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      One

      The clock chime rings through the ballroom, and I’m out of time. This night has been a hurried blur, but now everything slows down until I notice every detail. Prince Siegfried twirls Odile in his arms. Her silk skirt ripples like water, the motion spreading slowly through the fabric. When she laughs, the sound takes an eternity to reach me as it fills the silence between the chimes.

      I have to give Rothbart credit. The man may be an evil sorcerer, but he really knows his transformation charms. Turning me into a swan is impressive. Turning his daughter into an exact replica of me is even more so.

      Siegfried is completely fooled and madly in love. He’s too much of an idiot to wonder why I’m suddenly so complacent, agreeing to his every whim. This confirms my theory that he only wanted me for my beauty. It’s both nice to be right and hurtful to discover that your looks were all that mattered. It’s not like I can say “I told you so” to anyone.

      Two

      The second chime jolts me back to the day we met. He was hunting in the forest. Always hunting, that one. You’d think the heir to the throne would have something better to do. I was washing clothes in the lake and flushed with embarrassment when he rode up. Even if they are pretty and frilly, it is mortifying to have a man see your damp petticoats when you first meet.

      But he wasn’t looking at my laundry. Siegfried stared only at me. In my memory, my golden hair is so pale in the sun that it’s almost white. My blue eyes match the lake behind me.

      I don’t remember what he said. Or what I said. Words never mattered much with us. At the time, it seemed like we had a deep connection that transcended something so common as mere speech. It was magical that we could gallop through the forest on his horse and not need to say a word.

      But now I wonder if it was because we had nothing to say.

      If we had been in the habit of talking, he might realize he’s with a fake now. If he asked even a single question, Odile’s answer would give her away. Siegfried would realize he’s dancing into a trap.

      But he doesn’t ask.

      Three

      Siegfried’s attention to me brought Rothbart’s attention to me, so in a way this is all his fault. I was waiting by the lake for my prince, but instead a dark sorcerer appeared and turned me into a swan. I squawked at Siegfried when he arrived, but he didn’t understand. When he drew his bow to shoot me, I quickly learned how to use my wings and fled to the nearest lake.

      Rothbart’s lake. I turned human in the moonlight, and the sorcerer revealed his evil plan. He would keep me trapped in the lake and trick Siegfried into marrying his daughter instead of me, thus giving him control of the kingdom.

      And when my prince married another, I would be a swan forever.

      Four

      The other swans were nice enough. Nicer than any human had ever been to me, actually. I was the only one who transformed in the moonlight, so I guessed that the others had always been swans or had failed to break their curses in time. They showed me where to forage for roots and how to hide in reeds. They trumpeted to each other. Eventually, I learned to trumpet back.

      And when the nights turned cold and the other swans flew to warmer lakes, Grohnk stayed with me. I called him that in my head because swans don’t really have names and that was the closest pronunciation I could make of his signature honk. He had been courting me in his shy swan way since I arrived. He built me a nest. He brought me food. He hissed at dogs that came too close.

      I tried to explain that I wasn’t really a swan. That I was temporarily cursed and couldn’t stay. He listened to my clumsy squawks with rapt attention and watched me with loving eyes.

      Maybe something was lost in translation.

      Five

      Something taps on the ballroom window and startles me out of my memories.

      “Grohnk!”

      The swan pecks on the glass and honks gleefully at me.

      “No! Go back to the lake!”

      He stares at me for a long moment, then flies away.

      Across the room, Siegfried stops dancing and looks up to see what caused the disturbance. Our eyes meet, and for a moment I think he recognizes me.

      But he turns his attention back to Odile and offers his arm. It’s a familiar gesture. One of those little routines that couples fall into. Siegfried would offer his arm, and I would hold my hand just out of reach to tease him. He would wait a few moments, then snatch my hand and kiss it.

      Odile takes his arm right away and giggles. She sounds desperate and clings far more tightly than I ever would. Siegfried smiles at her and pats her hand.

      Idiot.

      Six

      Halfway to midnight, and I still haven’t made my move. I had plenty of time to think as I hiked through the forest to the castle, but I still don’t have a solid plan. Rothbart’s enchantment made me look like Odile for the evening, but I spent six months riding through the forest with Siegfried. Surely I can convince him of my identity even when I don’t look like myself. There must be something I can say.

      Seven

      But is there?

      Eight

      “Everyone, I have an announcement!”

      Siegfried quiets the orchestra with a wave of his hand and pulls Odile to the center of the room. She looks suitably shy and maidenly. Not at all like the kind of girl who would go galloping through the forest with a man she just met.

      “Fly, Your Highness.”

      I whisper it so only I can hear the words. If I say that to him, maybe Siegfried will know. I said that to him every time he pulled me onto his horse in the middle of the forest. I whispered it in his ear, and he spurred his mount into a gallop. There was no one else around to hear. I had no friends to tell. Even if he doesn’t immediately realize who I am, he’ll know something is wrong and stop his proposal.

      Nine

      I mean to run to him and throw myself into his arms and whisper those words in his ear, but my feet don’t move. Siegfried is telling a story. Our story. The tale of how he met a beautiful girl in the woods and fell in love with her.

      The problem is, I don’t recognize myself in the story. There’s nothing unique to me in his words. No compliment that couldn’t apply to a hundred other beautiful girls. Odile smiles, basking in his generic praise.

      Ten

      Grohnk is back at the window, whistling softly and begging me to come with him before I transform back into a swan. I feel the magic pulling at my skin. Rothbart feels it too. His gaze meets mine across the room, and he scowls. He didn’t think I would come. Didn’t think I had to strength to hike this far
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