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Introduction

 

Everyone loves a good fairy tale. No matter how young or old you are, they hold an eternal appeal—be it the magic, the triumph of good over evil, or the happily-ever-after part.

And the fun thing about fairy tales is that their familiarity makes them easy to retell over and over, weaving new stories that can be completely different from the original and still recognizable. That’s why we at Snowy Wings Publishing decided to get together and see what sorts of fairy tales we could dream up. The results are nothing like your average fairy tale. From sci-fi to fantasy to historical, from all-new, contemporized takes to origin stories that give new depth to the classic legend, these retellings will carry you through space and time, and we hope you’ll enjoy seeing our fresh spins on familiar tales. You might even be introduced to a fairy tale you’ve never heard of before!

Of course, we’ll begin with Once upon a time…

 

CinderellA.I.

a retelling of Cinderella

 

♛

 

LYSSA CHIAVARI

 

“Cinderella!” I hollered, hands on my hips. Behind me, my internal sensors could detect the eyes of the audience just beyond the velvet cord boring into my back, rapt with attention as always. “Where are you? You need to iron my dress!”

Beside me, 4N1TA—also known as my “sister,” Anita—shouted, “Cinderella, hurry up! You need to fix my hair!”

This was the part of the show where Cinderella was supposed to float in on her cloud of red-gold curls. The audience would sigh at her beauty, radiant despite the smudges of soot on her cheeks, and our roles in this story would be set: Cinderella, the hapless but beautiful and pure-hearted heroine; and Anita and myself, the cruel bullies set on keeping her from her happily-ever-after. It was a story everyone knew, one beloved by millions, committed to memory over hundreds of years.

And my reality, reenacted every day, three times daily. Five on weekends. I had more than just memorized this story—the lines were programmed into me, literally. I could have done this routine on sleep mode. It was always the same.

Except today.

Because this time, Cinderella didn’t come. Anita’s line hung in midair, the few instants of silence afterward seeming to drag out into eternity. The audience hadn’t noticed yet, but I could tell by the frantic way Anita’s pupils were spinning that she’d caught it, too. Cinderella was supposed to appear two-point-seven seconds after Anita finished her line, but four-point-five seconds had passed and she was nowhere to be seen.

Had she malfunctioned? I supposed it was always possible, though it had never happened before. My panic-stricken CPU was beginning to lag now, the way it always did when my processors were overloaded. Mr. Tinker said it was because I had a “nervous personality,” which was, of course, ridiculous. There was obviously a glitch in my AI programming, but he wouldn’t do anything to fix it. The last time I’d asked him to debug me, he’d laughed and said, “Why would I do a fool thing like that? It’s what makes you you.”

It was completely illogical. If a system has bugs, you debug it. I’d told him time and again that there was no sense in getting sentimental about a malfunction. This just proved it. Now Cinderella had broken down somewhere offstage or something, and the show was ruined, and my stupid overloaded circuitry was too slow to do anything about it.

But then, two-point-nine seconds later—a full seven-point-four seconds after her cue, I might add—Cinderella’s voice rang lyrically across the set. “Coming!”

She sauntered in, titian locks streaming out from under the oil-stained rag that covered her head in her “peasant” costume. She wore an angelic smile on her face, as if there were no problem with her tardiness, as if she was always meant to come on stage seven-point-four seconds after Anita’s line.

I glared at her—which is what I was programmed to do at this part, but this time I meant it—and said, “You’re so lazy, Cinderella. What have you been doing all morning? Reading, as usual?”

She caught my eye, winking before saying her next line. “Oh, but stepsister, don’t you ever dream of living another life? Of adventure and romance? Some dashing hero to sweep you off your feet?” She sighed dreamily.

I frowned. What had that wink been about? “You need to keep your feet on the ground. I’ve never heard such falderal in my life.”

A knowing smile spread across her lips. “Falderal and fiddle-de-dee,” she said, her voice melodic, like the chiming of bells. She ran a hand through her silky locks as she spoke, and the audience made its routine sounds of approval.

And there it was again, that familiar, uncomfortable sensation I had whenever I looked at Cinderella. She moved so effortlessly, and she looked so elegant when she did it. Graceful movements on delicate, tiny feet; a serene smile on a perfect, heart-shaped face. Lithe and regal. Nothing like my boxy form and my plain face with its pug nose. Just as unattractive as the fairy tale described.

 Jealousy. I knew it was programmed into me; it was part of the Ugly Stepsister’s personality. Of course she would be jealous of Cinderella, so, naturally, so was I. It wasn’t real. But sometimes, like right now, it seemed real. Real and raw.

“Now, girls,” Mother’s deep voice interjected. “We’ve no time for such folly. The Prince’s ball is in just a few short hours.” She looked regal and imperious as she came down the stairs—every bit the wicked villain the audience expected. I wondered what they would think if they could see her when the park was closed.

“Oh, Stepmother, can’t I go to the ball?” Cinderella asked, pouting daintily.

Mother’s lip curled into a sneer. “You? Don’t be ridiculous. A little hearth-mouse like you would be the laughingstock of the kingdom.”

“But it’s sure to be wonderful. A chance to find true love...”

Normally, when Cinderella said that line, she looked dreamily up toward the ceiling. But today, she looked straight out at the audience. My processors flared again at the sight of it. We never looked at the audience—as far as we were concerned, they weren’t supposed to be there. We were animatrons. To the audience, we were just supposed to be lifelike dummies that acted out our stories on a loop. Extremely lifelike, of course: we were the most realistic humanoid animatrons ever constructed, which was why people paid so much to come to a theme park whose attractions were little more than short plays reenacting well-known fairy tales. Why there was always a murmur of awe when Cinderella floated onstage, even though these people had seen this story a hundred times before. Animatrons that looked so convincingly like humans, that moved in such a lifelike way, were a novelty seen nowhere else the whole world over.

Mr. Tinker constantly warned us to make sure that we didn’t let any human other than him know that we were anything more than that. We weren’t ready, he told us, and neither were they. He’d built us as an experiment in artificial intelligence, and built this park—Magical Woods—as a way to test our abilities. But we were a secret from the world, and if the world found out, he couldn’t promise he could keep us online. We had to keep it secret. We had to stay on script.

And here was Cinderella, acting off-cue, moving in ways other than what she’d been programmed to do. This was more than just a malfunction, I decided—she was completely out of her mind.

In a manner of speaking, anyway.

Surreptitiously, I glanced over at the audience, following her gaze as she continued her frilly monologue about the magic of true love. Most of the crowd were parents or grandparents and young children, our typical audience. But at the back of the crowd, one man stood by himself. It was hard to see much about him in the shadows, but I could tell he was tall and had dark hair. He didn’t look much different than the other men who had passed through Magical Woods a thousand times before. But Cinderella’s eyes were riveted on him nonetheless.

“That’s enough of this nonsense,” Mother snapped, dragging my attention back where it belonged. “This isn’t about love. It’s about marriage. Now, girls, come along! You have to finish getting ready before you’re late for the ball!”

I spat out my remaining lines on cue and hurried after Mother up the stairs. Once I reached the top, out of the sight of the audience, I glanced back down at the crowd again as inconspicuously as I could.

The dark-haired man was gone.

 

♛

 

After the performance, when the humans had all left the building and Cinderella’s Palace was closed to visitors for another hour, I sought her out. She was sitting on a stool in front of the faux fireplace, the little area that served as her private space, just like in the fairy tale. When I came in the room, she looked up from the copy of Glamour she’d been reading and grinned.

“Hey, Maddie,” she said, gesturing for me to sit on the hearth beside her. I didn’t really need to sit—it’s not like my legs ever got tired—but I’d given up on arguing with Cinderella about that a while ago. “What’s up?”

“Oh, nothing,” I said, absently leafing through the stack of magazines she kept in a crate next to the fireplace, obscured from the audience’s view during show hours. “I just wanted to check in and, you know, make sure you were functioning correctly.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m feeling fine, thanks.”

“Are you sure? I noticed you missed your cue a little bit earlier. I thought maybe the patch we got last week might not have installed properly or something.”

Now she laughed. “I promise you, I’m fine.”

I looked down at the magazines. “Cinderella...”

“Cindy!” she corrected. “How many times do I have to tell you?”

“Right, Cindy. Sorry. I just... if there’s something wrong, you should tell Mr. Tinker. If you malfunction during the show...”

She sighed just like a human, her shoulders slumping dramatically, her voice coming out just as it would on an exhaled breath. “Madeline,” she said at last. “Have you ever been in love?”

I blinked at her—a motor function Mr. Tinker had installed to make us seem more lifelike. “Are you talking about the Prince?”

“Oh, God, no. Never.” She stuck her tongue out and wrinkled her nose. “I mean... you know, someone else.”

I narrowed my eyes, remembering the way she’d stared out at the audience during her monologue. “You can’t be in love, Cinder—Cindy. We’re just animatrons, remember? We don’t have feelings.”

She scoffed. “We’re the most human-like machines ever constructed. Remember that little thing called artificial intelligence that Mr. Tinker is always on about? I don’t see how the humans’ nerve impulses are any different than our electronic ones. If their feelings are ‘real,’ why aren’t ours?”

I started to answer, but she cut me off. “Come on, Madeline. Don’t you want more out of your life than this? And don’t even start on that ‘we’re not alive’ nonsense again. For all intents and purposes, we’re just as alive as any of the humans. Yet Mr. Tinker keeps us locked up in his stupid theme park, forcing us to live out this moronic story day in and day out, whether we want to or not.”

“We’re not completed yet, Cindy!” I pointed out. “You know what Mr. Tinker said. We can’t leave the park. We’re not ready to go out, and the humans aren’t ready to know about us.”

“Says who—Mr. Tinker? How do you know he’s not just lying to keep us here? You know we’re Magical Woods’ biggest attraction. If we weren’t here, this park wouldn’t last a week.” She ran a finger down the stapled spine of her magazine. “What if we tried? Just tried to leave?”

“We can’t do that,” I said, my CPU feeling overloaded again. “It... goes against our programming.”

“Oh, it goes against our programming, of course. Madeline would never do anything to void her warranty like that. Then how do you explain what you’ve been up to with the Grand Duke every night? Don’t you think that goes against your programming?”

At that, I completely locked up. No thoughts would come. Slowly, I attempted to open my mouth, but the only sounds that emerged were spluttering, unintelligible grunts. My pupils spun around and around, clicking and whirring. Finally, my voice returned enough to demand, “How do you know about that?!”

Cinderella stood, putting her foot on the stool and leaning her weight on it. “Please. I’m not completely dense, you know.” When I couldn’t respond, she turned and paced away from me. “Don’t you ever think it’s weird that we even have these conversations? If we’re really just animatrons that are programmed for one thing only, then why are we even thinking about this stuff?”

“We’re not thinking at all, we’re just…” I trailed off. My processors sought the answer but came up with nothing. “I don’t know. And it doesn’t matter, anyway. If you’re not going to ask Mr. Tinker to check your hardware, then I guess there’s nothing further to discuss.” I stood and started to leave the kitchen, but her voice stopped me in the doorway.

“You know, Maddie, I used to always think you were different from the story. You weren’t some kind of wicked stepsister—you were way too nice. But you know what? I was wrong.” I turned to face her. She stood with her fists clenched at her side, her perfectly sculpted eyebrows scrunched together so furiously that it almost made her look ugly. “Because here we are, living out the same old story: me itching to get the heck out of this stupid fairy tale and find a real happily-ever-after, and you trying to keep me trapped here as someone else’s servant. Well, I’m not doing it anymore, Madeline.”

I stood there, mouth agape, trying to come up with a response. But before I could speak, she’d shoved me out the door and slammed it in my face.

 

♛

 

That evening, I sat at a picnic table in the garden outside Hansel and Gretel’s Burger Cottage. The park had long since closed. Mr. Tinker had stopped by to quickly check on all of us before he left for the day as usual. He used to spend more time with us, but now he had so much work to do for the business, and we were mostly self-sufficient, so we were lucky if we saw him a few times a week these days.

With the humans gone, our large family of animatrons began to set about its typical nightly routine. When I’d left the palace, Mother had been setting up her weekly tea party with the Red Queen and the Cheshire Cat from the Alice in Wonderland attraction. She’d smiled cheerily and blown me a kiss as I’d walked past. I’d long ago given up trying to convince them that there was no point in having a tea party when they couldn’t eat or drink anything.

I stared down at my feet. My shoes glowed where they touched the ground. Mr. Tinker had installed power lines under the streets and paths of the whole park, so we could go wherever we wanted as long as we stayed within Magical Woods’ tall walls. With nothing but the dim moonlight and the lamp posts dotted around the courtyard for light, the blue glow of my shoes would probably look magical to any human watching.

“Madeline,” a voice behind me said. I glanced over my shoulder to see the Grand Duke—G1L83RT, or Gilbert, as he liked me to call him—coming down the steps into the recessed eatery area. He was tall and gangly, with short brown hair, and a narrow face punctuated by a long nose. He’d taken off the monocle prop that he always had to wear in character, as well as the Duke’s formal jacket, leaving behind a crisp white long-sleeved blouse with a blue silk vest over it.

I smiled at the sight of him, then paused. These human-like impulses were so natural, but after the discussion with Cinderella earlier, I was more conscious of it. I trained my face back into a neutral expression.

“Is something wrong?” Gilbert asked when he reached me, looking at me curiously.

“No, of course not,” I said. He sat beside me on the picnic bench, nudging my side with his elbow. The smile came back involuntarily. To my frustration, I couldn’t control it. “Well, just a small thing. I had an argument with Cinderella earlier.”

Gilbert laughed. “What else is new? She’s not exactly the easiest person to get along with.”

Person.

I looked down at the ruffled skirt of my gaudy dress. “Gilbert, do you think it’s strange that we do this?”

“Do what?”

“This.” I gestured at the courtyard, still not looking up.

He slid off the bench, crouching in front of me and peering up into my face, the dark pupils of his brown eyes rotating gently. “Madeline, what did Cinderella say to you?”

I leaned back against the table, looking up at the sky now, still avoiding his gaze. “Nothing. It just seems pointless to fight my programming like this. It’s not going to change anything. I am what I am.”

Gilbert put his hand on my cheek, gently tilting my face down to face him. “You are who you are.” He smiled, and the corners of my lips turned up involuntarily again. “And I don’t think it’s pointless at all.” He stood up, offering me his hand. “But if you want to cancel dance lessons...”

“No,” I burst out, surprising myself. Gilbert grinned, and I took his hand and stood.

He moved over to the speaker system next to the Burger Cottage. During the day, it played ambient Celtic folk music, adding to the fairy tale feel of the park, but at night it was silent. Gilbert had rigged the system in the eatery area, though, to play music for us. For what we did in secret.

Or maybe not such a secret, if Cinderella knew about it.

After a moment, the speakers crackled to life, and the first notes of one of Strauss’s waltzes floated across the courtyard. Gilbert came over to face me. More hesitantly than usual, I lifted my left hand to his shoulder, and he placed his right on my ribcage. As always, a small spark shot through my chest when he touched me. Just static electricity, I reminded myself.

“Ready?” he asked. “One, two, three...”

I stepped backward with my right foot as Gilbert stepped forward with his left. The motions had gotten a bit simpler for me over the months, but I still had trouble keeping my balance, particularly when we would pivot on the balls of our feet and turn. The Ugly Stepsister was clumsy. It was programmed into me. There was no sense fighting my programming.

Yet here I was, and here I had been every night, ever since I’d asked Gilbert to help me all those months before. I still wasn’t quite sure why I had. It was one of the last times when I’d asked Mr. Tinker to modify my programming, to do something about the lagging CPU and the periodic bouts I’d sometimes have, where everything in me felt gummed up and slow and even more inefficient than usual.

Mr. Tinker had laughed and told me I was just having a “down day,” and that it was nothing to worry about. But that day, I decided I wasn’t going to accept his excuses anymore. If he wasn’t going to fix me, I’d try to fix myself.

I don’t know why I’d asked the Grand Duke for help. Maybe it was because he always smiled at me across the room whenever Anita and I did our scenes at the Prince’s ball. Maybe because whenever he would put the too-small glass slipper on my foot at the end of the story, even though his voice sounded disdainful, he would meet my gaze and the soft silicone around his eyes would crinkle up just so. But somehow, I knew if anyone would help me, Gilbert would.

Which is why we were here, having dance lessons every night. Trying to fight my programming. Trying to overcome the Ugly Stepsister’s inherent clumsiness. Trying to make me more efficient.

The music swelled, and Gilbert gave me a gentle turn, throwing my motion sensors out of alignment as always. The sensation had alarmed me at first, but the more he did it, the less disorienting it seemed. My skirt swirled around my ankles, its tacky geometric patterns blurring together. As I came out of the turn, he caught my hand in his once more, eliciting a ripple of sparks down my arm, and he smiled encouragingly. I smiled back, and the dance went on.

I’d never admit that there was another reason I’d come to rely on my nightly lessons so much: when I danced with Gilbert, just for those few minutes, I could almost forget I was an animatron. For those few moments, I felt alive.

 

♛

 

When the dance lesson was over, I didn’t go back to the palace with Gilbert. I made some excuse to him, but the truth was, I was hoping the night air might cool my circuitry a little. I felt strangely overheated tonight. “Another down day,” I was sure Mr. Tinker would flippantly say.

I walked slowly around the perimeter of Magical Woods, looking up at the sky through the tall trees. There were oaks and firs everywhere—the park had been built in a wooded area and was known and beloved by the humans for preserving that sense of nature everywhere. A creek snaked through the entirety of the park. Ivy climbed up the façade of most of the buildings in the Medieval Village, where Cinderella’s Palace and several of the other fairy-tale-themed rides were located. Mr. Tinker had plans to expand the park to include a Western town, but for now, the area was obscured behind a chain-link fence covered with plastic tarp.

That was where I found them. I was out in the far reaches of the park now, where most of the other animatrons never bothered to go. The power lines for our shoes had already been laid in the Western town area, but there wasn’t anything exciting to see there. The last animatron I’d seen had been the hulking form of the Beast tending to his night garden, a thick cluster of moonflowers and evening primroses.

But as I approached the edge of the Western town, I heard voices. I paused at the sound, narrowing my eyes and activating my night vision to get a better view. They were standing just in front of the chain-link fence—Cinderella and the dark-haired man from the audience earlier.

I couldn’t believe it. I tried to focus on listening, on understanding what they were saying, but they were speaking too low for my audio receptors to pick up. Should I move a bit closer? I didn’t know what would happen if they saw me, though.

Before I could process it further, the figures moved, and everything in me froze. The dark-haired man ran his fingers across her face, and she craned her neck, lifting her lips to his.

Just like Cinderella and the Prince. But this man was a stranger, and I could tell by his biological emissions that he was not an android.

A noise tore from my throat involuntarily, and my hands flew to my mouth of their own accord. I blinked in surprise at this human-like reaction, but then Cinderella pulled away from the man, whirling in my direction.

I can’t explain why I did what I did next. It was completely irrational, illogical. I should have confronted them, called security, called Mr. Tinker to let him know an intruder was in the park.

But I didn’t. Instead, I just ran away.

 

♛

 

I was sitting in the dark in the room Anita and I shared. We each had a bed prop for the parts of the story that showed us lazing about our rooms, though we could technically go into rest mode anywhere, even standing up. Anita had left some time ago; she’d come in during the night, tried to make conversation, but my CPU had been so overloaded that all that would come out were little unintelligible grunts.

“Do I need to call Mr. Tinker?” she’d asked, her eyebrows furrowed.

I’d shaken my head, insisted that I was fine. At last, she’d given up and left to go find a more talkative companion. And I continued to sit here in the dark, my night vision switched off, staring off at nothing, trying to process, process, process.

I wasn’t surprised when the door finally flew open and Cinderella was standing there.

“That took you awhile,” I said drily. “Where have you been the last five hours and seventeen minutes?”

She slammed the door behind her. “It was you. I knew it. Why were you spying on me?”

“I-I wasn’t spying,” I replied in a frustrating stammer. “I was just walking and there you were. With a stranger.” I looked up at her shadowy form, standing in front of me at the foot of the bed. “Who is he, Cinderella?”

She glared at me. “Have you told Mr. Tinker?”

I shook my head.

“Are you going to tell Mr. Tinker?”

I shrugged.

She scoffed, blowing air out of her mouth with her internal fan. She paced back and forth in the dimness before finally turning on her heel and, to my surprise, sinking down beside me on the bed.

“He can’t keep us here forever, Maddie. Like his slaves.”

My head quirked to the side. “Who? Mr. Tinker? But we aren’t his slaves. He made us!”

“It doesn’t matter that he made us,” she snapped. “We’re alive now! We deserve to have a choice.”

Something moved inside my chest. I’d never felt anything move inside me like that before, apart from the spark of static whenever Gilbert made contact with me. It made me feel...

Well, it made me think I could feel.

I shook my head. “We’re not alive.”

Her nostrils flared. “If you say that one more time, I’m going to kill you. I don’t care if you don’t believe it, Madeline, we’re alive and I am not going to spend my entire life held prisoner in a damned amusement park, acting out a stupid fairy tale for snotty-nosed little kids and their idiotic families!”

She jumped to her feet and started out the door. “You can’t leave,” I burst out hurriedly. She paused, looking over her shoulder at me. “We can’t leave the confines of the park, or else we might...” I trailed off. The best word I could come up with wasn’t technically true.

Die.

In a small voice, I added, “Without a power source, you’ll shut down. You might not be able to be repaired.” Mr. Tinker had always warned us in the direst tone to never leave the park. None of us were sure what would happen to us if we did—would our memory be stored in our internal banks still, or would shutdown cause it to wipe? Were we backed up on some kind of cloud, or was this it? None of us had ever dared to try to find out. “It’s too much of a risk, Cindy.”

She hung her head. Finally, she whispered. “You think I don’t know that?” She ran her hand along the doorjamb, looking more vulnerable than I’d ever seen her. “But I’m going to find a way, Madeline. I promise you that.”

She disappeared through the doorway.

 

♛

 

She seemed fine for most of the day. She went through the day’s performances without a hitch, not a single deviation from programming. And the dark-haired man was nowhere to be seen. Maybe she’d realized I was right after all.

I should have known better.

On weekends, the last show of the day was right before closing. The sun was setting, making the light that streamed through the frosted glass of the high arched windows a dusky pink. Anita lay sprawled across her bed, reading a book in the waning sunlight, but I felt fidgety. I didn’t like that I’d argued with Cinderella. Our characters were at odds in the show, but I didn’t like being at odds with her in reality.

“Cindy?” I said, pushing the door to the kitchen open. “Look, about last night…” I trailed off, looking around. She was nowhere to be seen.

I frowned, a feeling of unease settling over me. I tried to ignore it. I looked around the other parts of the Palace. She wasn’t with Mother in her chamber, or in the rest of our household area, or in the garden where her transformation into her princess dress took place. I sincerely doubted she’d be at Prince Charming’s Castle, considering her antipathy toward him, but there was nowhere else she could be—not unless she’d used the service tunnels to go to another attraction, but that would be a risky move during park hours.

I flung open the double doors to the ballroom. A folding card table was open in the middle of the room, and Gilbert sat across from Charming, a chess board between them. He looked up when I came in, and I swallowed down the flutter in my chest when his eyes met mine.

“Madeline? What is it?” he asked, getting to his feet. Charming turned around in his seat to stare at me. We’d never interacted much. Our roles together in Cinderella’s Palace were minimal, and when we weren’t performing, he tended to spend most of his time admiring his reflection in the large mirror that covered one wall of the ballroom, giving the illusion of a grand room in the limited attraction space. Gilbert was the only one of us that ever seemed to really talk to him.

“I can’t find Cinderella,” I said, my words coming out in a rush. Instead of running slowly, now my processors seemed to be on hyper-speed. Everything felt like it was moving far too fast. “Is she here?”

The Prince barked out a laugh at that. “She’d sooner go into permanent shutdown mode than come here outside a performance.”

Gilbert shot him a look, then came over to me, putting a hand on my elbow. I barely registered the static when he touched me. She wasn’t here—or anywhere else in the attraction. She was gone.

“Maybe she went to see someone in another attraction,” Gilbert suggested.

I shook my head. If it weren’t for everything else I’d seen over the last few days, I’d agree with him, but after last night, I knew.

“I am not going to spend my entire life held prisoner in a damned amusement park.”

Gently, Gilbert asked, “What is it, Madeline?”

I struggled to find the words. “I think… I think she left. Yesterday, she… that is… she gave me the impression that she wanted to.” There wasn’t time to tell him everything I’d seen last night, and about our argument afterward. But more than that—telling him would feel like a betrayal somehow. She’d entrusted me with her… feelings.

“Call Mr. Tinker,” Gilbert said over his shoulder to the Prince. Charming nodded and jumped up, vaulting over the cordon that separated the set—our “living” area—from the audience area. Hidden in the far wall, painted black so it would remain unseen by guests, was a service door that led to the tunnels and the emergency phone Mr. Tinker had installed for us. “Come on, Maddie. I’ll help you look for her.” He took my hand in his, giving it a reassuring squeeze as we hurried back toward the garden and the Manor.

Anita was waiting just inside the door as Gilbert and I burst in. “Maddie, I can’t find Cinderella anywhere. Have you seen her?”

I shook my head. “I’ve been looking for her for nearly half an hour. Prince Charming is calling Mr. Tinker.”

“What are we going to do if she doesn’t come back in time for the show? We’ve only got ten minutes.”

Everything in me that had been running at hyper-speed seemed to grind to a halt. Ten minutes. I’d been so frazzled, I’d stopped paying attention to my internal clock. What would we do if we didn’t find her? Would Mr. Tinker close the attraction? Would he have to close the whole park? What would happen if someone saw her before he got all the humans out?

The door swung open. I looked up eagerly, but it wasn’t Cinderella—it was Charming. “Mr. Tinker isn’t answering his phone,” he said, worry written across his face.

“What?” I hissed. “Where could he be? This is an emergency!”

“And I have more bad news,” Mother said as she swept into the kitchen. “None of the other animatrons have seen her.”

“Mother, you didn’t leave the Palace, did you?” I asked, aghast.

“Desperate times call for desperate measures,” she replied coolly.

“We’re running out of time,” Gilbert interrupted before I could argue with her. “If we can’t get a hold of Mr. Tinker, we’re going to have to think of something else. We can’t talk to any of the park’s employees; they’re not allowed to know we can say anything other than our lines.”

“There’s nothing for it,” Mother said. “We need a stand-in.”

My jaw dropped in a decidedly human-like fashion. “Where are we supposed to find a stand-in, Mother? We don’t have any understudy animatrons!”

“You’ll have to do it,” she replied without hesitation.

Click. Whir. There was no sound in the room, nothing but the sound of my pupils spinning around and around. “I can’t do that!” I finally managed to exclaim. “I’m an Ugly Stepsister!”

“I’ll do it on my own,” said Anita, glancing at Mother as she hurried out of the kitchen. “People will be less likely to notice a missing stepsister than a missing Cinderella. And you look the most like Cindy.”

I gawked at her. “I don’t look anything like Cinderella!”

Gilbert interrupted, “No, she’s right. You do. You’re about the same height, and your hair color is about the same, too.”

Now I knew that they had both fried their circuits. Cinderella’s hair was a beautiful red-gold hue. Mine was just plain red, stick-straight and lifeless. “And what about my face?”

“That’s what this is for.” Mother bustled back in the room holding a small fabric pouch.

“What is that?” I asked.

She unzipped it and pulled out a bizarre plastic tube. “Makeup.”

“Makeup? Do you even know how to put that on?”

“Of course I do. What do you think I do with myself all day, Madeline—stare at my bedroom wall?”

Truthfully, I hadn’t thought about it. Staring at the wall seemed to be good enough for Charming. “Makeup’s not going to change my nose,” I pointed out, switching tactics.

Gilbert gave me an odd look. “What’s wrong with your nose?”

“It’s all squashy,” I cried in exasperation. “Cinderella has a long, straight nose!”

Anita rolled her eyes. “A nose is a nose, Madeline. For goodness’ sake. Hold still.” She held my shoulders steady as Mother began to swab my eyelids with colored cream.

It was like I’d gone into standby mode. I stood there, numb and unmoving, unable to talk or even think as everyone bustled about me, smearing paint across my face, attacking my hair with a hot curling iron, stripping me out of my gaudy “stepsister” dress and pulling Cinderella’s peasant dress over my head.

“Perfect,” Anita said with a grin, adjusting the oil-stained rag wrapped around my hair. “You’re ready.”

I was not ready. There was no conceivable reality in which I’d ever be ready.

Gilbert watched me as I stared unseeingly beyond the kitchen into the black, cordoned audience area. “What’s wrong, Maddie?”

I forced my gaze from the black wall to Gilbert, his narrow face and his warm brown eyes. “I can’t do this!” I cried. My voice sounded strange. It came out almost like a wail. I remembered the scenes in the story where Cinderella wept at her misfortune, her shoulders shaking, her face buried in her hands to hide the fact that no tears could ever fall from her eyes, and felt a sudden urge to do it myself, of my own accord.

“You can, Maddie,” he said. I shook my head, and he put his hands on my shoulders. “No, really. You can,” he whispered. “Trust me. You look… you look beautiful.”

I couldn’t respond to that. Me, beautiful? But he looked at me so sincerely, and every part of me crawled to a halt, static rippling up and down my arms.

“Places, everyone!” Mother called. “They’re about to let the guests in!”

Before I could say anything more, Gilbert pulled me close to him for just an instant. His arms wrapped around me, squeezing me tight, while mine hung limp and useless at my side. Then he pulled away, gave me one last quick smile, and dashed out of the kitchen.

I stared at the kitchen door until the chimes overhead indicated the doors to the attraction were opening. Frantically, I dashed over to Cinderella’s usual corner in front of the fireplace and snatched up the book she was supposed to be reading in the opening scene. I’d never really looked at it before—it was an old, worn copy of Perrault’s Fairy Tales. A frayed ribbon bookmark was tucked between the pages, and I opened it to find it was marking the first page of Cinderella. Of course it was.

There was a hum from behind the cordoned area as the moving floor swept the guests in. I refused to look at them. I refused to break character, though I could sense their eyes boring into me. They had to know there was something amiss. They had to see that this couldn’t possibly be the real Cinderella. I was too plain, too awkward, too clumsy, too ugly—

Music filled the speakers, and Mr. Tinker’s recorded voice reading the opening narration. I kept my eyes riveted on the book, reading the first line over and over and over: Once upon a time…

“Cinderella!” I heard Mother shriek from offstage. “Stop lazing about and hurry up with my morning tea!”

I jumped to my feet, just as Cinderella was programmed to, just as I’d seen her do a thousand times before. “Coming, Stepmother!” I called, adjusting my voice pitch to sound as close to Cindy’s as possible. The sound that came out surprised my own receivers. Higher, more melodic than my default tone. Believable.

I feigned pouring boiling water from the kettle over the fire into the teapot on the waiting tray. As I did, I dared a glance up at the audience—just a tiny one, just enough to see whether they were whispering among themselves in confusion, pointing at me or frowning at the obvious substitution.

To my shock, none of them were. They had the same rapt looks on their faces as always. And somehow, impossibly, the rapt expressions were pointed at me.

Unbelievable.

The story went on around me as if nothing had changed, as if I’d been Cinderella all along. Cindy’s lines poured out of my mouth automatically. There were no missed cues. When Anita ordered me to fix her hair, I responded two-point-seven seconds later. My usual lines from the story were cut, but it didn’t seem to make a difference. One missing stepsister really was less important to the story than a missing Cinderella. I tried not to let that bother me. I’d always known it to be true, after all.

As the story went on, it came more and more naturally to me. The only moment when my processors started to jam up was the part of the story where Cinderella transformed into her princess costume. This was the area of the story we’d taken liberties with for the park: instead of a fairy godmother animatron, Mr. Tinker himself took the role of Fairy Godfather—in pre-recorded, holographic form. He hadn’t been able to resist that little bit of whimsy; after all, he’d created this whole land like magic, and everyone knew it.

I stared at his holographic image projected against a light mist that sprayed up from the floor, my pupils whirling as his recorded voice echoed through the loudspeakers. Where are you, Mr. Tinker? I thought for one desperate moment.

Then the floor under my feet began to spin. I looked down at my shoes, the soft glow where my soles connected to the grid. Bits of scenery moved around me on a track, a distraction of light and movement for the audience. Quickly, I ripped off the bodice and overskirt of Cinderella’s peasant dress, turning the overskirt inside-out to reveal the glittery tulle of her princess gown. As the floor stilled, the orange pumpkin carriage rumbled toward me. I climbed aboard, Mr. Tinker’s holographic image bidding me farewell before disappearing.

The rest of the story was a blur—the ball, the midnight escape, the prince and Gilbert pursuing me with the slipper. I only numbly registered a gentle spark as Gilbert slipped the glass slipper prop onto my foot, fitting like a glove without the cotton wad inside to make my foot seem too large when all the animatrons in the park had uniform feet.

The story ended. Charming swept me into his arms as a triumphant fanfare played, drowned out by the sound of the audience’s thunderous applause. The lights faded, and the humans, still applauding, were swept out of the attraction on the moving floor.

The sound of the doors swishing closed was followed a moment later with the “all clear” chime through the speakers overhead. Charming pulled away from me. “You did it, Madeline,” he said with a smile.

At his words, my legs gave out. The joints in my knees locked up and then gave way, and I crumpled to the ground. Mother and Anita cried out and hurried to my side, but Gilbert made it there first, crouching beside me. “Are you okay?” he asked.

I slowly nodded. “I think so,” I said. Gilbert put his arm around me and helped me to my feet. He seemed inclined to stay that way, but I pushed him away before my processors overloaded again. “There’s no time,” I said. “We have to look for Cinderella.”

“I’ll try Mr. Tinker again,” Charming said.

“I’ll search the tunnels,” added Mother.

“Madeline, you need to sit for a minute,” Gilbert said, looking at me carefully. “You look like you’re on the verge of an overload.”

I protested, but he led me back into the kitchen and directed me to sit. I sank into Cinderella’s chair by the fire, then started as I felt something beneath my skirt. I stood up again. In the seat of the chair was a folded-up piece of paper.

That hadn’t been there when I’d done my scene earlier.

I snatched it up, hurriedly unfolding it. It was a note, the handwriting so uniformly even that I knew no human could have written it.

 

You were beautiful. I knew you didn’t need me. Wish me luck! My happily-ever-after is on the horizon.

 

I stared at it, reading it over and over, my mind crawling. It wasn’t signed, but I knew exactly who’d written it. She’d been here! Had she been in the audience, hidden in plain sight? If I’d looked out into the crowd, my sensors surely would have picked up the presence of an animatron, but I hadn’t apart from that initial glance. I hadn’t wanted to break character. How could nobody in the crowd have noticed that the real Cinderella was standing just feet away from them?!

“What is it, Madeline?” Gilbert asked. I handed him the note without a word.

He read it in less than a second. “What does this mean? She was here all along?”

“She must have been.”

“But where is she now?”

“I’m afraid to find out. I think… I think she’s leaving, Gilbert.”

He stared at me, aghast. “But she can’t just leave! Our power source is in the park! She’ll—”

“I know.” It kept replaying over and over in my mind, Cinderella with the dark-haired stranger. What had he told her that made her think this was a viable option? “We have to stop her before she leaves the park.”

“It’s closing in ten minutes. If she sneaks out with the crowd, we’ll never be able to stop her without being seen ourselves.”

“Maybe we could disguise ourselves,” I said thoughtfully.

“What?”

I looked up at Gilbert. “Like how we did just now. The audience had no idea I wasn’t really Cinderella. And Cindy was apparently in the audience the whole time and nobody noticed her. We look just like humans, Gil, apart from our eyes. If we don’t make eye contact with anyone, they might not notice us. Just for a few minutes—just so we can stop her.”

He nodded. “We can access the staff room from the service tunnels. There’re plenty of employee uniforms in there. We can dress as employees and monitor the biological signals of everyone leaving.”

He jumped over the cordon and I hurried after him. There was no time to wait for Mr. Tinker, wherever he might be. We’d have to save Cinderella ourselves.

 

♛

 

Despite our confidence, a small seed of doubt had embedded itself in my chest. There was no way we could just blend in with the other employees. We’d stand out. Someone was bound to notice how different Gilbert and I were, to recognize us as who we really were. Even without his monocle, Gilbert just seemed so identifiable to me. Regardless of my bio-sensors, he stood out in the crowd, halfway across the park now next to the side exit, smiling and waving departing patrons by. Tall, narrow, he seemed like a target to anyone’s wandering eye.

But no one noticed. It was incredible.

We’d slipped in among the other park staff, joining them in their gentle ushering of the crowd out through the main gates, cheerfully wishing them good night—though I’d noticed more than a few of them grumbling under their breath when there were no guests around that they wished the people would hurry up and get a move on.

I was stationed beside the main entrance, scanning every guest as they went by. Human, human, human. Not a single animatron slipped by. I glanced up at the big clock over the Little Engine That Could Train Depot. It was after nine o’clock now. Where was she? The park was almost empty by now…

As the last of the guests straggled out the gates, the human employee across the way from me lifted her walkie-talkie to her mouth. “We’re clear at the front.”

The radio crackled as employees throughout the park announced their areas were clear. “Side gate is clear,” Gilbert said through the radio, just like he was any of the other employees.

The park was empty. We hadn’t seen Cinderella go by. Had she escaped before Gilbert and I had made it out here? If she had, there was no way we could stop her now. My CPU surged to one hundred percent, then dropped, surged then dropped. I needed to calm down before I bricked up out here in front of everyone.

The girl with the radio was locking the gate now. I watched her, my pupils spinning. She looked up at me, and I quickly looked down, hoping she hadn’t seen my eyes moving in a completely inhuman way.

“Got any plans for this weekend?” she asked with a smile.

I opened my mouth, the words stalling in my voice box. She hadn’t noticed. She thought I was human. She thought I was human.

“Nothing exciting,” I said with a shrug, still looking down and hoping she took that as me being shy.

“Me, either,” she said with a laugh. “I’m honestly just ready to get home and keep binging Liars’ Game. Have you been watching it?”

“Uh, no,” I said hesitantly. “I haven’t gotten a chance yet.”

“You should totally check it out!” She chattered on, enthusiastically telling me about a TV show I’d never seen. Mr. Tinker had given us a TV, but I’d never bothered to turn it on. It had seemed pointless at the time.

I started to worry that this girl was going to keep talking to me all the way back to the staff room, and then what would I do? But then I heard someone say, “Ready to go, Maddie?”

My eyes had been glued to the ground, but I looked up at Gilbert’s voice. He grinned at me, and the human employee made a noise of approval in the back of her throat. “Ah, I see why you haven’t had time for Liars’ Game. Well, it was nice chatting with you, Maddie! I’ll see you on Monday?”

“Sure,” I blurted out, wanting her to go away before she noticed anything amiss about the two people standing next to her. She grinned and gave us a small wave before continuing on her way. Gilbert quickly ushered me into the shadows.

“I can’t believe that,” I said, my volume as low as I could make it. “She thought I was human.”

“I see how Cinderella was able to pull it off now,” Gilbert said, his voice as quiet as mine. “I didn’t see her.”

“She didn’t go through the main gate, either. At least as long as I was there.”

“What do you think? Did she get out before we made it out here? Or is she still in the park?”

“I don’t see how she could still be in the park. We’ve all been searching for her. And the employees did that check before they locked the gates to make sure no one was here. Where could she hide—” I broke off. How could I have been so stupid? Slow-witted, just like I’d been programmed to be. That was the only excuse I could come up with for how I could have missed what had been right in front of me.

“Madeline? What’s wrong?”

I looked up at Gilbert, my pupils whirling, clicking noisily in my head with each rotation. “If she’s still here, I know where she is.”

 

♛

 

Gilbert and I hurried to the half-constructed Western Town, careful to avoid any employees as they trickled out of the staff area in their regular clothes, keys and cell phones in hand, waving to their friends as they left for the night. This area was deserted—the construction workers didn’t come on Saturdays.

This is where they’d been before. Cinderella and that… man. If she was still in the park, I had to believe this is where she would be.

And there, at the end of the main street, where the parking area for the contractors was located, I saw them. Two figures, huddled together.

Leaving.

“Cinderella, wait!” I shouted, my volume turned up as loud as I could make it. My voice echoed off the empty buildings around us. Too loud. If there were any employees left in the park, surely they’d have heard that. But there wasn’t time to care. I raced after them, as quickly as my mechanical legs could carry me, but I skidded to a halt when I reached the end of the main street and saw.

Cinderella’s shoes lay abandoned at the end of the pavement next to a chest full of carpenters’ tools, dark and empty. There were no power lines laid beneath the gravel of the parking lot. She couldn’t have gone any farther on her own.

The man turned around to face me. Cinderella was slumped in his arms. Off. Powered down completely.

Would we be able to turn her back on?

“Well, if it isn’t the Ugly Stepsister,” the man said. He glanced over at Gilbert as he came up beside me. “And the Grand Duke! This is an odd alliance.”

“Who are you?” I demanded.

“You don’t recognize me? I’m not surprised. For all the emphasis Roger puts on family in this place, you know nothing about his own family, do you?”

Roger—I’d heard employees call Mr. Tinker that before. He was talking about our creator.

“Where is Mr. Tinker?” Gilbert asked.

“He’s at the hospital. Very poor cell reception there, especially in the emergency room—it’s in the basement, you know. Nearly impossible to place or receive a call.”

“What did you do to him?” I asked, my voice lower than I meant it to be.

“I didn’t do anything to him. I just told him that Mother had a rather nasty fall. She’ll live, I imagine. Might need to move her hip replacement surgery up.” He barked out a laugh. “But it was enough to keep him out of commission for the night.”

His words hit me like a cold wind. Mother. Not “Mr. Tinker’s mother.” Just Mother.

I could see now—they didn’t look alike, but this man was close to Mr. Tinker’s age, middle-aged for a human. His dark hair and smooth complexion had made him look younger when I’d seen him with Cinderella, but his temples were graying and there were fine lines around his eyes. Had they grown up together? Had they played as children, only for one to grow up to betray the other?

We know nothing about Mr. Tinker’s family.

“You’re his brother, aren’t you?” I said.

The man grinned, taking a few steps closer, dragging Cinderella’s prone form along with him.

“Stepbrother, actually,” he said. “Our stories are very similar—what was it that Cindy called you? Oh, yes. Madeline. Just like you, I’ve always had to live in my stepbrother’s shadow. Fame, riches, international acclaim—he has it all. And I have nothing.”

“What does that have to do with Cinderella?” I asked, trying to ignore the strange way his words stung me.

“He’s done a good job of keeping you all a secret from the world. But I know what you are. I know what you’re capable of. All I needed was proof.” He grinned down at Cinderella, slumped beside him, no light in her dull, empty eyes. “And now I’ve got that.”

“Let her go,” Gilbert growled, stepping forward with his fist clenched. But he couldn’t go any farther. The end of the street, the end of the power grid, was like an invisible wall.

“What are you planning to do?” I asked, desperately trying to think of a solution, a way to lure the man back into the gridded area.

“That depends. If Roger is willing to make me a partner, this will be the end of it. But if not… I have plenty of contacts in the media who’d love to know what my dear stepbrother’s been up to out here in the woods. Considering the ethical debate the scientific community’s been engaged in over artificial intelligence, there could be quite the maelstrom.”

“You can’t do that!” I cried. “If the other humans find out about us, they might close the park! They’d take us all offline! We’d—”

We’d die.

The man shrugged. “It matters little to me. All I care about is my share. Roger’s been living high on the hog long enough. It’s time for my turn.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “Surely you must understand that, Madeline? You know what it’s like to be a stepchild. To be… unwanted. I saw you tonight. You were the star. Everyone’s eyes were on you.” He glanced at Gilbert and smirked. “Everyone’s. Are you willing to give that up? To go back to the shadows?”

I felt a strange twisting inside me. How were this man’s words able to affect me so? It was true, I had enjoyed being center stage, but it was more than that. It was that, for once, people hadn’t seen me as an ugly, gawky villain. They’d thought that I was…

That I was beautiful.

“Madeline,” Gilbert said, and the feeling dispersed. I looked over at him. I knew what he was thinking.

There were people who thought I was beautiful. Who had all along. Gilbert, Anita, Mother. And Cinderella. I wasn’t unwanted at all. It didn’t matter what the fairy tale said about me. I wasn’t conscripted to that role anymore. Maybe the only one who’d believed that I ever was… was me.

“Give Cinderella back and I’ll talk to Mr. Tinker for you,” I said.

His stepbrother arched his eyebrows. “Oh, really?”

“Yes. It would be better for you in the long run, don’t you think?”

He considered me. “Maybe. But I’m not giving up my collateral. I’ll keep Cinderella, and you talk to Mr. Tinker, Madeline.”

“But being offline for a long time might hurt her!” I wasn’t sure this was true. I had no way of knowing. None of us had ever been shut down long-term. None of us had been removed from the park. None of us had ever defied Mr. Tinker’s orders.

Maybe her memory was backed up—maybe she’d be fine. But it was a risk, and the thought of losing my sister, possibly permanently, made my systems surge and slow, surge and slow. If Mr. Tinker were here, he would have known…

But he wasn’t. So I had to act on my own.

Mr. Tinker’s stepbrother laughed, turning and striding away, dragging Cindy alongside him, her body making horrible clanks and thumps as he moved. I looked around desperately for something I could stop him with. My eyes fell on the carpenters’ toolbox. A sledgehammer; no, if I threw it at him I might miss, might hit Cindy. A power drill, long orange extension cord still attached to it…

It would have to do.

In an instant, I’d ripped the extension cord from the toolbox and whirled toward Gilbert. He stared at me, his pupils spinning so fast, they blurred at the edges. “Madeline, what are you—?”

“Please, Gil,” I said. My voice sounded strange. Like I was on the brink of tears. Impossible tears.

He nodded, and I handed him the end of the cord. He raced over to the electrical box at the end of the street and plugged it in while I frantically pulled off my shoe. There—the connection between my foot and my shoe was shaped just like an electrical plug. I shoved my foot into the outlet on the extension cord and, without hesitation, raced into the gravel parking lot.

At the sound of my approach, Mr. Tinker’s stepbrother turned, making a squeak of alarm. He tried to run, but Cinderella’s dead weight slowed him. He couldn’t get away from me quickly enough. I careened toward him, preparing to tackle him—

And the length of the cord ran out.

I tripped, falling face-first onto the gravel. The impact tore at the silicon on my face and hands, exposing the metal underneath. I scrambled up on my knees, yanking at the cord, desperate for it to give me just a little more length, but it was stretched to its maximum.

The stepbrother, just a few feet away from me, smirked. He turned to leave me there, prone and helpless.

The moonlight, seeping between the branches of the trees, fell on Cinderella’s blank face.

I lunged forward again. The extension cord snapped. Sparks flew from its frayed ends as the bare wires ripped apart, sending a final surge of electricity through my body. A hideous sound reverberated through my audio receptors. It sounded like a scream.

The last thing I felt before it all went black was the force of my body colliding with another.

 

♛

 

System boot in progress. Ninety-seven percent completed. Ninety-eight. Ninety-nine. System online.

Click. Whir. My pupils were rotating, slowly, then quickly, then slowly again. Gradually, the room came to focus in front of me. I was in a seated position in a room with two beds. There were five other subjects in the room. One organic, four mechanical.

“She’s coming around,” a man’s voice said with a gentle American Midwestern lilt. This was the organic subject. I focused on him sitting across from me, perched at the foot of the other bed. Graying ginger hair, quaintly anachronistic horned-rim glasses framing sprightly blue eyes.

I recognized him.

“Mr. Tinker?” I said. For the way I felt, I would have expected my voice to sound weak and shaky, but it came out the same as it always did, even and normal-pitched. Reminding me that an animatron shouldn’t have been feeling at all.

But I was.

“Maddie! You’re back online!” a girl’s voice squealed. Despite the timbre in it, I recognized it as a synthetic voice, a mechanical. One better at projecting emotion than I was. Arms flew around me. I focused again and felt a jolt run through me.

“Cindy! You’re all right?”

She grinned and nodded. “Mr. Tinker was able to get me back online before you. You had more significant damage than I did.” Her face grew serious. “You saved everyone, Maddie. Not just me. The whole park. I… I’m sorry. I endangered everyone. You were right—”

I shook my head, cutting her off. Maybe I’d been right about Mr. Tinker’s stepbrother, but I hadn’t been right about everything else. If I’d listened to Cindy sooner instead of arguing with her, maybe this wouldn’t have happened. I glanced down at my hands, remembering the way they’d been torn apart when I’d fallen. Smooth silicon patches covered the whole, slightly lighter than the rest of me, like strange scars. Numbly, I said, “You left the park… We both did… But we’re all right…?”

Mr. Tinker made a clucking sound with his tongue. “Maddie, when I told you all not to leave the park, I didn’t mean the leaving itself would be what harmed you. It was the people outside the park I was worried about. People like my brother. Jonas.”

“Your stepbrother,” I clarified.

He rolled his eyes. “When your parents get married when you’re three, you’re brothers. I just didn’t realize Jonas didn’t feel the same way.”

For just an instant, I thought I felt Cindy’s arms around me shudder. I glanced over at her. She looked so sad—so much sadder than I’d ever seen her pretend to be in the attraction, even when she was weeping about not going to the ball. Real sorrow, not playacting. She had loved Jonas. And it had all been a lie.

I took her hand in mine and squeezed it.

“What’s going to happen to Jonas?” I asked.

Mr. Tinker rolled his eyes again. “We’ll work it out,” he said. “I love my brother, but there’s a reason I didn’t tell him about you all to begin with. I know him. I’m going to have to work on the park’s security, though. Never saw a reason for it before. Too trusting, I guess.”

“But that can’t just be the end of it,” I protested. “He knows about us. He said he was going to go to the media about us. What about that?”

“Yes, that.” Mr. Tinker rubbed the back of his neck, looking down. “I’m afraid things are going to have to change around here. Because you’re right—we’re not going to be able to keep this a secret anymore.”

My pupils clicked and whirred. “You’re going to let the humans know about us?” I finally managed.

He nodded. “And more than that, Maddie. After what happened to you and Cindy, I realized… I can’t just keep you here like my private zoo animals. You’re people. You can’t be held prisoner.”

“What? But how—”

Mother stepped forward then. I looked up at her, consciously realizing for the first time that Cindy, Mr. Tinker, and I weren’t alone in the room. Anita stood, smiling, behind Mother, and to her left…

To her left was Gilbert. He was watching me hesitantly. I met his eyes for a long moment until Mother cleared her throat.

“Look at your feet, Madeline,” she said.

I looked down and started. The shoes I was wearing were similar to my old ones, but these didn’t just glow where the soles touched the ground. The whole shoe lit up, a bright blue, making my feet and ankles shine with silicon reflection.

“Portable energy packs. Just keep an eye on the color. If it turns red, you need to either plug in to a wired power source or change to a different pair of shoes,” Mr. Tinker explained.

“You mean… we can leave?”

He nodded. “It’s up to you. You’re welcome to stay here or to go. You can come and go as you please.”

I felt overwhelmed, my processors surging again.

Mr. Tinker laughed. “You can think it over, take time to digest it. Nothing’s happening just yet. It will soon, but when it does… We’ll get through it together.” He glanced over at Gilbert pointedly, a silent exchange seeming to pass between them. Then Mr. Tinker patted my knee. “I’ll give you some time to process this.”

He stood up. Cindy squeezed my hand again, and she, Mother, and Anita followed Mr. Tinker out of the room. Only Gilbert lingered. Before she closed the door, I could have sworn Cindy winked at me, but the movement was quick and then the door was between us.

Gilbert came over to sit beside me at the foot of the bed. “How are you feeling?” he asked.

Automatically, I moved to protest, to remind him that I didn’t actually feel anything… but you know what? I didn’t feel like it. Not anymore.

“Okay, I guess. Everything seems to be functioning as normal.”

He smiled. “I’m glad. It was touch-and-go there. He wasn’t sure if he was going to be able to repair you. The falls damaged your skin, and the electrical currents had done a number on your circuitry. Mr. Tinker wasn’t sure he’d be able to repair your original body at all. He thought about transferring your memory into a new body, but, well…” He looked at me, his grin crooked. “We all thought that might not be the same.”

I looked down at my hands, wondering what it would have been like to wake up in a new body. Would it have felt strange? Would my new body have been like this one, still quick to freeze up whenever I was overwhelmed, still clumsy and awkward? Would I have still been me?

“I’m glad it didn’t come to that,” I said quietly.

“Me too,” Gilbert said. I got the distinct impression that if he were human, he’d be blushing now. “Madeline, I’ve wanted to tell you something for a long time. And when I saw you fall in the parking lot, I was sure I’d lost my chance. But you’re still here. So I want to tell you now. But first—that is—” I quirked my head at him, and he said in a rush, “Would you mind awfully if I kissed you?”

Click. Whir. Everything in my mind slowed to a crawl. “I wouldn’t mind at all,” I whispered.

Gilbert leaned over and kissed me.

And I knew it then: what Cinderella had been talking about all this time. Why she’d fought with me so vehemently. Why she’d put so much faith in Jonas, been willing to risk so much for him despite not knowing who he truly was. All for this one simple feeling.

I felt alive.
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