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  PROLOGUE


  In life there are single moments that can determine a character. Shining fragments of time, blindingly beautiful to behold. They are cherished for a lifetime and become a beacon of hope during times of despair. These are not the moments that define us. Darkness and fear, the creation of doubt and sorrow. Times when you fear that all hope is lost but are nevertheless capable of arising from the darkness, striding in the sun, walking towards the future. These were the moments that plagued Cinderella's early childhood.


  Indeed, it seemed that Cinderella's fate had been chosen for her before her conception, borne by her mother’s cruelty and her father's deception. She was born in the middle of May, on a thoroughly inconsequential day, faded from the memory of most who attended. Her mother, Mademoiselle Bouchelle, a courtesan involved with Cinderella's married father, an Earl, had been engaged in an affair for months before Mademoiselle Bouchelle discovered that she was in love. Driven mad by the idea of the Earl at home with his saintly wife, she became with child in the hope that he might be taken with running away with her. Escaping from English society and raising their new-born babe in Italy, away from his wife and together. The notion of his refusal or even his amusement at the idea had never occurred to Mademoiselle Bouchelle but nevertheless she continued growing. Ignorant that as her womb expanded, so did the spaces between each of the Earl's visits.


  On the day of Cinderella's birth the Earl didn't appear. As her mother cradled her child in her arms she wept, the baby hadn't worked. She knew, Cinderella was without point if her mother was without the Earl. She stilled the baby against her breast and motioned to her nurse to leave. Cinderella's mother lowered her naked babe onto the bed and crossed over to her dresser where she opened a drawer and slowly retrieved a small switchblade. If it had have not been for the intrusive knock on the door Mademoiselle Bouchelle might have carried through with her nefarious actions. Alas, the door swung open to reveal the Earl, immaculately dressed and regal. His features tightened at the site before him.


  "What the devil, woman" he strode over to his daughter and protectively held her to his chest. "Put the knife down!" Mademoiselle Bouchelle, sensing her immediate danger at the wrath of the Earl's hands, artfully burst into hysteria.


  "I didn't intend to hurt her, I-" her voice wobbled as she attempted to steady herself by placing her palm on her chest. "My love?"


  Without a response, the Earl turned on his heel. Sweeping the now crying baby into his arms and carrying her out of the fashionable town house, away from the wailing mother. It was perhaps the only gentlemanly deed of his life. He paused to look back at the small townhouse he'd often frequented and then down to consider the child in his arms before hurrying into the carriage quickly. Praying that nobody had seen him exiting a known courtesans home with a child in tow. Later, when the Earl returned to the townhouse to request Cinderella's mother's immediate departure, he found that she was gone. She'd found that there was no point to her life if there was no Earl in it.


  At the Earl's insistence, he couldn't bear the idea of his daughter roaming the city beyond his control, or worse, working in a brothel, the Earl's wife was forced to welcome Cinderella into her life and acknowledge her as a distant cousin. She was heralded off to a young maid of five and twenty to be raised away from the family. On the occasion of her birthday Cinderella was granted the brief attention of her father before being deprived of it for another year. When Cinderella had reached her fifth birthday the Countess announced her pregnancy, of which Cinderella heard from her only friend and mother, Nurse Fairgem. The Countess birthed two healthy girls that she named Anabeth and Rebecca, after the Earl's two sisters. The arrival of Cinderella's sisters filled the young child with excitement of others her age to play with. However, it was soon made very clear to Cinderella that her dream would remain unfulfilled. Her orders stipulated that she was not to see her sisters. She was to address them by Miss Anabeth and Miss Rebecca and under no circumstance would her naming them as sisters ever be condoned. As they grew up it became increasingly obvious to Cinderella that she did not have an ordinary childhood. She ate her meals with the servants whilst the rest of her family ate together in the grand dinning room. While her sisters took lessons in Latin, singing, dancing and etiquette, Cinderella was taught English and how to keep a house by the servants that took pity on her.


  The Earl passed away on a Monday night to Cinderella's utmost despair. She cried for weeks over his death and the lost opportunity that she hadn't tried harder to see him more often, accepting that she should wait for him to seek her out. Her sisters also cried. Everyone cried bar her stepmother who masked her tragedy with a stoic silence.


  When her sisters practiced the pianoforte and etiquette in the hopes of catching a husband, Cinderella spent her time cleaning, singing and dreaming. For she found that dreaming was the surest route out of the darkness. Often, when her sisters took their lessons in the parlour she would sit in the sitting room directly above them. On a day when the acoustics were particularly loud Cinderella could almost pretend that she sat next to them, asking questions and learning, seen as an equal.


  By the age of one and twenty Cinderella had been demoted to the work of a servant. Her stepmother treated her horribly, delegating degrading chores to complete that even the lowest of servants were exempt from. Forcing her to sit before the fire, her head within such proximity that it scalded her cheeks and turned them a fiery red. Tasked to make certain that not one cinder licked the carpet, a job easily accomplish through the purchase of a fireplace gate. However, when Cinderella asked why her stepmother would not procure one, she simply laughed and said,


  "Good heavens child, why should we buy one when we have you?" To which any sane person with some degree of resentment in their heart would surely respond with anger and vehemence. Cinderella simply smiled politely and bowed her head. She paid specific attention to her stepmothers exact words so that she could remember to copy it down in her diary the next morning when the rest of the house were still asleep. It was only there comforted in her solace, she found contentment. She'd found that even solace, the one enemy of her childhood, was still preferable to the grim shame and humiliation she was forced to endure every day. Her diary did not insult her, nor did it demand its breakfast or tug her hair. It listened, recorded and remembered. Often she wrote letters, never addressed with the intention of distribution. She wrote correspondence to her birth mother, wishing she could have met her. Letters to her father, wishing she could have known him. Most frequently, she wrote letters to Nurse Fairgem, wishing that she had not been sent away. Cinderella relived that horrid day every time she wrote to her Nurse. The day filled with sunshine, where laughter was in abundance. Cinderella had been taken with the notion of delivering flowers from the garden to a nice elderly lady in the village who had recently taken ill. As they promenaded through the garden, Cinderella picking flowers and depositing them into the basket her Nurse held, they entertained each other with small, clever riddles. Amongst the giggles they both heard the distinct sound of a thick twig being snapped beneath a boot. They turned around to find Cinderella's stepmother.


  "Nurse Fairgem, is this why I pay your salary?"


  "No your ladyship, we were merely taking a constitutional. It is a lovely day for it."


  "I should think not." Her gaze traveled to the basket in Nurse Fairgem's hands. "What is that you carry?" she asked, though she knew well. "Are those your flowers?"


  "No, my lady." Cinderella recalled the slow sinking feeling in her heart as she mutely watched the conversation unravel before her.


  "So you acknowledge that you are taking that which is not yours"


  "No my lady-"


  "That it is theft to pluck the flowers of my garden without consent"


  "No-"


  "Excellent. We are in agreement. You shall pack your things, communicate with Cinderella no more and be gone of this house. Before afternoon tea, without papers and this weeks salary as compensation for damages. Is this clear?"


  "Deceitful woman! I have done nothing wrong by you. You cannot separate me from my daughter"


  "She is not your daughter" her words harsh and formidable. "You will quit this house immediately before I alert an officer to your insolence and he assists you in quitting this house. Good day." She hadn't seen Nurse Fairgem in four years. Often, when Cinderella was given the task of purchasing ribbons from in town, she would imagine happening upon her old friend again so that she could ask her to take her away and be rid of this house.


  Cinderella's journal was hidden in the forest, for fear that her stepmother might find it in the house. At the base of an old oak tree was a small burrow, just large enough to store her journal and a pen. Every morning, before she prepared breakfast and her family was up to order her about, she would sneak out to record the events of the previous day. She hid it meticulously, every morning. Except once.


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER

  ONE


  Prince Mark was blessed in many ways that Cinderella was not. He had an abundance of wealth, respect and the ability to do as he pleased without a care for others. The only times in which their lines crossed was when it came to companionship. The Prince wasn't lonely, rather he had too many people around him and not enough that he cared for or trusted particularly. As he led his platoon into the depths of the forest, he listened to them all joking with each other. Laughing and shouting, actions they'd never consider doing with the Prince. There seemed to be some type of impenetrable wall between himself and everyone else.


  They came across a particular area that offered them shade enough to be protected from the glaring sun, sparse enough to be able to conduct movements without fear of bumping into a tree. Mark positioned himself in front of a great oak tree, his small platoon organising themselves into three orderly lines of six. He led them in new military moves, relishing the morning exercise and the level of coordination between him and his men. They didn't question his orders nor did they say anything when he pushed them beyond their limits. They took his orders and implemented them. When Mark grew weary he allowed his men to rest and walked over to sit at the base of the oak tree. He sat there silently, controlling his breathing, refusing to show weakness or fatigue, when a glimpse of blue caught his eye. Almost directly beside him sat the corner of what looked like a book. It was almost fully immersed in soil and took him more than a minute to dig out of a small hole that reached underneath the tree itself.


  Dear diary, it read. Immediately it occurred to Mark how unethical it was to read the thoughts of another, but as he flicked through the pages he found a drawing that stopped him immediately. It was quite possibly the poorest drawing he'd ever seen. He chuckled as he looked down at the image. It depicted a robust cow with a sharp nose, dressed in red and with straight hair that reached the floor. Behind her stood two sheep, each fouler than the last. The Prince sat there laughing until he made a decision.


  "I wouldn't suppose there's any chance one of you has led on their person?" He was faced with the blank looks of fifteen of his men and a chorus of "No, your Highness" as a reply. He groaned and looked down at the journal again. Perhaps it was for the best that he had not written in it, it would most certainly have resulted in anger from the author. It was a good thing that he did, however, notice the pen inside the hole as he went to place the diary back where he'd found it. Unaware of the questioning look his soldiers where giving him, he turned to the next page of the book and penned two sentences.


  I commend your beautiful illustrations. Might I ask who it was and what grievous act they committed against you to incite such cruel punishment?


  He smiled to himself and carefully put the book back in its place with the pen, taking care of the way he hid it unlike the author. From the penmanship he suspected the author to be a female. He supposed that he'd never know the answer to his question, it wasn't likely that she'd keep her diary in the same spot now with the knowledge that her hiding place was compromised. Prince Mark led his men through a few more drills before leading them away and back into the kingdom where he continued, to his slight vexation, to think about that ugly drawing and the detail poured into that poor pig. During dinner he found himself smiling and when they all sat down to listen to Marius Darle, a renowned composer who'd travelled specifically from Germany to perform in front of the king, he couldn't stop his mind from wandering back to that tree and imagining her reaction to his words. He hoped she would reply but logic reminded him that he was being fanciful and that certainly wasn't a desired trait of the future king.


  The next morning, when Cinderella arrived at the tree at the same hour as every day before, her heart stopped as she noticed the way the soil covered the burrow. There was something different that she couldn't quite recognise, this was confirmed when she read the alien words on the next blank page. She paused for a moment,


  "Surely not..." She studied the handwriting, was it possible that she'd forgotten writing those two sentences? She asked herself. "What an odd thing to write to myself." She didn't write anything in her journal that day, instead she penned a hesitant reply.


  

  



  I so hope that I have been forgetful and it was indeed I who penned the words above, but in the unlikely case that I am in fact mistaken, then I would like to inform you that you are being dreadfully rude. It is impolite to read another woman's journal.


  She tore the page out of her journal and dropped it alone into the hole. If indeed there was some mad person going around and writing in other peoples journals then she'd rather them not be able to read all of her thoughts for a second time. Cinderella quickly hurried home to hide the journal before the house woke up. She was not so fortunate; waiting on the doorstep was one of her two twin sisters.


  "Where have you been?" asked Rebecca, her sharp voice mirroring that of her mother's perfectly.


  "Just buying some eggs from the village to break our fast," Cinderella said, uttering the first thing that dashed into her head.


  "Where are they?" Cinderella looked down at the ground, berating herself for coming up with such a silly excuse.


  "I forgot them." The look of suspicion on Rebecca's face was her answer as she turned on the spot and strutted into the house, seemingly having decided that it wasn't worth her time. Cinderella groaned and walked through the house behind her, straight to the kitchen where she picked up the eggs she'd bought the previous day.


  "Fool, fool, fool," she muttered under her breath as she stored her diary in the cabinet above the fridge, behind some boxes. She wet her fingertips at the dripping tap and patted her hot cheeks. As she went about making food her head swam with embarrassment. Embarrassment over someone coming across her utmost personal thoughts, reading about her and her letters, flicking through her drawings. She wondered who it might be, how they'd even found her diary, why they'd been in the forest. There were many questions that she couldn't answer for herself. The most important one, who were they and would they use the information in her diary against her? The next morning, earlier than usual, Cinderella hurried to her tree to see whether the mystery person had replied to her. Her heart beat in her throat as she dug her piece of paper out from the soil and read.


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER


  TWO


  

  



  His royal highness, Prince Mark, was acting very strange. Over breakfast, of which he ate very quickly, he didn't utter a word. His eyes, they observed, seemed very eager. After breakfast, when one of the royal carriages had been drawn, he travelled to the stables where he took one of his many horses and rode into the woods. He wondered, as his horse drew closer to the tree, why he was taken so by the diary and whether it would still be there. Indeed, whether the author might have even seen his reply. He dug through the soil and to his dismay could not find the diary. At the bottom of the hole however, sat a single dirty and crumpled sheet of paper. He unfolded the paper to find a small message written at the top of the page. It hadn't occurred to him that she might assume she'd written the message. Perhaps he should have signed his name. He laughed at the thought, if she'd been upset over the idea of another finding her journal he could only image her reaction to finding out her future King had read it.


  "Clever girl," he muttered under his breath when he realised that she'd taken the diary with her and left the pen.


  

  



  Mark read over the words several times before sitting next to the tree to process them. Two facts immediately presented themselves. The author was a female and she most certainly was not pleased. Mark drummed his index and forefinger against his thigh as he considered how he should reply before settling on something and placing the led on the paper. He wrote,


  I apologise for my rudeness, it was very ungentlemanly of me. Please accept my humblest apologies. If it is to be any consolation I assure you that I only glanced briefly when I happened to be assaulted by your drawing. At which point I was compelled to congratulate you on your mastery of the art. Tell me, what situation could lead a woman to hide her diary in the woods?


  The Prince returned the paper to the tree and lent against it once more, tilting his head up to the sky. He stayed there for an hour, watching the clouds slowly drift across the sky behind the branches of the tree. He told himself that he was reluctant to return to the castle because of the girl, that she might return and they could meet. On some level it might have been true, but if he was honest the Prince was more eager to avoid his mother and father. As of last month, when he'd turned five and twenty, they'd been berating him to find a Princess. The task of finding a girl suited to becoming the future queen was one that Mark did not relish nor did he particularly care to hurry. A conversation didn't go by without their constant reminder that he was the heir and needed to secure the royal line. He could see the disappointment in their eyes. Every time they asked him to host a ball, he would stand in the corner and watch as others conversed joyously around him. When a female with enough courage asked him to dance he would of course grant one to her, but there was a limit to how long he could fake cordiality before his family noticed. The Prince had no tolerance for prancing about, pretending to have fun, when he found nothing remotely amusing about dancing and balls in general. Try as he might to hide it from his parents, he was more than aware of his failure as a Prince and a son.


  The next morning Cinderella hesitantly unfolded the piece of paper, expecting only her hand writing to grace the paper. To her astonishment she found the Prince's words. Anger filled her at the conformation of another, a gentlemen no less, or so he promised, reading her utmost personal thoughts. She wanted to hit him, how dare he read her journal. Oh, he assured her that he'd only seen the drawing, but what could she trust of a rascal who breached her privacy so? Immediately, several scathing retorts appeared in her head and begged to be written but she reigned herself in and searched for the pen so that she might compose a more formal yet still rightfully scathing answer.


  A situation that I can assure you merits none of your interest, nor attention, whatsoever. Who may I ask are you? Or shall I just continue calling you the fiend from the woods?


  Post script: I can assure you that the subject of my drawing deserved her portrayal. I cannot say the same for the pig however.


  

  



  With that, she left the letter to begin her day. On the way home she found, to her utter dismay, that chatting with her mystery stranger was rather invigorating. It wasn't just the idea of communicating with someone who wasn't after their dinner or mending clothes. Nor was it that someone was replying when she wrote letters now, it was the hope of friendship apart from her life. Something hers that her stepmother could not control. The question, however, was whether the man in the letters was to be trusted. Had he been telling the truth about only seeing the drawing? Surely the temptation would be great. It occurred to her that he'd asked her a question of which she might have replied with the exact same question. What situation could lead a woman to hide her diary in the woods? What kind of situation would lead a gentleman into the woods? The forest could be dangerous to those who didn't know its paths and features. He must have been well acquainted with it to remember the old oak. Cinderella deduced that he must be a local, for they were the only ones who ventured into the forest, without a veritable army, to ensure they made it back out before night fall. At night the forest was a completely different place, filled with all sorts of fearsome creatures that slept during the day so that they might cause absolute havoc in the night. Cinderella wondered, as she set about making breakfast for the house, whether she might have met the fiend from the forest. Perhaps he was a gentleman from in town; there were many noble families just east of the forest that could easily venture into it. Maybe he was one of the royal family's many diplomats and advisors. She spent the rest of a day in a fanciful daze, wondering what he looked like. Was he very old or too young? Did he have a belly or was he balding? Was he even a gentleman as he'd promised? Cinderella acknowledged that even if he wasn't, she was in no position to judge what with the lies surrounding her birth and her living situation. She smiled at the idea of him, on the other side of town, maybe in a quaint little town house, wondering who she was and asking the same types of questions.


  

  



  Cinderella had one thing correct, he was thinking of her but he was far from living in a small quaint town house. The castle amassed a small town of itself and currently the Prince sat in one of the many sitting rooms in the front of the palace being berated by his mother over his lack of social and romantic life.


  "Mother please, let us not rehearse the same argument" he sat on the chaise lounge tapping his fingers against his thigh and fixing his mother with a look of utter boredom. Indeed it was an argument they'd long rehearsed. The lines never wavered, not did the plot ever change.


  "But where are you friends, Marcus? You used to be so talkative in your youth, what happened?"


  "Mother, I'm only five and twenty, hardly far out of my youth."


  "Your father and I won't always be here, a king cannot rule by himself, he needs someone by his side. I cannot bare the idea of you ruling alone." Tears sprung in her eyes as she gazed down at her only son, her lonely son who had everything she could have provided him but was still unhappy. He masked it well, always keeping a strict facade of indifference. Mark stood up, noticing his mother’s state, and went to sit by her on her own sofa. He took her hand in his to comfort her and whispered so that only she could hear it. The servants turned their faces away to give them privacy.


  "I will try harder, I promise." She patted his hand over her own and smiled up at him.


  "I love you dearly my son."


  "And I you."


  "Your father is holding a ball in your honor to mark your birthday, he will invite every eligible female in the country and royalty from others. I expect you to choose a bride."


  "Mother-"


  "Please Marcus, for me." He sighed deeply and leaned against the back of the couch and said,


  "I will consider it."


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER


  THREE


  

  



  There were very little things in life that surprised Cinderella, granted, the constant religion of her day left little room for surprises. Welcome or otherwise. What did surprise her, however, came in the morning. On her way to the oak tree, diary in hand, prepared to bury the book under another tree, she intercepted the mail upon its way to the mailbox. She thanked the man, handing him a shilling and returned to the house to deposit the letters on the bannister. As she ascended the steps she read through the letters until she paused at one addressed to herself. How could it be? She asked herself as she opened the envelope and slipped a small ornately decorated and expensive looking sheet of paper out. Her eyes scanned the words excitedly as she read;


  You are cordially invited to attend the Kings ball in celebration of Prince Marcus' twenty-sixth birthday.


  It was to be held at the palace and looked to be a very grand affair indeed. The prospect of dancing in a beautiful dress among all the lords of the land filled Cinderella with such excitement and joy that she almost forgot for a second the complication her family would create. After she'd left the rest of the correspondence inside, Cinderella departed, diary and invitation in hand, in a very good mood. She reached the tree and opened the envelope hesitantly, still expecting to find only her own words. She was mistaken again. Cursive filled the rest of the page,


  I'm sure they justly deserved the illustration. I can only hope that I never do anything bad enough to warrant my own drawing. You may call me Jon, might I enquire after your own name though I know it would not be entirely proper, but what part of our correspondence is? My mother has recently made it clear to me that I do not interact with people the way I ought. I apologise again for looking through your journal, might we turn another leaf, as they say?


  Cinderella read over it cautiously, he almost sounded as if he wanted to start a friendship with her. It simultaneously confused and excited Cinderella. For she couldn't understand why he would wish to befriend a complete stranger, but the prospect of having a friend was one she hadn't hoped for since childhood. As she thought on her reply she walked to a nearby tree, dug a small trench and deposited her diary in the hope that nobody would ever accidentally stumble upon it again. She walked back over to the tree and sat by the hole, turning the page over, and began.


  Hello Jon, you may call me Cinderella. I have given your proposal some thought and I accept. How, may I ask, do you fail to interact with others properly? I assume you do not begin every friendship by reading the other person's diary. Shall I begin our rapport with some type of innate chatter that I'm sure must be traditional somehow? Let me begin with saying, I am in the best of moods today. I am sure you will have received one too, an invitation to the King's ball. Now, I will encourage your reply by asking, do you mean to attend? I hope to go, if my family allows it. Now, I suppose I shall have to wait until you see fit to respond.


  Tomorrow came and there was another missive...


  I may be attending the ball. Though I am not quite certain, as of yet. Do you attend in the hope of meeting the Prince and falling in love? If so I confess myself disappointed. I had the impression of you being a rational young lady. Many people will be attending, making fools of themselves to impress the royal family. I would rather be miles away from that debacle.


  Every afternoon the Prince would write and every morning, hours later, Cinderella replied.


  I would rather be right in the centre of it. I have far too little excitement in my life to miss attending such a debacle. I am not opposed to meeting the Prince and falling in love, though I know the probability of that happening is slimmer than that of me actually meeting him. I suppose I could settle for falling in love with a simple gentleman, one who could take me away from my family. Why do you look at the ball with such a critical eye? Do you dislike the royal family or just merriment in general?


  Cinderella's quick wit in script drew the Prince to her, nobody had ever had the nerve to speak to him in such a manor.


  Aha! You mock me now but you've never had the displeasure of attending such an event. Write to me after and I can assure you that you will be singing another tune. Tell me, why do you hide your diary in the forest? I assume it's still here. You didn't answer earlier.


  Their easy friendship led to trust, which led to Cinderella finally confiding to him about her family.


  I hide it in the forest so that my family do not read it and use it against me. I thought nobody would find it here, it seems quite ironic now. The thing I was most anxious to hide led to this. I would never hope to have changed it.


  Slowly, a steady friendship grew between them, bonding them together. For, although neither of them would openly admit it, their friendship meant too much to both of them to be considered platonic.


  Neither would I, finding your dairy was a blessing I could not regret, it has led to this. I am thankful for you when I read your jests and laugh. It allows me some peace among all the noise and orders and responsibilities that inhabit my world.


  Neither of them knew how to tell the other, and so they continued writing under the guise of friendship. When the paper had run out of space the Prince replaced it with a book of his own.


  I gathered this might be needed, it was getting dastardly hard to write on that dirty sheet. Would you trust me with the location of your diary now that you know where mine is, in your hands.


  This proved to be a mistake as the paper was at such a fine quality that it immediately made Cinderella apprehensive


  

  



  Where did you find such a beautifully crafted book? I've never seen one so ornate before.


  Which led to more lies.


  It was a gift from the king, I completed a project for him and the book, along with a few other trinkets, were a gift for my service. Does your avoiding my question mean that no, you will not tell me where it is hidden? It is a shame for I had wished to see another portrait of your family. I haven't laughed quite so hard in years. Might you favour me with an original, Cinderella?


  The letters were filled with questions, each curious of the other, wanting to learn more. Where the Prince lied about being a titled lord, Cinderella lied about being a common young miss.


  Of course my lord, but what shall I draw for you? As you already know, my talents are vast.


  Despite this, the most important parts of their correspondence remained truthful. The moments when they confided in each other about their worries for the future. Whether The Prince would ever live up to his father's expectations, whether Cinderella would ever step out from the shadow that was her family. As their letters to each other grew in length, Cinderella's diary entries shortened. Often she thought of funny things to tell him and vice versa. On one particular afternoon, Cinderella entered the forest and saw movement behind the trees in the clearing at the oak tree. Her breathing stilled in her throat as she stared. Her heartbeat quickened, her body humming with adrenaline. The idea of accosting him as he wrote ran through her mind. Although she was incredibly excited, she was also scared. What if he turned out to be not what he said? What if he realised she was not what she said? Questions flew through her mind at a dizzying rate. Her attachment to him had grown such that his letters were often her favourite part of the day. She took a step, then halted. Took another step, heard a masculine laugh through the clearing, stopped dead. I am not scared, she told herself. I am simply cautious. She took three quick deep breaths, stiffened her spine and marched into the clearing, heart in her throat, to meet her Jon.


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER


  FOUR


  

  



  Instead of seeing one man by the tree, she saw three. Judging by their clothing they certainly weren't gentlemen. Without thinking, Cinderella marched straight into their sight and said,


  "Would one of you gentlemen happen to be Jon?" They looked at each other then burst into raucous laughter. She waited for their laughter to stop before sighting what one of them held in their hands. Her diary. "Please would you give that back? It's private." This was responded to with more equally loud laughter.


  Foolishly, Cinderella, seeing the man dangling her diary loosely in his hand, lost all sense and lunged for the diary. In the last moment the man drew the diary to his chest and Cinderella fell in a heap behind them. Collectively they turned to her, their faces losing all laughable qualities and turning menacing. A stroke of fear sliced her heart as they came closer, drawing a shadow on her person. She looked up fearfully as they continued to smile down on her.


  "She'll fetch a pretty price with a face like that, eh?" His friends seemed to agree with him as they picked her thrashing body up off of the ground and took her arms. Looping them through their own arms and sweeping her off of the ground so that her swinging feet no longer touched the forest floor.


  "Let me free!" She tried to pull her arms out of theirs, her shoulders were beginning to ache as a result of her body's burden. As they came out from the edges of the forest Cinderella felt the distinct sharpness of a blade spiking into her right hip.


  "Quiet now, missy, we're going to take you into town, hand you over to the nice man and we won't hear a peep out of you. Ya hear me?" The thug needn't have warned her to keep her mouth shut for fear had a hold of her words and was reluctant to return them. As they reached town the thugs dropped her so that she was forced to walk next to one of them, the knife wielder, so that they didn't attract any suspicion. Hopelessly, Cinderella tried to catch the eyes of anyone walking by, trying to convey to them that she was in trouble, that she needed help. She cursed her diary, cursed Jon, and cursed everything that had led her to this fear stricken moment. They made a few sharp turns until Cinderella saw someone that made her almost trip before the thug caught her by the arm. It was Nurse Fairgem. Her Nurse Fairgem. The woman who had raised her. She couldn't believe her eyes. Nurse Fairgem coming out of a Modiste, carrying rolls of linen in her arms and hurrying across the road away from her. The instinctive need to call out to her nurse clawed through Cinderella but she remained quiet. The idea of accidentally putting her nurse in the path of danger was unfathomable and absolutely would not be borne. Helplessly she watched her enter a shop as the thugs carried her past. She strained her neck trying to see through the stained glass window, wanting to catch another glimpse of the woman who had been like a mother to Cinderella through all of her youth. But she could no longer see her. They continued walking, the man's dagger digging deeper into her side, she was almost certain that it must have pierced her skin by now. They were a few paces further down the street when the unmistakable crack of a gunshot ricocheted through the air. The men froze, forgetting her entirely and turning to face the wielder of the gun. Giving Cinderella enough time to dart out of their grasp before one of the men grabbed her by the collar and dragged her back towards them. She turned to see a man, dressed in military livery, holding a pistol. Beside him directly stood her fierce and angry Nurse Fairgem. Her arms crossed like a disapproving mother, she wore a hard exterior but Cinderella could read the terror in her eyes. She'd never liked guns or violence of any sort.


  "We don't want no trouble, it was just some harmless fun you see." The man released Cinderella, but as she went to move away from him he caught her by the hand and held her with his bone-crushing fist.


  "I can see that," the man said sardonically, "you shall release her now." The three men took one more look at the gun, then at Cinderella and seemed to realise that she wasn't worth the trouble. With hands raised, they stepped back, further and further until they were far in the distance. Then they turned their backs and ran, more raucous laughter emanating from their moving backs. As soon as the officer saw that there was no more threat to be seen to, he turned his back and moved off without any reference to Cinderella, her gratitude or wellbeing. It was all within another days work and perfectly standard. As he turned his back and began to walk away Cinderella and Nurse Fairgem embraced, tears in their eyes and hearts too impossibly full to being to express with words. They remained hugging, marvelling in their near death experience and the joy of being reunited. When they broke away from each other it was only for Nurse Fairgem to reach out again and pull her daughter closer to her heart for another soul warming hug. After they'd finished with their hugging and kissing and crying and laughing Cinderella followed Nurse Fairgem into the shop she'd exited, behind the counter and into a back room filled with more fabrics than imaginable. Colours that Cinderella had never even dreamed of wearing. The room was vibrant and alive with colour and beauty. It was everything that was Nurse Fairgem.


  "I always dreamed that we would meet again, though I wish it could have been under different circumstances." She ushered Cinderella to a red velvet stool and hurried around the room in the perusal of something. "I left it here somewhere. One moment" with a sound of satisfaction she revealed a small flask from underneath a mountain of fabric. "Here take this my dear, I think you will need it." Cinderella looked dubiously down at the flask in her hands.


  "I'm really ok, I don't think it has affected me quite so..." Her hands involuntarily started shaking as she watched them in confusion. Nurse Fairgem placed her hands on Cinderella's trembling ones and said in a soft voice,


  "It's quite alright dear, drink a few sips, it will make you feel better." So Cinderella drank and although the taste was horrid and it made her shudder, it did indeed make her feel substantially better.


  "Thank you, Nurse Fairgem."


  "Oh hush, I am not your Nurse anymore, call me Fairgem. I would hate for politeness to come between us after all this time. You know I never had my own children, nobody except you. You truly were my daughter."


  "I still am, as far as I will be concerned you are my mother." Fairgem's eyes began watering again as a result of Cinderella's words and she grabbed a handkerchief to dab at her eyes.


  "Dear me." Her face became very serious as she asked. "How did you come to be accosted by those thugs? They're a bad lot them, laughing and carrying on, scaring me half to death when I saw them carrying you across the street. Hurried straight over to a shop I saw the officer walk into, I did. Took the gods own will to pretend I hadn't seen you." Cinderella sighed in relief at her safety, smiling at the idea of her nurse hurrying across the street with armfuls of fabric ready to rush to her aid, and she thought that she'd been protecting Fairgem when it had really been the other way around. Cinderella told her Fairgem about being in the forest, carried out by the thugs. This led to questions of why she was in the forest alone, which hesitantly led to a conversation about Jon.


  "He's just a man I exchange letters with." That mischievous sparkle in her eye warned Cinderella that she wasn't going to enjoy the following conversation.


  "Oh, ho! A man is it? It's always a man I tell you. And he sends you letters? What sort of letters and what does this have to do with you being in the forest alone, young lady?" Cinderella shyly told her about how Jon had found her diary, the friendship that had been created.


  "I was on my way to read and respond to his message when I found my original diary in the hands of one of the thugs, they were all laughing, I assumed that one of them was Jon."


  "He sounds terribly romantic. Your Jon I mean, not the thugs of course." Cinderella laughed at the faraway look on the woman's face.


  "Far from it, he's terribly awkward, slow to catch onto jokes, arrogant..."


  "Oh but you care for him." Cinderella blushed. Fairgem had always been incredibly perceptive. She could look at a person and just know.


  "I do." She sighed.


  "Well don't look so forlorn about it. He must like you too." She smiled in amusement at Fairgem and her assumption.


  "I don't know anything about him. He could be an old married man with grandchildren for all I know." Fairgem regarded her thoughtfully, pulling the flask smoothly out of Cinderella's hands, taking a swig, and smiling softly at her daughter.


  "Or, he could be a titled young lord who has just come into his inheritance and is ready to find himself a bride."


  "It matters not anymore, I doubt I could ever reenter the forest again after today. I suppose I will never know." Fairgem regarded her thoughtfully. Her mind ticking over Cinderella's options. Determined of her to meet her mysterious writer.


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER


  FIVE


  

  



  It had been exactly six days since Cinderella had written. Prince Mark knew this because each day, without fail, he would open that book he'd put in the hole, in the hopes that she'd replied, and find an empty passage where her thought provoking words should have been held. He'd asked her to draw a picture of herself in his last message and instead received silence. He wanted to talk to the girl who held his attention day and night. Often he thought about her, wondering whom she was, worrying about her and her family. But she'd told him not to interfere, now with her silence looming over him he wondered whether he'd done the right thing by respecting her decision. He threw the book down in frustration. Where the devil was she? For although he was mostly certain that something was keeping her from talking to him, in the back of his head there was an ever-present possibility that maybe he'd bored her, maybe she'd decided she had better things to do with her day. Maybe he should have told her that he was the Prince...No. He couldn't bear the idea of his best friend only talking to him because he was royalty. He paced and paced by the tree, overwhelmed with worry for her, what had happened. Probability pointed to her family for the reason she hadn't been heard from in almost a week but he couldn't contact them, didn't even know where they lived as a start. He knew nothing about Cinderella other than what she'd told him and she'd told him very little. She'd told him that she adored strawberries but not where she lived, that she hated cats but not birds. Indeed it seemed to the Prince that maybe he knew her not at all. He sat down next the tree and closed his eyes, taking deep breaths to calm himself for he'd started to panic. Images of her being hurt or kept inside because of their correspondence flashing through his head. Oh what he'd give to go back in time and demand to know more about-


  Footsteps rang in the distance. His heart raced, he jumped up from the forest floor and brushed a nervous hand through his hair before rolling his eyes and yanking his hand down to a more casual position. Cinderella.


  She walked through the trees and stood facing him in the clearing. She looked nothing like what he thought she would. Her hair loose around her shoulders, long silvery white hair that reached bellow her bosom. Her face aged with time, crinkles marring at the corner of her eyes hinting at a life spent laughing. She walked slowly, as her eyes met his she froze.


  "Your Majesty." Her eyes wide, she bowed deeply. The Prince watched her, confused. How could this frail small woman be his lively Cinderella?


  "Cinderella?" Her eyes widened even further then she smiled, her body humming with restrained laughter. She came closer.


  "No, your Highness. I've come with a letter." She placed a small folded piece of paper in his hand then took a step back. He watched her in complete confusion. Had he missed something? Who was this lady?


  "Who are you, madam?" She smiled softly.


  "I am a very good friend of Cinderella's, we were separated for some time but we've been recently reunited."


  "Nurse Fairgem?"


  "Yes, your Majesty. I see she's told you about me." Cinderella had mentioned her nurse, but that she'd lost her. With vague terms the Prince had assumed that by lost she'd meant dead. He looked down at the page, wondering what it meant that she'd sent someone to deliver her message.


  "Is she hurt? Injured? Ill?" He stepped towards her nurse. She shook her head silently.


  "Read the letter, your Highness." He felt a faint touch of annoyance. She refused to look him in the eye. From what Cinderella had written, he'd taken to believing that her nurse was outspoken, mischievous and loud. Nothing like this docile creature standing before him. Pushing the thought from his head he opened the letter and read:


  Dear Jon, I apologise for not writing sooner. You see a few days ago when I came into the forest to reply to your message I was instead met by thugs. I am safe now, there is no need to worry...


  

  



  "What happened?" Her words chilled him. Nurse Fairgem looked at him hesitantly. "Please, you can trust me, I mean her no harm." Her eyes flashed.


  "Trust, your Highness. I came into the forest today in the hopes that I might meet a Jon." There was the sharp tongue that Cinderella had warned him of.


  "You are angry with me. Please speak freely, I wish only to listen. Think of me as a friend." She took a step closer.


  "Cinderella is under the impression of you being a simple gentleman." He ran his hand through his hair again, trying to think of what to say. The woman's piercing eyes offering him no escape.


  "I thought it might be easier than telling her."


  "Do you care for her?" He looked away, avoiding her gaze.


  "That is something between her and I, not something I care to discuss with the rest of the world before discussing with her first." To this the lady grinned and laughed.


  "Just as I'd hoped." He regarded her warily. She still hadn't told him what had happened.


  "Please tell me, what happened to Cinderella?" The lady's face sobered.


  "Thugs carried her into town to sell her to a local brothel, but I intervened at the right time, called the attention of a police man, stopped the whole thing. She's at home safe now, but she won't be coming into the forest again, you can understand why." The woman spoke fast, hardly pausing to take breath. "She didn't even want me coming in, told her I'd give the letter to the bakers boy down the road to deliver it but I couldn't miss the opportunity to become acquainted with her Jon. If you don't mind me saying, your Highness, you should read the rest of the letter."


  ... A week from today I shall be attending the King's ball. I know you would hate such an event but I would dearly love to see you there. Perhaps we can meet face-to-face, share a dance or two. I will be the one wearing the pink dress with lace sleeves. You may find me if you wish.


  Post script: I promise to do my best to not fall in love with the Prince.


  The Prince groaned. Looked away from the letter to the woman's grinning face then groaned again.


  "Have you read this?"


  "I might have." He folded the page then deposited it into his pocket. He ran a hand over his jaw and mouth, smoothing his roughened cheeks.


  "Will she hate me?" Nurse Fairgem seemed to notice the faint sound of hopelessness in his voice and came over to lay a hand upon his shoulder as if he were her son and not the future ruler of the kingdom.


  "Cinderella isn't like others. Her heart is pure. She doesn't hate. She forgives. When I offered for her to stay with me instead of returning to that wretched house she calls home, she refused. Said she couldn't just leave her poor sisters with their mother. That she had to help them to be better. That is the type of girl Cinderella is, so banish any thoughts of her treating you differently or being after the crown. She's remained truthful to you, now you must return the courtesy."


  "Thank you." He was truly touched by the woman's acceptance "Please, allow me to be the one who tells her," she bowed her head in affirmation. "Come, I shall escort you home."


  "Oh there's no need, your Highness." He grabbed ahold of the reins of his horse.


  "It is the least I can do." They began walking toward the direction of Nurse Fairgems modiste with the old lady's hand looped through the Princes arm as though she were royalty. She smiled giddily, not feeling any of the fear that had trailed behind her on the way into the forest.


  "I would like to ask you for a favour."


  "Anything, your Highness"


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER


  SIX


  

  



  It was the middle of the night, not a sound could be heard in the entire house but for the faint whisper of fabric over fingertips and Cinderella humming under her breath. Not a soul was awake, nobody knew that in her room, with only the smallest candle for light, Cinderella was busy sewing a gown. It was one of her stepmother's old dresses, but she was sure that with more than a few adjustments she would not recognise it. Cinderella had found the dress thrown in the dumpster after her stepmother had spilled wine on the hem of the full skirt. It had taken her two days to fully clean it and then another three to completely remove the stain. The dress was of such a fine quality, made almost entirely from Italian silk, that it would have been a shame to waste such a beautiful garment. Cinderella set about adjusting the height of the bodice, restitching elements that had fallen off or frayed throughout the cleaning process. She adjusted the height of the sleeves and length of the skirt, hemming it at the bottom to shorten it. All the while she dreamt of the ball. Imagining twirling, dancing and laughing. She wondered what Jon had thought of her letter. Whether he would deign to meet her.


  Every night, once her chores were finished, everyone had taken supper and the last light had flickered out, Cinderella would continue working on the dress. Now with the ball in the evening, Cinderella was even more determined to attend. She entered town, helping her two sisters to shop for last minute fixtures to their dresses, waiting as they took their fittings and measurements, carrying their bags. They walked into ribbon shop after ribbon shop, looking for ribbons and trinkets that might attract an unwitting Prince or any young rich gentleman. It had been some time since her stepmother had allowed Cinderella to spend time with her sisters. She'd sent word down with a servant that she'd taken to a migraine and that Cinderella would go along with the girls instead. She watched them as they strolled down the street, ahead of her, as if she were a common servant. It saddened Cinderella for she hoped that if only she could be honest with them, they could treat her like a sister. Share with her their secret jokes, carry some of the bags, stop ordering her about. All they knew of her was what their mother had told them, that Cinderella was a distant and disgraced cousin. So far removed from what was proper and correct that she'd been reduced to the work of a servant. Cinderella was dim-witted, lazy and hated their entire family. The only time they ever willingly talked to her was when they were asking for breakfast, luncheon and dinner. Sometimes, when one of them was upset she'd watch them retreat to their room to deal with it alone, for that had been what their mother had taught them, to pull their feelings deep within, so far that nobody could see the pain. Especially those who cared. Cinderella contemplated this as they made their way home, travelling in the coach. As they descended the steps of the carriage Cinderella could feel that something was wrong. Like a tug in her chest, an uneasy feeling in her stomach. She entered the house cautiously behind her sisters, placing the bags down by their rooms. As she passed her stepmother's room she heard a clear, "Oh, Cinderella."


  Her voice was sugary sweet, it left an awful taste in Cinderella's mouth as she turned to face her stepmother. She opened the door fully and stepped into the room, finding her stepmother lounging on the end of her bed with, to Cinderella's horror, a pink dress with lace sleeves.


  "S-stepmother." Abruptly she stood from the bed and threw the dress Cinderella had laboured over down.


  "How many times have I warned you not to address me as such?" Her eyes flashing, taut with barely restrained fury.


  "I'm sorry." Cinderella noticed the way her stepmother slowly approached, drawing in on her and forcing her to take steps backwards until she found her back flush against the wall. Her stepmother eyed her disdainfully before turning back to the bed and picking up the dress once more. Cinderella watched, her breathing hitched, nerves on end.


  "So..."


  "Madame, I can explain." She rushed to assure her, taking careful notice of the way her stepmother's hands seemed to be testing the stitching, pulling the dress to the point of which it almost ripped then releasing, only to begin again in another area.


  "Please." Cinderella hadn't been expecting to be allowed to explain herself, so when given the opportunity it all fell out without elegance or alacrity.


  "I wanted to go to the ball tonight, everyone has been invited, even I have. I thought you didn't want the dress because I found it in the dumpster and I didn't want to ask you to buy me a new dress so I thought it would be easier. I've been mending it after I finish all my chores, I haven't neglected anything I promise." A slow smile crept along her face as Cinderella watched her stepmother rip the skirt at the hem strait along so that the dress hung in the air, from her hand, in tatters.


  "Oh but you haven't done all your chores Cinderella, you haven't cleaned my room." They both stood there staring at each other, surrounded by a nearly spotless room. Cinderella was bereft of an answer. "Oh and you've done such a beautiful job on my dress, it's a shame I had to go and ruin it," her stepmother's bottom lip jutted out, she almost looked genuinely sad, it was a shame that her laughing eyes ruined such a beautiful charade. "Would you fix it for me by the time I get back from the ball? I would so love to come back to such a lovely present."


  "You will not allow me to come to the ball with you."


  She threw the dress on the floor then carefully walked over it and towards the door, turning briefly to sneer, "I will not allow you to embarrass me."


  She shut the door behind herself with a soft click and went to confirm with the butler that their carriage would arrive within the hour to take her and her two daughters to the King's ball.


  

  



  Alone, in her stepmother's room, Cinderella held herself stiff, refusing to move, refusing to let any of the tears fall. Slowly, they leaked down her cheeks. She didn't acknowledge them, she set about tidying her stepmother's room. Longing for her diary, wishing it was with her. Thoughts about her diary led to thoughts about Jon which in turn blurred her eyes to such a degree that she was forced to stop moving and deal with the pain in her chest. The feeling of shattered hope and ill treatment. Gingerly, she picked up the battered dress. Noticing that not only was the hem torn off, but as was a sleeve and there was mud on the collar from where her stepmother had trodden on it. As she looked down at that dress she'd spent such time and care on, a sob slipped out of her mouth before she could silence it. The gates opened and sob after sob rocked her body. Not only did she cry over her torn dress and dreams. She also cried over her sisters, the connection she so wanted with them. She cried over her mother and father, the love they'd shared, that they'd left her to the anger of her stepmother. Predominantly, she cried over Jon. She loved him though she knew the feelings were futile. If life had taught her anything, it was that some people were destined for excitement and wonder. And then there was she, a supporting character. A person who tried again and again to crawl out of the darkness, to be alight, to fix things for others and herself. It was no use, she realised with a sigh. She could try forever or she could accept her fate. Cinderella took five slow deep breaths, wiped her eyes, stiffened her upper lip and stood up, dress in hand. Downstairs she could hear her stepmother and sisters leaving, entering the carriage and the front door being loudly shut. Without thinking about the consequences or any regard for her own safety, Cinderella set out for the forest. The only thing in her mind was her determination to write in her diary. She didn't think to get a lantern from the kitchen, she didn't spare a second thought to the thugs she'd meet last time. Her singular goal was to write. To record. To maybe even write another letter to Jon. See if he'd replied to hers, if he would be going to the ball tonight in the hopes of meeting her and be met with nobody. Would he be awfully disappointed? Did he care for her the same way that she cared for him? She asked herself as she walked through the forest, with only the dim light of the moon to guide her. Belatedly, she noticed that in her hands she held the dress. It seemed that she was unwilling to part from it so soon. Eventually, Cinderella found the tree and had retrieved her diary. She walked over to the oak tree where Jon's diary was held and dug until she found the other diary. She opened it, expecting to find his letter, the one she'd given Fairgem to deliver. It wasn't there. She looked down in the hole again, cursing herself for not bringing a light. She couldn't find it. Frustration coursed through her. What had happened? Where was her letter? Had he taken it with him? But why? Had he even received it? So many questions spun through her head that she failed to notice someone come up behind her.


  "Cinderella! What on earth are you doing here?" She spun on the spot, dropping everything in her hands out of fright. She waited for her eyes to focus on the person in front of her in the dark.


  "Fairgem?" It was Fairgem and she was holding a package under one arm.


  "What are you doing in the forest, girl? It's almost full dark! You should be on your way to the ball, not here." Fairgem watched as Cinderella's face crumbled, her shoulders stiff. "She didn't let you." Cinderella nodded, trying to look unaffected.


  "What are you carrying?" Cinderella took the large package from the woman, it was lighter than she'd imagined.


  "Never mind that, come, I'm taking you home, away from that place." She took hold of Cinderella's arm.


  "Oh, but I cannot. I must finish her dress for her by the time she comes back from the ball. I can't just leave all my things." Fairgem sighed, looking at her daughter wearily.


  "Cinderella. You deserve to go to the ball, forget her silly dress. Come with me." Cinderella wanted to but instead she turned away and picked up the things she'd dropped earlier, the dress and the two diaries. "So you won't go meet Jon tonight, you'll just leave him to wait for you? I never took you for a coward, love." Cinderella turned around in anger.


  "I can't. I want to, but I am not who I said I was. He thinks I am a normal young miss. He doesn't know about the illegitimacy of my birth. He would hate me. He would turn away from me. Treat me the way my family does." And there was the heart of the matter. It would be easy to go. Meet Jon, dance and laugh and fall in love. She could easily steal another dress, one from Anabeth's room that fit better. It would not be easy, however, to be shunned. It was not easy being disgraced. Hated. Fairgem took her hand softly, waiting for Cinderella to look at her.


  "Trust yourself."


  She sighed, "It is too late now. She has destroyed my dress." Fairgem gave the gown in Cinderella's arms an appraisal and smiled,


  "Just come with me."


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER


  SEVEN


  

  



  "Now let's see here," Fairgem laid out the dress on the table, making a clicking noise with her tongue, "That horrid woman." Cinderella sat on the chair behind her, exhausted from all the crying. She put her head in her hands, leaning her elbows on her knees.


  "It's no use. Even if my dress were not ruined, she still expects me to have mended it and let the waist out by the time she returns from the ball tonight." Fairgem leaned back on her heels shifting her weight from foot to foot before she turned to look at Cinderella, a broad grin on her lips and excitement in her eyes.


  "I have the most perfect thing!" Before Cinderella could ask, Fairgem had rushed off in a hurry, running behind a curtain. She stood up from the chair, stretching her limbs and yawning. All the night's events had taken a toll on her nerves. Fairgem emerged from the curtain carrying what appeared to be a mountain of fabric. Cinderella assumed it to be a dress but couldn't find a bodice or sleeves or anything but fabric in all the layers of white Fairgem held. "This will look perfect on you!"


  "Fairgem, no." she backed away from the dress, unwilling to allow herself to hope for a moment that she could wear the gown, that she would go the ball.


  "Cinderella, if you love me then you will at least try the dress on." She paused, with such an ultimatum she was forced to undress and allow Fairgem to drop the folds of fabric over her. When everything was buttoned up, Fairgem led her over to the mirror in the corner of the room. She looked in the mirror. "I couldn't possibly." The dress was beautiful, utterly, impossibly beautiful. Cascades of white silk falling from a gorgeously beaded bodice that hugged her waist and curled around her bosom as if made for her. Layers of fabric that moved around Cinderella as she turned too and fro in front of the mirror, as if part of her body. "Fairgem..." Her voice faltered, she ran her hands over the silk, feeling its smoothness, unable to pull her hands away from the folds.


  "Oh, and I haven't shown you his present." Gone in a blink was her fascination, in its place confusion and disbelief. She watched as her old Nurse rifled through cupboards, shelves and boxes impatiently.


  "His? He gave you something? When did you see him? How? Why didn't you tell me?" She looked over boxes at Cinderella, a small smile curling the side of her mouth.


  "You didn't ask, and anyway he told me not to." Cinderella was quiet as she turned back to the mirror, watching her reflection and the emotions that flittered across her features. Shock, then anger, then bewilderment.


  "He told you not to. Why?" Fairgem made a loud triumphant sound and held up the package she'd been holding earlier when they'd bumped into each other in the forest.


  "The question you should be asking," she came closer, slowly opening the box, "is what has he given you." It wasn't her most pressing question but nevertheless Cinderella peered into the box and found a pair of shoes. They were a deep gold colour and so fine that Cinderella could hardly fathom the idea of putting such delicately made things on her feet. With a modest heel and rounded toe it's defining feature were the carvings along the side of the shoe. Made of a clear and solid material, it almost looked to Cinderella like, "Glass." She spared her nurse a glance to watch her looking down at the shoes with a critical eye.


  "I must say that I was apprehensive at first, but the glass touch has certainly grown on me. These shoes would be fit for royalty. Your Jon has a very good eye indeed." Cinderella felt none of that apprehension for as soon as she'd laid eyes on those shoes she knew that anything smaller than the Kings army would ever be able to separate her with the gift.


  "Who is he?" She genuinely needed to know. Who was this man who consorted with royalty, this man who bought a girl the most impractical type of shoes. Fairgem softly placed the shoes on the floor before Cinderella and she gingerly inserted her feet and watched them in the mirror.


  "That is for him to tell you."


  "It must have cost a small fortune," she said, releasing her skirt so that it flowed over the shoes and hid them from view.


  "A mighty waste I might say, no one will even see it. But sometimes fancy footwear does give a girl courage." Cinderella stared at her reflection. She couldn't believe her eyes. She looked like royalty. Despite her hair and the redness in her eyes, she looked like someone who wasn't capable of being afraid, only confident.


  "Were you in the forest coming to give me the shoes?" Fairgem nodded silently behind her. Her eyes had welled up with tears, a happy grin on her face. "Why are you crying?" She hastily scrubbed at her eyes.


  "Because I'm happy. Happy that you're here with me. Happy that you'll finally be getting what you deserve. You deserve happiness Cinderella." They hugged and as they did Cinderella cautiously decided to trust her instincts. Within the embrace she became determined. They finally pulled away from each other at which point Cinderella made Fairgem aware of how atrocious her hair looked. Walking in the forest in the dark had led to leaves and other unmentionables stuck in her hair. She sat down in front of the mirror as Fairgem worked. Laughing at the memories that were conjured by the activity. Early mornings when Cinderella was just a little girl, singing to her Nurse as she combed and styled her hair.


  "Whom did you make this dress for?" Cinderella asked, smoothing the silk over her shoulder as Fairgem continued her ministrations.


  "A woman from the nobility, she told me she wanted something white and beautiful then left the shop promising to come back in a week for it."


  "But how can I wear it out to the ball if it is to be hers soon? What if she sees me in it? It could ruin you."


  "Oh stop your worrying," she fixed her with a maternal look in the mirror then continued on her hair, "Just bring the dress back to me so that I can alter the design and give it to her. I may never talk to you if you spill anything on it, ok?" Cinderella smiled.


  "Ok," suddenly remembering something, "oh, but what about her dress, I need to have fixed it by the time she returns home."


  "Never mind that, I'll fix it for you and have it delivered so that it's there when you return. Discretely of course."


  "Thank you Fairgem, how can I ever begin to-"


  "Don't be ridiculous child. It is nothing a mother would not do for her daughter." She looked down at her gown, mesmerised by its fluidity, its beauty and came to a sudden realisation.


  "My dress! I told him pink with lace, he will not recognise me." Fairgem brushed aside her worry with a flick of her wrist.


  "Trust your instincts, deduce, you will find him." Cinderella turned back to the mirror, noticing the way that her hair was now placed in a stylish up do at the top of her head. Fairgem had inserted flowers that highlighted the colour and shine of her hair. She turned her head from side to side, trying to glance at her hair from different angles.


  "Oh, it's beautiful. Thank you." she was silent for a moment, biting her lip with worry. "I hope Jon isn't disappointed with what he finds."


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER


  EIGHT


  

  



  Prince Mark was not acting as royalty should, his family surrounding him remarked. In a sea of merriment and colour, of champagne and laughing, dancing couples and lively music, Prince Mark stood waiting. Earlier he'd asked the front guards to notify him if a woman dressed in pink with sleeves of lace arrived. They had received nobody of such description. His senses were on high, worry coursing through him, fear of her reaction. Silently, in the balcony with the rest of the royal family, he watched below as the nobility danced. Elegant and resplendent, the music encouraging them to step with flare. Every so often his mother would tap him on the shoulder and direct his attention to a female she'd personally invited. He would then have to stand up and bow. Each time he sat back down he tried to ignore the look of disappointment on her face. Mark was waiting. Through the night, he made pleasantries with those who talked to him, smiling and pretending that every fibre of his being wasn't lying in wait of Cinderella. He'd prepared, he had a corner of the royal gardens sectioned off so that they could take a stroll in private, talk, share a kiss. With every hour that passed the Prince sank lower into his chair, worry turned to confusion which then turned to anger. This had been her idea meeting! Feeling suffocated by the noise in the room and the sideways glances of his mother, the Prince stood and made his way down the stairs and outside the ballroom. Ignoring his mother's questions. Slipping out of the hall and into the garden he was greeted with silence, he breathed in the cold and crisp air. Following the path, he relished in the privacy, the quiet. When he turned the corner around a fern he stopped in his tracks. There was a woman. To Prince Mark's eyes, she was an angel. She sat on the edge of the fountain, her head tilted up to the heavens. Eyes closed, bordered by delicate lashes. Her small pink lips displaying a whimsical smile. She hadn't noticed him. He watched the fair beauty. She looked to be only a few years younger than he, her hair held at the top of her head by wild flowers. She was dressed in some type of white concoction that hugged her delicate curves until it expanded at her waist in an explosion of fabric and hit the floor. She was incredible. Mark discovered he'd been holding his breath. He took a hesitant step forward, not wanting to disturb her. Then he remembered Cinderella and sighed. The girl heard his exhale and opened her eyes in fright, almost falling backwards into the fountain during the process.


  Cinderella was disappointed. She'd spent hours avoiding her stepmother and asking everywhere for Jon. Nobody knew who he was, perhaps because she didn't even know his surname. She could hardly comprehend the idea. That she knew so much about his character, his likes and dislikes, but she didn't know where he lived, she didn't know his surname. In the end it had all been for naught, but as she sat next to the fountain watching the stars and relishing her freedom she almost didn't care. This moment, her eyes closed, away from all the pressures of her life, surrounded by ferns and nothing else, she felt content. And then she thought about Jon, and she sighed. Her sigh was echoed by a deeper one. In shock she sat up too fast and almost fell back into the fountain before she grabbed hold of the stone she sat on and righted herself. Looking up she found a man was staring at her, two deep blue eyes pierced her. A face framed by a straight nose and muscular jaw. He was dressed impeccably. Cinderella tilted her head, he almost looked like-


  "Y-your Majesty," she gasped, hurrying to stand and bow, almost falling again before regaining her balance.


  "This is a private area" he watched her strangely, it made her feel awkward and flustered.


  "I apologise, I assumed that this area was available to guests." She made to leave before he held his hand out,


  "Please, sit with me." she took his hand, it was warm and sure. They sat next to each other in front of the fountain silently. Each lost in their own thoughts before the Prince asked, "What would persuade a woman, such as yourself, to sit alone outside when there is a ball inside?"


  Forgetting that she was talking to the Prince and future ruler, Cinderella countered, "I might ask you the same question." He laughed, glancing at her from the corner of his eye.


  "I was meeting someone," she shifted the skirt of her dress, deciding that tonight was not the night to be weighed down by propriety.


  "It would seem that is the theme for tonight. Might I venture to guess that you also did not achieve the outcome you'd hoped for tonight?" He watched her for a moment, trying to understand the confusing, beautiful creature beside him.


  "You would be correct. And you?" She smiled, but it was without humour, merely the strains of lips.


  "I always assumed that royalty was spared feelings of rejection or neglect. I suppose I've been fairly narrow sighted." He turned to the fountain, tapping the water, creating small circular ripples.


  "She's not royalty," This peaked Cinderella's interest, she was pulled from her own self-loathing thoughts about Jon by her intrigue. It was quite a scandal for royalty to mix with people below their station, at least seriously.


  "What a tricky situation. And do you care for her, this woman?" He laughed.


  "Tricky," he rolled the word on his tongue, satisfied with its description. "It doesn't matter how I feel anymore, she has made it clear that she does not wish to meet me"


  "Ah, so you are like me. Hopelessly in love, but without any hope."


  "Unless you met your love by stumbling upon their diary in the forest, we are nothing alike." Cinderella's hand froze on her skirt.


  "Diary in the forest?" She couldn't breath, her face went hot and then it went cold. She watched with bated breath as he laughed bitterly, running a hand through his short, cropped hair.


  "It is as strange as it sounds. To fall in love with a commoner." Cinderella barely heard his words. Her ears were pounding. It was like some horrid sick joke. She'd thought her chance was slim with a simple gentleman but with the Prince? It was impossible. She stood abruptly from the fountain.


  "I must go." She stammered. She had to get as far away from him as possible. She'd been ignorant this whole time. She was certainly no Princess. If the idea of telling Jon that she was illegitimate had scared her then, the idea of even broaching the topic with Prince Mark terrified her beyond reason. He said nothing to her announcement of leaving. Cinderella glanced back at him, he looked deflated. He appeared how she felt. Her conscience refused to leave him without any comfort, to allow him to feel misplaced rejection. She sighed and sat back down. "Maybe something held her back?"


  "Very possible."


  "But you don't believe that?" He took a deep breath, staring up at the sky.


  "Perhaps she somehow realised I was the Prince and took off," Cinderella felt her cheeks burn with shame, that had been exactly what she was doing, "or perhaps she finally decided that I wasn't worth the trouble." She felt horrible.


  "Or, perhaps she realised that you two came from different worlds and wanted to save you the heartbreak?" He looked at her hard.


  "Is this your attempt at making me feel better?" She groaned and put a hand on his decorated shoulder.


  "It is for the best." He looked her in the eyes, a thoughtful look on his face. His faced lowered to hers spellbindingly. Their lips touched softly, the Prince taking control of the kiss, his hand curling around her neck to pull her closer. Cinderella was aware that this was exactly the opposite of what she should be doing. But it was too sweet, the moment was too perfect to pull away from. Her heart burst in her chest, jumping from the sheer pleasure of being embraced by her mystery writer. If she was to go home to a life without happiness or love then she would make the most of this one perfect moment. In his arms, protected and safe. Slowly, they pulled away from each other out of breath.


  "Would you grant me the next dance?" He stood and held a lofty hand out to her.


  She blushed, "I do not know how."


  "Trust yourself." She took his hand and together they walked, arms linked, towards the ballroom. As they entered, neither of the two particularly noticed the encroaching stares from those around them. They were instead immersed in the simple touch of a hand through an offered arm. Cinderella had stars in her eyes as the Prince led her into the fray of dancing couple, swinging her into a wide arc, putting her hand in his, ready for the opening bars of the waltz. As the music rose they spun in choreographed moves, the Prince taking complete control of the dance, sweeping Cinderella this way and that, covering for the moves she did not know. "To live without dance is to live without soul;" He quoted with a smile.


  "Oh, I love to dance but my...my education was limited."


  "That is a shame." He released his hand from her back and took the hand that was clasped within her own, lifting it above her and encouraging her to spin. She laughed, twirling. For a single moment everything was perfect, the Prince was grinning that broad boyish grin down at her, her head felt light with mirth and the song was alive with electricity. Then, on another spin she caught sight of her family, turning away from the dancing couples and towards the door. Alarm rang through her, if they were leaving then so would she be compelled. Her body stiffened as the waltz closed, giving the Prince a hurried bow and taking off in the other direction, without a word. She heard naught of what he said, nor did she see the mass of people that descended on the Prince, offering their greetings and asking each other who he'd been dancing with.


  Cinderella, sick with panic, gave no thought to which entrance she was exiting, her only thought being that she had to return home before her stepmother. Her stepmother would most definitely take her anger out on her two daughters if she did not, and Cinderella would not allow that to happen. She ran out onto the path, somehow finding herself next to the royal stables.


  "Stop!" she spun on the spot, the Prince stood between her and the entrance to the ball.


  "I must go"


  "You've said that before," he remarked, talking lazy steps closer. She spun around looking for an easier way to leave, time was of the essence, her stammering heart reminded her.


  "I really must go." He seemed to notice the panic in Cinderella's voice as he came closer, a dent of concern marking between his brow.


  "What's wrong?" She looked away from him. She didn't have time for this, her brain yelled. She had to leave.


  "Your horses," she pointed at the stables, losing all sense of rational though. "Can I borrow one?" He stared at her speechless, beginning to laugh before stopping himself at the wild and helpless look in her eyes.


  He took her hand, "Come with me." Together they ran into the stables, the guards and stable hands moved away when they noticed that it was the Prince who entered. He untied one of the steeds, "She's my best horse. As quiet as a mouse and very kind too." He brought over a stool so that she could hook her leg over the side in a thoroughly unladylike manner. "Do I have your word she will be returned?"


  "Yes, thank you." The Prince led her, atop his horse, out of the stable.


  "Good luck." He reached out to release a portion of her dress that had been caught under the riding habit. Pulling it up only slightly, but it was all that was needed for him to see a small golden shoe with glass carvings. "Wait!" The Prince caught hold of her ankle. He looked up. Realising what he'd discovered, Cinderella's eyes widened, acting upon instinct she quickly tightened the reins and urged the horse to run. Leaning over the horse as it began to gallop her ankle slid out of the baffled Princes hand, taking her shoe off in the process. As she sailed through the trees she dimly heard him call out her name, but by then it was too late. The clock tower chimed midnight in the far distance.


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER


  NINE


  

  



  Cinderella hugged the neck of the horse as it galloped through the forest. She'd lost hold of the reins and now she clutched its neck for dear life. She wasn't confident that her body was shaking as a result of the horse alone. Cinderella forced herself to take calming breathes. As they flew past the oak tree she turned her face to the other side as to avoid the memories that had been created there. As her arms struggled to keep hold of the horse she couldn't keep from remembering the look of abject shock on the Princes' face. When she'd cleared the forest, she slowed the horse down to a trot. Entering through the back garden, she pulled on the reins until the horse stopped. Sliding down, she only realised as she touched the ground that she was missing a shoe. She pulled up the dress and looked sadly down at her feet. She shook her head to clear away the thoughts, tied the horse to a tree just outside the garden and crept in through the back door. She took the stairs two at a time, keeping care to be as quiet as possible. Opening her room slowly to avoid the creaks, she breathed a sigh of relief and was immediately caught by her stepmother.


  "Dressed in such fine clothes for your chores." She stood from the bed, her height and expression formidable. "Tell me Cinderella, how stupid do you think I am? That I wouldn't notice my very own burden at the ball, dancing with the Prince." Cinderella was speechless, her heart caught in her throat. "Did you lie to him? Tell him that you were a part of our family, that you aren't filth." She spat the word. Walking casually over to Cinderella's dressing table, picking up things, glancing at them and slamming them forcefully back down on the table.


  "I-" she twisted abruptly to glare at Cinderella.


  "Yes? Please explain how you duped the Prince into a dance when my two beautiful entitled daughters barely managed a return smile."


  "I did not dupe him!"


  "So you deny presenting him a false image of yourself?"


  Cinderella pushed her shoulders back, trying to match her stepmothers posture, "Yes."


  "And I suppose that dress that you're wearing is yours? You stole it didn't you? Don't deny it, how else could you afford such a fine dress."


  "It was a gift." A slow sickening smile slithered onto her face.


  "Ah, I see now. You've taken after your mother. Enjoy your presents Cinderella." She pushed past Cinderella, walking to the door where she turned back to her with a sneer. "If you so much as attempt to contact the Prince again I will expose the truth of your birth, I will not have the daughter of a common whore upstaging my daughters." She slammed the door behind herself, Cinderella ran to the door when she heard a faint metallic click, but by then it was too late. It had only taken a moment for her stepmother to turn the key and lock Cinderella's room from the outside. Indefinitely.


  

  



  The Prince sat in his study, his chin resting on the antique desk, his eyes resting on the shoe. He was baffled, every time he recounted last night's events one particular thing kept nudging at him. She'd been about to walk away. She'd known it was him and turned away. Every time he thought about the way she'd acted towards him, how she'd seemed genuinely frightened at the end of the night, he couldn't help his pulse jumping, his heart beating faster. He smoothed a hand over his brow, why had he given his horse to someone he'd thought was a perfect stranger? It could not have been her beauty alone that had persuaded him to lead her into the stables, give her a horse and let her gallop away. He groaned. Hopelessly in love but without hope, is what she'd said. Why was she without hope? Royalty marrying a lower class was rare but it wasn't unheard of-


  "There you are, I have been looking absolutely everywhere for you," his mother called from behind him. He didn't move, still staring at that small perfect slipper. She came closer, watching over his shoulder. "My, that is a beautiful shoe." He sat back in his chair stretching his limbs. He'd seen the pair of shoes in the window of a store and it had called to him.


  "It is." He turned to his mother, watching her take a seat on the chair in the back corner of the room. "Is there something I can help you with mother?"


  "That girl you danced with last night, who was she?" He'd been naive to hope that she might not have noticed.


  "A girl." A girl he'd hoped to marry. He pointedly refrained from thinking of the kisses they'd shared, the feel of her small hand in his, the way she'd smiled, laughter in her eyes as she twirled in dance.


  "And what are your intentions with this girl? I did not recognise her, therefore she must not be suitable." She was suitable in every way that he cared. She was kind and sharp, witty and beautiful. She had a mind that challenged his own.


  "I intend to wed her, but you are correct she is not of royal blood, nor is she nobility." His mother made an intake of horror, standing from her chair.


  "You must know that I do not approve." He nodded, his mind was set, not his mother nor the entire royal line could have forced him to change his mind. Regardless of what station of life she was from he would be a fool to refuse himself the chance of a future with her. "You will be making a mockery of us! What will they think?"


  "They will not think anything. They are our subjects, not our advisors."


  "That we are not royalty!" She fumed, pacing in his study, her hands balled up by her side.


  "If anything, it will bring us closer to our subjects," she made a short bark that sounded vaguely like a laugh.


  "Mother, this is what you wanted, for me to marry for love." She glanced at him, stopping mid stride.


  "You only met her last night!"


  "That may be true but I have know her for much longer." She rolled her eyes, falling back into her chair.


  "Explain yourself." He took a deep breath and began recounting the series of events that led to last night.


  

  



  Dorothy Fairgem sat in her back room, making adjustments to a new dress she was working on, white and beautiful. Fairgem rushed to finish the dress, the sun rose as she sat over it, trying to make something even half as beautiful as the one that she'd given Cinderella two nights previous. Fairgem had been expecting Cinderella to arrive the next morning, regaling her with stories of romance and returning the dress. Instead, she'd received silence. Her teeth worried over her bottom lip as she focused on the dress. Nothing would come from worrying she reminded herself. Nothing had gone wrong. The plan hadn't been fool-proof but Cinderella had known that there would be risk. The bell attached to the door at the front of the shop rang as it was pulled open, indicating that a customer had entered.


  "Just one moment!" She called out as she carefully laid the dress to rest back on the table, slipping her feet back into her slippers and walking out to meet them. She'd been expecting a customer, hoping to be met by Cinderella but never imagining the Prince would be standing in the center of her humble store looking uncomfortable and masculine surrounded by rows of lace.


  "Your Majesty," she bowed clumsily.


  "Fairgem, have you seen Cinderella?" He held the shoe, fidgeting it from hand to hand. Her heart rate sped. He too thought something was wrong.


  "I have not." His frown darkened, it had been what he was expecting but not what he'd hoped for.


  "How can I contact her?"


  "Come, sit." She motioned him over to a small pink, heart shaped stool where he sat trying to accommodate for his long legs. "Is it possible she does not want you to contact her?" He was silent. Fairgem had to ask; she knew that Cinderella had been afraid. It was entirely possible that realising he was the Prince had pushed her past her limits and now she was retreating. She'd never thought she was acceptable, her stepmother had beaten it into her at such a young age that regardless of how much praise Fairgem had tried to counteract that abuse with, it had never been enough.


  "Yes." He looked down at the shoe in his hands. Fairgem itched to ask but she knew that he wouldn't tell her, she knew very little about the Prince but of what she had gleamed, he was private. Especially about things he cared for.


  "Cinderella has a secret, something she thinks you will reject her for." He looked up.


  "It does not matter."


  "You will not ask me for it?" She sat back in her own chair, surprised.


  "It matters not to me." He levelled her with his eyes, fire burning within their depths.


  "You surprise me, your Highness."


  "I have lived my entire life with people expecting things of me. Expecting me to disappoint them or to make them proud. Thinking that they know what I am capable of." Mark stopped abruptly, reining his frustration. He looked back down at the slipper, taking deep calming breaths. "Will you give me her address?" Fairgem watched him curiously. He was not who she'd thought he would be. She'd confessed to wondering how on earth Cinderella had connected with him in their correspondence. But as she sat opposite of him, his head bowed slightly in respect that he didn't owe her, she saw their resemblance. She saw his vulnerabilities and she respected him for them. Perhaps Cinderella was not the only one afraid. Because he had not ordered her to surrender the address, nor threatened her, she humbly agreed and sent him on his way before returning to the back room. Smiling, she picked up the gown once more. Pushing the needle through the fabric, content that she had done right by her daughter.


  

  



  

  



  

  



  

  



  CHAPTER


  TEN


  

  



  Cinderella pulled at the door latch, it refused to give way. Frustration built within her, making her want to scream. It had been two days. Two days without food or contact. She fought tears as she walked back to sit on her bed. Her stomach ached and her head pounded so loudly, as she lay on her bed, that she almost didn't hear the quiet whispering just outside her room. Silently she stood, creeping over to the door to rest her ear against it in the hopes of identifying the whisperers. She bent down to look through the keyhole and was shocked to see both Anabeth and Rebecca standing outside her door, looking as if they were in the middle of an argument. She strained to listen,


  "Anabeth, mother will punish us, she's evidently done something to deserve her punishment."


  Anabeth's answer was vehement, "Nobody deserves to be locked in their room for days, and I’ve asked in the kitchen, she hasn't been receiving food!"


  Cinderella's heart leapt. Please, she repeated under her breath like a chant.


  "Anabeth..."


  "No, I'm entering." Cinderella heard the sharp scratch of metal against metal as Anabeth pushed the key into the lock and twisted. She was halfway across the room when the door opened a fraction to reveal the heads of her two sisters. "Hello." Anabeth said cautiously, opening the door a fraction wider to reveal a tray of food in her arms. "We brought you some food," they entered the room, Anabeth smiling kindly and Rebecca walking beside her with a small frown on her face.


  "Thank you." She reached out to the tray Anabeth placed on the table and picked up a piece of bread and cheese. She ate in silence as they watched her. "I'm sorry, I didn't offer you some, would you like to share with me?" They shook their heads and signaled that she should continue eating. Once she'd finished she picked up the tea and took small sips of it, savouring the full flavour. It wasn't quite hot anymore but nevertheless it warmed her. "I cannot thank you enough."


  "You are welcome. Why is mother punishing you?" Anabeth asked, to which she received a sharp elbow to her side, delivered by her sister who glared at her pointedly.


  "No that's ok, it's a fair question." Cinderella put the teacup down. Walking over to the chest where she kept her clothes, she opened the latch and proceeded to pull out the gown she'd worn at the ball. She held it up to show them. Their eyes widened when the realisation dawned on them.


  "I knew it was you." Rebecca said, standing to take a better look at the gown.


  "Is that why mother hates you? Do you sneak out often?" Cinderella laughed softly at Anabeth's questions.


  "That night was the first time I have ever defied your mother and no, she has hated me long before this. Ever since I was born you could say."


  "Why?" Cinderella left the dress in Rebecca's hands and went to sit beside Anabeth on the bed. She took a deep breath, attempting to calm her nerves and ignore the way her heart hammered away in her chest.


  "Because of our father." The room was silent. Her hands trembled with fear. She couldn't bare her sisters' rejection. The silence stretched in the room until Anabeth made a small fake cough.


  "So you are not a distant cousin after all."


  "I am not. We share our dear father." Absurdly, Anabeth laughed.


  "Dear? My, that's not how I would describe the man."


  "How would you describe him?" She looked up at Rebecca who still stood, turned away and holding the dress.


  "Cruel, self-centred, controlling. He never let us hug him you know? Said it wasn't seemly." He had never let Cinderella hug him either, but she'd assumed it was because of her illegitimacy.


  "Truly? And I." Anabeth turned to her, embracing her in a hug that warmed her further than any cup of tea could have.


  "Truly, sister." Tears formed in her eyes, rushing down her cheeks as a result of her heart full. They only withdrew from their embrace when they heard the door open and shut, noticing Rebecca had silently left the room.


  "She is angry." Cinderella wasn't surprised, she'd never dreamed to expect that one of her sisters would accept her, much less both of them. Anabeth placed her hand on Cinderella's shoulder, offering a small smile.


  "I will talk to her." Then she left the room, locking the door behind herself. Cinderella was left alone again, except she wasn't quite as alone anymore.


  

  



  The forest was quiet as Prince Mark rode through it. He rode carelessly, with only one thought in his head. Cinderella. As he exited the forest he found a small quaint street with a row of town houses and one grand manor at the end of the court. He slowed the horse to a trot, passing the houses, analysing the street. It could have been any house. Fairgem had only given him directions, not a description. He stopped in frustration; the only way to find out would be to knock on each door. He dismounted the horse, gripping it by the reins and walking over to the nearest home to ask about a Cinderella when he heard a whinny. If he hadn't have been so close to his horse he might have thought the whinny had originated from beside him. The sound came from behind the manor at the end of the lane. Filled with a sense of anticipation, the Prince made his way to the mansion and knocked on the door. An elderly butler opened the door, his eyes widening before he bowed with exaggerated flourish, his nose almost touching the floor.


  "Your Majesty, please come in." He led Mark down an elegantly furnished hallway and into a large fashionable sitting room where he was left to wait. Not a moment had passed before a lady waltzed in. She was dressed in fine clothing; Cinderella's family was obviously wealthy. She bowed politely, a small smile straining her lips.


  "Your Majesty, you honor me with your presence. Would you like me to ring for tea?" He held a hand up.


  "That will not be necessary." His words were curt. When he looked at her he could not help but remember all the times Cinderella had spoken of her family and the way they'd treated her. The mere sight of her smile made him unbelievably angry. He longed to strangle the woman.


  "Is there something I can help you with, your Highness?"


  "Yes, I am here to see one of your daughters." Her eyes immediately sharpened, her eyelids lowering and smile stretching wider until it looked like it might split her tight face open.


  "Which one? For I have two lovely daughters. Miss Anabeth and Miss Rebecca." Loath to waste time with charades and nonsense, the Prince stood up and looked down at the prim woman who radiated coldness.


  "I am here to see Miss Cinderella."


  "I'm afraid we have no one here by that name." Without looking at her, he strode from the room in search of the butler, ignoring as Cinderella's stepmother called out to him. He was dimly aware that she followed him, trying to get his attention, but as he strode through the house he hardly noticed her. The butler ran to them, having heard his mistress calling out. At the sight of the Prince he again made a very low bow.


  "Tell me, where is Cinderella?" He commanded. The butler hesitated, his Adam's apple bobbing in his throat as he looked past the Prince's shoulder and at the glaring face of his mistress. "That was an order from your Prince." The butler swallowed, making a short curt nod.


  "This way, your Highness." The Prince and Cinderella's stepmother followed him up stairs then into the servants' quarters, where they then made their way up another set of steps until they reached a solitary door. The Prince was fuming; rational thought fled him as he was escorted through the servants' areas. What had they done to his Cinderella? He pulled a hand out to knock on her door.


  "Cinderella?" They waited a moment but there was only silence.


  "There's no Cinderella here my Prince!" The lady beside him tried to interject. Not seconds after she'd finished talking a small, frail voice arose behind the door,


  "Jon?" He tried the door but then found it was locked, turning murderous eyes onto the entitled lady beside him, he found that her two daughters were standing beside him, looking shocked.


  "I can explain-"


  "Save your words madam, they cannot help you now." She took a step back from the raw anger she saw in him. "Cinderella," he called out, "stand away from the door." He waited until there was no more shuffling to be heard on the other side before he took a step back and with all his weight kicked his boot into the door with such force that it gave way at the hinges and came crashing down.


  

  



  Cinderella had been expecting Anabeth and Rebecca when she detected commotion just outside of her door. But when a distinct baritone voice had called out her name she knew, Jon had come for her. The Prince walked through the doorway, murder in his eyes before he caught sight of her, standing in the corner of the room, trying to look halfway presentable in her usual rags. Immediately his eyes softened as he took the sight of her in and he smiled. Behind him came her stepmother and two sisters, the butler wisely stayed away. Slowly he walked towards Cinderella before her stepmother called out behind him.


  "You cannot engage with her!" He spun on his heel.


  "You are mistaken if you think your opinion means anything to me." The woman refused to stand down, stiffening her upper lip and straightening her back.


  "She is not my daughter!" There was silence. Cinderella heart felt as if it were gripped in a vice.


  "You are correct mother, she is not our sister." Rebecca began, behind her mother, "She is our cousin." Cinderella couldn't breathe, undeniably touched by her sister's actions. Anabeth nodded next to her sister.


  "Of course she is not our sister, mother, that would be ridiculous. She's the daughter of the Earl's youngest brother... Which would make her our cousin. Obviously." Anabeth spoke as though she were talking to an infant. Their mother turned to them, making sounds of outrage.


  "Your Majesty-"


  "Enough." He roared. "Take your daughters and exit the room."


  "But-"


  "Would you defy your Prince?" His words thundered down on her until she was forced to bow and mutter a very small,


  "No, your Highness." She turned, sparing a glare at Cinderella and exiting the room. Anabeth and Rebecca offered him small smiles, bowing and exiting the room behind her. The Prince turned back to Cinderella, who had tears in her eyes. He reached out to cup her cheek with his palm. The contact caused several tears to roll down her cheeks. He brushed them away with the pads of his thumbs.


  "Why did you not tell me it was you?" He asked. She tried to avoid eye contact with him, which proved to be impossible due to the way his hands held her.


  "I was afraid." She whispered.


  "Are you still afraid?"


  "Can I tell you something?" she brought her hands up to grip his wrists and pull them down so that they were entwined at their sides.


  "For you, anything." She licked her dry lips, trying to will her mouth to open. Fear was a powerful thing but as Cinderella stood there, thinking of the way her sisters had stood up for her, she couldn't help but believe that love was more powerful than fear. Her sisters' love had healed a part of her that had always thought she was unlovable. With the memory of their selflessness, she took a deep breath and opened her mouth.


  "They are my sisters. My...half-sisters. I am the product of the late Earl and his mistress. That is why I ran, because I am not worthy." She took another deep raggedy breath, avoiding his eyes. "I never imagined that you would be the Prince. It is impossible, even you must see that."


  "Cinderella." He waited for her to look at him, long seconds passed before she gave in and stared back at him. Slowly, he lowered his knee until, to her horror, he knelt on the ground before her. She pulled at his arms, trying to wrench him up to stand again.


  "Are you insane?" He laughed.


  "Maybe. Now, let me tell you what I see. I see girl who has been treated poorly most of her life but still manages to be the kindest woman I've ever known."


  "Please." She pleaded with him to stand up. Mark knew that it was hard for her to accept praise, but he'd have been damned if he were to be stopped. Nothing short of the Kings army could have blocked him from telling her exactly why she was more than worthy.


  "I see a woman who has not called me 'your Majesty' or 'your Highness' or 'your Anything' since I walked into the room. A woman who treats me as an equal. A woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. She is honest and funny and genuine. She could not have told me about the situation surrounding her birth, but she chose to because she is decent. I see the woman I love and want to marry. Do you see?" He looked up hopefully at the fresh tears in Cinderella's eyes, praying that they were borne of happiness and not of sadness. She nodded silently, unable to form words because of the emotion that had lodged in her throat. "Will you marry me?" She cleared her throat, wiping the tears from her eyes and offering him a watery grin.


  "I love you." He stood, taking her in his arms and kissing her. When they drew away from each other they both laughed, unbelieving of their good favor.


  "So, you'll marry me?


  "Yes, your Highness." She laughed, he laughed and they embraced again.


  EPILOGUE


  From that moment, Cinderella's life changed drastically. It wasn't perfect, for nothing in life truly was, but it was filled with sunshine and laughter and everything she'd been denied during her childhood. Each day she faced new trials and tribulations, but with the Prince's support, she was more than capable of dealing with them. Eventually, the Prince's family warmed to her, seeing the degree of kindness in her heart made it hard for them to remain cold for long. The kingdom soon followed suit. Her sisters visited her where they quickly grew closer. Cinderella had all of her gowns made at Fairgem's modiste, leading all the nobility to want their dresses made similarly. Fairgem became very popular, she served almost everyone, except for Cinderella's stepmother of course. It took years for Cinderella to accept that she was worthy, some darkness takes longer to be driven away than most. Each day they left each other little notes, most often they were simple reaffirmations of their love for one another. On their 50th wedding anniversary they took a private trip to the forest where they searched for that old oak tree again. When they found it they dismounted their horse and dug up the diary together. They spent the evening laughing at their younger selves, cringing and kissing. They found themselves thankful for the life they'd been granted together. That it may never have happened if she hadn't have left her diary in the forest and he hadn’t have had the good sense to find it.
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