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Chapter One

Beauty Awakened

Once upon a time, there was a young princess, as kind and curious as she was clever, who a witch cursed into a deep and endless sleep. Her castle sat silent in a clearing at the center of a deep, dark wood for a hundred winters and a hundred springs. Around it the forest teemed with poisonous flowers and enchanted thorns. The castle would have sat like that for a hundred more winters and a hundred more springs, had not the prince, as valiant as he was brave, found it at last.

He hacked his way past the poisonous flowers and the enchanted thorns. He dodged hungry shadows and fearsome beasts, fought cursed fungus, and forded a river of nightmares. He even outwitted a witch’s riddle, which, much to his surprise, wasn’t all that tricky.

“If you don’t keep me, I break. What am I?”

“Um, a promise?” he’d answered.

“Are you certain?” the witch cackled at him. “If you answer wrong, you shall never escape these woods!”

He puffed out his chest.

“I am certain, witch!” he bellowed. The witch shrieked, then vanished in a puff of green smoke. Beyond her, the thorned vines parted to show his way to the castle in the clearing.

He had expected all this to be harder. It was his destiny, after all, and destiny should not be so easy.

Inside, the castle was still. Golden light streaked through stained glass windows. He made his way to the chapel, where he would find his princess. He had been promised this princess in visions and dreams, and even by his very own fairy godmother. The princess would be his one true love from the moment he first laid eyes on her until his last, dying day.

He really hoped she was pretty.

And there she was, the cursed Princess Rosamund, asleep in a bed that stood upon a dais surrounded by wildflowers and an abundance of soothing lavender. She was drenched in golden light, as lovely as the day she’d fallen into that deep sleep one hundred years ago.

“A true beauty,” he whispered to himself, relieved. “Sleeping perfection.”

He knelt before the dais and said a quiet thanks, for he was a polite prince, and grateful that all his dreams were coming true.

Then he rose, stepped up beside the bed, and stood over the sleeping princess, whose story he had been told since childhood: a witch had cursed her father’s kingdom to perish and her to sleep until she was awoken by a kiss of the truehearted.

Well, this prince knew his heart was true.

“My entire life has led me here,” he told the sleeping princess. “I swear to you, I shall love you better than the moon loves the sunset, better than boats love the rising tide, better than a flower loves the . . . err . . . um . . . something? Not dew. Bees, maybe? Err . . .”

He’d forgotten his oath, even though he’d practiced it for the entire quest. Then again, it was not his words that mattered, but the truth in his heart and the passion in his kiss. The oaths were just for posterity, a word he didn’t really understand anyway. Posterity didn’t have chapped lips and body odor from all that questing. The prince did.

With no further ado, he pressed his lips to the sleeping princess’s and held them there with his eyes closed for a count of three, which was how long his squire had told him a real kiss was meant to last. The prince had never kissed anyone before, not even the squire who’d suggested they practice. He wished he had practiced now. He didn’t know if he was doing kissing right at all.

He opened first one eye and then the other.

To his delight, the princess had opened her eyes, both of them, and was staring up at him with a look of deep passion.

Or was that surprise?

“Fear not, princess,” he told her softly. “It is I, Prince Percy the Valiant, and it is my destiny to wake you and marry you and love you for the rest of our blessed lives.”

Her eyes narrowed. Her forehead furrowed.

“Am I not all you dreamed of these hundred years?” he asked her, his confidence faltering. He had not considered that she might not think him pretty.

“Um,” she said, which was not the most inspiring first word of their life together, but she had been asleep for a long time.

He leaned back, giving her space as the color returned to her cheeks, the focus to her eyes. He could give her a moment to come to her senses. He himself was a beast first thing in the morning, as she would surely learn in the course of their marriage.

To his surprise, she sat bolt upright. Like an unbroken mare kicking out at a new rider, she shoved him off her bed and sent him tumbling from the dais. He nearly fell over onto his princely posterior, which was not at all the first impression he preferred to make.

“Princess!” he called as she leapt in bare feet down to the chapel floor. The wildflowers around her withered as the magic faded.

She looked him up and down, brow still furrowed.

Then she ran.

“Princess! It is I! Your prince!” he called, in case she was confused. He was her prince, right? He was supposed to be here. The stories he had been told were vague about what happened after the kiss. He was supposed to give her gifts, he thought, though he’d left those at an inn along the way, because he was somewhat forgetful. He was supposed to bring her home before their wedding, and the details after that were a little hazy, but he was confident they would be wonderful and he looked forward to his life with this sleeping beauty.

He just had to catch up with her first.

She ran down the corridor, and he caught a glimpse of her graceful neck as she turned toward the throne room. The enchanted flowers and cursed vines shriveled as she passed. Stones crumbled, and dust rained down.

“Princess, we must leave this place!” he yelled. “It is not safe, now that the curse is lifted! Because of the . . . um . . . architecture?”

He didn’t know why the castle would collapse, or really what architecture was—his education had focused on more practical things, like jousting—but he was certain the princess would look to him for reassurance, so he had to act like he knew, for her sake.

He followed the path of wilted flowers to the throne room. They led to a platform on which a throne covered in brown moss sat, and a small closet behind that. He believed the closet was a water closet, where the king and queen would have relieved themselves during the long and difficult days when they heard petitions from their subjects. The stories never included anything about water closets, but his own parents’ throne room had one as well.

A royal water closet was not a dignified place for him to go in search of his lovely princess, but she had been asleep for a hundred years. Perhaps she simply had to go. He could wait.

All creatures great and small / must heed sometimes / to nature’s call, he reminded himself.

So he waited.

And waited.

And waited.

This was not at all how the stories went.

He didn’t think anyone would take this long to relieve themselves in a water closet, especially as a castle crumbled around them.

A large stone buttress fell, shaking the ground. He heard distant glass shattering. He was bored and frightened at the same time. It was a complicated feeling, and he was not used to complicated feelings. He did not care for them.

“Princess, it is not safe here any longer!” he called. “Are you, um, finished with your . . . um . . .”

He didn’t know how to ask his royal bride-to-be if she was done pooping.

He heard nothing through the door. Then he blushed, wondering if he should listen to such a private moment. When a doorway to the side of the throne room collapsed, he decided that his first duty was to her safety, not his own bashfulness. She was his true love, after all, so what could she possibly be doing in that room that must be kept from him? They should have no secrets in their marriage.

With a powerful slam of his princely shoulder and a forceful kick of his princely boot, the prince broke the door open to save his fair maiden from whatever peril had befallen her in the bathroom.

The small room was empty. His princess was gone, her castle collapsing. He stood in the doorway, bewildered.

This was not how his story was supposed to go.

The prince began to wonder if this was really his story at all.




[image: ]

Chapter Two

Welcome to HEA

Sunlight the color of runny eggs spilled across the battered sign on the gate in front of her, which read Orphans’ Home Educational Academy.

Orphans! Poor things, she thought, looking up and down the wooded road for the unfortunate children who’d lost their parents.

There was an iron crest at the peak of the gate, showing two keys crossed behind a tower, with the letters HEA emblazoned below. The gate itself was closed with a heavy chain and the driveway beyond it wound into the trees. As far as she could tell, she was all alone on the road. The air smelled like moss and mushrooms and brittle leaves. Things that made her think of a crumbling castle, overgrown with vines.

I know that smell, she thought, and had the sudden and terrible realization that she didn’t know where she was or how she got there or even, precisely, who she was, but she did know, with dreadful certainty, that she was, herself, an orphan. That was not the kind of thing one forgets.

What tragedy brought me here? she asked herself, trying to grasp the memory like a sleeper grasping for a dream they’ve already forgotten.

And then she smelled something strange, a stench of lavender so powerful it nearly knocked her from her feet. There was not a bloom in sight, yet the air was so thickly perfumed, she had to hold her nose. A snuffling noise sounded in the woods. Leaves rustled. Something moved in the shadows, something large. On the trunks of two pine trees were deep gouges, as if carved by humongous claws. She traced their winding path in the bark up and up and up to the canopy of leaves and there, among the branches, she saw one sunshine-yellow eye watching her. When she met its gaze, it twitched, and a second eye opened, an eye of moonlit silver. She couldn’t see its body among the shadows of the forest, but its two terrible eyes locked on her own.

She took a step without deciding to, a single step toward the eyes in the branches. Her heart thundered. She thought she heard someone calling her, but the sound was muffled, the words unclear. She took a second step.

“Hey, you! Wanna come inside?” A voice cut through the mist behind her, and the invisible string snapped. The eyes on the branch vanished and so did the smell of lavender.

She turned around and was startled to see two young women approaching down the driveway on the other side of the gate, each wearing a light-blue blazer with intricate golden embroidery and a crest over the front pocket that matched the emblem on the gate.

Had they seen the eyes too? Had the creature also called to them?

Judging by the relaxed way they moved, they had not and it had not. She didn’t know why, but she thought she should keep what she had seen to herself.

Coming her way was a tall, thin girl with hair red as a sunset, the kind sailors sang about. Red at night, sailor’s delight. Her eyes were startlingly ocean-blue; even from a distance, they shimmered. Her skin was fair as sea foam.

How strange, the girl thought. Why am I thinking about the ocean? I don’t recall ever having been to sea.

Below her blue blazer the red-haired girl wore a dark-blue plaid skirt and green leggings. The other girl was dressed the same way, though her leggings were gold and she was more stout, with an olive complexion and shimmering pond-green eyes. She wore her curly brown hair tied up like a crown.

It was then that the girl noticed her own clothing—the same blazer with the same crest, a plaid skirt, and leggings, though hers were pale lavender in color. She was fairly certain she had not been wearing this outfit before she got here but couldn’t quite remember what she had been wearing. She thought of a gown, either of the night or ball variety. She couldn’t be sure.

Interesting, she noted. I am someone who is familiar with nightgowns and ball gowns. What does that tell me about myself? 

“Do you speak, or is this like a whole ‘witch-took-your-voice’ thing?” the shorter girl asked. The redhead elbowed her in the side.

“That’s not it,” the redhead said. “Hello, I’m Sirena. This is Rana. And you are?”

The girl hesitated. This was embarrassing. She did not know her own name.

“Take your time.” Sirena smiled. “We all need a moment to get our bearings when we first arrive.”

“Not me,” Rana said. “I hit the ground running.”

“You were hopping,” Sirena told her with a laugh that sounded like music and crinkled the skin around Sirena’s blue eyes like waves crashing against the shore, waves that could shatter the ship of any sailor who drew too close, drowning them in the depths of the cold sea.

The girl shuddered at the gruesome thought.

She had heard tales of mermaids who sang to lure ships into the rocks and of one who longed to be human.

Who had told her that story? Her father?

She remembered that she had a father. Or had had a father, long ago. The memory was fuzzy, though something about the regal way these two girls carried themselves reminded her of him.

Regal. Had her father been a king?

Memory began to rise like the morning sun. She knew her name.

Rosamund.

“I’m Rosamund!” she announced triumphantly. She was a princess. An orphan princess. The other two did not appear surprised.

“We were wondering when you’d show up!” Sirena clapped and began to unlock the front gate.

“Told you she would,” said Rana. “Let’s get her to Verna to check her in. And I win your Tater Tots for a week. Bet’s a bet.”

“You’re worse than a sea witch’s bargain,” Sirena sighed, and the girls laughed together, pulling the gate open with a loud squeal.

Rosamund hesitated. She sniffed the air again but smelled no lavender.

“You’re more out of sorts than an eel in an estuary, aren’t you?” Sirena said, taking her by the hand to lead her up the driveway. She smelled slightly of salt water.

“I feel like I just woke up from a dream,” Rosamund told her. She remembered her castle, the wildflowers all around her . . . and a prince.

A prince looming over her, kissing her! While she was asleep! Prince Percy!

Ew!

What sort of a dream was that?

“You said you were expecting me?” she asked Sirena as Rana shut and locked the gate behind them. “How?”

“You’re famous, of course,” Sirena said with a wink. “We all are. Else we wouldn’t be here.”

“We—what?” Rosamund was more confused now than when she hadn’t even known her own name. At least then, she didn’t know all the things she didn’t know. Now, her only certainty was that she was uncertain about everything.

“It can be a bit disorienting,” said Sirena.

“Sirena swooned when she got here,” said Rana.

“I did not swoon!” Sirena objected. “I felt faint.”

“Swooning and fainting are synonyms,” Rana said. “They mean the same thing.”

“There’s a difference,” Sirena said. “Silly girls swoon, and I am not silly. If I faint, I mean to do it. And anyway, I didn’t faint. I nearly fainted.”

“Whatever you say.” Rana winked at Rosamund and mouthed she did.

“But where am I?” Rosamund asked. “How did I get here? What is going on?”

“Verna will answer all of your questions,” Sirena said.

“Well, she’ll answer the ones she wants to,” added Rana.

“The ones you need to know,” Sirena clarified. “There’s not much we can tell you before you talk to Verna.”

“Who is Verna?” Rosamund allowed herself to be led up the winding drive.

“Why, Verna is headmistress here at HEA,” Rana said.

“Home Educational Academy,” Sirena clarified. “That’s the real name, but it could stand for Happily Ever After. Get it?”

“There is nothing more painful than hearing someone explain a joke.” Rana shook her head.

“It’s not a joke; it’s an allusion,” said Sirena.

“Illusion?” Rosamund gasped, looking at the trees, the driveway, and the sky. It all looked real.

“Not illusion,” said Sirena sweetly. “All-usion. An allusion is a reference to something without saying it directly, understand?”

Rosamund nodded. A key could be an allusion to a lock, a tower an allusion to a castle. But what was Happily Ever After an allusion to?

“Verna named the school herself,” said Rana. “I cannot imagine she gave it the initials HEA by accident. Don’t all fairy tales end with a happily ever after?”

“Not in my experience,” Sirena muttered.

“Fairy tales?” asked Rosamund.

“Yes,” said Rana. “Where we all came from. Anyway, Verna is not just the headmistress here. She’s our fairy godmother.”

“Fairy headmistress,” Sirena corrected. “She keeps us safe.”

A sudden memory flooded back: a terrible old crone cackling as Rosamund pricked her finger on a spindle and fell into a deep slumber, just as she’d been cursed to do. A hundred-year slumber.

She remembered it all now. Her own fairy tale.

She was only sixteen, but she was also, it dawned on her, one hundred and sixteen!

At her birth, her parents had offended a fairy, the thirteenth fairy, by only inviting the other twelve to her party (they claimed they just didn’t have enough plates). The offended fairy cursed Rosamund to death if she ever pricked her finger on a spindle. But a good fairy changed the curse to a deep sleep.

Immediately, spindles were banned from the castle and Rosamund was forbidden from ever leaving the safety of its walls or weaving or sewing or doing any activity that might lead her to encounter a spindle.

Of course, growing up, she’d had no idea what a spindle actually was or why it should be so forbidden to her, and she’d gotten curious. She was lonely and hungry for knowledge, and she snuck out one day, where, as is the way of these stories, she found a spindle.

And then, as is also the way of these stories, she pricked her finger on it and fell into a deep sleep











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
ALEX LONDON

GREENWILLOW BOOKS
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



    		Title Page



    		Dedication



		Contents



		Chapter One: Beauty Awakened



		Chapter Two: Welcome to HEA



		Chapter Three: The Fairy Headmistress



		Chapter Four: Professor Pumpkin



		Chapter Five: Why-ning Group



		Chapter Six: Cheesy Magic



		Chapter Seven: Real Princesses



		Chapter Eight: Once Uponatime



		Chapter Nine: Gruesome Punishments



		Chapter Ten: Scrubbed and Scoured



		Chapter Eleven: Home Again, Home Again



		Chapter Twelve: Waking Up



		Chapter Thirteen: The Hog’s Hedge



		Chapter Fourteen: Old Friends



		Chapter Fifteen: Once Upon a Chime



		Chapter Sixteen: Closing Time



		Chapter Seventeen: A Princess Consensus



		Chapter Eighteen: Well-Plotted



		Chapter Nineteen: The Witch Who Was



		Chapter Twenty: Real Unicorn Greaseballs



		Chapter Twenty-One: Dragons vs. Unicorns!



		Chapter Twenty-Two: Elk vs. Bull!



		Chapter Twenty-Three: New Magic



		About the Author



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Chapter One: Beauty Awakened


















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		216



		215



		214



		213



		212














OEBPS/images/9780063303898_Cover.jpg
ALEX LONDON

How-do yo i \

escape your Hap Lly
Ever After? '

74
7

o






OEBPS/images/ded.jpg





