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        “Andrea Blythe’s collection of the retold (and often feminist) Brothers Grimm fairy tale, 'The Twelve Dancing Princesses,' is a breath of air at the bottom of the ocean. It’s not only fresh, but it’s so different and unique that it deserves multiple reads. One of my favorite lines in the book is also something we should all ask ourselves, ‘Do you mean it?’”

        Joanna C. Valente, author of Marys of the Sea and editor of A Shadow Map: Writing by Survivors of Sexual Assault

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “Hearkening back to when Grimm's tales were less fairy, more formidable, Andrea Blythe offers a rhythmic, alliterative retelling of traditional stories that reveal a stark imbalance between genders. An engaging and eerie tribute to the young girls and women who read, dance, and keep things clean, Twelve does exactly what her storyteller suggests of her characters: it ‘see[s] the truth beneath the pretty surface.’”

        Christina M. Rau, Elgin Award-winning author of Liberating The Astronauts

      

        

      

      
        
        
        “A delightful deviation from the known tale ‘The Twelve Dancing Princesses,’ Blythe’s retelling offers an inspiring and poetic account of what can happen when women take back their power. The language is beautifully selected for each sister’s story—and each one has been carefully crafted to have an individual voice, yet we feel the strength of the bond that ties them. Within, we are granted glances into enchantment and passion, to lyrical attractions that will have you spinning breathless from page to page.”

        Sara Tantlinger, Bram Stoker Award-winning author of The Devil’s Dreamland

      

        

      

      
        
        
        "The prose poems of Twelve shimmer like precious stones, each reflecting the original fairy tale in strange, beautiful, and unsettling ways—and when set together, they become a mosaic of womanhood in all its forms.”

        Cassandra Rose Clarke, Rhysling Award-winning author of Sacred Summer
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      It began with the shoes and the expense they entailed. Twelve pairs piled in tatters—soles worn through, satin frayed. Shoes ruined during the course of each night and replaced each day.

      The King’s daughters would not explain the shoes—what had occurred in the dark hours of the night for them to be used so harshly. They had secrets, selves they kept hidden. Intolerable. He could not abide such disobedient silence. Daughters were meant to be placid, pure, and idle beauties who accepted their role as tokens in the bartering of treaties. They were not meant to have minds of their own.

      
        
        (The king, we note, did not ask the queen or his own aging mother about the kinds of secrets girls kept. It did not occur to him and, as he did not ask, they each held their peace.)

      

      

      He sought the aid of wise and brave men—scholars, doctors, princes, and priests. He issued a proclamation: whomsoever discovered the truth of the shoes would win the daughter of his choosing. But as princesses are no cheap prize, the suitors would only be granted three nights to answer the mystery or meet the ax.

      Men journeyed to the palace in droves. Sent to watch over the princesses, they stood to the test, failed, and died. The king watched their heads tumble into the dirt and despaired of ever learning the secrets of his daughters.

      Then came a soldier, wounded and returned home from battle. A common man, rough-hewn, scarred, not as young as he used to be. The king held no hope, sent the soldier to face his three nights, and readied the executioner.

      Upon his return, the soldier related a wondrous tale of stairways under floorboards, fantastical gardens ripe with glittering silver, gold, and diamond fruit, magical boats to enchanted islands, and fairy princes who danced with the princesses all night long—until their shoes shredded under the strain of holding them aloft.

      
        
        (The soldier, we note, did not credit the old woman on the road, who had ensured this success by warning him to avoid the drugged wine and gifting him a cloak of invisibility.)

      

      

      The twelve princesses were called before the King and evidence of their indiscretions was presented. When they realized their secret had been flayed open before the court and falsehood would not spare them, they each hid away their feelings of rage, sorrow, relief, fear, indignation, or shame and did the only thing they could—they confessed and begged forgiveness.

      The king, grinning with his victory, asked the soldier which princess he desired for a wife. The soldier chose the eldest—and the king was doubly pleased. The girl was nearly a spinster anyway, and he still had so many other young daughters to trade away for kingdoms and power.

      The king was at his ease. The underground realms would be sealed. His daughters returned to their rooms under watchful eyes. All was set right again. He had reclaimed the order he commanded, and there would be no more secrets.
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      The white of her wedding dress evoked not innocence but the heat of her rage. Her husband—old soldier, trickster, liar—sweated under her incandescence. His hands blistered as he took her arm and steered her in procession down the aisle.

      He chose her because she was the eldest. Because the weight of history was braided in her brown hair and piled on her head, just as his sins were written in the scars mapping his body.

      As the soldier and his prize stared at each other across the marriage bed, he felt distant battlefields in his bones. I won’t take anything you are not ready to give, he said, keeping his distance, patient.

      Her blood spit within her veins like dragon fire. In reply, she ravaged him, raking his bare skin with clawed fingers, biting until she drew blood, taking every ounce of pleasure from him—as she had once taken from the dancing.
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      She dreamed herself poisonous and woke in the morning to fresh resolution. Gathering herbals from a sister’s garden, she brewed belladonna tea, steeped mushrooms in aconite, and baked hemlock-seasoned lark into a meat pie.

      Her husband thanked her for her generosity and tipped his teacup into a vase of dahlias, declared an aversion to mushrooms, and declined the pie, his stomach overfull for anything so rich.

      She tossed foxglove leaves into salads, cooked creamy mandrake au gratin, and slipped cyanide into his wine.

      The soldier picked his way through the greens. Knocked the au gratin clumsily to the floor. Raised his goblet high to his wife’s health, drank deep, and did not die, having already switched one cup for another.

      They played a game of poisoning, death always at the edges of every smile, every kiss and touch and caress.

      One of these days you're going to succeed in poisoning me, he said, voice graveled as he rasped his bristled chin against the softness of her throat and scoured her bare hip bones with war-weathered hands. And then, won't you just regret.

      Such, she said between gasps of breath. Such regret.
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