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Dedication


For Maddie, of course,

whose story has only just begun
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Dropping the Ball


Once upon a time, a princess jumped up from the dinner table.

Princess Rana, the only daughter of a prosperous king and queen, knew better than to jump up from the dinner table, but she’d been terribly startled by a knock at the castle door.

“My dear, it is unseemly for a princess to startle. Please sit down,” said her mother, the queen, who had a long list of rules for how a princess should behave, which included no startling, no jumping, no leaping or laughing too loud. A princess also did not gasp, gape, giggle, or grunt. She did not burp, belch, bellow, or break wind.

There were other rules for Princess Rana to obey—too many to list in a book anyone would want to read.

Right now, the most relevant rule was that she sit at the dinner table and eat from her golden plate and remain perfectly polite to whichever of the king’s subjects had arrived at the castle and certainly not stand frozen in front of her dinner, eyes darting around the room like a prisoner searching for escape.

“Rana,” her father addressed her from his kingly chair at the head of the dining table. “A princess listens to her mother.” He gestured back at her seat.

But Princess Rana stood, fear drowning her father’s words. She listened for the footsteps of the servant who had come to announce the evening’s unexpected visitor, though she knew, before the dining room doors even opened, who it would be.

“Your Majesties!” the servant announced. “May I present . . . a frog.”

Into the dining room hopped a greenish-brownish, lumpy, bumpy frog, wet with well water and weary from travel.

Rana’s heart sank. She’d run away from this frog only a few hours earlier.

“My princess!” he cried as he hopped into the room. “You left so quickly, I could not keep up on my little legs.”

“You know this frog?” her mother asked.

“Of course she knows me!” said the frog. “I fetched the golden ball she dropped into a well in the woods. In exchange she promised I could come to her home and eat from her golden plate and sleep on her satin pillow!”

At this point, Princess Rana had turned beet red, shame having replaced fear.

Her mother gasped.

“You spoke with this frog?” her father groused. Her parents had strict rules about only speaking to members of the royal family.

“You dropped your ball into a well?” her mother lamented.

Her parents had strict rules about avoiding wells, which could splash water onto Rana’s perfect gowns.

“You were in the woods!” both her parents cried out together. They had extremely strict rules about never going into the woods.

This rule was, perhaps, the wisest, as nothing good ever happens to a princess in any sort of woods in any sort of tale. Princesses who went into woods always came out changed.

Which was, of course, the whole point of going into those woods in the first place. Rana had wanted to change. She was tired of being perfect all the time, tired of having neither friends nor fun, and most of all, tired of rules.

She’d gone into the woods precisely because she was not supposed to. She’d brought her ball precisely because she was not supposed to. And she’d dropped it into the well precisely because . . . well . . . that had been an accident.

But this frog had popped out and offered to help. Having never spoken to a frog before, she found it rather interesting, so she agreed, even though he was kind of gross looking and kind of weird sounding.

The problem was, he only offered to help her get her ball back if she agreed to let him come to the castle and eat off her plate and sleep on her pillow.

That seemed rather a lot to ask for, but she did want to get her ball back. She couldn’t exactly ask her parents for a new one, not without explaining all the rules she’d broken to lose it in the first place.

So she’d agreed to the frog’s terms, with no intention of keeping her end of the bargain. She was a princess and he was a frog, after all, and if she was willing to defy the king and queen from time to time, she could defy a frog this one time.

Once she had her ball back in her hand, she bolted. It was not the honorable thing to do, but it was effective.

“A deal’s a deal,” the frog told her parents. “I followed her from the well in the woods across the flowered meadows and all the way to the castle door. I have more than earned my dinner.”

“Is this so?” Rana’s father asked her.

Princess Rana, abashed, nodded.

Her father sighed and ordered the frog be allowed at the table. “A princess always keeps her word,” he said. “That is an ironclad rule.”

With that, the frog hopped onto the table and sat right beside Princess Rana’s golden plate. Its tongue flicked out to eat her food.

The princess lost her appetite and asked to be excused.

The frog followed her, though again she objected.

“You promised him, did you not?” said her father.

“I did,” she admitted.

“Rules are rules,” said her mother.

“I am quite looking forward to a nice warm bed after sleeping so long in that cold wet well,” croaked the frog.

“But you’re a frog!” complained the princess, who didn’t think she was being unreasonable.

She could not be expected to let some frog into her private bedroom. There had to be a rule against that.

What good are rules if they won’t protect me from unrelenting frogs? she wondered.

The frog was unfazed by her reluctance, or simply didn’t care, and hopped right onto her pillow. “I don’t take up much room,” he told her. “And I don’t snore . . . much.”

“You cannot sleep in my bed,” she said firmly.

“Of course not,” the frog agreed. “Not without a bedtime story first. Read to me?”

“You pushy little lump!” she yelled at the frog, and snatched it up from her pillow. She held the warty thing up to her face so closely she could kiss it.

“That’s no way for a princess to speak,” said the frog.

“Go suck on a fly’s nose!” She tossed the frog with all her might straight at the wall.

“Ah!” The frog flew end over end through the air. It hit the stone wall with a wet thump and then, before Rana’s eyes, transformed from an unsightly frog into a prince. A handsome prince, slumped sideways on her bedroom floor.

“Princess!” he cried out from the ground, his voice silken smooth where once it had been coarse and crude. “You’ve saved me! Now we can get married and live happily ever after! The witch’s curse will be forever broken and I’ll never have to be a frog again! Heinrich, ready the royal carriage!”

Rana clenched her jaw in anger.

Marriage was never a part of her promise. She knew that there were rules in her kingdom for princesses, and even more for wives, and if she’d had enough of the former, she wanted none of the latter.

“I am not going to marry you,” she told him.

“Well, of course not!” agreed the frog prince. “Not until my servant fetches the carriage to bring you home! Heinrich!” He shouted down from her bedroom window. Was his servant somehow waiting outside? “It’s me! I’ve returned! I’ve found a bride!”

How did Heinrich get here? she wondered.

Rana crept to the edge of her bedroom. Then crept into the hallway. Then she turned around and ran as fast as she could.

She fled down the stairs, past her parents in the dining room, out the door, and past the frog prince’s devoted servant, Heinrich, a boy about the prince’s age, who’d been waiting eagerly for his beloved prince’s return.

“Wait!” called the servant. “Where is my prince? You aren’t supposed to leave without him! If you do, he’ll turn back into a—”

But the princess kept running, back to the woods.

Behind her, the cries of the prince and his servant rang in her ears. “Wait!” they called. “The curse isn’t broken! This isn’t how our story goes at all! Come back! Ribbit!”

But it was too late. The prince had turned back into a frog.

The servant cried out in woe and agony, but Princess Rana wasn’t around to hear any of it. She had run right out of her story, breaking the most important rule a princess must follow. She ditched her kingdom and meant never to return. She didn’t want to be a princess anymore.
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Chapter One

Homework Cookies

Rana woke up with an echo in her ears, like voices rising from a deep, dark well. “Ribbit . . . ribbit . . . ribbit!”

She bolted up and looked around frantically, expecting to find herself back in the bedroom of her parents’ castle with either a prince on her floor or a frog on her pillow.

She was relieved to find neither.

Instead of her parents’ castle, she was in her small dorm room at school, in a place most people called “the real world,” about as far from Once Upon a Time as she could get. She was not a lonely, rebellious princess—not anymore—but one student among many at the Home Educational Academy.

The Home Educational Academy—or HEA for short—was not like other boarding schools, though it tried to be. It was the cornerstone of the Princess Protection Program.

The school offered classes in all the usual school subjects, like math and reading and history and science, but the students of HEA had a unique set of needs that the school also tried to meet. There were classes in sword fighting, curse breaking, and riddle solving. There were also classes in fashion, technology, and even a class called Introduction to Snack Food, which was as mysterious to the students as a witch’s riddle. In fact, most of the students at HEA had more experience with witch’s riddles than with modern snack food.

Rana sighed with happy relief as she looked up at the moon through her window. She’d dozed off at her desk, drooling on her biology textbook, right on the page about dissecting frogs. She’d been studying since dinnertime. That must have caused her nightmare.

She stood and stretched and ran her finger along the colorful Mohawks and Motocross PunkFest poster that hung crooked on the wall above her desk, just as she’d meant it to. Anyone could hang a poster straight, but what could be more punk rock than hanging it crooked on purpose?

She smiled. She was home. There were no frogs stalking her here. The voices of her friends in the common room carried down the hall. She rose to join them.

Six princesses and one prince were in the middle of an important conversation. They lounged on a hard gray sofa and two armchairs arranged around a low wooden coffee table.

In fairy tales, the furniture for princesses was intricately decorated and made from fine fabrics, and walls were covered in tapestries and oil paintings. In the real world, the common room was designed for practicality. The furniture was durable and stain resistant and came from a mysterious store called Ikea. The walls were decorated with posters that just showed different shapes and colors and came from the same store as the furniture.

This strange decor was not, however, the topic with which the princesses (and one prince) were currently engaged. They had much bigger concerns.

“What is an Oreo and why are there so many different ways to eat one?” wondered Rosamund, studying the black-and-white sandwich cookie in her hand and the cold glass of milk in front of her. Rosamund was the newest student at the Academy, having fled her story after waking from a hundred-year sleep to an unwelcome kiss, and she still had a lot to learn.

“It’s just a cookie,” said Margaret, who was known as Snow White before she arrived at HEA.

The Academy was designed and built for fairy-tale princesses (and two princes, and three unicorns disguised as teenaged boys), all of whom were unhappy with how their tales went. Being the main character in a fairy tale was . . . well . . . no fairy tale.

Fairy tales—the real ones—were not cute bedtime stories with happy endings for all involved. The real ones hid hungry ogres and wicked witches. They were filled to the brim with magic and bloodshed, tragedy and trickery, and too often for the princesses, weddings. So many weddings.

Boarding school was a better option. There were no weddings here, just homework, and no ogres, just Oreos.

“There are not so many different ways to eat an Oreo,” Sirena explained. “There is one way: you dunk the cookie. Like this.”

“I didn’t know there were rules for this sort of thing,” said Rosamund. “It’s just a cookie.”

“It’s not just a cookie. It’s the best cookie. And there aren’t any rules for how to eat it,” Rana announced as she threw herself down beside Rosamund and dangled a leg over the armrest of the sofa in a very un-princessy way. “There is no wrong way to eat an Oreo. Some people like to twist the halves apart and lick the cream off the sides or dunk the halves into the milk one at a time.”

“Rana is correct,” said Cindy, their Princess Orientation Peer and the unofficial leader of their dormitory. “You may eat the cookie however you please.” The regal, dark-skinned princess cast a disapproving look at Sirena, then added one of her perfectly beatific smiles. “But I’m also a fan of dunking.”

She snatched an Oreo from the open container and dunked it in the glass of milk, already speckled with cookie crumbs. She closed her eyes in bliss as she chewed.

“You know, you could just not dunk the Oreos at all,” suggested Charlie, his mouth stuffed with two dry cookies at once, spitting crumbs everywhere. He should know better, but some things were impossible to teach a prince, like table manners.

“Now that Rana’s here, can we start the dance committee meeting?” asked Sirena. “If we don’t use our time well, our school’s first ever dance will be a disaster!”

“I thought worrying about time was Cindy’s thing?” said Rana. “On account of her trouble with midnights.”

“Everyone knows nothing good happens after midnight.” Cindy sniffed. “But our dance ends well before that, so I’m not worried about a thing.”

“Well, I am,” Sirena told them. “I want this to be the best dance the school has ever had.”

“It will be,” Cindy assured her. “Because it’s the only dance the school has ever had.”

“I thought we came to this world to get away from all the fancy balls,” Rana told them. She had zero good memories of the balls at her parents’ castle. They were stuffy affairs, with boring music, where she wore uncomfortable dresses and was forbidden from talking to anyone or dancing with anyone except her father. And even then, every step of her dance had to be perfect.

“It’s not a ball,” Sirena reminded her. “It’s a school dance, which is something that happens all the time in the real world, and it’s not fancy, it’s fun!”

“How can it be fun?” asked Bea. “There are like three hundred girls at this school, and only five boys. The ratio is off.” Bea had been stuck in a castle with one beastly boy and very much preferred having more options in the real world.

“I don’t think the ratio is off,” said Margaret.

“You did live alone with seven mountain-mining dwarves,” Rana reminder her. “I’m not sure we should trust your judgment on this.”

“There aren’t only five boys,” Rosamund corrected Bea. “This isn’t one of our stories. In the real world, we don’t know everyone’s gender. I don’t think the Einhorn brothers are even boys at all, though that is their human disguise. They’re unicorns, and unicorns don’t live by the same rules humans do. They’re two-thirds made of starlight.”

“Now I think your ratio is off,” said Charlie. “They’re at least half cotton candy, energy drink, and deodorant.”

“That’s three halves,” Cindy corrected him.

“Hey, they don’t live by the same rules humans do!” Charlie repeated, grinning.

Rana laughed and gave Charlie a high five, both because she loved irking Cindy and because she loved anything that made rules look like nonsense, whether it was unicorn math or Oreos. In fairy tales, the rules were ironclad. In the real world, everything changed all the time and people who thought they knew exactly how things should be usually turned out to be totally wrong. If you weren’t afraid to ask questions, you could upend any rule in existence. It was her favorite thing about the real world.

“I just think we need more boys, that’s all,” said Bea.

“A dance isn’t about boys and girls; it’s about dancing.” Cindy brushed some cookie crumbs from her school blazer, a small gesture done with such grace that everyone else hung on her every word. If anyone knew about the point of dances, it was Cindy. “The students at this school could use more dancing in their lives.”

“I agree!” said Sirena, clapping. Now that she had legs, she wanted to use them for everything that they could possibly do
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