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Prologue
 
    
 
   Her twin girls were beautiful, very much so. Unfortunately, she wouldn’t live to watch them grow up. Her last gift to them would have to be their names. Rose-Red Shadow for one, with the moon-shaped birthmark, after her rose-red lips, and Snow-White Tempest for the other, with the snowflake birthmark, after her snow-white skin. Then she was slipping…slipping away.
 
   Her twins were in the care of her husband now, a weak man with almost no money. He was forced to marry Irene Tildyth, the daughter of a duke, to make ends meet.
 
   Irene was a selfish woman who had run away from her father because he was too strict. She was living a life of luxury only because she had inherited a large sum of money from rich relations. Her specific request was a young, beautiful girl to have, so she married a single with one or two and had no other requirements.
 
   Irene got along very well with Snow-White from a very young age, for the sole reason that Snow-White was not intelligent enough to question Irene’s evil thoughts and plans. Together, both of them ordered Rose-Red around. She was a servant in the household.
 
   Irene Tildyth was beautiful; almost inhumanly so. She was much older than she seemed and only appeared pretty because of a magic mirror that enchanted her. Every morning she would ask who was the fairest lady in the land and every day, the mirror would answer with her name.
 
   But the mirror could only keep Irene youthful for so long. Soon her beauty began to deteriorate while Rose-Red’s grew. And then came the day when the mirror answered Irene’s daily question with the name of Rose-Red. Irene flew into a temper, ordering the huntsman to kill her and serve her heart and liver for supper. But Rose-Red was such a sweet child that the huntsman could not bring himself to do it. Thinking that she would be finished by wild animals anyway, the huntsman let her go into the woods and served a goat’s heart and liver instead. And Irene was fooled until the next morning.
 
   But the mirror still answered with Rose-Red! Irene brought the huntsman to her, and he confessed his actions. But Rose-Red was far away from them now, having been employed by seven dwarves. She did chores for them, such as cooking, cleaning, and washing, but only ate leftovers and slept in a tiny attic. On her twelfth birthday, Rose-Red quit the job. And then the hardest part of her life began.
 
   




 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
 
    
 
   That wish upon a star thing? It doesn’t work. I’ve tried a billion times. I have a lot to wish for- a mom, an actually nice sister, a not-cruel stepmother, and believe it or not, an ugly face. Because it’s my beauty that put me in the position I am now. 
 
   My name is Rose-Red Shadow Faye. Call me Shadow. Shadow kind of reflects on my life- dark, dreary, always creeping up on me-but now I’m going to change all of that. See, I just quit my job as a maid for the dwarves. What bad things have happened to me so far, you may ask? My mom died right after my twin sister and I were born and I was raised by my powerless father, evil stepmother, and her crony Snow-White, who just happens to be my twin sister. After my stepmother tried to kill me because I was prettier than she was, I ran into the woods and started working for the seven dwarves. The dwarves were terrible-nothing I did was good enough for them. So today on my fifteenth birthday, I quit. I can finally stop slaving away.
 
                 Wait. What’s going on at the dwarves house? I run back into the woods and hide behind a tree, my hands shaking. Is that Snow-White and Irene? I scramble up the tree for a better view. Irene is questioning one of the seven dwarves. Probably asking if he had seen me. I’m guessing he just told her that I was working as a maid in their household and quit today, because her face is turning red. In fact, I think that she’s losing her beauty stressing about me and how I’m more beautiful than her and all that unimportant nonsense. I don’t even want to be the fairest in the land. It’s not my fault. In fact, the only reason that the mirror didn’t say Snow White instead of me is that her birthmark is kind of crooked and uneven. Just a little bit- you’d have to be looking for it to see it. But unfortunately, hers is crooked making Irene prettier than her by a smidge, and mine isn’t, and that’s what ruined my life.
 
                 Anyway, Irene just stomped inside the dwarves’ house and is most likely turning everything upside down to find me. She’s like that. She always gets what she wants. Now she’s stomping back out, furious that she lost my trail again. I’m so grateful to the huntsman for saving my life back then. He risked losing his job, life, everything to save me. It shows you that there’s still good in the world. 
 
                 About the whole surviving thing- this tree is actually surprisingly comfy. It’s a great place to spend the night without being seen. The branch I’m sitting  on is wide and flat enough to lie down on easily, and high enough to avoid being spotted by my stepmother or any of her cronies. It’s getting dark, so I lay my thin blanket on the branch and lie down. No, wait! What if I roll too much and fall off? It’s a pretty long fall from here. I find that the tree’s leaves are strong and sturdy and can withstand a lot of pressure, so I use those to tie myself down to the branch and try to fall asleep. 
 
                 After I wake up, I climb down and check my rucksack. My knife’s still in there. I took it with me to the dwarves’ house. If you’re surprised, don’t be. The only way I survived at Irene’s house was by killing my own food. Now, honestly, my knife is worse than terrible. I made it myself out of a sharp stone that is connected to a thick branch by a couple leaves, and it’s starting to fall apart. The leaves are in pieces, shredded and almost breaking. The branch, which used to be thick and sturdy, now closely resembles a twig. And the blade, which used to be sharp and strong, is so worn that the leaves almost cover it. So I’m buying one this time. Then I start my training. Knife-throwing, stabbing, things that might save my life one day.
 
                 But before I do anything, I need to get a dress. Yeah, that’s right. One that I’ll keep clean and soft so that if I need to go out and buy something in the upper class, I won’t seem suspicious. But until then, I need to go around in my too-short pants and t-shirt. Money isn’t a problem, though. Irene figured out a way to access the fortune Mother left us, so I took back everything that was mine. Basically, after the huntsman took me, my original plan was to take the knife from him, threaten him, then find my way back. I realized that I wouldn’t be able to double back because I had no idea where I was. SO I grabbed a handful of pebbles and dropped them behind me.
 
   The huntsman made this WAY easier when he released me, so after the huntsman released me, I doubled back and stole the money by climbing into a window I broke. I’ve wondered why mother didn’t leave father the fortune for years now. I’ve decided that it’s because just in case Father married an evil lady like Irene, Mother didn’t want them taking the fortune.
 
                 It was a nice try, but there’s no stopping Irene.
 
   So I’m going to go to the fanciest shop in town in these clothes, but money speaks for these people. They don’t care how you look, but if you have a fistful of money, they suck up to you. So I head to Belle’s Beauty, a place run by the local fashion queen. But she’s a major subject for gossip, because she married a man with so much hair on his body that he looks like a beast. He’s kind and helpful, but people can’t get over the hair. 
 
   Anyway, she does carry some gorgeous dresses, even to an anti-fashionista like me. So I run over there as soon as it opens, far before Snow-White and Irene wake up. It’s pretty quiet this early, so I smile at Belle and look around the racks until I decide on one. Nothing over the top, it’s a golden dress in the latest style.
 
   Now I head over to the shadowy, lower parts of town for a knife and dark cloak, to sneak around if I need to. Also, it’ll look really weird if a lady is walking around in the fancy parts of town, looking for a knife. So for the cloak. I head over to Cinderella’s shack. She had an even worse life, ending up at a ball, only to be laughed off. She has lived in shame since them.
 
   “Whaddya want, Shadow?” she hisses. “I’m cleaning up. Someone tipped off the police on our location. I need to skedaddle.” Skedaddle? Who says that?
 
   I jingle the coins in my hand meaningfully. “I need a hood. Black one.” Cinder pulls a black cloak out of a closet. Simple and cheap. “Perfect”, I say. I drop the coins into her palm and pull on the cloak. “I need to leave. Thanks, Cinder.” I rush out the door just in time to watch the slightly chubby police round the corner! Cinder’s just finished packing her tent and is in no condition to run. I sigh; too bad I’m too nice to let her deal with them. Well, since I can’t leave her, how do I beat these fatsos? 
 
   It’s really dark. I can take advantage of that. I hold up a stout black stick like a gun. “Hands up, weapons down! Now!” I shout to the cops. I hold up the “gun” in plain sight. It seems to fool them, because they carefully lay down their weapons and put their hands up, all the while staring at the stick. Cinder and I back away, me facing them with my stick. As soon as we’re out of sight, we run as fast as we can. Fortunately the police are all kind of obese and can’t keep up with us. Cinder and I go separate ways without glancing at each other. I arrive, panting, at the knife shop, and am rewarded with the glint of deadly daggers, curved sickles, and sharp swords. But I’m looking for one of those new knives with all the different types that flick out of the handle- a Swiss cheese knife or something- because who knows what type I’ll need. I spot one in the corner, with a hilt seeming to be molded for my hand, and every type of sword imaginable hidden in it. Perfect-I can hide it with my dress in the upper parts of town, holding it like a rolled-up umbrella in my hand. So I haggle over the price with the shopkeeper, and walk away with the knife in my hand, testing each blade.
 
   At my tree, I tie myself down again and fall asleep as soon as I lie down. 
 
   When I wake up, I while away time while whittling with my knife and nibbling berries. But it is so boring that after a lunch of boiled squirrel, I just take a nap and tie myself down with leaves.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
                 Later in the afternoon I wake up to the sound of voices that I’d never hoped to hear again. Snow-White and Irene are talking right below my tree. I untie myself quickly and sit up, holding my breath. Then Irene speaks. “Well, what’s this?” she asks. What’s what? I look around for clues. Wait. There’s only one of my binding leaves. Where’s the others? They must have fallen on the ground! Irene’s speaking again. 
 
   “Snow-White, climb that tree and check for any disgusting”-she wrinkles her nose-”pests.” Snow-White looks confused.
 
   “Pests? Like bugs? Why would giant bugs be in trees?” She’s never been the sharpest tool in the shed. Irene growls, frustrated.
 
   “Rose-Red!  Check if Rose-Red’s in the dumb tree!” she shouts. Snow-White nods, with a pleased expression on her face.
 
   “I get it, I get it!” she says, as if it’s the hardest thing in the world to understand. Then she realizes something. “Climb? Ewwww. Climbing is icky. It makes my dress all sticky. No way. I don’t want to. Climb? Ewwww. Climbing is ick-” I’m not sure she realizes that she’s repeating, but Irene is steaming mad.
 
   “Climb! Now!” she barks. Snow-White grumbles, but she’s slowly advancing towards me. My breath catches. What do I do? I take deep breaths. Okay. I need to get my knife, dress, cloak, and blanket and go. But my blanket is big and bulky. I can’t take it with me! Okay, just the other three then. The cloak is thick, heavy, and warm, so it can work as a blanket. I grab the things. Next I look for an escape route. Down is not an option. How about if I jump into another tree? I quickly look around. The nearest branch isn’t too far. I take a deep breath- and Snow-White’s at the top! She sees me! She’s about to shout when I throw the bulky blanket as hard as I can at her. She topples off the tree, arms pinwheeling wildly. She hits Irene with a thump. Both of them collapse together. 
 
   In the confusion, I jump off the tree and onto the branch. I leap from branch to branch for what seems like hours. Finally I stop, panting. I’m on the other side of the woods. I clear the last branch and sit there for a while. Soon I hear Snow-White and Irene’s voices again. 
 
   ”We lost track of her”, says Irene. “But she won’t ruin our plans. Soon the kingdom will be yours, Snow-White.” Their voices fade into nothingness as they walk away. I’m left baffled. What the heck did she mean by that? Snow-White can’t rule the kingdom, she’s not even a princess. But there’s only one way to find out: follow them home. To the same place where I slept in a tiny closet. Not a great option, but it’s the only one.              
 
   I find them pretty quickly with their big, clomping footsteps. I keep in the trees close by. Unfortunately, they’re just making small talk and I can’t deduce anything from it. I guess I’ll have to follow them back to the home that was never mine. I don’t want to return there. I have terrible memories from then. But I don’t have a choice if I want to find out what they were talking about.    
 
   Soon we’re at the giant marble house. I hate this place. My room was a cupboard smaller than Snow-White’s makeup closet. Not a drop of light made it past the heavy door that was locked every night by Irene, so I couldn’t run away. Now I have to go back into this house of misery. But have to be strong, for the sake of the kingdom. Because if Snow-White is in charge of this land, everything will go downhill from there.
 
   Now we’re there. Snow-White and Irene go through, excusing the guards from duty, presumably so nobody can eavesdrop. As Snow-White is closing the door, I quickly slip inside, unnoticed. I creep along, keeping my back to the wall. They’re talking again, but in whispers so I can’t hear all of their conversation or distinguish their voices. 
 
   “You’ll marry the prince at age 16 and become queen. After that, you feed him a poison apple so that he is no longer a threat. You will be in power! We will rule together! “ I only hear that much. Because after that, I sneeze. And it’s not a tiny, unnoticeable sneeze. It’s not a small, quiet sneeze. It’s not even a big, loud sneeze. I release a monster sneeze that was probably heard around the world. Irene and Snow White both look straight at the wall I’m hiding behind. Their footsteps are getting closer…closer…and they’re at my hiding spot. Fortunately, I’m not at my hiding spot. I’m curled up in the cupboard I used to sleep in. This is the one place I wanted to avoid. I feel claustrophobic. I need to get away. I close my eyes and curl in tighter. If they look in here, I have no escape. 
 
   Irene is talking again. “What was that? Who was listening to our plan?” she cries evilly and slightly maniacally. I shudder. Is it just me, or is her voice getting less beautiful every day? Maybe the mirror can only fix someone’s appearance so much. In fact, before she tried to kill me and eat my heart and liver, her beauty was already deteriorating. Her face has a couple wrinkles and her beautiful golden hair has a gray strand in it. 
 
   Anyways, they passed by the cupboard and out the door without even thinking of the cupboard. I have time; they probably went to check around the neighborhood for anyone who ran out the front door. Now, about the kingdom-I’m pretty sure Irene is using Snow-White as a puppet. See, in our kingdom someone can only become a princess or queen when they marry into the royal family. Irene is way too old to marry the prince, so Snow-White would be perfect for that, with her beauty and all. The prince would fall for her like a rock. I wonder if that’s why Irene has always liked her. She must have had this plan for a while. After we grew up a bit, she must have realized that I was smarter than Snow-White. Snow-White would be much easier to persuade to take over the throne. Irene was probably also afraid I’d ruin their plans. That’s why she tried to kill me. 
 
   Wow, it’s nice to know my stepmother hates me because I’m smart and pretty. 
 
   Okay, now I can get out of this cupboard. I step out into fresh, open air. Okay, maybe it’s in a stuffy, fancy mansion, but whatever. I’m finally out of that closet. Suddenly, I hear footsteps. But Snow-White and Irene just went out! The footsteps are coming down the stairs! I freeze. Wait. Could it be…”Dad?” I ask as a familiar face looks around the corner. He freezes. 
 
   “Rose-Red? You shouldn’t be here. Irene wants to kill you.” I bite my lip. “I know, Dad. I was doing a little eavesdropping to find out something. Please don’t tell them I was here. Please?” I plead hopefully. Dad looks torn. He seems to be weighing his options. 
 
   “Okay, I won’t tell, as long as you go now”, he says weakly. I nod, and mouthing a thank you, I pull my cloak over my head and run out the door. I hate how he doesn’t do anything about them. I dive into a bush and create a diversion by throwing a stone into another small hedge. The guards are distracted, and I sprint away. 
 
   Okay. Now that I know a little more about their plan, what should I do next? Go to the kingdom and tell the prince? Yeah, right. I’m a criminal who lives in the woods. The prince is definitely going to believe me when I tell him that the girl he loves is actually going to kill him and take over the kingdom. Totally. Anyway, the best thing to do, no matter how much I hate it, is to get a complete makeover. Because after that spying incident, Irene and Snow-White are never going to let someone follow them again. I need to become a member of the court, and I would never pass as a plump, rich, potbellied man when I happen to be the fairest in all the land. That means I have to be a lady of the court, and help the queen with her fashion decisions and whatnot. Disgusting. 
 
   Wait! I have a better idea! I’ll pretend to be a foreign princess! I’ll still have to wear a dress, but it’s better than deciding if the red dress looks better than the other red dress. The only problem is, how do I fake it? I’m way too noticeable, what with  being the fairest lady in the land and everything. So I need to get a make-under instead of a make-over. But I also need to go somewhere that nobody has seen me or Irene or Snow-White, just in case. I settle for Safety Scissors, a beauty salon run by eccentric but trustworthy Belle. At least, I’ve heard that she’s eccentric but trustworthy. She’s pretty young, as I can tell after she walks out the entrance to put the trash out. Her hair tumbles down in wavy brown locks, and today she’s wearing a poofy yellow dress with the biggest skirt I’ve seen. Personally it’s a bit over the top, but hey, I’m no fashion designer. I step into the salon and wave at her.
 
   “Hi. I’m…uh…”- I rack my mind for a name-”Elisabetta.” Sounds prissy enough, anyway. “I’m going to a, uh, princess costume party. I need to look like an imaginary princess. So, um, I’ll need a complete makeover so that I look nothing like myself. Also, if you have a selection of clothes, that would be amazing.” Belle smiles. 
 
   “Okay”, she tells me joyfully. Does she always sound so happy? “I have the dresses in the back. They’re all the latest styles.” She skips along to the back, me following at her heels, and stops at a rack full of dresses. “This is our collection. All sewn with a sewing machine.” I look through the frills. They’re beautiful and all, but they all look exactly like the ones that we wear in town. I need exotic dresses. From different or even imaginary countries. 
 
   “Um”, I start nervously, ”Do you have any other, like, original dresses? That you made or something?” Belle positively radiates happiness from every corner of her being. I’ve never seen anything like it. “Oh, yes! I have a collection of dresses that I made. Would you like to see them?” she says excitedly, bouncing up and down. I grin and nod, and we go down a set of stairs.
 
   Belle flips a switch and the place is bathed with a warm glow. I look around, now almost bouncing up and down like Belle. This is perfect! I rifle through the closets and racks. All of these dresses look like a color bomb exploded all over them! I notice an elegant purple dress, with green and blue skirts; a short orange sundress, with pink stars; but what catches my eye is a spring-green flowing dress, made beautiful with what appears like wreaths of flowers wound around the skirt. It’s actually an embroidered green vine and multi-colored flowers that are so well sewn that they look real. Also, it’s pretty inexpensive compared to some of the other dresses, so I choose it and pay at the counter. Then I step into the changing room to try it on. I made the right choice-it feels as soft as a cloud and is easy to run in, and it’s the finest clothing I’ve worn. Not that I’ve had a lot of them.
 
   “Okay”, I tell her, “Now as I was saying, for the makeover, I need to look unrecognizable, so I can surprise people. So my skin can stay white, but I need spring-green contact lenses and my moon birthmark turned into a star.” She nods, quite professionally, seats me in a chair, and gets to work. Spray bottles fly, spritzing me down with perfume and water and who-knows-what. Removable tattoos are pressed on all side of my moon, turning it into a star. She opens my eyes wide and shows me how to apply my contacts. Finally she stands back, circling me quickly to check for any mistakes. She scrutinizes me,  making me fidget. Then, as if a switch was flipped, Belle turns back into the smiling, happy one that I know. 
 
   “Do you like it?” she asks hopefully, showing me a mirror. Wait! Who is this? Did someone enter the shop when I wasn’t paying attention? I whirl around to confront her, only to realize that there isn’t anyone else. Slowly realization dawns on me. The lady in the mirror is me! I look so different, and my hair isn’t even done yet! I jump up and hug Belle so hard that she gasps for breath. 
 
   “Thank you thank you thank you!” I tell her giddily. Her smile is so big that it literally goes from ear to ear. I’m not exaggerating. I back off and take a deep breath to calm myself down. “Thank you so much, Belle. I’ll never forget you.”
 
   She smiles dazzlingly  and then asks, “How about your hair?”
 
   “For my hair, I need soft, sweeping bangs and long, flowing hair that’s light blonde,”, I tell her. She transforms back to the professional Aurora and nods tightly. Her spray bottles mist my hair with water and she runs a comb through the tangles. I wince as she pulls through an especially big knot. After all the tangles are out, her scissors snip at my hair at dizzying rates and locks of my hair drop to the floor. Finally she makes the last clips. She pulls out a soft blonde dye bottle and gently covers all my hair with it. 
 
   “How do you like it?” Belle asks shyly. I stare at myself, jaw hanging open. I know by this time that it’s actually me, but my brain isn’t really registering it. I look so…different. I’m no longer Rose-Red or even Shadow. I am now Princess Ellowyn Aspen, flowers like those I’m dressed in. Princess Ellowyn Aspen of Calais. of  I look at Belle and smile gratefully. Then I wrap her up in a hug and practically waltz around the room with her. “Thank you so much, Belle”, I say, finally tired from all the waltzing. I place the money in her hand and go into the bathroom to change. Then I walk out the door into my new future.
 
   
 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
                 Okay, this is my plan: I go up to the front door of the house I used to live in and ask Irene and Snow-White  for directions to the castle. If they scream and try to knife me, I need a better disguise. If they think I’m a foreign princess, they’ll be worried and try to mislead me. And since I know the way to the castle, I’ll be fine. The reason I need to do this is so that they don’t recognize me if they show up at the castle. If my cover is blown, I’m dead. I’ll be prosecuted on so many charges: treason, trespassing, forgery, fraud-the list goes on. So with my superior fighting skills, I stand a chance against them if I’m not charged with a criminal activity. But in front of the prince? I won’t stand a chance against the executioner. 
 
                 I stop in front of the fancy, marble-doorstepped, three-story house. Memories pop into my head- Snow-White getting five rooms for just her make-up while all my stuff had to fit into the cupboard I slept in. Curling up in the cupboard to sleep with the air conditioning right behind me, clanking and screeching, freezing me. And I’m going back into it willingly? I shake my head to drown out the thoughts and slowly ascend the stairs to the front door, breezing past the guards calmly. I ring the doorbell before the guards know what happens.
 
                 I knock on the door with sharp raps, trying to sound princess-like. A servant answers the door, clothed in blue with gold tassels. Yup- even the servants were better dressed than me. He calls over Irene as he sees my royal-looking outfit. Irene’s eyes widen as she pulls the door open. “Hello”, I say kind of regally. “I must be at the castle soon, as the prince is expecting me. But alas, I know not the way. Will you be so kind as to guide me?” Irene’s eyes snap sharply. I bet she wasn’t expecting that.
 
   “Yes; you can turn right at the intersection and continue straight. Keep going until you see the castle.” She slams the door. My disguise works! She gave me directions to go out of the country. Nice try, Irene. Takes more than that to set me off. I smile graciously and thank the door in case she’s listening. Then I’m on my way to the actual castle, just a short walk away. Maybe an hour or two.
 
   I’m careful not to get mud on my skirt; as the fashion column in our newspaper says, “Presentation is everything.” Unfortunately, my bare feet are harder to manage. I’m realizing that not wearing shoes, even if it worked with the outfit, was a terrible idea. I step as lightly as if I’m hunting a deer, but even then my toes are touching the ground. Well, who knows? Maybe me being a ‘princess’ and all, dirty feet will soon be the latest fad. I don’t understand why people think that if someone important is wearing something, they should wear it too. 
 
   Finally I’m at the palace and I wipe my feet as best as I can. Then, taking a deep breath, I dart past the guards, who grab at me, but I’m skinny and fast. I sprint to the steps leading to the door, smooth my skirts, and stride through the door confidently, as if I belong. I smile winningly at the court, who look dumbfounded. There are rows and rows of courtiers and ministers surrounding a throne. In it sits a middle-aged queen, hair loose and sitting straight.
 
   “Hello”, I say, curtsying politely, “I am Princess Ellowyn Aspen of Calais. I take it that you have been notified of my arrival?” The queen- I think her name is Marisel Mirabelle-  recovers quickly, shaking her head. Of course she hasn’t, I made the whole thing up. The lines in her forehead stand out even more with confusion. She tilts her head ever so slightly, her dark hair falling to one side and blue-green eyes squinted in concentration. She shakes her head more quickly, more definitely, and guards come forward to throw me out.
 
   I panic and grope for a solution. “My father didn’t notify you? How strange! I was sure that he told you. Are you quite certain that you can manage your schedules correctly?” I cross my fingers behind my back, hoping that the queen wants to maintain her kingdom’s pride. I get lucky. She takes the bait and says haughtily, “We manage our schedules perfectly. Now that you mention it, I do remember something of the sort. I was just momentarily caught up in my thoughts. Stewards, show the princess to her room.” Not exactly hospitable, but she accepted it.
 
   I follow the steward and arrive at the biggest, grandest room I’ve set eyes on. Not that I’ve had a huge amount of giant rooms. I take it in with wonder, not believing it’s real. I sink into the beautifully soft mattress with a sigh. This is like floating on a cloud! My hyper giggle is cut off when I sink further into the bed, making the bedsheet cover my mouth. I guess I have to be careful around this thing. The perimeter of this room seems like a mile, though it’s probably closer to almost two hundred feet. I have a beautiful view from the elegant oval-shaped window. But the best part is the roof that can open with a press of a button. The mechanics are cool and everything, but the one reason I love this room so much is the tree hanging over the roof. It’s a big, old, mossy tree with a thick trunk and knobbly roots. If I climbed on the bedpost, I could sit on the branch closest to me and go up from there. Well, might as well try! I climb on the bedpost and reach up with one arm. I can barely grasp the branch. As I reach with my other hand, I lose balance! I’m falling! Help!
 
   I brace for impact when I realize that I’m not hitting the ground, but my shoulder really hurts. I’m still holding on with one hand! Thank god. I’m not going to think about what would happen if I fell all that distance. I strain to reach with my other hand, then pull myself up with both arms. The branch is comforting, like a sofa almost. I allow myself a break, then keep going. As I swing onto the top branch, I realize how truly spectacular the sight is. The hills overlap for as long as I can see and the trees spread out like a blanket. A blue lake shimmers in front of me, and I swear I see a fish jump out.
 
   Hey. I hear someone knocking! I panic and start to scramble down the tree. As I reach the bottom, the person loses patience and barges in. I realize that it’s the sixteen year old Prince Caspian Percival Leopold the Seventh as soon as I see the crown. He’s much loved by everyone in the kingdom, but now that I think about it, his face has never appeared on any newspaper or screen. At least in the articles, he is described as kind and sweet. I guess that’s why I didn’t know before this that he looks kind of…spoiled. And bratty. He’s got rolls of fat hanging off his stomach and arms and a turned-up snub nose, making his appearance resemble a pig’s. His clothes are  impeccably neat, completely clashing with his chocolate and sugar-covered face. He gives me a smarmy, annoyingly condescending smile. I feel nauseous from seeing half-chewed food between his teeth. 
 
   “You must be Princess Ellowyn. My mother told me about you and your so-called kingdom Calais”, he says in an extremely oily voice. You know, I never understood the word oily until now. Or “makes your skin crawl”. But this guy makes the definition clear. I force my voice to stay even.
 
   “I’m sorry, I must not have heard properly. I thought momentarily that you jested at the expense of my kingdom”, I  reply calmly. Wow. Where do I even get these words from? He squints at me, a task that’s difficult considering his already squinty eyes. He sneers maliciously.
 
   “I guess you need to check your hearing”, he throws over his shoulder as he strolls out of the room. I close the door slowly, digesting the situation. This is the prince that I’m saving? I don’t even know if I want to! I might let Snow-White poison him or whatever. But I remind myself that I’m not doing this for the prince, I’m doing it for the kingdom. The world would be a terrible place with rulers like Irene. But if this guy always acts like this, the members of the kingdom would not be quite as fond of the prince. I’m about to climb back up my tree when I see a dog rushing past the doorway! My instincts kick in and I dive for it, grabbing the giant by the collar. Actually, giant would be an understatement. This dog is almost as tall as I am, and probably three times as heavy! It delicately licks my cheek, but starts to growl when a stressed-looking lady comes rushing up. “I’m so sorry about Gator! He can be so out of control sometimes!” she apologizes anxiously.
 
   “That’s okay. He’s fine”, I reassure her. Now that I think about it, Gator’s a pretty strange-looking dog. He’s got the body of a Doberman, but his fur is long, soft, and orange, like a Pomeranian’s. And there’s a dog next to the woman, too. It’s got the body and fur of a Pomeranian, but the colors of its fur are brown and black, like a Doberman’s. That’s so weird! The little puffball of a dog bounds over to me and throws itself into my arms, licking fiercely at me. Even weirder; the big dog is quiet and delicate towards me, but the small dog is fierce and confident! The woman smiles.
 
   “They’re brother and sister. The little one is Allie, the giant is Gator. Allie takes after her dad, Gator more resembles his mom. But both of them inherited traits from both sides of the family. It’s strange”, she explains. I laugh at the craziness of it all while Allie continues to attack my face and Gator rubs his fur under my hand, asking quietly for petting. 
 
   The lady introduces herself as Clara. She claims to be a maid, but I feel like she’s holding something back from me. Something about the way she walks, or talks, tells me that she is too posh to be a maid.
 
   “I’m not actually supposed to have these dogs”, Clara tells me confidentially. “But I’m so attached to them that I can’t bear to let them go! I usually keep them under lock and key in my room, but as I was locking the door they squeezed by and ran. Can you keep this a secret? I’ll never let it happen again!”
 
   Of course I agree, because considering that I’m faking being a princess, I really have no right to be telling on her.
 
   As the dogs leave with Clara, I retreat back to my room. It’s been a long day.
 
   


  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
                 I yawn, stretching as I wake up from a terrible night’s sleep. The bed kept sinking in and suffocating me, and the pillow was so high that my neck is cramping. Apparently I’m not experienced in luxury. Oh, well. Time for breakfast. Food is served at at nine, so I have an hour to get ready. I put in my contacts, press on the removable tattoos, and switch on the shower. The queen was kind enough to supply me with a wardrobe full of elegant dresses, and I lay out a sleeveless emerald green gown. It comes with a green silk scarf that shimmers with every step and a silver chain with an emerald pendant. I clean all the dirt off of myself and stay in the water until the water that runs off of me isn’t brown. After I wash my hair,  I switch off the water and dry off myself with the soft, fluffy towels in the bathroom. It’s the first bath I’ve taken in ages. FInally I wear the clothes and admire myself. My excuse for being so dirty and unclean yesterday? I’ve “traveled far to reach the kingdom which I’ve heard so many good things about.” Flattery never goes wrong.
 
                 I walk into the dining hall for breakfast and smile graciously at Queen Marisel. 
 
   “I do apologize for my appearance yesterday. I have traveled for months to reach this kingdom that I have heard so much about. Do excuse me”, I announce to the whole table full of courtiers and their wives. Then I sweep into the seat and smile at everyone. After a couple seconds of staring, everyone goes back to their normal conversations. Inside I grin triumphantly. They believed it! I help myself to the delectable food. It’s difficult to keep from stuffing my face full, but I make myself savor every rich bite. I’ve heard stories of people getting sick from eating too much food they aren’t used to. After I can’t hold another delicate nibble, I excuse myself to my room. I’m going to explore the castle. Maybe there’s someone else my age to play with. I wander down the endless hallways for what seems like forever. I’m going back to my room. This is so boring. Hey! Who’s that? It’s a girl! A princess, I’m guessing, by the fancy tiara studded with diamonds.
 
                 “Hello. I’m Princess Ellowyn Aspen from the kingdom of Calais. I have just arrived at this wonderful palace. And who may you be?” I ask, struggling to keep my words steady. Finally, someone my age! A girl, too! But my hopes fall slightly when she looks at me snidely. 
 
   “I may be a disgusting nincompoop like you. But I am Ingrid Florian. That’s Princess to you.” Is everyone in the palace snobby? I’m already hating this. 
 
   “Would you like to go to the top of the clocktower with me?” I make one last attempt at befriending her. 
 
   “Certainly not. I only go with people of my class”, she snips arrogantly. Aggh! Okay, I’m giving it to her. 
 
   “I’m quite sorry to hear that you are a class below me. Do you know where to find someone of my level?” I ask innocently and watch her face turn several shades of red and purple. It’s hard to resist the urge to grin, but I suppress it and walk away calmly. I’m probably going to pay for that remark later, but it was nice while it lasted.
 
   I head back to my tree and climb to the top-just in time to see Snow-White and Irene arrive at the castle. Uh-oh. I haven’t really decided on a strategy to foil her evil plans. So, um… what do I do? I think for a few minutes, and then you can practically see the lightbulb above my head. I’ll have to befriend Snow-White and trick her into telling me the details of her plan. I have to act snobby and mean and dumb, but hey, it’s worth it to save the kingdom. 
 
   I hop down the branches and walk casually to where the drawbridge is located, leaning against a pole and pretending to check my nails. As she sashays in, I look up like I’m super bored and then go back to inspecting my nails. She spots me and heads right my way. 
 
   “Yo Dude. Where’s mah crib, yo?” she says, trying to sound cool and snazzy.
 
   “Yo. I’m Princess Ellowyn Aspen of Calais. I go by Elle. I don’t know where your room is, ask QUeen Marisel, yo”, I say, playing along with the cool-wannabe attitude. “I’ll come witcha, yo.” She smiles and does a weird body jerk that I take to mean yes, so we set off to the room. Queen Marisel assigns her, coincidentally, the room next to mine. I sit on her bed while she unpacks. It takes her a couple hours to unpack, and we talk about how annoying sisters can be. She blabbers on about how I’m so annoying, and I agree with her about everything, no matter how much it kills me to do it. I tell her about my little ‘sis’ Posy and how much she bugs me.
 
   Now we’re on friendly terms, so we go for a stroll together. I show her my room and tell her how much I hate that dumb tree, because climbing makes me icky and sticky. She totally agrees. After another couple hours of this mindless bore, it’s finally time for dinner, which is mercifully silent. Everyone retreats back to their room for sleep. I dream of being buried alive with a talking parrot that sounds just like Snow-White.
 
   I wake up, bleary-eyed, at seven. I go through the same routine, scrubbing myself down and washing my hair. Today, I’m wearing a sapphire-blue long sleeve dress, elegant and easy to move in. It comes with a long gold piece of cloth that ties as a belt, and another of the same that is used as a hair tie. After I’m all ready, I knock on Snow’s door. She opens it, dressed in a ruby-red frock.  
 
   “What up, yo?” she slangs lamely.
 
   “Nothing much, yo. ‘Bout you, yo?” she says, trying to lean against a wall. But she misjudges the distance, and ends up on the floor looking confused. I don’t know why, but every sentence in Snow-White’s “cool” vocabulary ends with ‘yo’. So annoying.
 
   I decide to attempt to figure out the plan. But I’ll need a really good bait. Hmm. How about this?
 
   “I wish I were princess of this land, yo. How cool would that be?” I throw the hook, hoping she takes it.
 
   “Oh, yeah? Well, soon I’m gonna be the princess of the land, yo. I’m gonna mar-oh, I can’t tell you, yo. Irene says so, yo.” Darn it! 
 
   We head down to breakfast together, with Snow prattling on and on, mostly about how annoying Rose-Red was. I satisfy myself by thinking of how angry she would be if she knew who I really am. The thought is so funny that I burst out laughing in the middle of a story. Unfortunately, this is a ranting story, not at all funny, and she turns to me, confused.
 
   “Huh, yo? Why’d you laugh, yo?” she asks, her brow wrinkling and the corners of her lips turning down. This sight is so comical that I almost start laughing again, and just manage to hold it in. I have to pretend that I didn’t laugh and that she was imagining things, and no matter what level her IQ may be, she’s not buying it. Thankfully we arrive at the dining hall and I’m spared. Irene’s here too, and she makes me nervous. She’s staring at me, probably assessing my strengths and weaknesses. I smile at her and delicately nibble at a croissant, like a proper princess would. I make sure to be extra polite and everything.
 
   Finally, at the end of breakfast, I run back up the stairs (when she’s not looking, obviously) and have a small mental breakdown in my room. This is incredibly stressing. I don’t know about you, but having the country’s fate be up to me is slightly-only slightly-unnerving. ACTUALLY IT’S REALLY, REALLY UNNERVING! I know what you’re thinking: Shadow’s psycho. Yeah, why don’t you try being a foreign princess trying to save your home and having the two people you used to serve stress you out?! 
 
   Okay. Deep breaths. I do some yoga and then decide to check on Snow-white again, just to see what she’s up to. Strangely, she’s not in her room trying on dresses and eye shadow. After a brief search, I find her doing what? Chatting with the prince. They’re getting along pretty well, so I guess I didn’t act “cool” enough. But as he sees me, his face twists into a sneer again.
 
   “You”, he says as a greeting, rather meanly, actually.
 
   “Yo dude”, I greet him. He’s taken aback. 
 
   “Wait- but in the room you were so mean- um- who are you and what did you do with Ellowyn Aspen?” he asks.
 
   “Never seen you before, yo”, I tell him. As an afterthought, I add, “Except on TV, yo.” His mouth is hanging wide open. I think I just saw a fly go into it. Eughh.
 
   “Uh-uh-uh-okay”, he stutters, his flabby cheeks turning pink.
 
   I smile and ask Snow-White, “Whatcha wanna do, yo?” She thinks for a couple seconds and then asks the prince if he’ll “give us a tour of the castle, yo.” The prince agrees and we set off. But he’s so dull and boring that I fake an illness and head back to my room to come up with a different plan. Hmmm…I know where Irene’s room is, and I know that Snow-White goes there every night. So if I went there tonight, I might be able to find out some valuable information.
 
   The day goes by much too quickly, and before I know it, dinner is over. I couldn’t eat more than a couple spoonfuls of rice. The queen seems to notice and genuinely care. She even asks me if I’m feeling all right. I assure her that I’m fine, but I’m just watching my weight. Queen Marisel seems to accept that, and I excuse myself to my room. I would normally bite my nails, but they’re already chewed to stubs. I’ve got to break that habit.
 
   I pull on my black cloak and leave my room at midnight. My heart nearly stops when I step on a creaky stair, but I force myself to keep going for my country’s sake. Fortunately, Irene’s room is at a corner, so I have a wall to peek behind, to make sure nobody’s coming. Oh yeah! I read this idea in a book! I kneel down on the floor and take off the cloak, shoving it under my dress. Then I take off the actual hair-tie that I was using and drop it on the floor, pretending to reach for it. That way if Snow-White or Irene comes out, I can say that I was picking up my hair-tie. Also, my other excuse is that I was looking for the bathroom because mine is broken.
 
   I place my ear against the door and start to listen to the conversation. Snow-White is talking without all the ‘cool speak.’ I guess she only does that around people our age.
 
   “I think the prince likes me”, she brags. “Good thing that he has to find a bride soon. I’m definitely going to marry him.” Then she starts to scratch her head and twitch her nose. He has to get engaged soon? How soon?
 
   Irene smiles nastily. Boy, you can see how ugly she’s becoming. Snow-White’s, like, ten times prettier than her now. “And then you know the plan; finish off all male relatives, the king and queen, and then finally the prince. Then you will be the ruler! But remember, on one condition: I tell you what royal decisions to make.” They start to laugh maniacally. Irene’s obviously had some practice, but Snow-White sounds like she’s a donkey with a sore throat and has to break off because of a coughing fit.
 
   “Tomorrow”, continues Irene,”you feed the prince’s brother a potion that I have concocted! He shall sputter and die on the spot! Bwahaha! But I only made one batch- call it a testing round. Make sure he eats it!” she rasps. Uh-oh. I won’t be able to stop that! I’ll figure it out tomorrow. I know it sounds heartless, but the prince is my bigger concern. 
 
   “Go back to sleep now. And watch that Ellowyn girl-there’s something I don’t trust about her.” Snow-White frowns about that, but nods hesitantly. She’s starting to walk out of the room, so I’m gonna take the opportunity to get out of here. I run as quietly as I can back to my room and pull the covers over my body. I need all the rest I can get for tomorrow.
 
   I wake up at eight-thirty, so I have to kind of rush to get ready. Half asleep, I wash in the warm water and run a brush through my sleep-tangled hair. I choose an elegant white dress with sleeves just past my elbows. Lace designs decorate the hemming at the base and top. I pair it with some dangly diamond jewelry and white slippers with the same lace pattern. Pulling my hair into a simple over-the-shoulder braid, I’m out of my room two minutes before breakfast starts.
 
   I glide down the stairs with Snow, who, to her credit, looks really pretty in purple with amethyst jewelry. Queen Marisel is busy greeting everybody, so I’m the only one who notices Snow-White slip the pink liquid into Prince Alexander’s oatmeal. I stand up quickly and make as if to get water, then accidentally-on-purpose knock his bowl onto the floor. Phew! I blabber on and on about how sorry I am, and have to suffer through his death glares all of breakfast. I have a sudden urge to slap his face and tell him how I just saved his life, so he can stop staring at me already!
 
   Breakfast finishes too slowly under his scrutinizing gaze, and I’m glad for the opportunity to rush back up. This is my last chance to find and destroy the-what was it again?- oh yeah, poison apple. I know that Irene will be at the spa today-I checked the schedule-so I have about another hour and a half until she comes back. I check both ways and bound up the stairs to Irene’s room. Let me see if I can find the poison apple before she comes back! I creep into the shadows and peek into her room. She’s not there, so I tiptoe-run in and start to open the drawers as quietly as I can. In the first few drawers, there’s only clothes and jewelry and makeup. But in the next drawers, I see silver plates and candles and coins! She’s been looting the palace!
 
   Okay, that’s kind of disturbing, but whatever. The apple isn’t in any of the drawers, and that’s what matters. I rummage through the clothes, to see if she hid them there, but she didn’t. I need to search the rest of the room. It’s not in the bathroom cabinets either, or her wardrobe, or her bed. An hour later, I give up. She’s probably carrying it around everywhere, just to be safe. I need to go now, just to make sure I don’t get caught in here. I put everything just as it was before and carefully step out of the room and run back to mine. Just in time, too- I see one of the staff step in to clean it. Phew! 
 
   As I walk back to my room, I get the shock of my life when Queen Marisel is waiting in front of my door. I manage to hold back a gasp.
 
   “Oh, hello, Queen Marisel. To what to I owe this pleasure?”
 
   She responds, “I thought that you and Snow may have been slightly bored in the castle. So I have arranged some lessons including all our finest tutors in the arts, and you shall attend classes with Snow-White and all the other princesses in the castle. The classes will include speaking regally, posture, dancing, fashion, and makeup - all the things a princess would ever need to know. You will get quarters closer to your lessons. Meet in the ballroom at ten tomorrow morning.”
 
   I’ll admit, it’s a step up from wandering around gossiping, but I’m less than thrilled. No math? No reading? No geography or science? I taught myself things like this in my free time, but I want to improve on them. But these nonsensical topics? 
 
   Well, it’s not like I have a choice, so I agree and tell Snow. Lessons start tomorrow.
 
   The day passes quickly and I fall asleep very soon, for some reason exhausted beyond belief.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   I get dressed as soon as I wake up and meet Snow-White and the ballroom, where all the princesses were requested to gather. The voice over the loudspeakers calls small groups of princesses at a time, about 10 or so, probably to hand out schedules. FInally my group is called.
 
                 “Princesses Ellowyn Aspen of Calais, Snow-White Tempest of Panthea, Adelaide Alicia of Willowsbourgh, Sophia Blanche of Quintenna…” The voice fades off as I start to make my way to the main building. In the room, a mousy woman takes our measurements and hands us our schedules. The people called are who I will have all of my classes with. Luckily Snow-White is in my group, so I can keep an eye on her. The mousy lady, who I’ll nickname Mouse, leads us to a room covered with fabric squares of pastel colors- soft pinks, blues, greens, oranges, purples, you name it. They’ve even managed to find different shades of white, for heavens’ sakes!
 
                 Snow-White chooses a beautiful shade of purple, the color that suits her best. The other girls choose other shades, but I notice each picks a different color. I settle on white, because it seems to compliment any color.
 
                 Then Mouse takes us to another room filled with MORE pastel colors, apparently for the trim. I choose soft purple because it looks pretty with the white. And even though I don’t have a taste for fashion, let’s face it: I need to develop one if I want to continue my fake identity.
 
                 Finally they lead us to our new housing, because it will be easier to travel to our classes from here. We have a HUGE house, about the size of two mansions put together, for all 10 of us. I choose a room right next to a window, with light blue walls and white trim. It has a nice soft sofa, a lilac colored and scented bathroom, and a small but cozy bed with a mattress just plushy enough. Even though it’s not nearly as big as my last room, I like it much better.
 
                 I visit Snow’s room soon after, and as I suspected, she went after the biggest one. The walls are a garish pink, the bathroom a yellow that hurts your eyes, and it has no windows. The mattress is so soft it’s like water, the sofa is beautiful but hard as stone, and there is marble as flooring, not snow-white, fluffy carpeting like mine. I hate the room, but Snow-White is in love with it, and I guess that’s good enough. When she visits mine, she pretends to love it, but it’s obvious that she thinks it’s much too quiet and simple Oh, well- I guess we have different tastes.
 
                 Upon further investigation alone in my room, I see a small hideaway space in the wall with cushions and pillows to make it comfy. It has a small round window that opens, and I could sit here for hours, looking at the view, without getting bored. There’s also a gigantic wardrobe, I guess to put shoes and dresses in. I love the room more and more as I discover new things and places in it, and I feel very pleased when I go to explore the non-room parts of the house.
 
                 There’s a kitchen with the most hi-tech appliances available, a jacuzzi and swimming pool in the back. In the backyard there’s arches, pathways, swings, and every imaginable plant. I lie in a patch of snowdrops for an hour, just drinking in sunlight. Finally, I arrive back in to pick up my school uniform, which has just been dropped off.
 
                 As I try it on, I realize that I might not be so bad at fashion as I thought. My eyes look darker and prettier, my skin looks less tanned and more flawless, and it compliments my hair perfectly. The purple trim makes the outfit look sophisticated, so I’m happy with it. We each get 10 uniforms, to wear if we need to wash the other ones in the premium, high-quality machines we have downstairs. By this time it’s time for dinner, as a bell announces to the house. I take a seat at the table with the other girls, waiting for it to be served.
 
                 I’ll get to know the names of the other girls too, but two immediately stand out to me, not including Snow and I. One is Calla Natalya from Clementine, who has light brown hair, big green eyes, and the emptiest head I’ve seen. There’s also Kalila Valeska of Venezia, who wants to be a fashion statement. She has on rainbow sunglasses with dark shades, her hair is long and electric blue, she is wearing a pink cut-off top, jangly bracelets, loads of necklaces, and a black tight skirt with golden high-heels. Honestly, she looks quite ridiculous.
 
                 “I’m hungry”, whines Calla. “I want food. Like, food that you can eat with your mouth. With my teeth, not, like, with my ears.” Yeah, Calla, because there’s some food that you can eat with your ears.
 
                 Kalila seems to be scouting out people’s outfits. “Sorry, Elle, but your outfit isn’t bold at all”, she comments about my blue dress with a shimmery scarf. “Your outfit is YOU! Your outfit tells me that you must be having personal problems. Accessorize! Embrace your inner self! Take an approach like mine. My outfit screams beautiful! Unique! Fashionable!” she explains. Not the words I would use to describe her outfit, but sure. Another girl that I recognize as Sidelle rolls her eyes towards me.
 
                 Finally, we finish dinners and head to our rooms for some sleep. I doze off in a moment.
 
                 The next morning, I take a hot shower and scrub all the dirt off of me. I wash my hair, comb it, dry it until it’s soft and silky. I put it up in a messy bun and wear my school uniform and a pair of pink, soft slippers. Then I go down the stairs to a breakfast of cinnamon rolls. Then, with butterflies in my stomach, I report to my first room, fashion.
 
                 As I enter, I see a couple other of my classmates in the room. My teacher- I think her name is Ms. Ella- is wearing a blue gown and gloves. She looks rather pretty, if shallow.
 
                 The bell rings soon, and everybody is in the room by then. Ms. Ella passes out a piece of thick paper and a pencil pouch with 10 color pencils in it and one regular graphite pencil and a white eraser. She proceeds to tell us that the colors were each of the rainbow colors, black, white, and metallic. Each pencil will change to whichever shade we choose on the digital controller she hands us. Wow, pretty cool- very hi-tech.
 
                 Then she begins to explain our assignments. 
 
   “Here’s what your assignments will be in the future- they will be pass or fail, nothing in between. I will tell you an event- for example, a ball- and you will design an outfit based on it. You will have two artists who will prepare you for the even and sew your dress. Every two weeks, we will hold the event that you have been assigned and you will wear your sewed creation. One of you will be crowned as the best outfit. Your score will be passed back the next day. For the next two weeks, the topic shall be masquerade ball. You may begin.”
 
                 Hmm. A ball- that means very poofy but elegant gowns, gloves, tiaras- fancy stuff. I first sketch a figure and soon realize that I am a very talented artist. Then I ponder what to dress her in. I choose deep midnight blue as the color. But in what style? I decide on a sleeveless top, with a heart-shaped top of the bodice. Then I draw a skirt that widens only slightly more than the waist. I decide on flats for my shoes. Biting my lip, I see that it looks far too plain. So I add ruffly layers to the skirt, pulling the pencil-and-paper fabric in different directions.
 
   The dress, I realize, looks way too much like one of the dresses at the store- I was wondering how I suddenly developed a great sense of fashion- so I combine it with ideas from other dresses I’ve seen. the I gather all the layers to the side, making a rose from the bunch. It’s beautiful, but now I need the mask. I start with the simple shape, the slim, elegant outline. I color it metallic blue- to match the dress, and also it’s my favorite color. I notice a stray pen scribble on one side of the mask, and I can’t get it off. So to cover it up, I add curls of silver and black gems going off the frame on the same side, like wispy clouds on a blue sky. I add little swirls of silver glitter around the mask and draw a silver and black ribbon to tie behind my head. For the finishing touch, in the middle of the mask, I add a  half black, half silver tiara with the same shade sapphires as my dress and with intricate curled designs like lace. I admire my work, adding a couple touches here and there, when the bell rings for my next class.
 
                 Wow! Time sure passed fast! I check my schedule for my next class. It’s drama, so I head over there quickly. My teacher is Mrs. Badroulbadour, but apparently prefers to be called Mrs. Jasmine or Mrs. Jazz. I slide into my seat just as the bell rings. As I look up, I gasp. Mrs. Badrou… baldo… oh forget it! Mrs. Jazz is wearing pants! And a top that doesn’t cover her stomach! And it doesn’t have sleeves, either! 
 
                 She clears her throat. “Hello, class”, she says with a strange accent. “I am Mrs. Jasmine, or Mrs. Jazz, and I shall be instructing you in the arts of-” she strikes a dramatic pose, one hand over her forehead, the other over her heart “-theatre. Not acting, theatre. This includes drama”-she strikes that ridiculous pose again-”miming”-she pretends to be in a box, exaggerating her facial expressions-”romance”-she flutters her eyelids, looks swoony, and clasps her hands together-”and more. 
 
   “Your first challenge of the year is to perform a short skit which shall be recorded for educational purposes only- we shall record your final performance as well, and we can look at your progress through the year. This is the only assignment for you this year that won’t be graded, though every one will be videotaped. Your task is to create an interpretive dance of elegance, grace, and poise. I will choose your partner for you and you will then begin.” She begins to monotonously read off a list. I tune her out until I hear- “Ellowyn Aspen with Sidelle Simone.” 
 
   A girl with short-cropped hair and golden-brown skin and hazel eyes heads my way. She has a slim build, long neck, soft facial expressions- a sort of quiet beauty. But as we discuss ideas, I find myself being quite impressed with her personality. She’s sarcastic, smart, and quirky.
 
                 For our dance, we check out the supplies Mrs. Jazz had mentioned and find long, gauzy pieces of cloth tied on to cylindrical sticks with thick, bold strips of ribbon. It overall gives the effect of floating or flying. I quickly claim the blue and silver one- it reminded me of my dress from fashion- and she grabs the purple and gold one. Apparently Sidelle took dance lessons in her kingdom, Shazadi, and has some pretty good moves. As we finish our dance with a smooth twirl, a snarky voice pipes up from behind us. I recognize it as the voice of Pippa Meredith, the pale-skinned, wavy black haired, purple-eyed snob of a girl. She comments cruelly, “Nice fish dance-or was it hippo? But just wanted to let you know that the theme is ‘elegance’, not ‘fat creature lumping about’.” She smirks and flips her hair over her shoulder. 
 
                 I smile sweetly at her. “Perhaps you could show us your brilliant moves. Because you’re such an expert at this and everything.” Her smile slips slightly, but she and her partner, an uncomfortable-looking girl who obviously didn’t want to be caught up in this, swish their hips and strut up and down, Pippa’s high-heels driving like knives into the carpet. As they finish, Sidelle opens her mouth for a cutting retort, but I smile slightly at her, subtly shaking my head. Then I launch into a ridiculously stupid dance, thrashing around and bobbing my head while waving my arms about and jumping from side to side. As I finish, I see Sidelle, Pippa and her partner looking at me in confusion. Pippa asks, “What are you doing?” with a look of disbelief and disgust settling on her face.
 
                 I look at her the same way. “I thought that we were doing stupid dance moves- that’s what you just demonstrated, right?” While Pippa’s jaw falls open, Sidelle grins and announces it’s her turn, launching into a dance more ridiculous than even mine. By this time, Pippa has come up with a response to my remark, and smiles innocently.
 
                 “If you thought it was a contest, why didn’t you do your dance? It is rather dumb.” I can’t think of a response, and am just about to shrug uselessly when Sidelle intervenes to save the day.
 
                 “Because we wanted to do a dance that would be more ridiculous than yours, and ours wasn’t cutting it.” Then we both smile, turn around, and walk sassily away, leaving Pippa outraged, angry emotions playing havoc on her preppy face. Without a word, Sidelle and I fist bump each other and go back to rehearsing our dance.
 
                 The teacher comes over, showing off “subtly” by flinging her arms in the air and kicking her legs up high. Then she pretends to have just noticed us and complimented us on our “interesting” dance. I don’t know exactly what that means, but okay, I’ll take it. Especially because just a few minutes ago, I saw her tell Pippa that her dance was “underwhelming”. 
 
                 Before Sidelle and I can decide on our costumes, the bell rings, and we dash to our next periods. Man, these people don’t allow a lot of time to get to our next classes! Especially because the halls are so crowded with all the princesses in the castle. I manage to elbow through the crowds of princesses and flomp onto my seat before the bell rings, my elbows sore. 
 
                 I didn’t have time to check my schedule before for my teacher and subject, so I glance at it now. I have Ms. Zel for hair and makeup.
 
                 I look at Ms. Zel, and my eyes bug out. She has really, really long golden hair, that’s thrown out the window and wrapped around a hook. Her head is slightly dragged to the side by the weight of her hair. Also, her face looks totally covered in random makeup. Her lips are coated with dark pink, eyes smeared with green, her cheeks are bright purple. It looks like a color bomb exploded onto just the right parts of her face.
 
                 As the second bell rings, she begins talking in a shrill, high-pitched voice. “Listen up, class! For those who don’t know, my name is Ms. Zel and I shall be teaching you the art”-she tosses her head and dabs her face with a soft spongy cloth-”of hair and makeup. Now we are partnering up with Ms. Ella for the ball. I will pass back the papers that you started in Ms. Ella’s class.” While she hands us the papers, she talks. “You will add on the appropriate hair and makeup to your figures. Here is a textbook teaching you how to choose them correctly. Now, as princesses, you NEVER apply your own makeup or do your hair, you only choose it. So before the ball, highly trained professionals shall do them for you, exactly how you specified. BUT, to try your hair and makeup out, each of you have an extensive makeup kit in front of you. You also have a mannequin head with real hair attached. Begin.”
 
   I flip through my textbook until I see a section about royal blue dresses, and practically copy the pictures straight out of it. I fill in the lips with a deep red lipstick and lightly add clear gloss on top of it. I don’t need to worry about the eyes, so I skip over them. I stroke on blush that matches my lipstick and for the final touch, sparingly brush shimmery golden glitter over the whole face for a glowing effect. 
 
                 I look at the book again, staring at it to look for a solution to the hair, but  I have to ponder it a little. I try a braid, but it doesn’t look right. Wearing the hair down covers the shoulders, so the strapless gown has no effect. Ponytails all look super weird on a formal gown, and buns look to uptight. 
 
                 Wait! There’s a section about that in the book! Glancing at the instructions from the textbook, I grab my mannequin head and brush all the hair until it’s smooth. I take a thick top layer of the hair, pulling it up to make a slightly messy, big bun just behind the top of my head. Then I take the thin layer left and make two braids out of them. I wrap the braids around the bun, securing the ends to the rest of the hair with bobby pins. Then I sweep the bangs around, tucking them behind the ear. Hmmm. I like the hairstyle, so I lightly stroke it on to the paper.
 
                 As I try to transfer the makeup to the model though, it’s not easy. It looks like a cat treaded on the poor mannequin’s face. I try to wipe it off, my sleeves turning rainbow, and get most of it removed before the next bell rings. I run through the halls, trying to find my next class: speaking regally, with Mrs. Tinker Belle, but she prefers to be called Tinker.
 
                 As I sink into my seat, gasping from the effort of pushing through fast-moving princesses, I spot a blondish-brown haired lady in a ridiculously poofy green dress, with a stupid looking bun that was on the extreme side of her hair. If she tried to run or climb a tree, her dress would split in half, or at least break hundreds of seams. It seemed so tight around the waist, but ballooned out at the bottom. But you could tell that underneath the fabric, there was something tight around her legs, because she moved slowly, with tight, small waddle-steps.
 
                 As the bell chimes, she begins to speak it a ditzy, girly voice. She’s teaching speaking regally?
 
                 “Hey girlfriends, I’m Tinker. Squeeee! So, I’m so, so, SO excited to be teaching you guys (squeeee!) that I set up a super, duper fun class schedule! When I made it, I was all like, OMG! This is going to be, like, so fun! So let me demonstrate!” I have to hear how this lady talks “royally”, but when she does, I’m blown away. Her empty-headed voice turns serious and has a distinctly elegant accent.
 
                 “Hello, my faithful subjects! I shall be teaching you the art of speaking royally, and let’s begin now.” She grins, flouncing her hair. “OMG! Wasn’t that, like, totes cool?” The whole class stares in shock, eyes saucers, and she keeps talking about how much fun this will be. 
 
                 Finally, she tells us to begin and practice with our desk partner. I turn to see Gwyneth Vivienne. The traditional nickname would be Gwen, but she resolutely sticks with V. Pronounced Vee. She’s cool, though. She has short straight black hair that frames her face, bangs that sweep to the side, and she always braids a small piece of her hair that manages to look unique and elegant. Her uniform kind of describes her personality: she managed to find neon green and bright orange in the room of pastels, and the word that I’d use to describe her is neon. 
 
   She gives me a half smile and says with a smirk and an English accent, “Royally speaking is a real pain in the neck, my royal subjects.” I grin at her, and we start to make up ridiculous phrases that we say in an English accent. What we don’t know is that Tinker is standing right behind us, and then she gives us a peppy lecture that’s twice as bad as a normal lecture. 
 
   “OMG, guys! That was, like, totes, totes like, uncool, so don’t do that, okay?… “ It just goes on and on forever, and V secretly pulls out a book and starts reading under the desk. Finally, I claim I need to use the bathroom and just stay there for the rest of the period. 
 
   I totally zone out for the next couple periods, my eyes closing slightly, fluttering, and then I jerk back awake. Finally the day ends, and I stumble back to my cozy room, collapse into the bed, and fall asleep, listening to birds chirping.
 
   

 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
                 I wake up with the beeping of my alarm clock, rolling over onto my side. I groan and close my eyes again, until I remember what day it is. It’s the day of the masquerade ball! I jump out of bed, checking my clock. I have plenty of time- the ball is at 5:00 pm, and it’s 7:00 am right now. But I need to get to my stylists soon, right after I take a bath.
 
                 I shed my pajamas and step into the broiling hot water, scrubbing my body with that lilac-scented soap that’s on the stand, thoroughly wash my hair with shampoo and conditioner until it’s silky-smooth, and step out, wrapping a soft, pink fluffy towel around me. I towel-dry my hair and body (my stylists said that hairdryers are bad for your hair) and then put moisturizer on. Then I dress in a camisole and tight, small shorts, so that I can just wear clothes on top. I brush my hair smooth again, and go to the door, exiting with most of my other housemates.
 
                 My stylists greet me- Harper, a girl only a few years older then me, with her dark red hair curling around her shoulders and her face gentle, and Autumn, an older lady whose eyes and wrinkles show many years of experience, and her white hair is always in a tight bun.
 
                 Harper murmurs for me to sit in a large black chair, and I do as she says. Her and Autumn whisper into each others ears, nod at each other, and pick up the tools. They seem to want to do my makeup first, because they wield blush brushes, lipstick, shimmery powder, and other colored facial applicants. 
 
                 First they smooth my all my skin down with lotion, my sun-dried skin first screaming in protest, then cool and soothed. They scrub all of my flaking skin off with a stiff-bristled brush. Moving on, they put plum-colored lipstick on me, thickly coating my lips. They take a clear gloss and spread a thin layer on top of the dark red. They also add long, thick fake eyelashes to my eyes and thick black liner, even though I didn’t draw that, but if they think it makes me look better, hey- I’m not complaining. They stroke on some blush that matches the deep red lipstick, and finally, gently apply golden glitter over my whole face. They check me out, and when they add the final touches with a small, soft paintbrush, they quickly move onto the hair.
 
   They look around, frowning and murmuring, for a few minutes. Then my light blond hair falls to the ground in wavy curls, leaving my neck with much less strain and my forehead much cooler. When my hair is the right length, they move me to a bed, where they have me lie down while Autumn’s rough fingers tear at the knots in my hair, with my head in a hot tub of water. Then Harper’s slender fingers nimbly apply shampoo and conditioner with a well-practiced motion, and then washes them out. 
 
   Finally, when my hair is soaked and to their picky satisfaction, Autumn takes a towel, thick and fluffy, and attacks my head with it, rubbing firmly at my poor scalp. She moves down, rubbing the bottom of my hair with no sympathy at my squeals of pain. Then Harper comes in to do my hair, twisting my hair into a golden coil and fastening it in the right place, and then wrapping braids around the messy bun and perfectly arranging my bangs. She secures everything in place, occasionally yanking a few strands of hair down below my ears.
 
   Autumn comes in, holding a can of hairspray like a lethal weapon, and lightly douses my hair in it to make it stay in place, I assume. Both of them circle me like vultures, their eyes seeking any imperfections or mistakes. Sometimes one lunges at me, tucking something back in place or dabbing at my face with a cotton swab.
 
   Finally, when both seem content with their work, they let me walk around a bit, stretching my muscles and loosening up my joints. Then, both checking the clock simultaneously, Autumn shoulders me to the dressing room to wear the dress and mask, giving me a grandmotherly affectionate smile, totally contradicting to the way she is shoving me roughly with her shoulder. As Harper closes the door behind us, she helps me step into the dress and zip it up at the back, and for a while, the pair just secures things with safety pins and make the dress fall in a better way. 
 
   Finally, as they tweak the final swatches of silk, Harper deftly ties the black ribbon of the mask behind my head. The rough texture of the material feels strange on my face, but I adjust to it quickly. My vision is narrowed, but I can still see clearly. Actually, I haven’t looked in a mirror since early this morning! So I have no idea how I’m gonna look. 
 
   Both Harper and Autumn’s face are impassive, and though I search their faces for clues, I can’t detect any emotions. As Autumn forces over a large mirror, Harper helps her turn it around to me.
 
   Wow. I look… like an angel! Like a beauty not from Earth! Both of my stylists break out into identical grins, and I know that they were concealing any clues before just to see me in this moment. 
 
   I glance at the time. It’s only half an hour before the party!
 
   “Gotta go!” I throw over my shoulder, my feet already pounding the ground. I sprint until I remember my makeup and hair, and then I walk quickly, taking big steps, hiking my dress up to my knees. As I reach the prep room, for students if they come early, to find Sidelle waiting there already. She self-consciously runs a hand through her short black hair and smooths out her gazelle-colored gown with thin straps and a skirt that flares at the bottom. She wears a necklace with dark stones and a bracelet with wooden beads. Her mask is slim and bold, with its half-brown, half-black design. Her outfit really is like her- bold, original, and poised.
 
   I can see her look my dress up and down too, assessing it, judging it compared to hers. She looks thoughtful, but just as I’m checking her expression, Pippa walks- or should I say struts- in, swishing her hips. Sidelle and I almost burst out laughing as she sashays in. She’s dressed in a pink ruffly, white-polka-dotted dress with a poofy skirt. Her makeup closely resembles a clown’s, with polka-dotted eyelids and lips, heavy pink eyeliner, 5-inch fake pink eyelashes, and blush of a neon pink. Her mask is even more of a laugh. It covers her entire face, and it is a glittery dark pink with white polka dots. On the right, she has a giant glittery hot-pink hair bow, with- you guessed it- white polka dots. She even dyed her hair pink with polka dots, and it sits in a bow on top of her head.
 
   As she glances at Sidelle and I, and her lip curls in disgust, we can’t take it anymore- Sidelle and I burst out laughing, but quickly disguise it as coughing and hacking. As more people file in, there are several ridiculous dresses- but all of us look at Pippa in disbelief or sympathy as we enter the room. Finally, everybody is here, and I take in some other princesses: a purple dress with a shimmery scarf, a half-up, half-down hairstyle, no makeup, tons of makeup- everybody is different.
 
   I take a quick look at Snow’s dress. Her dress falls in honey-golden ruffles, and her dress hangs off one shoulder. Her pitch-black hair shines in a sleek braid, and her mask is thin and golden, with white dotted designs on the outside of one eye-hole. Unfortunately, she kind of ruined the dress with her neon blue and pink swirls across it, and  likewise for her mask. I bet the stylists weren’t too happy with that.
 
   Suddenly, a gate opens, and we file into a grand, large ballroom with masks on the walls around the room, ribbons splayed out beside them. But this ballroom is much too large for just us. Why would they rent it for just one class? After all, each teacher has only one period a day.
 
   My question is answered when a gate on the other side of the room opens, revealing- oh, no, no. No, this is not happening. Princes wearing “dashing” suits and masks come in from the gate, pouring in to mingle with us princesses, like ants to a pile of sugar. One manages to make his way over to me, asking me for a first dance. I go along with him, trying to stay as far away from him as I can get, but he pulls me towards him. I practically gag, and am glad when the song changes. Pippa has managed to latch onto some poor boys arm, who is trying to pull away. In a few seconds some of his gallant friends come to rescue him, shouldering in between him and Pippa, and all the other boys rush to find a partner before Pippa reaches them.
 
   I retreat into a corner, only to find some princess already there. I recognize her as Annaliese Marci from Raquel, a red-headed, soft-spoken sweet girl who is quiet and shy. She wears a silver dress with gold designs, suiting her perfectly. Her mask is silver with gold swirls around the outside of one eye slit, and has little gold tassels coming off the bottom. She seems to want to be avoiding the conversation also, because whenever a prince comes close, she tries to fade into the wall.
 
   But then, Ms. Ella starts to speak loudly.
 
   “And now, the moment that we’ve all been waiting for: The perfect couple of the dance! Ms. Zel and I have been scouting for the best-dressed couple, and the people we pick will get the honor to dance with everyone watching!
 
   Now, here’s the couple: El-” I freeze, a scream trapped in my throat, and Ms. Ella continues-”Elijah Alexander and Sidelle Simone!” I breathe a giant sigh of relief, sinking to the floor. Annaliese does likewise, collapsing into a silver puddle on the marble tiles. Sidelle appears to be horrified, clasping the prince’s hand gingerly and withdrawing into a shell. After a few minutes that seem like hours, the romantic song ends, and Ms. Zel steps up on stage, her eyes cutting through the audience like knives, landing on a few people specifically. I notice her sharp gaze fall on Pippa, too.
 
   Ms. Zel starts to speak, her voice sharp as her eyes. “And now, the moment you’ve all been dreading: we will announce if you have passed on failed.” What?! This is public? One part of me wants to back into a wall and run, the other having to find out. But before I can decide, new words spill from Ms. Zel’s lips. “I will announce the failures first.” A murmur starts to rise from the crowd,  gradually morphing into an uproar. Again, Ms. Zel’s eyes seek out certain people.
 
   “As the tradition is ladies first, we shall start with them. The ones who will not be moving to advanced makeup/fashion. These people are Philippa Helene, Adela Caroline, Cecily Dorothea, and last and least by far, Pippa Meredith.” The crowd backs away from them, then encircles them, like a ring. Most of the failures look sad, or frightened, or something. 
 
   But Pippa is plain scary. Her polka-dotted face is mushed up, her mouth forming a large pink pout, her eyes squinty. She lashes out at anyone who comes within a few inches of her, and I kind of want to poke her with a stick to see what happens.
 
   But apparently someone else wants to do that also, and succeeded. Pippa goes rabid. She snarls, practically foaming at the mouth, and strong muscled guards come to drag her out of the room, her high heels making scratches across the floor. 
 
   For  a split second, everybody gapes at her, looking from her psycho figure to the deep indents in the floor. The prince’s teacher starts to read the failures of his list, but most people are still staring at the marks in the expensive marble tile. Then people start to murmur nervously, and some go to comfort the forlorn princesses and princes who had failed.
 
   Me? I just take the opportunity to get out of the room. But I have to go back to our classroom in ten minutes for the announcement of the next event. For some inexplicable reason, I have a feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach. The ten minutes is over way too soon, and I find myself rushing back to the classroom, my fancy dress hiked up to my knees and my tight teetering on my arms. Before I enter, I take a moment to smooth out my dress, slip on my shoes, and straighten my hair, entering the classroom poised and graceful. I sit down in my chair, glancing around to meet the gazes of a few of my classmates.
 
   In a few minutes, Mrs. Ella starts to speak.
 
   “Our next challenge is most likely the most important one of all, and the one you shall have the shortest time on. You have one week only. Spend your time wisely. This assignment is the prince’s choosing of his future bride. 
 
   A fact about the prince: His favorite animal is the peacock. That’s all the information he would give. Begin.”
 
   I quickly grab a sheet of cardstock and sketch the basic outline of a girl. I pencil in a dress with the top starting from a few inches beneath my shoulders with a heart top, the skirt flowing to the ground smoothly.
 
   When Mrs. Ella dismisses us, I jot down a couple ideas for next class and fall asleep in my room as soon as I lie down. 
 
   My alarm rings before I know it, and I’m up and changing into my uniform. I slip into my sandals and sluggishly shove some non-calorific food in my mouth. I think we’re on some kind of diet- the cinnamon buns seem to have been replaced with whole-grain bran muffins, and the sugary cereal with plain oatmeal with no sugar or raisins. Bleah.
 
   I wash the sleep out of my eyes with some lukewarm water and head down to class. But there’s a large notice on the board! In preparation for the prince’s choosing of his bride, the biggest event of several, several years, the only classes will be fashion and hair+makeup.
 
   Wow- that’s a pretty big leap! But then I look at my changed schedule and realize I only have a couple minutes to get to class, so I quit studying the notice and hurry down. 
 
   With no pause, Mrs. Ella passes out our drawings while speaking briskly. 
 
   “For the first half of the day, you will be with me. For the second, in hair and makeup. Begin.”
 
   I glance at my sheet of cardstock, wondering what I should do. Suddenly I have a flash of inspiration- I can emphasize the peacock! Namely, my dress will be a peacock! But how? I could use shades of green and blue, or draw wings- wait! That’s it! Wings! Feathers!
 
   The rest of the morning, I cover my gown with vibrant green and blue feathers. I draw each feather with excruciating detail, each bold color perfectly placed. It’s no wonder that I don’t finish by lunchtime.
 
   I quickly finish lunch and head over to Ms. Zel’s room. I only have to wait a few minutes for the bell to ring. As with Ms. Ella, she wastes no time on introductions and jumps straight into passing out the papers. She says only “Begin”, and then we start to work again.
 
   I let the hair stay naturally wavy, but I need to add onto the peacock theme. Starting on the right side, I add vibrant hues of blue and purple and green. As I work down to the middle, the colors lighten more and more until they fade into blond. Adding a couple more highlights of color, I move onto the makeup. I color the lips soft pink. That doesn’t look right, though, so on the left I lightly add black lipstick and smudge it into the pink. 
 
   Just then, the next bell rings, and I walk back to the house, grab dinner from the table, and settle down in my room. My eyes flutter closed until I can’t keep them open any longer, and I sink into a peaceful sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
                 I startle awake when a bird chirps, then stretch and yawn. But as I remember the day, butterflies settle in my stomach. It’s the day before the prince’s choosing of his bride, and I rush to get to class early. I grab an apple and toast for breakfast, taking alternate bites as I walk down to class. I settle into my seat a few minutes before the bell rings, waiting for Mrs. Ella.
 
                 She starts to pass out the papers when the bell rings. I study mine carefully, looking for faults or imperfections. The shoulderless dress, including the sleeves, is covered with colorful feathers of bright green and blue. The sandals are colored in a representation of peacock feathers, lacing up my ankle. The pendant of my necklace and gems on my rings and bracelets all are ringed with bright blue, fading into deep blue and the middle is green.
 
   And best of all, the defining feature is the fan that spreads out behind the dress. The dozens of feathers seem to ripple in a beautiful pattern, falling in a smooth, graceful arc around my head and shoulders. To put it simply, my dress is gorgeous. It puts my last dress to shame. I add dashes of color, just fixing things and generally being nervous until makeup.
 
   As I stare at the page of pencil, I am amazed all over again. The pink lips with a smear of black, eyeshadow with hues of bright and dark blue, pink, gray, and black. The long eyelashes with a tint of green and blue at the edges. The black eyelash-like marks just below my eyes. The soft pink blush below my cheekbones. The small peacock feathers attached directly over my eyeshadow, the tiny strands in each feather split into sections that spread out over my eyelid and brush strands of the beautiful hair.
 
   And the hairpiece? It’s a silver tiara, beautiful with little streaks of blue and green. Just the the left of the crown of the tiara is two peacock feathers, standing tall and perfect.
 
   Yes, okay, maybe I copied things from the books and magazines in both classrooms. But that doesn’t make this outfit one bit less amazing.
 
   I add finishing touches again, until the bell rings. Then, knowing how well rested I’ll need to be tomorrow, I eat a banana for dinner, then let sleep overcome me.
 
   The beeping alarm wakes me early in the morning. I throw on a tank top and tight shorts so I don’t have to do any changing during the preparation. Then I hurry down to the room where Harper and Autumn stand. Both of them greet me warmly, but don’t waste much time before seating me in the chair. Again, they brandish their blush brushes and eyeliners like weapons and attack my face. First Harper strokes pink onto my cheeks while Autumn does my lips with soft pink and black. 
 
   Then, after some murmuring and gesturing, they start on my eyes, one to each lid. Each wield a tool not unlike a paintbrush, and a peacock feather. Harper starts with metallic blue outside my eye, but after that I can’t see what colors she uses. Autumn does likewise, although she has to make a visible effort to be gentle. I feel the urge to twitch and jump, but with a great deal of discipline, stifle it. Finally, with the last coat of eye shadow, Harper and Autumn each takes her feather and slowly, carefully spread a sticky substance on the back and press it above me eye, spreading each strand out painstakingly. Then, as the finishing touch, they add the fake eyelashes with the dash of color at the edge.
 
   They allow me a one-minute walking break before they start on my hair, and my limbs are glad to stretch. I roll my shoulders and shake my body out before Autumn shoulders me back to the chair, looking happy for some rough physical contact.
 
   Harper presses a red button that makes the chair lie flat and I scoot back so that my head hangs over the edge into a tub of hot water. Autumn mercilessly rubs my scalp with a gritty shampoo that certainly succeeds in taking knots out of my hair, and also manages to bring tears to my eyes. But I refuse to let them spill over, blinking until I have them under control. Then, to my extreme relief, Harper takes over and finishes with the conditioner and combing. Not the most pleasant experience, but much better than if Autumn had done it.
 
   Then they open a closet to display an impressive array of dyes. Each select one, the scowl returning to Autumn’s face because she has to be careful and gentle. Harper first chooses the lightest shade of green imaginable and covers half my hair with it. Slowly, gradually, and in less amounts each time, they add a color that’s darker by the slightest shade from the one before it. Finally they add seemingly random streaks of color through the hair, but because these people are Autumn and Harper, I am sure that they are far from random.
 
   They tweak my hair a little bit, snipping a lock here and there, tucking a strand behind my ear, adding a streak of color to my hair, until both simultaneously step back and nod, satisfied. Then each take a bottle- reading the labels, I’m pretty sure that one is to keep the color intact, the other to keep the hair in it’s shape- and lightly spray my hair.
 
   Then Autumn, looking pleased once more, smiles sweetly at me while shoving me hard from behind, leading me to a dressing room. Harper takes out a dress- my dress- and helps me wear it, lowering it over my head and adjusting it slightly. Then she takes out the tiara and carefully places it on my head, slowly so that she won’t mess up my hair. Finally, both circle me slowly, occasionally darting out to straighten a feather or to adjust the way the dress falls. 
 
   Faces impassive, they lead me backwards to a mirror. As they turn me around, I am shocked. For a moment, I don’t recognize the person in the mirror. She is beautiful, perfect, not at all like me. The feathers look so natural on her, the arc behind her amazing. But I slowly realize that this beautiful, wonderful person is me. 
 
   For some reason, I remember myself sitting in a tree, tied down with leaves, the opposite of fashion and beauty. How did she turn into me, the flawless peacock girl? I pause for a moment, contemplating. Then I snap out of my trance, and stare mesmerized at the girl in the mirror.
 
   After a couple minutes, Autumn taps- more like punches- me on the shoulder, and I thank both of them profusely before heading out to the room where me and my classmates will wait before the choosing. I gnaw on my lip nervously as I walk down the hall.
 
   As I enter the room, I see that I am one of the last ones in. Almost everyone else is chatting among themselves, but as more people catch sight of me, the conversations stop. I can see most people in blues and greens, like peacocks, and a couple with a random peacock feather here and there, but I am obviously the most perfect person in the room, even ahead of Sidelle, who has a feather crown, but never thought of covering the whole dress in them. 
 
   As Mrs. Ella comes in, her eyes widen at the sight of me, but, quickly controls her expression. She leads us all into the humongous room, and we watch all the other princesses file in.
 
   But what’s this? All of them are themed as different animals! One group is zebras, made clear by the black stripes running across their white dresses. Another is fish, with shimmery silver scales and some with nets for veils. Yet one more is geckos, with shiny green dresses and orange highlights. 
 
   Ms. Zel says, “As you can most likely tell, each teacher gave their students a different “prince’s favorite animal.” Kind of like a mascot, I suppose, but we did this so not so many dresses would be similar.” Our group looks sympathetically at the platypus group.
 
   “Now, before the ceremony, we will do the regular procedure of pass and fail and best dressed. We will, this time, start with the fails. Obviously, again, Pippa Meredith.” Every head swivels to stare at her garish bright blue dress with bright green stars and matching makeup. Her hair is even more ridiculous- half is neon green, the other half neon blue. Ay-yay-yay.
 
   All of the princesses from our class step away from her quickly, not wanting to risk getting a high heel in the face.
 
   “The rest are…” I stop paying attention here, zoning out until she starts to talk about the best dressed.
 
   “And the best dressed is… Ellowyn Aspen!” I am quite thrilled, of course, but not exactly surprised. I take my place on the stage while the rest of the best-dressed join me. I glance at the rest of them. No matter how ugly their assigned animal was, all of them have made the best of them. The fish princess, for example, has avoided drab silver and instead dressed more like a mermaid, with rainbow scales and a tight dress that tapers at the bottom and frills at the hems.
 
   I feel a rush of gratitude that I get to be called the peacock princess instead of the fish princess.
 
   One of the teachers explains that the prince can choose anyone in the crowd. But us winners, we get to stand on the stage and be the most easily seen. We stand out from the crowd. We have the best chance.
 
   I want to go back into the crowd, honestly.
 
   The prince is brought in. I can see a slow-witted smirk on Snow-White’s face. I pray that he doesn’t say her name. Anybody but her. He finishes his speech, and clears his throat. I wait for agonizing seconds.
 
   But what he says is almost worse.
 
   “Ellowyn Aspen.”
 
                 No. This cannot be happening! I was one person in a crowd of beautiful people! I see princesses looking at me enviously. Some, who have met the prince, are looking at me sympathetically. Snow-White is looking at me in anger and jealousy.
 
                 But when I find Irene at the back of the room, I wish I hadn’t. Hatred is written all over her features. I see somebody putting a ring on my finger. Courtiers come up to give me gifts of towels, dresses, you name it.
 
                 Finally Irene comes up to give me a green apple. 
 
                 “Take a bite, please. I would love to see my gift being used by the future queen.” Ha. As if. I know it’s the poison apple, and I’m about to refuse it.
 
                 The next moments play by as if in slow motion. The prince lumbers across the room. I think he’s saying, “Oooh, apple.” I am about to push it away when he lunges for it, grabbing it and taking a giant bite.
 
                 Then he falls to the ground. 
 
                 Everyone screams. That’s the first thing I register- screaming. A loud cacophony. Irene looks shocked, but behind her wide eyes I can see a smirk, one that you can see only after living with that smirk for years.
 
                 Wait. I pause my train of thought for a second. This apple is cursed. Cursed… where does that ring a bell? Curse. I remember reading a book, Irene kicking it away from me and screaming, therefore burning the words of the book permanently into my brain. Curse.
 
                 I remember. Curses always have countercharms, things that can reverse them. The most common one is the one used mostly by queens to find a worthy husband- true love’s kiss. Of course, it is also the easiest one to do, making it very popular. Others include being poked with the horn of a goat and drinking water sweetened with cinnamon and caramel. 
 
                 I draw this conclusion at the same time as one of the ministers. For the next few hours, everybody rushes around, gathering the ingredients for the next possible cure. The crowd tries every cure we can think of and more, but to no avail. Finally, just as I knew would happen, the minister turns to me. He explains the concept of True Love’s Kiss to me and tells me to try it almost apologetically, as if saying sorry for condemning me to a horrible fate.
 
                 I laugh nervously. “Well, I have a cold, and I don’t want to give it to the prince. So… I can’t.”
 
                 The minister stares at me incredulously. “Girl, the prince is lying on the floor in a coma, and you’re worried about a COLD? What is WRONG with you?!” Okay, gotta agree with that. I look wildly around for any other willing princesses, but even the previously jealous ones back away at a glance at his plaque-filled, candy-coated mouth. I am about to give in, with no other choice.
 
                 And then the idea hits me.
 
                 I sprint out the hall, much to the confusion of the ministers and queen, and dash from room to room. Finally, in a corner of the castle, I find who I’m looking for: Clara and her dogs. I drag her out of the door while the dogs run next to me. At first she resists, thinking that she’s being kidnapped, until I explain to her while we run down the hall. She winces at the thought of the dogs eating something so unhealthy, but agrees because the prince’s life is at stake here.
 
                 We burst into the great hall together, Allie and Gator yapping behind us. As princesses shriek and dodge the flying masses of fur, the ministers lunge at the dogs, trying to catch them. It is complete pandemonium. Queen Marisel looks shocked at the lack of discipline. Clara’s face is totally mortified. I wince, thinking that this may not have been such a good idea.
 
                 Now Allie and Gator have made their way through the crowd, both simultaneously catch sight of the prince. The prince and his chocolatey mouth. For dogs that rarely get treats like this, they are delighted. And both of them, no matter what attitude, make a quick beeline for the prince. Their tongues clean up the food around his mouth. The queen looks disgusted and horrified, the ministers matching her expression. Queen Marisel stands up, about to call for security.
 
                 Then the prince sits up, looking dazed. All eyes and mouths in the room are totally round, and then there is a collective sigh of relief.
 
                 Then the questions start to fly. How did the dogs get here? Why did the prince wake up?
 
                 So I start answering. “The minister explained what True Love’s Kiss is about. The GIVER of it must love the recipient. And honestly? I don’t love the prince.” The prince looks terribly offended. A few princesses nod in agreement. “So since I knew it wouldn’t work, I remembered that when I first came to the palace, I met Clara with Allie and Gator, the dogs you just saw. And I also know that chocolate and candy are any dog’s dream come true. No offense, but the prince doesn’t do the best job cleaning it up.” Now the prince looks truly angry, and the princesses ALL nod. “So my brain connected the dots. So I got Clara and the dogs to come, and you guys so the rest.”
 
                 I take a deep breath. “And I know how the prince fainted.” I catch sight of many expressions: delighted, surprised, skeptical. I peel off the temporary tattoo and take out my contacts. “I’m not Ellowyn Aspen. I am Rose-Red Shadow.” I catch the hatred in Snow-White’s stare. “I infiltrated the castle under a false name and faked my way in. I did this because I am Snow-White’s stepsister and Irene’s stepdaughter.” I explain my treatment for the last fifteen years of my life. “I overheard them talking about marrying the prince and then killing him so Snow-White could take the throne, and Irene would rule her. So I had to stop them, so it just went from there to here.”
 
                 Meanwhile Irene starts to try to sneak towards the door, but angry princesses dive at her, pinning them down. Irene sputters that she is innocent, she didn’t do anything, she was framed.              
 
   The queen takes absolutely no notice of this, looking scandalized. “Clara, my own sister! Owning dogs without my permission? I have told you to get those mangy mutts OUT of my palace?” Clara looks down, ashamed. Queen’s SISTER?! Wow. Not bad. That would explain her slightly regal attitude.
 
                 Then the queen starts in on me. “And Ellowyn? Or should I say Rose-Red? You faked your identity as a princess! And you tricked me into believing that you belonged here! How dare you? Guards, take both of them out immediately!” Well, considering I just saved her kingdom she could sound a LITTLE more grateful, but I force myself to blush, trying to buy some more time to convince her.
 
                 Then Sidelle, looking exasperated, speaks up. “Not to sound rude, Queen Marisel, but EXCUSE me?” The queen looks like she think Sidelle sounds very rude. “Rose-Red here just saved your entire kingdom from a reign of terror! Okay, sure, she infiltrated the castle, but seriously? She did it to SAVE you! And while she was here, she excelled in her classes, made the best dress of our class, and meanwhile won the prince’s heart!
 
                 “And Clara? Her “mutts” saved your son from pulling a Sleeping Beauty here! So to put it shortly? Arrest Snow-White and Irene, not these heroines, lady.” Sidelle backs down, with cheers from the audience. It’s the queen’s turn to look ashamed.
 
                 “You’re right, Sidelle. But the thing is, there isn’t enough evidence to confront them. The poison apple could be explained away as a bad apple, and we only really have you as a witness to their bad deeds.”
 
                 I think for a moment, and then I remember. “WAIT! Irene has been stealing thigs from the castle! While I was snooping in her room”- I wince over here but keep going- “I  found cabinets full of golden goblets and candlesticks and expensive whatnot from the castle!”
 
                 Queen Marisel tells guards to go up and check this, and sure enough, they come down with bags and bags full of stolen possesions.
 
                 Queen Marisel announces, “Guards, throw Irene and Snow-White in jail.”
 
                 I rise onto the arms of the throngs of people and body-surf my way to the other side, deafened by applause. For the first time I’m being appreciated as myself.
 
                 And I love every moment of it.
 
   



 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Things have settled down a bit. Obviously Snow and Irene are going to rot in jail for a little while- or should I say, a long while. The prince is no longer going to marry me after my little speech about his hygiene, and instead chose, for some reason, Pippa. The queen has deemed them not fit to rule, after Pippa’s dramatic exits from fashion competitions and the prince’s attitude. So after a long consideration, she chose me to rule solitarily after her, with no prince at all. Pippa was obviously quite angry, but she’ll get over it. Maybe. Actually, probably not, now that I think about it. Eh, whatever.
 
   Until my turn to rule, I shall continue to live in the palace and take lessons from the instructors. I’m doing pretty well, especially in drama. All we have to do to impress Miss Jazz is flail around our limbs and say tragic things, such as “Alas! My true love has died! Oh, woe, what shall I do?” or nonsense like that, I’m doing pretty well in fashion, too, but Pippa keeps giving me death glares. She’s super jealous that I get to rule, but sucks for her.
 
   After the news came out that I’m future queen, all the princesses suck up to me. But I know who my real friends are here. I can tell by the ones that don’t try to subtly hint towards the throne and marrying ministers and things like that. Sidelle- or Sid, as her new nickname is- is one of those people. So is Gwyneth Vivienne- oh, sorry, V.
 
   I can also tell the less snobby ones by their nicknames. For example, Emalia has so many great nicknames- Malia, Em, Emali, Mali, Lia- but if the princess INSISTS  on being called Emalia, she’s probably very girly. Not always, but most of the time.
 
   I don’t go by Shadow anymore. I am now Red. I think that my life’s done creeping up on me now.
 
   Or at least I hope so.
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