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        Sent to Grimm Academy by her jealous step-mother, Ella is determined to make the most of the opportunity.

      

        

      
        With her friends by her side, and her dress-making lessons with Rapunzel progressing well, she's starting to think she can avoid her prophecy after all. But when her dress is ruined the night before a masked ball, she has to face the truth.

      

        

      
        Can she stop her prophecy by midnight?

      

        

      
        -

        Pumpkins And Proms is part of the Grimm Academy series and is based on the fairy tale of Cinderella. It includes a sweet m/f romance.
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      2 Years Ago...

      

      I creep towards the door, hoping Father and his wife aren't paying enough attention and don't realise I'm coming to eavesdrop on them. Father won't mind, he doesn't keep secrets from me. But my step-mother is another story. She hates me, and I'm not sure why.

      Somewhere in the depths of our manor home, my step-sisters are laughing. They're probably mocking one of the servants again. I wish they wouldn't do that. None of them deserve it, but nothing will convince Denise and Rebekkah it's wrong, no matter how hard I've tried.

      "I think it's time to send her away," my step-mother says.

      "No," Father answers instantly. "Sixteen is too young. She should be here with her family for longer."

      "You're impossible, Richard. She's not a child any more. If you want to make her a good marriage, then she has to be educated."

      "I don't want to send Ella away," he protests.

      I press myself against the wall after checking over my shoulder to make sure no one is coming down the corridor. I'm not sure what will happen if I'm found lurking here.

      "You don't have to be the one to tell her," my step-mother replies. "I can do that for you. She'll be better off with people her own age."

      I purse my lips. Don't her charming daughters count as people my own age? Not that I particularly want to spend any time with them. In fact, if it didn't mean I'll have to leave Father, then I may have gladly gone simply to be away from them. They're cruel and spiteful, and will do anything to keep other people down. Though I’m certain it’s mostly about them trying to impress their mother.

      Father is silent for longer than I want him to be. Just like the other arguments they've had, I know she'll win. She knows exactly what buttons to press to get him to do what she wants, and there's nothing I can do about it.

      He sighs. "Fine. But I'll be the one to tell her. Can you call for her? I'll do it now."

      The rustle of skirts is the first indication she's coming this way.

      My eyes widen, and I scamper off down the corridor. There's a reading room a couple of doors down, I can pretend to have been there the entire time. I turn into the room, grateful it's empty. Though I shouldn't be surprised, my step-sisters don't understand the joy of reading a good book. I wish they did. I'd love to spend more time with people my age.

      A tug on my dress calls my attention. I untangle it from the jagged piece of door frame. I should tell Father about it. He'll have it seen to in a day.

      I sit down and open the book I left on the table last time I was in here. I can't remember what it is, but it hardly matters. My step-mother will be here any moment, I won't even get a page read.

      As if on cue, she sweeps through the door, her out-of-fashion bell skirt swinging around her hips. The smug expression on her face would tell me something is up, except that she always wears it when she's talking to me. I'm not sure what I ever did to her, other than exist, and that can't be it. I don't think.

      "I've been looking for you all over," she says, as if it hasn't only been a couple of minutes since she was in Father's office. Of course, I'm not supposed to know that, but it isn't the point.

      "I didn't realise you were looking for me," I reply in the most polite voice I can muster. As far as I know, she's never had reason to suspect I hate her as much as she hates me.

      "Your Father wants to see you." She sneers at me.

      "Thank you." I set my book down and rise to my feet. "I'll go see him now."

      My heart pounds as I make my way past her. I don't know why I let her get to me, but it's hard not to be affected by her. She never says anything that could get back to Father, she's clever like that.

      She sticks her arm out, stopping me from leaving the room. I look up at her with the most innocent eyes I can.

      "I hear you'll be leaving home soon," she says, clear malintent in her eyes.

      I raise an eyebrow. "This will always be my home," I remind her sweetly. "It's where my family live." She doesn't have to know that family only refers to my Father. It's a version of my own petty revenge on her. I know I shouldn't see it like that, but I can't help it.

      "Does Father not want to see me now?" I ask, stressing the word.

      She narrows her eyes. Probably because she thinks sixteen-year-old girls aren't worth her time. Her lips purse, but she lets me past.

      I walk down the corridor, trying not to give in to the desire to glance over my shoulder and see if she's following me.

      Once I get to Father's study again, I knock on the door.

      "Come in," he calls.

      I step inside, swishing my skirts to the side to avoid one of the many chairs strewn around the room. I'll never understand why he needs so many. I think he makes them.

      "You wanted to see me, Father?" I say as I go over to him.

      He opens his arms to me and pulls me in for a hug. I kiss both his cheeks.

      "You look well, Ella," he says once we've pulled apart.

      I sit on one of the cushioned chairs next to his. "You say that every day," I point out.

      "Because it's true."

      Ah. I see what he's doing. He doesn't want to have the difficult conversation with me, so he's doing everything possible to flat out ignore it. I want this over with so I can start planning.

      "You wanted to see me?" I remind him.

      He sighs.

      "I hate to do this to you, Ella..."

      Then why are you? I don't voice my thought aloud, it isn't worth it. I love Father, but he's not a strong enough man to say no to her.

      "But it's time you went to an academy."

      I nod, but don't say anything else.

      "Grimm Academy offered you a place a couple of years ago..."

      "Why am I only hearing about it now?" I blurt.

      Father chuckles. "Because I couldn't stand the thought of sending you away."

      What's changed? I don't ask that. I know the answer. A couple of years is what. She wasn't on the scene then.

      "When am I going?" It's the only question I can think of that I need to know the answer to. At least, the only one I can ask him.

      "The end of the week."

      I nod. That's enough time to get things together. I don't bother asking how long I'm going for, or when I could come home, I'll find those answers out soon enough.

      "I have something for you, though," he says.

      I perk up. Father isn't a man who gives a lot of gifts. He doesn't believe it shows true affection. Though that's probably a way of getting out of the demands of his wife. But for me, it makes any presents he gives me worth even more.

      He pulls open a drawer and takes out a box. He pushes it towards me.

      I frown, confused about what it could be.

      "Open it," he insists.

      Slowly, I lift the lid and gasp. A beautiful watch rests on the velvet cushion. Instead of a pocket chain, it's on a long necklace style loop. "Father..."

      "It was mine when I was at my own academy. I had it reset so you can wear it around your neck instead of in your pocket," he mumbles.

      "Thank you." I lean in and kiss him on the cheek again. "It's beautiful."

      I take the watch out of the box and loop it around my neck. It used to be his. That's the most wonderful thing about this present.

      "Thank you, Father. I promise I'll always treasure it."

      He smiles dotingly at me. "I know you will, Ella. But promise me one thing?"

      "Yes?"

      "Be careful. You know your prophecy. Don't take any unnecessary risks."

      "I promise, I will be." I'll be on the lookout. But what are the chances of something like that coming true at an academy? I have no doubt I'll be perfectly safe there.
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      I get into line besides my friends, and wait for the lesson to start. I won't admit it aloud, but I'm bored already. In all likelihood, I'll know the steps already, as will the others. Except potentially Rapunzel, but she's so quick to pick things up that I can't be completely sure about that.

      "Good afternoon, ladies," the dancing instructor calls. "Today, you'll be excited to learn that there'll be new dance partners for you."

      Excited chatter comes from everyone but Rapunzel, who ends up scowling at the floor. No doubt it's because Gavin won't be joining us. Infatuation doesn't begin to describe how she feels about him.

      The new boys traipse into the room, none of them looking too happy to be here. And no wonder. I spy several of the wrestling team, and at least three archers. These are the boys who believe being a man is only about how much you can show off in sports. They're wrong. Dancing is an important part of impressing noblewomen.

      To our dismay, the dancing instructor takes it upon himself to pair us up rather than letting us sort it out ourselves. I could tell him it's a bad idea, but I'm sure he'll discover that on his own in time.

      "Cinderella, this is Florian," he introduces us.

      I recognise the boy he's brought with him as the captain of the wrestling team. I'm not sure why they have a captain when they never compete against anyone. Florian sticks out his hand instantly.

      I raise an eyebrow, that's unusual, but at least he wants to be polite.

      "Most people call me Ella," I supply as I take his hand in mine and give it a soft shake.

      "Ella," he repeats in his surprisingly smooth voice.

      The instructor doesn't waste another moment and walks off to deal with the next couple. This is such a waste of time. He should just tell us to pair up and then start.

      Florian and I stand in awkward silence. I'm not normally the clueless type when it comes to meeting new people, but something about him sets me on edge. Perhaps it's the rumours that go around about the wrestling team. I've heard they look down on anything that doesn't involve them being shirtless and fighting one another.

      With that in mind, I eye up my new dance partner. His chest is rather broad, with huge rippling shoulder muscles. In fact, his shirt is stretching across them so hard, I won't be surprised if it rips at some point.

      "Like what you see?" he jokes.

      A blush rushes to my cheeks, and not for the first time, I find myself grateful that my skin is dark enough to cover it.

      "I'm sorry, that was inappropriate of me," I mutter. This isn't right. I know better than to look at people like that. It's not how I've been brought up.

      "I'll only forgive you if I can return the favour." He winks at me.

      Actually winks.

      I didn't think anyone did that.

      I open my mouth to respond, even though I'm not even sure what I'm going to say. Saying no is impossible without putting myself in an awkward position. And yet I don't want him doing what I just did.

      Luckily, I'm saved from answering by the instructor clapping for attention and then starting the dance. I roll my eyes at the choice. An easy waltz we've all been able to do for years. One of my first ever teachers taught me this one.

      Florian bows to me, then takes my hands and leads me into the flow of the dance.

      To my surprise, he's better than I expect. It seems he knows the steps of the dance too. Not what I expect from a wrestler, but perhaps that's unfair of me.

      "Have you been at Grimm long?" he asks. "I haven't seen you around much."

      I snort, unable to help myself. "About two years."

      "Oh." He glances away, but only for a moment. The dance doesn't allow for his attention to be elsewhere for long. "Sorry, I..."

      "Forgot to check before you tried to flirt?"

      "Will you accept an apology?"

      "Of course. That's the ladylike thing to do," I respond.

      He spins me out as the dance needs him to, and I follow the movements, my dress flaring as I do. I love that part of dancing, and have worn a dress that makes it easier to make a statement with it.

      Florian pulls me back into his arms, an amused look on his face.

      "Perhaps we can call it even on the look you gave me before we started," he suggests.

      Despite myself, I laugh. "Deal."

      "But I can't promise I won't put my foot in it again."

      "That doesn't seem likely. Your footwork is divine," I point out.

      "Oh, I have twelve female cousins who all love to dance. They've been making me practise with them since we were all children."

      I raise an eyebrow. "You grew up with them?"

      He nods. "Father likes to keep close to his brother, though I suspect he's hoping to inherit the throne because of the twelve-daughters-thing."

      "Women can inherit," I point out, filing away the rest of that information.

      "Oh, I know. And my oldest cousin will make a fine Queen when the time comes. But Father hasn't caught on yet, sadly."

      He spins me again, which is good. It gives me time to think about what he's saying.

      "Why are you telling me all of this?" I ask, once we're back in hold.

      He steps forward as I step back, the two of us moving perfectly in sync.

      "I don't actually know," he admits. "Sometimes, it's easier to talk to a stranger than to people you've known for a long time. It bothers me that Father wants to undermine the family we've lived with our whole lives, but I don't feel as if I can do anything about it."

      He spins me again. I'm
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