. Fairy godmothers can’t lie.”

Verna cocked her head. “Hmm. Well. Perhaps I’m not a fairy godmother anymore. Interesting.”

“Anymore?” said Cindy.

“Oh yes, I was a fairy godmother,” said Verna. “In so many tales, I worked hard to give each prince or princess their happily ever after. It was a labor of love, I assure you. Only the best for my charges. But however magical, there are only so many fairy godmothers, and we couldn’t be in every story, dispensing happily ever afters like vending machines. It was too much. So I built this place to help others, like Sirena, whose ending was not so happy. It was a mercy to those who couldn’t have a happily ever after. But soon you all started deviating from the endings I’d designed. Making changes. Fracturing your tales! Too few of you appreciated the work I did!”

“So you brought us here!” Rosamund realized the truth. “So that we couldn’t change our stories at all.”

“It is a kindness,” said Verna. “I have to make sure you don’t harm your carefully crafted stories. Timeless tales must not be tampered with. I keep your happily ever afters intact!”

“But if we didn’t choose them, then they aren’t our happily ever afters!” Rosamund objected. “They’re yours!”

“I’m the fairy godmother! I know what’s best,” Verna snapped at her. “I am protecting you from making changes that can’t be undone.”

“You’re protecting us from all the possibilities of growing!” said Rosamund. “Of being free to make our own choices.”

“Oh, so it’s freedom you care about?” Verna nearly snarled. “But only your own.”

“What do you mean?” said Rosamund.

“You think I’m keeping you stuck here?” said Verna. “What do you think you did to your parents? Everyone else in your tale? When you let your curiosity pull you to that spindle, you locked all of them into their fates just as you accuse me of doing. You’re the wicked one of your story, not me!”

“No,” said Rosamund, “that’s not true!”

But she feared there was truth to what Verna said. She’d never considered what would become of her parents if she fell into her curse.

Even now, facing off against Verna, Rosamund realized she hadn’t considered what would happen to the school after she got Sirena back. But everyone had made that decision together. Even now, Rana and Cindy and Charlie stood with her.

“No,” Rosamund said again. “One person’s choices shouldn’t be the only ones that matter. We can make our stories big enough for everyone. For princesses who want to have adventures, princes who don’t want to marry princesses, and even for fairy godmothers who don’t want to be fairy godmothers anymore.”

“Who says I don’t want to be a fairy godmother anymore?” said Verna.

“You’re acting like an evil sorceress!”

“You are too hung up on labels, my dear Sleeping Beauty.” Verna sighed. “But one lesson that holds true in any world you can imagine is this: might makes right. And I am mightier than you. You think I’m the bad guy? Well, then I will act like it.” The headmistress nodded at Professor Perrault. “It’s time.”

Professor Perrault heaved his chest in and out over and over. He appeared to be stretching inside his own skin.

“Um, Cindy?” Charlie said, as their teacher’s face got longer. His eyes slitted and turned gold.

“I don’t think he’s turning back into a pumpkin,” said Rosamund.

“He was never a pumpkin to begin with, students,” said Verna. “You just assumed. But assumptions are like raisins in cookies: a bad idea.”

With that, Professor Perrault let out a ferocious roar and erupted out of his own body. His clothes tore; his shoes burst off his feet and nearly knocked Cindy over. His head and neck thrust toward the ceiling, while his body widened and stretched and his skin turned hard and scaly.

Where their burly, surly grump of a teacher had once stood, a massive, mighty, snarling orange dragon now loomed, snorting smoke from his humongous snout. His head touched the ceiling and his wings spanned from wall to wall. He hardly fit in the large office, his bulk forcing the princesses (and one prince) into a cowering huddle below him.

They clasped hands. If they were about to get fried, they would at least stand together.

Except—they were at that moment interrupted by a light knock on the door.

“Um, like, excuse me?” said Van Einhorn, looking a little lost, but not the least bit alarmed. He held a bouquet of flowers in his hand and had tried to comb his greasy, unruly, and unnaturally pink hair. “Um, sorry . . . is this a bad time?”

The dragon in the headmistress’s office snorted.

Everyone else just stared.

“What?” Van’s brother Danny popped his head around the doorframe. “He’s not here? Oh, there he is. Hey, Charlie! My brother wanted to chat with you.”

Charlie gave a meek, shocked wave in their direction.

“Talk to him,” said Danny, shoving Van forward into the room, as if he hadn’t even seen the dragon or wasn’t bothered by it if he had. “You told me you had to see Charlie before the full moon tonight, so do it!”

“What’s going on? Are we too late? Did you make your speech yet?” The third brother, RB, now stepped inside. “I didn’t sneak all the way out here just to—oh.” He stopped and looked up at the dragon, then at Verna and everyone else, who were shocked into total silence by the sudden appearance of the greasy teens.

“What are you all looking at?” said RB. “You act like you’ve never seen a unicorn holding a bouquet for a prince before.”

“A—what?” Charlie gasped.

“Oops,” said RB, scratching his armpit and looking around. “My bad. This just got awkward, didn’t it?”
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Chapter Twenty

Real Unicorn Greaseballs

The thing about unicorns in the “real” world is that they can’t exactly walk around looking like unicorns. People would notice. Being fantastical, brilliant creatures of rainbow and starlight is kind of their whole thing. Some people believe they spread magic and healing wherever they go. Some people believe they live forever. And some people believe they don’t exist at all.

All of those people are wrong.

In this world, unicorns are chaotic teenaged greaseballs—at least, these three were.

“Unicorns?” Cindy’s mouth hung open.

“Unicorns?” Charlie’s eyebrows shot up to his forehead.

“Unicorns.” Verna scowled like she’d just sucked on a lemon she’d found in the Einhorn brothers’ dirty laundry. “I should’ve known my sister would do something like this.”

“Hold on!” Rana raised both hands and looked from the Einhorn brothers to the dragon to the wicked headmistress. “You’re telling me these three boys are unicorns, Professor Perrault is a dragon, and you’re an evil sorceress who used to be a fairy godmother?”

“Everyone in this world is more than one thing, princess,” said Verna. “Aren’t you learning anything at my school?”

Just then, RB chugged an energy drink he had produced from thin air, crushed the can, and burped. The burp smelled like strawberries and fresh-cut grass. His eyes shined with rainbows.

“We were unicorns,” he said. “Here we’re just some bros trying to have a good time and eat as much pizza as our human-sized stomachs can digest without a bathroom catastrophe.”

“That’s a colorful image,” Cindy muttered.

Van grinned. “Colorful is what we do.” He met Charlie’s stunned expression and added, “My full name’s Vanilla Sunrise Einhorn, by the way. I just thought you should know, Prince Charming.”

He took Charlie’s hand and bowed, like a horse lowering its head to a rider. Charlie blushed bright red and coughed. He, like most people in fairy tales or in real life, had never met a unicorn before.

“Mine’s Dream Dancer,” Danny announced. “Though I do like Danny better.” He crossed the room with complete calm, not in the least alarmed by the seething orange dragon taking up most of the space. He simply reached for the laundry bag and pulled it from Verna’s hand as the headmistress stood stunned.

“Thanks, beautiful.” He winked.

Unicorns were incorrigible flirts.

“Rainbow Blossom.” RB introduced himself formally to Rosamund, taking her hand for a kiss. She frowned at him and he turned it into a simple handshake, but he also passed gas loudly at the same time.

It smelled like fresh-baked cookies but was still very rude.

“You’ve got to hand it to my sister,” said Verna, her voice sour as rotten plums. “Disguising unicorns as disgusting teenaged boys is clever. No one would suspect.”

“Truth,” said RB and then let go of Rosamund’s hand as he explained. “Her name is Phoebe, by the way, not the Witch Who Wasn’t.”

Rosamund gaped. “How did you know I called her that?”

RB stuck out his tongue and tapped the place on his forehead where a horn would be. “You can’t hide anything from a unicorn, bro!” he said, and then added with a curtsey, “Excuse me, Your Brojesty.” He held up the hand she had shaken. “One touch of your skin and we know all your deepest, darkest, most secret truths.”

“It’s rude to read someone else’s mind, dude,” Van told RB.

“Seriously, not cool, brother,” Danny added.

“You two are seriously not cool,” RB grumbled back at them.

“Don’t be jealous because a prince likes me,” said Van. “I’m just better looking than you.”

“I . . . um . . . wait . . .” Charlie stammered and then stared at his hand where their fists had bumped. One touch. His face turned the color of a ripe tomato.

“Likewise, by the way.” Van winked at him.

“And you shouldn’t fart in front of princesses,” Danny added to his brother.

“You can’t tell me what to do!” said RB.

“Can too!” said Danny.

“Cannot!” said RB.

“Can too!” said Danny.

“Cannot,” said RB.

“Enough!” yelled Verna. “This is a matter between princesses and their fairy godmother, and it does not concern unicorns or teenaged boys, so it is time for you to leave.”

The boys looked over at her, then at the dragon.

“Sorry, Aunt Verna,” said Van. “Can’t do it. We came here for our bro, but now we gotta take these figurines and our friends with us so Ma can set things right.”

“How did you know about the figurines?” Verna asked. RB tapped his forehead. “Oh right, mind reading.”

“You’re totally acting like the bad guy,” Van pointed out.

“I have to admit,” said Verna, “it’s much more fun than being nice. And I regret to inform you, I am not letting any of them go.” Her pen began to glow.

“Oh, bummer,” said RB.

“You’re really gonna, like, make this a whole thing?” Danny’s shoulders slumped.

“Ugh,” Van groaned.

The boys leaned in toward each other, like they were about to hug, except that the moment their foreheads touched, there was a great flash of light, brighter than the summer sun, and when it cleared and Rosamund’s eyes adjusted, the pizza boys were gone.

In their place stood three majestic unicorns, their spiral horns gleaming and their manes and tails shimmering—one pink, one green, and one blue. The transformation had left a fine mist of glitter over everything.

“Sorry about the glitter, Auntie V,” said the green-maned unicorn, who was, Rosamund realized, Danny. “I know it’s hard to clean up.”

“I am not your aunt,” Verna snarled, and whistled at her dragon. The great beast let loose a blast of flame, which Danny blocked with a shimmer of light from his horn. The fire bounced backwards and smacked the dragon in his own nose. He yelped.

“Hey, Charlie,” said the pink-maned unicorn, Van. “Why don’t you hop on, please?”

The boys had much better manners in their unicorn form. Charlie and Cindy climbed onto Van’s broad back as Rana climbed onto Danny’s, scooping up the bag of trinkets and dirty laundry as she went.

RB trotted back to Rosamund. “May I offer you a ride?” he asked.

“Yes,” Rosamund said. “Thank you.”

He whinnied and she hoisted herself on. His coat was smooth and smelled like morning dew. His blue mane was easy to hold, soft and strong at the same time. His horn glowed and he lowered his head toward the dragon and Verna.

“Do not make me hurt you,” he warned them. The dragon shuddered.

“Why are dragons afraid of unicorns?” Charlie asked.

“You ever hear about unicorns having enemies?” Van asked.

“No.”

“Exactly,” said Van. “No one messes with a unicorn!”

RB reared back on his hind legs. “Hang on, bro,” he told Rosamund. “Er, I mean, Princess Bro!”

With that, he burst though the office window faster than a spark from a fire, and the other unicorns followed, leaping three stories without even a jolt to their riders.

“Okay, that was impressive.” Rosamund complimented him and patted the side of his neck, like she would’ve done to a horse. “I think I like the unicorn versions of you boys a lot better.”

“Just be careful, Princess,” RB replied. “In this world, not all greasy boys are unicorns in disguise.”

“After them!” Verna bellowed from her window, and though the dragon hesitated, he leaped into the air, wings snapping open, to spit fire at them.

He scorched the once-tidy lawn of the Academy.

RB galloped with the others, all of them zigzagging wildly to make themselves harder targets to hit.

RB used a swish of his tail to knock one jet of flame aside, and Rosamund had to duck low to his neck when another blasted right over her head.

“This is way better than a video game!” RB yelled.

“Dude, you’re terrible at video games!” Van yelled back.

“You always smash the controllers when you start losing!” yelled Danny.

“Oh, right,” said RB as he dodged another blast of dragon fire from behind and Rosamund squeezed his blue mane tighter. “Well, let’s hope this goes better!”
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Chapter Twenty-One

Dragons vs. Unicorns!

Their teacher spat fire. The unicorns evaded it. The princesses and one prince held on for their lives. All around them the grass erupted in walls and pillars of fire.

“Ugh! This dragon has no chill!” RB yelled and touched his horn to the ground. The grass healed immediately.

“Unicorns love nature,” RB explained. “It’s sort of our thing. Hold on tight.”

The dragon circled and exhaled another jet of flame, this one heading straight for them. RB leaped into the air and spun around, whacking it with his tail. Embers exploded in every direction, but fell as seeds to the ground, seeds which instantly sprouted blooming tulips of countless colors.

Rosamund thought about the greasy, farting, fighting boys in the pizza shop and marveled at how good their disguise had been. She’d never have suspected these three of being able to create so much beauty.

“Show-off!” Danny yelled, charging toward the school gate with Rana and the sack of trinkets on his back. Everywhere his hooves cut the grass, a patch of wildflowers bloomed. Van raced right behind his brother, Charlie and Cindy hanging on as tightly as they could.

The full moon peeked from behind the clouds, moving up to its peak in the night sky. Midnight approached.

“Follow them to the gate!” Rosamund commanded the galloping unicorn.

“Who’s being rude now?” RB grunted.

Rosamund added a softer “Please.”

RB snorted and his hoofs kicked up clods of grass and dirt as he ran. The dragon swooped straight up and away, vanishing into the night sky. Rosamund searched for his outline against the stars but couldn’t find him.

Then, with a horrible roar, the mighty beast who had been their teacher dropped in front of the gate with Verna sitting at the base of his neck. The moment the dragon landed, she slid to the ground and raised her pen, which was now very clearly a magic wand.

“She’s going to attack!” Rosamund yelped. “Use your magic!”

“That’s not how it works,” said RB. “I can’t just— ow!”

Rosamund yanked the bright blue hair of his silky mane, hard, and the surprise made a beam of light shoot from his horn.

“Extremely rude,” snapped RB.

The light flashed across the lawn and smacked right into Verna, pinning her to the brick post beside the school’s gate, covered from wrist to ankle in some kind of sticky brown paste. Only her feet and hands and head stuck out of the blob. Her wand lay at her feet.

As they rode closer, Rosamund caught a strong smell coming from the blob.

“Is that peanut butter?” she asked.

“Unicorn magic does its own thing,” said RB.

“So it’s kind of like you,” said Rosamund. RB snorted, which was kind of like a laugh.

“You will regret this!” Verna snarled. Then her eyes widened as she stared past them, back toward the dorms.

Rosamund turned. Walking down the driveway was every princess in the school, over three hundred of them, clad in all manner of sleepwear: pajamas and nightgowns, nightguards and sleep masks, slippers and sweatshirts, hoodies and headwraps.

“Why is there a dragon threatening our classmates and a trio of unicorns?” the princess named Shae asked. “And why is Verna stuck to the wall with peanut butter?”

Rosamund smiled. Once people started asking why, there was simply no stopping them. For good or ill, these princesses would know the truth.

“What are you doing?” Verna yelled at them. “Back to your dorms immediately! It’s after bedtime! I’ll put you all on cleaning duty!”

But the army of princesses did not stop.

“Professor! Verna shrieked. “Smite them! We must end their stories for good. Fry them all!”

Rosamund braced herself. She shut her eyes tight, with a profound sense of regret for having led them all to this.

That’s the risk of standing up for yourself, thought Rosamund. There’s no promise of a happy ending. It’s just as likely to end in dragon fire as it is in rainbows and sunshine. 

Except the dragon didn’t blast them.

When she opened her eyes, he was Professor Perrault again, stuffed once more into too-tight pants and a too-tight shirt with a too-long tie. “No, madame!” he snapped at Verna. “I came to this world to be a teacher, not a henchman! I am tired of teaching the same lessons to the same students over and over again. I will not live under your curse or do your bidding anymore! And I certainly will not fry my students. I’m a dragon and a teacher! I am not a monster.”

He crossed his arms and stomped his foot.

The girls let out a cheer for the man who had, by not murdering them all, become their favorite teacher.

“You fool!” Verna growled at Rosamund. “What do you think you’ve accomplished by waking everyone here up? Uponatimes are prowling outside the gate as we speak, and without me, the walls of this place will not long keep them out. You think they will be as kind as I have been? Ha! They’ll devour you all and send you back where you came from! You think everyone can get a happy ending where they’re going, Sleeping Beauty? You don’t know their stories, but I do! All of them, and they are dreadful and frightening stories indeed! Girls beheaded, baked into pies, and locked in towers and coffins and lamps and caves. You all don’t want my happily ever afters? Fine! Let them have you!”

The gates rattled. Just beyond them lurked Rosamund’s Uponatime. Nor was it alone.

There was Rana’s and Cindy and Charlie’s; there was Shae’s and Bea’s and Margaret’s. There were hundreds more outside the gates, crowding one another, growling and snarling in hundreds of different ways. Goosebumps erupted on Rosamund’s arms and terror flooded her bones.

Each princess shuddered with her own fear, but they stood strong together nonetheless.

“It’s almost midnight,” Rana said, looking at the moon. “We have to get these statues to the Witch Who Wa—” Danny whinnied. “Sorry, I mean, to Madame Phoebe.”

“We’ll never get through all those Uponatimes,” Cindy warned. “And if we open the gate to try, they’ll swarm inside.”

“Don’t worry about us,” Shae said.

“We can hold our own,” said Margaret.

“We’ll keep an eye on Verna and fight off every one of those beasts if we have to,” said Bea. “You go free our friends from those trinkets.”

“Thank you,” said Rosamund.

Bea shrugged. “If princesses don’t help each other out, what good are we?”

“You’re better than good,” Cindy told them all. “You’re great. Whatever happens tonight, I am honored to call you my sisters!”

She opened her arms wide and her dark skin sparkled in the light of the full moon, like she was sprinkled with fairy dust. It wasn’t enchantment, however. It was just a princess bringing out the best in everyone. As one, the students cheered. Cindy really had a way of rousing people, but inspiring words wouldn’t get them through the horde of monsters outside.

But maybe there was another way.

“What happens if three unicorns touch horns?” Rosamund asked RB.

“Yo, we do not touch horns,” RB told her.

“Why not?” she asked.

“It’s dangerous!” said Danny.

“It’s powerful!” said Van.

“It’s super weird,” said RB, and he scratched his hoof on the ground, thinking. “But yeah, it’s kind of our only move. Let’s do it.”

“Ugh.” Danny groaned. “This always makes me nauseous. But whatever. If I puke, it’s your fault.”

“Do not blame us for that bedtime clam-and-cheese calzone you ate!” said Van.

“It was an homage to Sirena!” said Danny.

“You don’t even know what ‘homage’ means!” said Van.

“Do too!” said Danny.

“Do not,” said Van.

“Boys!” Rosamund stopped their conversation. “Focus!”

“Right, right.” Danny whinnied, and then the three unicorns dipped their heads and touched horns.

At the same instant, the Uponatimes outside the gate roared, Verna shrieked, and a burst of light erupted from the place where the horns met.

The world spun, blurring around them, though they seemed to stay perfectly still.

When the spinning stopped, Rosamund found herself standing in the cool night air in the parking lot of the Pizza Arcade. A gentle breeze rustled the bushes. Rana, Cindy, and Charlie stood beside her, and the Einhorn brothers were once again greasy, stinky teenaged boys. They looked down at themselves, surprised.

“Dude,” said RB to Van. “I think I’m wearing your shirt.”

“I think I’m wearing your flip-flops,” said Danny.

“I think I lost my boxer shorts altogether,” said Van, picking at a wedgie in his jeans.

“You see why we hate doing that?” said RB. “It’s awkward. Anyway, looks like you’re all here and alive. And it’s . . .” He pulled a bedazzled phone out of his pocket. “Five to midnight. We, like, totally did it!”

The boys all high-fived each other, which turned quickly into wrestling, leaving the fairy-tale friends watching in disbelief.

“Unicorns will be unicorns,” said Charlie.

“We better go in,” said Rosamund. She took the bag of trinkets from Rana and headed toward Madame Phoebe’s house. She really hoped that the Witch Who Wasn’t actually was what she said she was.

“Yo! That makes almost no sense!” RB called over to her.

“Hey! Stop reading my mind!” Rosamund barked back at him, but she wasn’t really mad. RB was gross, but kind and funny too. Everyone in the real world was more than one thing, if you could learn to see it, even unicorns.
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Chapter Twenty-Two

 Elk vs. Bull!

Madame Phoebe was waiting on the porch beneath a light buzzing with moths. The woman looked at the moon, then at her wristwatch, and then at Rosamund. “Cutting it close.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” said Rosamund. “Things got complicated.”

“My sister figured out your plan?”

“Yep.” Rosamund nodded.

“Sent her dragon after you?”

“Yep.” Rosamund nodded again.

“You made a daring escape on the backs of three unicorns, which led to a dramatic showdown between Verna and all the girls in the school?”

“Yes,” marveled Rosamund. “How did you know? Can you read minds too?”

“No, my dear,” said Madame Phoebe. “It’s just that there are only so many ways a story can go, and when you’ve been around as long as I have, you learn that most tales follow a pattern.”

“Does that mean you can predict the future?” Rosamund wondered.

“It means if you know enough stories and meet enough different sorts of people and live long enough, you’ll have a pretty good idea how most people will act most of the time. But the best moments are the ones that surprise you.”

“Is this one of the best moments?” Rosamund asked hopefully. She liked the idea of being a surprising person. “Am I surprising you?”

“You might,” said Madame Phoebe. “It’s one minute to midnight, and if you don’t hurry, you’ll miss the chance to turn your friends humans again. That would be a rather unpleasant surprise, I think.”

“Oh!” Rosamund gasped and extended the laundry bag to Madame Phoebe, who wrinkled her nose.

“I won’t be rummaging in dirty undergarments, thank you very much,” she said.

Rosamund fished into the stinky laundry bag and pulled out the figurines inside: the glass pea, the bobblehead Little Red Riding Hood, the hairbrush, the goose in the crown, and the shimmering seashell. They were awkward to hold all together, and she nearly dropped them.

“One must be careful not to shatter one’s friends,” Madame Phoebe warned her.

Rosamund made her cautious way up the porch steps and was about to hand over the heap of enchanted trinkets when the air beside Madame Phoebe shimmered. The smell of peanut butter filled her nostrils, and a heartbeat later Verna appeared.

The fairy godmother-turned-wicked witch was red with rage and more than a little sticky.

“Of all the wretched magic!” she grumbled, and then with a wave of her wand sent a shockwave through the air, knocking every figurine right out of Rosamund’s arms.

“No!” Rosamund cried.

The statues hit the porch and broke into pieces.

“Whoops,” said Verna with an evil grin. “I hope this is a lesson to you. Peanut butter will not hold a being as ancient and powerful as I for long!”

“She totally wriggled out when no one was looking,” said RB.

“Totally,” agreed his brothers. “We should call her the Wriggling Witch.”

“You absolutely will not!” Verna objected.

Rosamund didn’t care what they called Verna. She had fallen to her knees and now bent over the broken shards of the figurines, trying to piece them together again. But it is much harder to fix things than to shatter them.

“Oh sister, that was very cruel,” said Madame Phoebe.

“You’re one to talk, turning my students against me!” said Verna.

“I did no such thing,” said Madame Phoebe. “You can’t blame me for your students finally starting to think for themselves.”

“Thinking for themselves is the last thing I wanted them to do!” cried Verna, and then tweaked her sister’s nose.

“Ouch!” said Madame Phoebe, and poked her sister in the forehead.

“How dare you!” snapped Verna. Immediately, she puffed out her cheeks, stomped her foot, and transformed herself into a giant bull with long pointed horns and devilish red eyes. She snorted and the floorboards of the porch creaked beneath her weight.

“Oh it’s like this, is it? A duel?” said Madame Phoebe. “Pardon me, Rosamund, but my sister and I have unfinished business.”

The fairy godmother shook herself from head to foot and transformed into a great brown stag with massive antlers.

“Whoa,” Rana said from the lawn below.

“Yeah, but neither of them sparkle,” RB pointed out.

The stag and the bull locked eyes, and then, with fearsome snorts, they charged. Horns tangled, muscles rippled. Rosamund gasped and swept the pieces of broken figurine back into the laundry bag as fast as she could and dove from the porch, lest she or the shards of her friends be trampled. She scurried to Rana’s side.

“Don’t worry about them,” RB offered. “They do this every few centuries. I think it’s an allusion to one of their stories.”

“‘The Glass Coffin,’” said Van. “Written down by the Brothers Grimm. Though the stag and the bull aren’t sisters in that one.”

“How does it end?” Charlie asked.

The Einhorn brothers shrugged. “We’re not really readers,” said RB.

“What do we do now?” asked Rana. “Can we glue the figurines back together?”

“We can try,” said Rosamund. “We have to try.”

“Um, we have bigger problems right now!” Cindy whispered.

Just then, keen on their scent, three Uponatimes materialized in the parking lot between the house and the Pizza Arcade, one for each of the princesses, slathering and slobbering and howling in cacophonous rage.

Their arrival distracted Phoebe-the-stag for just a moment, which gave Verna-the-bull the chance to aim at her side with a mighty thrust of one horn. Just before it pierced her, Madame Phoebe turned from a stag into a dove and flew over the mighty bull’s head. Verna turned into an eagle to chase her.

Meanwhile, the hungry Uponatimes surrounded Rana and Cindy and Charlie and Rosamund. The monsters seethed and snapped their jaws, preparing for their long-desired dinners. Rosamund smelled the overwhelming scent of lavender and felt suddenly so tired.

Her Uponatime locked its gaze on her, one eye blazing like the dawn, the other shimmering like the sunset. Its mouth opened wide, and its breath was warm and sweet and inviting.

I’ve been awake for so long, thought Rosamund, and nothing is going well. Wouldn’t it be easier to just to go home? What if Verna was right and Prince Percy is my happily ever after? Surely a life with him would be happier than this.

She found her feet moving forward without deciding to move them, and deep in the Uponatime’s throat, she saw a glow. As she got closer, the glow turned into an image: her ruined castle, and Prince Percy, still sitting on the edge of the moat, dangling his legs over the side of the drawbridge, still looking terribly forlorn and lonesome.

Poor fellow, thought Rosamund. Waiting all this time for me . . .

Just then, arms wrapped around her waist, pulling her back.

“You almost got eaten!” Rana warned her.

Rosamund shook off the trance and saw the creature in front of her snarling.

“I saw my story in its mouth,” she said. “It looked so sad.”

“It is sad!” said Cindy. “All our stories are sad! That’s why we left!”

“But . . .” Rosamund studied her giant Uponatime again. It hadn’t attacked yet, and she wondered why. “What if it didn’t have to be sad?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” asked Rana.

“The Einhorn brothers just said that there are stories where a bull and a stag fight, right?”

The others nodded as they all pressed toward each other in the center of the circle of Uponatimes.

“But they aren’t sisters in that version,” Rosamund told them. “That’s what they said. That version! Which means there are other versions. Our stories don’t have to be any one way, and I don’t think they ever were! I bet there are as many versions of our stories as there are stars in the sky. Maybe more.”

“Yeah, you know, we’re wicked smart,” RB pointed out.

“What if I can teach the prince how to create his own story too, instead of just being the ending of mine?” she said. “What if there is no ending, no ever after, just change after change after change?”

Rosamund steeled her courage and stepped away from her friends. She took a step toward her Uponatime, this time on purpose. She was not entranced. She was decisive.

“That’s a lot of what-ifs!” said Cindy.

“What-ifs are where everything starts!” said Rosamund. “Look!”

Her Uponatime wasn’t snarling anymore. It had lowered its body to the ground and stuck its rear end in the air, like a cat. It was even making a low sort of purring sound.

“Your questions!” Rana gasped. “They calmed it.”

Questions are doorways, thought Rosamund, and quickly formed another one out loud. She spoke directly to her Uponatime. “What if I’m not afraid of you?” She took another step. “What if I’m not afraid of my story?”

The Uponatime’s body got very still. It closed its eyes. Its tongue rolled from its mouth like a red carpet and its snarling teeth disappeared. Its mouth became a doorway.

Rosamund turned to her friends. “When we’re afraid of our stories, they hunt us down, but if we face them, if we realize we are the ones with the power to change them, they aren’t monsters anymore. They are opportunities. Doorways of Opportunity.”

The girls looked doubtfully at Rosamund, then at their vicious Uponatimes. Cindy and Charlie held hands. Rana’s lip quivered, but she took a step forward, facing her monster.

The froggish beast whipped out its tongue, but the young princess squared her shoulders and didn’t flinch. She met the monster’s gaze with bold defiance and calm. The tongue never hit her. It turned into a long red carpet and invited her forward, just as Rosamund’s had.

Cindy and Charlie looked at each other, then, still hand in hand, stepped up to the crystal centipede. Sure enough, it too turned into a doorway.

“What now?” asked Cindy.

“I guess we get to choose if we go back or not?” said Rosamund.

“What about our friends?” asked Rana, looking at the laundry bag. Rosamund winced. Her work here wasn’t done. She couldn’t go home and make changes there until she fixed what was broken here. Although it was after midnight now, and she’d no idea how.

But she’d have to figure it out. She had friends to save.

The eagle diving at her with its talons up had different ideas altogether.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

New Magic

Rosamund dove and ducked and tried to keep the eagle from tearing out her hair. She covered her head, and when she looked up, Verna had transformed back into a bull. The bull lowered its head, snorted, and huffed. Rosamund looked around for Madame Phoebe or the stag or the dove, but she and the Einhorn brothers were nowhere to be seen.

Rana and Charlie and Cindy shouted and clapped, trying to distract the bull, but it had its eyes locked on Rosamund. This was between her and the headmistress. Sometimes a princess has to grab the bull by the horns, Rosamund thought and squared up to face the beast.

Behind her, the Uponatime’s doorway mouth hung open, waiting.

The bull scraped a huge hoof on the pavement with an ear-splitting screech and then it charged, lowering its head to gore her guts.

Just before the brutal impact, Rosamund leaped, using the horns to hoist herself up and vault right over the bull’s head. She landed safely on the ground behind it.

She heard her friends cheer and couldn’t help but smile, impressed with herself. Didn’t know I could do that, she thought.

The charging bull couldn’t slow down and charged up the red tongue of the Uponatime, right into the heart of Rosamund’s story.

She watched in alarm as Percy, startled, shot to his feet.

“Watch out!’ she shouted between the worlds, and Prince Percy had a moment of terrible confusion on his face.

However, being charged by a giant bull has a way of focusing one’s attention, and as the bull sped toward him in an uncontrolled rage, Percy did what all those years of training and questing had taught him to do.

He raised his sword and impaled the beast with one thrust.

The bull roared in pain as the prince pulled out his sword, and then it transformed once again into Verna, the wicked headmistress, whose lovely blazer now had a great gaping hole in its side.

“Um, what?” Prince Percy cried out, peering past the screaming sorceress and through the doorway to the parking lot, where Rosamund looked back at him. “My darling Rosamund!” he declared, falling to one knee. “I have bested this creature for you . . . but . . . I . . . . er . . . am not sure what’s going on?”

“Ouch!” Verna yelled, rolling and writhing and bleeding more than fairy tales ever described someone bleeding. It was a rather gruesome scene, and Rosamund was quite appalled by the violence of it, and more appalled that it had been done in her name. Why did princes always think they had to solve their problems by poking at them with swords?

“Okay, first of all, I didn’t ask you to stab anything for me!” she yelled at the prince. “And second, could you please carry her back this way?”

Confused but obedient, the puzzled prince scooped Verna into his arms and carried her to the mouth of the Uponatime, standing just on the other side of the doorway between worlds.

“Oh you’ll pay for this!” Verna cried out in great pain.

“Oh calm down, sister,” Madame Phoebe said, appearing suddenly at Rosamund’s side. “It’s just a scratch.”

It didn’t look like a scratch to Rosamund. It looked like a mortal wound, and judging by Verna’s groans and cries, it felt like a mortal wound too.

“Before I patch you up, I believe you have a curse to undo?” Madame Phoebe said, and Verna looked even more pained. “You’ll get no help from me until you do.”

“Ugh,” Verna groaned.

“Come now, dear,” Phoebe said kindly to her. “You’ve not become a total villain. Do the right thing.”

Verna sighed and then, with a wave of her wand, sent a beam of light to the laundry bag, which began to glow. It stretched. It shook. And suddenly, reassembled and re-humaned, all of the former students of HEA burst from the bag of dirty laundry.

Rosamund’s heart swelled to see Sirena again, and Rana immediately ran to hug her. Danny Einhorn pushed through the Uponatimes and the crowd of fairy tale-royalty to see her too.

“Hey,” he said awkwardly.

“Hey,” Sirena replied, then looked around at the Uponatimes, at the Pizza Arcade, and the night sky. “Did I miss something?”

Danny and Rana laughed. “A little bit,” they said together.

Another prince, Royal, looked around, puzzled, picking goose feathers from his cloak and a dirty sock from his pocket, but he grinned wide when he saw Charlie and ran to hug his friend. Van frowned and eyed the new prince suspiciously. Rosamund wondered if it was jealousy or if he just didn’t like geese.

Little Red Riding Hood, Rapunzel, and the princess from the story with the pea (whose name Rosamund did not yet know) looked around the parking lot in an absolute daze.

“You’ve been away a while,” Cindy explained to all of them. “But the moment we get back to school, I’ll explain everything. I’m your Princess Orientation Peer. Welcome back to the world.”

“Now, sister! If you please!” Verna demanded, gesturing to her bloody wound.

Phoebe nodded and snapped her fingers. Where a moment before Prince Percy had held a bleeding sorceress, he now held a large golden hourglass.

“My sister needs some time to heal and to think about her choices,” said Madame Phoebe. “I’ll keep her safe and we’ll check in a few hundred years to see if she’s ready to be a fairy godmother again.”

“Again?” said Rana. “She’s a wicked sorceress! She kept us trapped at that school and tried to murder us!”

“If you’re allowed to change, then so is she,” Madame Phoebe said. “Maybe she’ll make amends. It takes time.” She reached through the doorway and took the hourglass from Percy, turning it so the sand began to flow.

Percy’s eyes settled back on Rosamund and his confusion turned to a smile.

“I feared I’d never see you again,” he told her. “I’ve been working on your castle . . .” He pointed over his shoulder to show where he’d begun fixing up her ruined home in case she ever returned. He hadn’t made much progress. “I’m having trouble making my repairs stick, but I’m learning.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “By the way, I’m sorry I woke you up like I did. I’ve had some time to think for myself, and I realized it wasn’t great of me to kiss you when you weren’t even awake to give your permission. My bad.”

“I’m glad you see the problem there,” Rosamund told him, genuinely glad.

Verna had been wrong. Maybe Prince Percy’s time without narrative thrust hadn’t been wasted after all. Maybe it wasn’t all about what happened in the plot, but what happened inside him that mattered. He wasn’t a dead fish floating belly-up in a pond. He was his own person, growing and thinking with every passing moment. He had changed, which meant that even without Rosamund around, he could change.

“So . . . are you coming home from . . .” He leaned out of the Uponatime’s mouth and looked around the parking lot, then drew back in. “Wherever you are?”

“I think I’m . . .” Rosamund began to answer, except she didn’t know what she was going to say. She looked at her new friends, and the friends she had yet to make, and she didn’t want her story with them to be over. She looked at the Uponatimes and realized she had to teach the rest of the princesses at the Academy what to do about them. She also wondered what would happen to the Academy itself now that Verna was an hourglass. But she also wanted to see what she could change back in the world she came from. Choosing your own future, she realized, was a lot harder than she’d thought it would be when she didn’t have any choice.

She looked at Madame Phoebe, but the fairy godmother shook her head. “I can’t tell you what to do. That’s the whole point. It’s not so easy, is it? Wishing you had a fairy godmother who’d make the choices for you?”

Rosamund straightened her back. “No,” she said, resolute. “I’m not.” Then she turned to Prince Percy. His eyes were wide and expectant, like a puppy’s. Rosamund did not want a puppy. “I’m not ready to come back yet,” she told him. If the prince had a tail, it would’ve drooped.

“Oh,” he said, looking at his feet.

“I will come back one day,” she promised him. “I want to change our world for the better, but I have a lot to learn before I can. I have so many more questions about this world, like how belt loops on pants hold a belt up but how the belt holds the pants up, and how everyone knows the same knock-knock jokes but not why rainbows exist. I have so much to explore.”

“But what am I supposed to do?” Percy asked, his voice rather pitiful for a prince.

“You need to decide that for yourself,” said Rosamund. “I think, without me around, you have a chance to make your own story.”

He considered it.

“I’ve always wanted to learn a trade,” he told her, warming to the idea. “Maybe after I fix up your castle, I can fix other castles for other royals! I can travel the land fixing castles.”

“Or even regular homes?” Rosamund suggested.

“Yes!’ Percy cheered. “Even peasant homes!” He bounced on the balls of his feet, excited. “I could be the Fix-It Prince!”

“I’d watch that reality show,” said Rana, though Percy only gave her a perplexed look.

“I’ll explain another time,” said Rosamund. “I promise, now that I know these monsters are nothing more than doorways, I’ll come visit you. For now, though . . . I’ve got a school to see to. And we need a new headmistress.”

She turned toward Madame Phoebe.

“Oh no,” said the fairy godmother, who looked like she’d just been asked to kiss a frog. “I came to this world to hide from all you princesses and your demands! I am not about to run a school filled with you!”

“But imagine how well you could run it?” Cindy suggested, stepping toward Phoebe with her sweet and persuasive smile. Few could resist Cinderella. “A school to train fairy-tale princesses to be their own fairy godmothers. You could make it the sort of place your sister feared, the sort of place that would teach our kind never to bother you again. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

Madame Phoebe thought about it. “You could learn real-life skills,” she said.

“We could go back to our stories trained and prepared to help ourselves!” said Rana.

“Or not go back at all,” said Sirena, smiling once again at Danny.

“Or go to other stories to help out?” suggested Rosamund. “We could do your work for you. We just need someone to run the school and help the wayward fairy-tale figures find their way.”

Madame Phoebe thought about it.

“Pleeeeeeease . . .” the princesses pleaded as one.

Madame Phoebe took a deep breath. She was a real fairy godmother, after all, and she could not say no to a princess in need, let alone a school full of them.

“I should warn you all,” she told them. “My goal with the new princess protection program will not be to keep you safe. There are worse dangers than my sister out there in the world, and my goal will be to prepare you. If you’re not ready for that, you should jump into your Uponatimes right now.”

The girls looked to their waiting Uponatimes, and then to one another, and they all agreed. Come what may, they were ready to learn the ways of the world, real and fairy-tale alike, and to face whatever came next together.

Although the night had one more surprise left in it.

“Pizza’s ready!” RB called from the front of the Pizza Arcade. “I made one with all the toppings!”

Rosamund smiled. Whatever magic she learned or wonders she saw, in her world or this one, none of it could top fresh, hot pizza in the middle of the night, shared with friends. She was glad to be awake for it.

[image: image]
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