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For my sister, who introduced me to Goth

 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


I used to be Snow White, but I drifted.

 


~Mae West

 


 


Halloween is every day

 


~Ministry
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The Briar Rose

 


Old Father Time will tell this tale again

And yet again in his senility:

Brave knights and princes ever rise and fall.

 


But in my dreams the story changes when

I hold you in my arms triumphantly

Beyond the high enchanted briar-wall

 


That spells eternal winter on your lair

With claws that catch your champions and rend

Your would-be conquerors, and hold them fast,

 


Like bone-white twigs entangled in your hair.

Against such charms, what armour can defend?

I strip myself, and naked of the past

 


Advance upon your bower without fear

For I am one with every fool who keeps

His faith in dreams, whose passing no one mourns

 


Because he walks alone, year after year

Into the wild wood where Beauty sleeps,

To die a hundred times upon her thorns.

 


 


Back to top

 


 




 


[image: tmp_8338f976155fe83e8c54f3979c09c58f_VIxJPd_html_m438e7d3b.png]

 


The Witches’ Ball

 


The other sister cut off her heel

but the blood told as blood will.

 


~Anne Sexton, “Cinderella”

 


It was late afternoon on Samhain Eve, the
one night of the year when all the world’s witches gather together
to throw a magnificent masquerade ball, and Ella desperately wanted
to attend. But her stepmother had strictly forbidden it. After all,
Ella wasn’t supernatural in any way. She was only a simple mortal,
a fact which her stepmother and three stepsisters would never let
her forget. Besides, she hadn’t received an invitation, and she had
literally nothing to wear.

Ella’s stepmother was a powerful, feared,
and respected witch who had long ago turned herself and her three
grown daughters from her first marriage into vampires, and it was
rumoured that she had sacrificed their own father to the dark gods
in order to do so, and that they had all drunk of his blood in
order to gain immortality. Her second husband, Ella’s father, had
died of a mysterious illness before his daughter had learned to
talk, and her stepmother never spoke of him, or for that matter,
Ella’s birth mother. But for as long as Ella could remember, the
wicked woman and her daughters had treated her as their mortal
slave, and as such she wasn’t even allowed any clothes at all. She
was forever forced to go about the house doing her endless chores
stark naked, while her stepsisters pinched her till she was black
and blue and kicked her and called her names.

But her stepsisters’ cruelties didn’t end
there. When they got hungry and didn’t feel like going out to hunt,
they often fed off Ella; never so much as to cause her death, which
might have angered their mother, but just enough to make her weak
and tired from loss of blood. Then they called her lazy when she
couldn’t complete her chores, and took turns whipping her while
they laughed and joked as merrily as if they were at a tea
party.

It was only during the day, when the four
vampires slumbered in their coffins deep in the family crypt, that
the poor girl had any peace. And because she hardly ever got a
chance to rest while they were awake, she had to spend a great deal
of that time catching up on lost sleep. But even that brief respite
had to be severely curtailed, because there were so many chores to
do before they woke up, and if she wanted to avoid being whipped,
she had to be sure to complete as many of them as she could while
they slept.

Today, however, even though it was almost
dusk, and Ella hadn’t nearly finished sweeping and dusting the many
rooms of the manor, she found herself dawdling and daydreaming and
looking wistfully at the invitation to the Witches’ Ball the family
had received nearly a month before. This bore the names of her
stepmother and three stepsisters, floridly penned in silver ink on
black paper. Her name, however, was conspicuously missing, and it
was no wonder. No one else even knew she was alive, and even if
they had, why should they invite her? She was a mere mortal, and a
slave at that.

And yet she couldn’t shake this powerful
feeling that she belonged at the Ball—and this perhaps, is what
bothered her the most. Her stepmother would have told her that it
was only because she was a proud, envious, wicked girl who had
never learned her place.

Ella sighed, still gazing with longing at
the invite.

Then, almost impulsively, though she knew
she couldn’t get into the Witches’ Ball without a proper invitation
even if she snuck out and was somehow able to attend without her
cruel stepmother and stepsisters being the wiser, she decided to
put an outfit together. At the very least, she could wear it after
everyone had left, if only to pretend that she was there.

So now she took an old bat-shaped mask of
black velvet from her eldest stepsister’s room, which she knew
would never be missed, and put that on. Then she donned an old worn
black silk dress she found in the second eldest’s closet, which she
was sure her stepsister had outgrown (and yet was still a bit big
on Ella), and a pair of witchy black leather boots belonging to the
youngest, which she had once heard her complain pinched her feet
(though Ella found them quite roomy, so that she had to practically
hold them on by clenching her toes when she walked).

Then she looked herself over in a mirror in
one of the drawing rooms. She thought she didn’t look half bad,
despite her hair being mud-brown and all tangled in knots, unlike
that of her stepsisters and even their mother, who all possessed
long, flowing, silky tresses of raven-black that perfectly
complemented their unnaturally pale skin.

She was still admiring herself thus when
suddenly her three stepsisters burst into the room. In the midst of
her fantasy she hadn’t realized the sun had already set.

“That’s my mask!” cried the eldest
sister, savagely ripping it off of the girl’s face.

“But you don’t wear it anymore!” Ella
protested.

“That doesn’t mean you can!”

“And that’s my dress!” said the middle
sister. “Take it off right now!”

“But it doesn’t fit you anymore!” said
Ella.

“That’s not to say you should stink it up
with your human stench!” her stepsister snapped. “Besides, I’d
rather see it in tatters than on you!” And with that she
ferociously tore the dress to shreds with her long black claws
until Ella stood naked once again, except for the boots.

“And those are my boots,” complained the
youngest sister.

“But you said yourself that they hurt your
feet!” Ella pointed out.

“That’s neither here nor there.” She grabbed
Ella’s right ankle and pulled the boot off that foot, then she
grabbed her left ankle and yanked the other one off as well. “Fair
is fair, and right is right. What right do you have to our stuff,
eh? And what use do you have for clothes anyway?”

“She thinks she’s going to the Witches’ Ball
this evening!” sneered the eldest sister, who had spied the
invitation Ella had laid upon the small table that stood next to
the mirror.

“Really?” said the youngest, raising an
eyebrow.

“Is that so?” snorted the middle one. “Let
me see that invite again. Hmmm… ‘Calling all Witches, Vampires,
Werewolves, Fairies, Goblins, Ghosts, Ghouls and Other Supernatural
Creatures…’. My dears, it says nothing about mousy little
non-magical servants!”

“Indeed!” sniffed the eldest.

“I think it’s high time we taught this
little upstart a lesson!” said the youngest.

So they grabbed the poor girl and dragged
her down to the dungeon. There they tied her by her wrists between
two posts, and scourged her until she bled. Then they licked the
blood off her naked back, jostling and clawing each other as each
of them greedily tried to lap up more of the precious fluid than
her sisters.

When they were done, they left her hanging
there while they got ready for the Ball, which took them almost two
hours, because now they were bloated with blood and had trouble
finding anything to wear that still fit them. The clock struck
eight when Ella heard the coach roll away, and then at last she
wept, wishing that she had just once had the courage to indulge her
frequent fantasies of staking the three of them and their mother
while they slept.

 


Then something strange happened. At once the
dungeon was inexplicably filled with a soft amber light, and there
in the midst of it stood a beautiful young man with long blonde
hair, splendidly dressed in orange and gold. He had eyes of gold
flecked with green, and he held in his hand a silver wand with a
large emerald on the end of it which was exactly the same colour as
Ella’s own eyes.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t come sooner,” he said,
“but I had to wait until you were of age, and I’m only allowed to
visit your world on two nights of the year, the other one being the
eve of Beltane. I would’ve come then, which would have been perfect
seeing as that was your birthday. But alas, I was away on the
Faerie Queen’s business. Oh well, I’m here now, and hopefully I can
somewhat make up for the suffering you’ve had to undergo in all
this time.”

With a wave of his wand, Ella’s bonds were
magically loosed, and the girl rubbed her chafed wrists until the
feeling started to come back into her hands.

“Who are you?” she asked then.

“I’m your fairy godfather, of course,” the
man replied. “All witches are blessed with a godparent from the
realm of Faerie at the time of their birth... though if they’re
reprehensible enough their godparents may disown them, as with your
wicked stepmother and her daughters.”

“But I’m not a witch!” said Ella. “You must
have me confused with someone else.”

“Of course you’re a witch,” he insisted.
“Just like your mother before you. Her name was Rosmarin. You have
her eyes, my dear. She named you ‘Ella,’ which means ‘fairy’,
because when you were born you looked like one of the Sidhe, with
your tear-shaped face, emerald eyes, and little up-turned nose. It
was shortly after your Naming that she asked me to become your
godfather, and I quite happily agreed.

“Yes, you come from a long line of talented
witches, there’s no doubt about that, with probably a good deal of
fairy-blood in you as well. I can see the enormous power you
possess—latent though it is, since you were never taught to use
it.”

Ella was astonished, and yet somehow it all
made sense, not the least her strong desire to attend the Witches’
Ball, and her feeling that she somehow belonged there.

“What happened to my mother and father?” she
asked next, for her stepmother had never told her anything about
either of her birth parents, and whenever Ella had asked about
them, the wicked old witch would always get annoyed and change the
subject.

“Oh, that was a terrible affair,” her fairy
godfather replied. “Long before your stepmother became your
stepmother, or for that matter, a vampire, she was—or pretended to
be—your mother’s closest friend. But little did anyone know at the
time, she was secretly envious of Rosmarin’s considerable talents,
and she also wanted your father, Sebastian, for herself. So she put
a curse on your mother soon after you were born. The poor thing
just wasted away! No one knows how your stepmother was able to do
it, though everyone suspected it was her, but even the combined
power of both your parents couldn’t reverse the spell, nor could my
own magic—for I was Rosmarin’s godfather before she asked me to be
yours as well—and at the time we could find no proof of what we
suspected.

“After she died, your father was
inconsolable. But your stepmother apparently placed a powerful
spell on him as well. So it was that poor Sebastian fell in love
with her, and after her first husband also died mysteriously,
married her, having come to believe due to her wiles and
enchantments that it had been some other witch who had cursed your
mother.

“But alas, your stepmother quickly tired of
Sebastian, and it wasn’t long before she and her daughters started
secretly feeding off him, and he died soon afterwards, presumably
from loss of blood, though your stepmother convinced almost
everyone that he had caught the same ‘illness’ that had taken your
mother and her own first husband, and anyone who dared to suggest
otherwise mysteriously disappeared, including Sebastian’s own fairy
godmother.

“My poor girl, it was your wicked stepmother
and her daughters who orphaned you!”

“Those evil murdering bitches!” Ella spat.
“I’ll see them all burned!”

“All in good time, my dear,” her godfather
said. “All in good time. But first, you must attend the Witches’
Ball. That’s why I’m here. Tonight you reclaim your
birthright!”

He reached into a velvet bag he was carrying
and pulled out an elegant pair of slippers fashioned of the finest
crystal.

“These were your mother’s,” he said. “She
had the smallest, daintiest, most shapely feet I ever saw on one
not fully of the fairy folk… that is, until now. Here, try them
on.”

Ella took the crystal slippers from her
fairy godfather and slid them onto her feet. They fit
perfectly.

“Ah, just as I thought,” he said. “This is
her wand as well, which I will give to you as soon as I’m done
whipping you up a fabulous outfit… oh, sorry.” He had seen the look
on the girl’s face at the mention of whipping. “Poor choice of
words.”

Now he gently placed his hand on Ella’s
shoulder and looked her over.

“Hmmm… let’s see… almost everyone will be
wearing either black, red, or purple to the Ball, and we want you
to stand out. So I think we’ll go with tombstone-grey and
bone-white with silver accents.”

Now he gathered some cobwebs from around the
dungeon, and with a wave of the wand turned them into a beautiful
gown of grey spider’s silk embroidered with silver and trimmed with
white lace. Then he brought the girl upstairs to her stepmother’s
boudoir, where he snatched up a white owl’s feather he found lying
on the windowsill, and transformed it into a lovely snow owl
mask.

“Ah, my child, you make a lovely winter
fairy! Now to do something with your hair. Elf-locks are
considerably resistant to enchantments, but…” He thought for a
minute, then chanted some words that were incomprehensible to Ella,
waved the wand again, and in an instant the girl’s long, tangled
brown hair magically became neatly combed, then elegantly coiffed,
and finally coloured a striking shade of red.

Now her fairy godfather led her over to the
full-length mirror in the boudoir. With her hair done up so, and
the beautiful mask, dress, and slippers, Ella looked completely
different—graceful, mysterious, and utterly ravishing!

“Oh, thank you, godfather!” she cried.

“Don’t thank me yet,” he said. “We still
have to get you to the Ball.” He peered out the window. “Hmmm… that
jack-o-lantern will do.”

They went outside, and once again he waved
the wand, this time over the jack-o-lantern on the porch, which had
no doubt been placed there by some superstitious mortal neighbours.
It promptly rose up into the air and floated over to the driveway,
where it turned into a magnificent gold and orange coach still
shaped like the jack-o-lantern it had once been; only the
sinister-looking eyes were now windows, and the mouth was the door,
which grinned evilly when it was closed, and gaped horrifically
when it was opened.

“Now you’ll just need a footman, a driver,
and some horses.”

He grabbed a large toad that was hopping
around in the garden, and turned this into an elegantly dressed
footman. Then he transformed a fat, slimy slug into the driver.

“He doesn’t have to walk quickly,” he
explained. “The horses will do all the work… now for them!”

After he’d considered this problem for a
moment, he snapped his fingers and breezily burst through the front
doors of the house, and humming a lively tune to himself, skipped
back down the stone steps into the dungeon. There he caught four
black rats by the throat and brought them back upstairs, and when
he got outside he put them down on the grass and waved the wand
over them. In their place stood four beautiful horses with coats as
black as night and eyes as red as the moon was that evening, which
now shone full and huge in the bleak autumn sky, having just begun
its climb over the distant mountain-tops.

“Now you’re ready for the Witches’ Ball!” he
said, beaming with pride.

Ella hugged him and thanked him again.

Then he handed her her mother’s wand.

“I regret that I don’t have time to teach
you to use it,” he said. “But if all goes well you’ll learn your
lessons from the best!” He winked. “Oh, and one more thing. My
enchantments will only last until the clock strikes thirteen. So be
sure to leave the Ball well before then, or you’ll find yourself
clad only in crystal slippers and cobwebs!”

Then he kissed the girl’s forehead. “Have
fun! And remember—before the clock strikes thirteen!”

“Aren’t you coming with me?” asked Ella.
“How will I get in?”

“Ah, yes! Sorry… after a few thousand years
of existence you start to get a bit forgetful. No, my dear, I can’t
come with you, because I’m giving you my invitation. Here it
is.”

“Oh, I can’t thank you enough!” cried Ella
as she accepted the invite. “Er… I just realized, I don’t even know
your name!”

“Fairies never reveal their names, silly
girl,” he said. “That’s why I can give you my invitation in the
first place. Look—see? There’s a blank space where the name should
be. Now hurry off, my child! You only have a few hours left to make
your witchy debut!”

“Yes, godfather!”

And at that, the footman, who had just got
done hitching the four black horses up to the coach, stepped
lightly over to Ella’s side and gently helped her into its cozy
velvet-lined amber interior. Then, as Ella and her fairy godfather
waved farewell to each other, the footman hopped onto the running
board, the driver whistled to the horses, and they were off at a
frightening pace toward the royal palace—for that was where the
Witches’ Ball was always held in those days.

 


The palace was a suitably gloomy and
forbidding edifice, perched high atop wind-swept cliffs lined with
fir trees, and the full moon, which by now had risen mid-high in
its course through the sky and mellowed to a dusky orange hue so
that it resembled a large pumpkin, loomed ominously between the
many tall, dark towers.

The way up the mountain pass was steep and
treacherous, but the magical coach stayed true to its perilous
course, and it wasn’t long at all before they had passed through
the palace’s great silver gates, and pulled up alongside the wide
black marble steps that led up to the imposing front doors.

As Ella emerged from the coach with the
assistance of the footman, the clock within the palace was already
striking ten.

The majority of the few guests who were
still gathered outside gaped at her with undisguised astonishment
and awe as she approached, but some of the women sneered with
bitter envy. Among those who did not, however, was a pale,
freckled, auburn-haired autumn fairy clad in a gown composed of
many golden, red, and orange leaves and a matching leafy mask, who
merely winked at her knowingly.

Then Ella blushed, realizing that the Sidhe
could probably see through her godfather’s illusion. But she also
felt certain that they would keep her secret; perhaps better than
even she could. So now she merely smiled and nodded to the
fairy-woman, and gathering up her courage and her pride, gracefully
ascended the steps and handed her invitation to the guard,
whereupon she found herself immediately ushered in to the vast
ballroom, which was brilliantly lit by a gigantic silver chandelier
fitted with many black candles.

Then all present turned to admire or glare
at her, and the room grew quiet but for their excited murmurs and
exaggerated whispers.

Within moments Ella was surrounded by the
curious, who tried beyond all hope to get from her her name, or
else to guess who she might really be under the mask. Among them
were her stepmother and stepsisters, who were all dressed as
ravens, but whereas she nodded politely to everyone else who
approached her, these four she overlooked with a haughty sneer, and
passed them with her head held high, to their eternal chagrin.

Everyone at the Ball was fantastically
dressed, and wore masks of every conceivable kind. But most of the
guests agreed that Ella’s costume was the most rare and beautiful
of them all, and for the rest of the evening creatures both
humanoid and otherwise buzzed around her like bees drawn to a
honey-pot. She felt overwhelmed by all the attention, and not the
least by the mere fact of being in the midst of a crowd, for it was
an experience she had never had before. The constant chaotic flurry
of bodies moving this way and that was sometimes nauseating to
behold, so that frequently she felt it necessarily to look down at
the floor. This no doubt gave others the impression that she was
shy, which only served to fan the flames of desire in most of the
men there, as well as of course the many women who preferred, or at
least occasionally sought out, partners of their own sex.

The music was lively for the most part,
though complicated and strange, and sometimes almost harshly
dissonant, and occasionally slow and funereal, and all was played
by a live orchestra, which was another new experience for Ella, who
had only ever heard the tinny sounds a phonograph could
produce.

Though Ella had never danced in public, she
had often practiced on her own, and now it was a joy to watch
others glide across the floor, singly and in pairs, and sometimes
even three or four together. And it wasn’t long before she felt
obliged to join a gentleman or two on the floor herself, and even
once, a lady, whose dark eyes behind her black silk mask hinted of
danger and the most thrilling excitement.

But always Ella resisted the heated advances
of her suitors, politely yet firmly. And one by one they bowed or
curtsied with obvious disappointment, only to quickly turn their
sights toward other, more easily acquired prey.

Throughout the evening, servants continually
brought around drinks of every sort, and Ella tried many different
ones before finally settling on a delightfully strange cocktail in
which a dram of some sort of strong-smelling pale green liquid was
pleasantly diluted with frosted champagne. In truth, she drank a
bit too much of these before the clock struck eleven, and was
forced to sit for a while on one of the many velvet-cushioned
settees which lined the ballroom.

But it wasn’t long before she was swarmed
once again by lusty suitors, and was forced to seek shelter in the
midst of the crowd, which had swelled considerably since she had
arrived, till there was barely room for her to breathe. So it was
that, carried along by the incessant wave of jostling bodies, she
ended up face-to-face with her stepmother, whose scowl was
comically exaggerated even for her. Then Ella couldn’t help but
laugh, at which the scowl deepened, and seeing the rage that
darkened her stepmother’s eyes, for one horrible moment she thought
she had been recognized, and so turned and frantically pushed her
way through the crowd in an attempt to put as much distance between
herself and the evil woman as she could.

Then the music abruptly stopped, and a loud
and boisterous fanfare took its place, and immediately the crowd
parted to make way for someone or something, so Ella took this
opportunity to escape into the space provided and thereby found
herself alone in the resulting empty corridor the crowd had formed,
flanked on either side by the multitude of scrambling guests, who
now could not help but notice her standing there, regally, as
though she were the very personage for whom they had made such a
wide berth.

Before her, at the end of the corridor, Ella
could see the grand crimson-carpeted staircase that led from the
ballroom up to the second storey of the palace, and now she started
drifting toward this, as someone in a dream, not knowing why or
where she was going.

“Just look at that gown!” a woman with a
peacock-feather mask remarked as Ella passed. “Simply
marvelous!”

“And that jack-o-lantern coach she pulled up
in!” said a swan-lady beside her, who had been among those who had
witnessed Ella arrive. “Utterly brilliant!”

“Yes, quite amusing,” said another woman.
“Just wait and see, next year everyone will have one!”

“Too true,” chuckled the swan-lady, joined
by a chorus of laughter from those who had overheard.

“She must be a princess of Faerie,” said a
man in a black cat mask who had slunk his way to the fore in order
to snatch a closer look.

“Nay, brother,” said another man stalking up
behind him, whose mask was that of a shaggy grey wolf with a long
red lolling tongue, “a queen at the very least!”

“It’s inconceivable that she doesn’t have an
escort,” replied the other.

“I may be able to remedy that,” his wolfish
companion rejoined.

“Alas, I don’t think you’ll get your chance,
brother. Our Prince has spotted her.”

Then with considerable embarrassment Ella
realized why the crowd had parted so, for now, who should be
descending the stairs straight toward her but the proud and dashing
son of the Queen of All Witches, the very Prince of Charms!

“But of course!” said the man in the wolf
mask. “Who else but the Prince of Charms himself could be her
gentleman this evening? Ah, but do let us not be too envious. There
are many other fine birds ripe for the plucking here tonight!”

“Right you are, my dear fiend,” said his
brother. “And here come two of them now.”

And with that they descended upon the two
younger of Ella’s stepsisters, who had followed her through the
crowd, perhaps in some clandestine effort to discover her identity;
the eldest having apparently stayed behind to keep their sour
mother company.

 


The Prince of Charms was clad almost
entirely in black, and suitably masked in the visage of a black
goat, complete with proud long silver horns in lieu of a crown, and
long pointed beard of horsehair, which was black with a forked
streak of white. He was draped in a cloak of crushed velvet, under
which he wore a frock coat of black velvet embroidered with silver,
over a black silk shirt with a frill and cuffs of black lace. His
tight-fitting breeches were tucked into knee-high leather boots
with silver buckles, and his belt buckle was also of silver, and
fashioned into the shape of a fierce, sinuous dragon with rubies
for eyes, and at his side he wore a silver rapier and pistol. His
hair was jet black, straight and fine, and fell to his waist, and
his hands were long and slender, and pale as any vampire’s, with
long, pointed, black-lacquered fingernails. As he drew near, Ella
could see through the eye-holes of his mask that his eyes were of a
smoky grey, and that his eyelashes were extraordinarily long and
swept upward most appealingly.

Now he took both of Ella’s hands in his, and
to her surprise she found them warm, for he was not one of the
undead after all. Then the music started again, and before she knew
what was happening, they were dancing together, neither of them
saying a word, as the ballroom with its bizarrely costumed
inhabitants whirled dizzyingly around them, for now almost everyone
else had joined the dance, and as each spinning couple passed they
nodded deferentially to the Prince and then again to Ella, as
though she were a princess herself, until she thought she would die
from happiness. Then the clock struck twelve and her heart sank,
for she knew she would have to leave all too soon.

When at last the music ceased, the Prince
lifted his mask and leaned in for a kiss. Even had she expected it,
Ella would not have resisted. It was the Prince of Charms, after
all, and under the mask he was unbelievably handsome, his beardless
face neither young nor old, and as shapely as any woman’s, like the
fallen angel he was purported to be.

But she had never been kissed before. She
didn’t know how to respond, and she felt her insides begin to
quiver with that curious, unsettling condition known as butterflies
in the stomach. What if she did it wrong? What if—but by now his
mouth was on hers, and all her thoughts flew away like so much
smoke borne on the wind, and she relaxed and just let it all
happen, allowing the unfamiliar sensations which now coursed
through her to surge and bear her to unknown heights with their
exquisite warmth and ecstasy.

Soon the world fell away, and there was only
this—the incredibly silky-soft sweetness of his lips caressing
hers, and his warm, insistent tongue exploring her mouth, tasting
her as if she were some particularly juicy ripe fruit. She wished
that it would never end, and for a while it seemed as if it
wouldn’t—but then, with an abruptness akin to sudden pain, it
did.

“Lady,” the Prince said then, with a deep,
mellow voice as beautiful as his face, “I must have your name.”

“I beg your pardon, Your Highness,” Ella
demurred, quickly collecting herself. “But surely you must know
that a fairy never reveals her name!”

“You’re no fairy,” he said, drawing her
closer to whisper into her ear, until she could feel his heart
beating against her breasts and his heated breath on her neck.
“You’re a witch, and a powerful one at that. I can smell it in your
blood.”

Just then, the clock began to chime. Had a
whole hour passed already?

“I’m so sorry, my Prince,” she cried. “I’ve
stayed too late! I must go!”

With that she turned and ran, and the Prince
ran after her, but she soon lost him in the crowd. Thinking to head
her off, he darted through a servant’s entrance that led into out
the gardens beyond the west wing of the palace. Then he hurried
along the circuitous path toward the palace’s main gates.

But Ella was faster, for she knew what would
happen if she didn’t get clear of the palace before the clock
struck for the thirteenth time. She would be mortified if everyone
saw her sham for what it was—especially the Prince!

As she fled down the many wide steps
descending from the front doors of the palace to the driveway, in
her haste she stumbled and lost one of her crystal slippers.

“No time to stop for that!” she said to
herself, for now the clock was chiming for the twelfth time; though
she deeply regretted its loss, because besides the wand her crystal
slippers were all that she had left of her mother.

The coach was already out front waiting for
her, but even as she reached it, the clock struck thirteen, and it
immediately turned back into a jack-o-lantern. Then the footman
turned back into a toad and hopped away, and the horses turned back
into rats and scurried off into the night. Lastly, the driver
became a slug again, and began slowly to slither toward the palace
lawn, grateful for its freedom.

As luck would have it, everyone was
currently inside the palace, including the guards, so no one
witnessed any of this, and now as Ella ran through the yawning
palace gates, the mask she had worn turned back into an owl’s
feather and fluttered away. Then she looked down, and saw to her
dismay that she was naked except for some cobwebs and the lone
crystal slipper. The latter she pulled off as she momentarily
hopped on one foot along the rocky road, and then she ran as far as
she could in her bare feet before she was finally obliged to slow
to an excruciating limp.

She was halfway down the mountain when to
her horror, she heard a horse approaching. Wildly she dived off the
road into some bare bushes, which obscured precious little of her,
and were armed with many thorns that tore her naked flesh, and from
there, with her heart in her throat, she watched as the Prince,
mounted on a magnificent
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