
  
    [image: Charm]
  


  
    
      CHARM

      A CINDERELLA RETELLING

    

    
      
        J A ARMITAGE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Enchanted Quill Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        1. The Funeral

      

      
        2. The Makeover

      

      
        3. The Lessons

      

      
        4. Cynder

      

      
        5. The Ball

      

      
        6. The Men

      

      
        7. The Explosion

      

      
        8. The Aftermath

      

      
        9. The First Date

      

      
        10. The Interview

      

      
        11. The Second and Third Dates

      

      
        12. The Secret

      

      
        13. Cynder Again

      

      
        14. Prince Luca

      

      
        15. The Choice

      

      
        16. The Wedding Plans and the Newspaper

      

      
        17. The Betrayal

      

      
        18. Xavier

      

      
        19. The Proposal

      

      
        20. The Elimination

      

      
        21. The Truth

      

      
        22. The Royal Visit

      

      
        23. The Last Date

      

      
        24. A Secret Uncovered

      

      
        25. The Shock of the Truth

      

      
        26. Daniel

      

      
        27. Before the Wedding

      

      
        28. The Wedding

      

      
        29. Chaos

      

      
        30. After

      

    

    
      
        If you enjoyed Charm…

      

      
        The Coronation

      

      
        About J.A. Armitage

      

      
        Also by J.A. Armitage

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by J A Armitage

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      Please contact the publisher Info@enchantedquillpress.com for translation and audio rights

      www.enchantedquillpress.com

      Editing by Enchanted Quill Press

      Cover by Enchanted Quill Press

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THE FUNERAL

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The sun shone brightly in a way it had no right to do. Not on a day like this. Today should have been a day for clouds, for rain, for anything but the promise of summer. A summer that Grace would never see. I realized that this was my first time on the royal balcony as I gazed out over the crowd, a sea of people swathed in black and united in grief. I could even hear them all the way up here. Wails of anguish and tears of sorrow over the untimely death of Her Royal Highness, Princess Grace.

      I had no such tears. It just wasn’t protocol. I had been schooled to stand, wave, present a face of stoic composure, not to show the desperate abyss inside me that the death of my elder sister had left.

      To my right, I could hear Elise sobbing quietly. She knew the protocol as well as I, and yet she was breaking it in the most public way possible. My younger sister was a favorite amongst the people as well as with our parents, and I knew that she would get away with it in a way I wouldn’t. Not anymore, at least.

      Someone somewhere played a somber tune on a brass instrument. It sounded a little like our national anthem, but slower somehow as if the trumpet itself couldn’t quite understand how a healthy twenty-one-year-old girl could suddenly drop dead for no apparent reason. When it happened two weeks ago, rumors abounded that it was poisoning. That somehow one of our enemies, someone from a neighboring country with a grudge, had infiltrated the kitchens and slipped something into her food. I’d even heard gossip that it might have been one of the Magi.

      When the doctors did the autopsy, they found it was much more mundane than that. An undiagnosed heart problem. She’d probably had it from birth. Not that it was much in the way of consolation. She was still dead. Thriving one minute, cold on the floor the next.

      She would have loved it up here, the adoring crowds, seeing how much she was loved. The royal balcony was only used for special occasions when the public would flock to the driveway below just to get a glimpse of us at weddings and coronations and, of course, funerals.

      In my whole life, I’d only ever been to one of those, and that was today. The next one was to have been Grace’s wedding in six months’ time, but, of course, that wasn’t going to happen now.

      I looked over at the crowd, all of them in black, united in grief. Even the Magi had worn the color of mourning, forgoing their usual purple attire as a mark of respect. Either that or no Magi had shown up. It was hard to tell.

      Yes, Grace would have been in her element up here. I just felt uncomfortable and itchy in the long black dress that had been chosen for me to wear.

      The noise gave me a headache, and if I didn’t get away from the people soon, I was going to burst into tears, protocol or not.

      Thankfully, when the sad tune had finished, my father, King Aaron, decided enough was enough, and we were finally allowed to head back through the large doors into the formal sitting room in the palace where we could grieve in peace.

      All I wanted to do was head to my room, throw myself on my bed, and cry for a week. And that was exactly what I was planning to do when my mother and father collared me.

      I watched as the servants and Elise left, so it was just the three of us in the large ornate sitting room usually reserved for formal meetings of state and times when we let the press into the palace. Today was not one of those days. The press had all been confined to a pen near the front doors and had to be content with filming us on the balcony. They would have to wait another day to let the public get another glimpse of this golden room with its high ceilings and crystal chandelier that threw rainbows around the room when the light was just right.

      My mother sat next to my father on one of the golden upholstered sofas. This was their usual position when they were interviewed by someone in the media. The view I had of them now, was the same one the public always saw. I took the chair opposite, the one that the carefully selected reporter usually took, and yet, despite our positioning, I felt that it was me in the spotlight.

      While I spoke to my mother frequently, an audience with my father was much rarer, and something told me that whatever it was they wanted, it wouldn’t be good. The solemn look on their faces confirmed my suspicions. Although, having buried their first child only today, perhaps I was being too hasty with my assumptions. Didn’t they have every right to look solemn?

      “We need to talk to you about the ball,” my mother began.

      She was sitting with a perfectly straight back with her hands in her lap, the way she had been taught and the way Grace would have done. Grace was the epitome of the word princess. I slouched.

      The ball my mother was referring to was really Grace’s coming out party. Or it had started that way. A way to officially introduce her role as princess of the people. After which, she was to take a more active role in the running of the country. As we were on the verge of war with more than one country, not to mention the problem in our own kingdom of Silverwood with the Magi wanting more power, it had been decided that she would also take a husband. A hundred potential suitors had been invited—men who were dignitaries and lower princes in their own countries, and who would provide not only a political match for stability of the kingdom but also at some point in the future would provide an heir.

      “What about it?” I’d assumed it would be canceled. What was the point of having all those people come if there was no princess to choose between them?

      “It’s in two weeks. The catering has been ordered, and it’s too late to cancel.”

      I sighed. My mother had a way of telling me things without telling me anything at all. Somewhere in the back of my mind, a little voice was telling me that somehow this had something to do with me, but I didn’t want to acknowledge it. I squirmed in a very unladylike manner in my chair.

      “I don’t see the problem. So what if we all have too much food for a while? We can give it out to the local homeless. It will improve our popularity among the people.” Our popularity among the people was at an all-time low thanks to problems between the Magi and non-Magi and all the protests that went with it. The Magi wanted a democracy with no royal family and to install one of their own as a president. The non-Magi, like ourselves, wanted things to stay as they were, fearful of having someone with Magical abilities in charge.

      My mother shifted in her chair, the first sign she was uncomfortable with the conversation. “The people are expecting a ball. They need to know that the future of Silverwood is in good hands, and your father and I aren’t getting any younger.”

      “The people will get over it.”

      “That’s just it, Charmaine. The people won’t just get over it.” It was my father’s turn to talk to me. For some reason, his words weighed more. I guess because he used them so rarely, only speaking when he absolutely had to. He was not a man to waste words, and used them as though they were worth the same as diamonds. “Our situation is a precarious one. Our nation is relatively young, and we do not have enough troops to withstand much in the way of battle. Our only defense is to form strong ties with one of our neighboring countries. We need a powerful ally to do what we cannot do alone.”

      I fiddled with the edge of a cushion next to me, a nervous habit of mine, wondering why they had chosen to speak to me about this. That little voice in my head already knew, but I was actively ignoring it, hoping that I’d somehow gotten the wrong end of the stick.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      My mother smiled. Her smile had a way of putting people at ease. I’d seen her use it countless times on nervous subjects. That’s what made her a good queen. She flicked her eyes towards my father who just nodded, and then she turned back to me. Reaching forward and taking my hand in hers, she spoke softly to me. Another trick of hers to keep me calm. I wondered briefly what exactly she would need to keep me calm about.

      You already know

      The little voice was persistent.

      “We cannot cancel the ball. Too much is at stake, and while it is unfortunate timing, it would be madness to stop it at this late stage. Your father and I have talked extensively about this, and we have decided that you are to take Grace’s place.”

      I opened my mouth in shock. We had only just begun the official mourning for Grace, and here they both were, asking me to take her place at some stupid party.

      “You mean to dance with the men?”

      “Not just dance with them. We need concrete ties. The country is in a period of great instability, and we need a leader to take our place when we are gone. We need you to choose a husband.”

      “Why do I need a husband for that? I could lead Silverwood with Elise.”

      “This isn’t a question about your leadership abilities, Charmaine. I have no doubt with a little schooling; you’ll grow to be a fine leader, but what then? The line has to continue after you. You will need to pick a husband. The people expect it. If we don’t go ahead with the ball, goodness only knows what will happen. By inviting all those men, it gives not only the princes from other countries a chance but also the men within our own kingdom. A wedding will have to go ahead, but it cannot without a bride. It’s already planned to go ahead in six months’ time. You are heir to the throne now, no matter how much you don’t want to be, and now the duty falls to you.”

      “No!” The tears that had been threatening to fall all day were now prickling at the corners of my eyes. I let them fall. “There must be some other way. What about Elise? Couldn’t she do it? She would do a better job than me! I won’t know what to do.”

      It was true. My younger sister had the poise and grace that seemed to have skipped a place when it came to me. With her stunning white blonde hair, two or three shades lighter than my own, and her darling face, she would make an excellent queen. Just like Grace had been, Elise was a natural at this whereas I had spent most of my childhood climbing trees in the palace gardens and actively avoiding any kind of royal engagement like the plague. It wasn’t that I didn’t like meeting people; it was just that I never quite knew what to say. Grace had always been able to converse on any topic thrown at her and remembered all those little details about people that made them like her so much. Elise was exactly the same.

      She could speak to a dignitary she had only met once, years previously, and inquire about his wife and children, remembering all of their names. I’d just stand there and say something inane such as “I like your socks.”

      It’s not that I was stupid. In fact, out of the three of us, I probably knew the most, thanks to hours spent pouring over books in the huge palace library, I just didn’t know people.

      “Elise is only seventeen. She is too young for this. You are nearly nineteen, and though we would have preferred you to have a few more years out of the limelight, unfortunately, we have to push ahead now.”

      I stopped playing with the cushion and started working on the hem of my dress instead, picking away at the seam, desperately trying to think of a way out of the mess I was in.

      “She will be eighteen in ten months. Why can’t we postpone it until then?”

      “Everyone is invited, the palace is ready. We cannot wait another ten months. With Grace gone, we need someone more than ever to take her place in the public eye—”

      “No one could ever take her place!” I was sobbing really hard now, the tears free falling down my face.

      I felt my mother’s soothing arm around me. A mother’s touch that could cure any ills, all except this one. My heart ached at the thought of taking Grace’s place. She had been so looking forward to the ball, in a way I could never do. She was born for it. I couldn’t hope to ever be as good as she was.

      “You’re right. No one will ever replace her in our hearts or in the hearts of the people, but someone must step up to her title, and you are the next in line. It is your duty.”

      “My duty to marry someone I don’t even know and couldn’t hope to love?”

      My father, who had been pretty silent all the way through, spoke up.

      “That’s not the case at all. The king of Pearlia has been wanting to marry his second son into our family for the past few years. If we didn’t care, we would have set up a match with him for Grace, but we wanted her to be happy and marry for love, just as we do you. That is why we have invited a hundred men to the ball. A hundred chances for you to fall in love. After the ball, you will choose five of them to stay on. They will stay here while you court all of them and get to know them. When you are ready, you will be the one to make up your mind about whom you decide to marry. You will get to choose.”

      “Not really. What if I don’t like any of them?”

      It was my mother’s turn to talk again. She gently pulled my hem out of my hand and smoothed it down.

      “Charmaine, a hundred men is more than you’ve met in your lifetime. You are bound to like one of them and remember, at the end of the day, the final decision will be all yours.”

      It was true. I’d been woefully sheltered my whole life and the only men I’d met apart from a few passing dignitaries, were palace staff.

      In the end, I agreed to do it. Not that I had any choice in the matter, and took myself off to my bedroom. I needed the solitude, to be allowed to grieve in my own space without hundreds of thousands of eyes staring at me.

      My maid, Agatha was waiting by the bed for me, handkerchief in hand. I could see by her red puffy eyes that she had been crying too. Just like the rest of the staff, Agatha was wearing the requisite black, a color she’d be expected to stay in for the next two weeks. I barely recognized her out of her white and purple maid’s uniform. You see, just like the majority of the palace staff, she was a Magi—the name given to the magical people. It made sense to hire them because they got the job done much more quickly with only a flick of their wands. As there were so many of them, the palace had adopted the color purple as a trim for the staff uniforms of the Magi, although the uniforms themselves were either white or gold depending on the position. The maids and kitchen staff wore white with purple trim; the butlers and wait staff wore gold and purple. All the non-Magic staff wore the same but without the trim.

      She passed me the handkerchief and curtseyed. I could tell that she wanted to say something, but what was there to say? She was my personal maid and wouldn’t have had much contact with Grace, but I knew she thought very fondly of her. Everyone did.

      “Is there anything I can do Your Highness, or should I just let you be?”

      Agatha knew me very well. She knew I’d want to be alone.

      “You can take the night off Agatha. I can undress myself tonight.” It was against protocol. Her entire job was pretty much dressing and undressing me, but she didn’t argue. She curtseyed again and left me to my own misery.

      I sat down in front of my mirror and looked at my reflection. A sad girl looked back. She looked nothing like a princess. My sisters and I had all inherited our mother’s blonde hair, but where Grace’s had fallen in thick, honey-colored layers, and Elise had white-blonde poker straight hair, mine fell somewhere in the middle. A dirty blonde that nothing but the strongest hairspray and lots of pins could tame. I usually left it alone, preferring the wild, untamed look of it, but this morning a bevy of beauticians had teased it into something manageable, so I could look smart for my sister’s funeral.

      The door opened behind me, and for a second I thought it was Agatha coming back, but when I turned, I saw it wasn’t the door to the main corridor, but the door to the adjoining bedroom. The one that belonged to Elise. Opposite was another door, one which would never open again. It led to Grace’s room.

      Elise ran in and flopped on the bed. She’d changed from her black mourning suit into a pretty summer dress. I wish I’d thought to do the same. The dress I was wearing had so much starch used on it that I itched in places I didn’t even know I had.

      “What happened?” Elise was the most curious person I knew. She knew the name of every staff member and all the gossip that happened between them. I could tell that she had been dying to come and speak to me ever since our parents had requested to see me alone.

      I told her everything. About how Grace’s ball was still going ahead except it would be me instead of her that the ball was for. I told her that I’d have to pick a husband at the end of it.

      “You are so lucky!” was all she said once I’d finished my story.

      “Lucky?” I felt anything but.

      “Think about all those handsome men in tuxedos, all there just for you. You can spend the night dancing and drinking champagne, and then you get to marry the best of them all.”

      “It sounds like hell,” I countered.

      “Oh, don’t be like that. It’s romantic,” she sighed. I sighed along with her but for different reasons.

      I could think of nothing less romantic than a group of men being paraded through the palace like a herd of cattle while I picked out the one I was going to marry. I had one night to pick out five men. How was I supposed to do that? If the ball went on all night, I’d still only get a few minutes with each one. How was I supposed to make such an important decision that would affect my whole future based on just a few minutes?

      “And then there will be a huge wedding,” she continued, seemingly oblivious to how she was making me feel. “And then there will be another royal baby.”

      “A what now?” I sat up on the bed

      “A baby! Don’t tell me that it hasn’t crossed your mind? Why do you think Mother and father are doing this? They need to secure an heir to the throne.”

      As if my week hadn’t been hard enough. I’d lost my sister, and now I was getting married to someone I’d never even met and was having his baby.

      I fell back on my bed, consumed by my own thoughts. At some point, Elise left, more than likely disappointed by my lack of enthusiasm. As I fell asleep, my thoughts kept going back to Grace, and how I was taking the night she’d been looking forward to for months away from her. Mostly, I wondered how I was ever going to fill her shoes.
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      As early as the next day, Jenny, my former nanny, came to my room to drag me out of bed.

      “Why isn’t Agatha waking me up?” I asked, stifling a yawn. The sun was yet to break through my windows. I sat up in bed abruptly. “Is it Elise? Has something happened to her?”

      After the events of the past couple of weeks, I could think of no other reason that Jenny would be here to wake me except to tell me more bad news.

      “Don’t bother yourself, child. Elise is grand. I’ve been told to escort you down to the dressing room. From now on you are expected to dress in a manner benefiting the royal princess.”

      The royal dressing room was a room I’d avoided as much as possible my whole life. It was a place where royal women were laced up and squeezed into corsets and dresses and had their hair teased into all manner of shapes. Elise loved it. Grace had too, or, at least, she’d accepted it as part of her life. As the second daughter, I was pretty much allowed to wear whatever I wanted within reason unless there was a special occasion. Even then, I let Agatha pick up whatever the advisors had chosen for me and bring it to my room where she would help dress me. They knew my tastes by now. Plain and comfortable and boring. I liked to blend in with the scenery.

      The room itself was much more than a dressing room, with tall gilt mirrors filling one wall and seats for different stations. Each station was for something different: hair, nails, buffing and shining, and makeup. There were three huge gold doors at the end.

      “I still don’t understand why Agatha couldn’t have woken me up,” I said as I was manhandled into a seat at the first workstation.

      “Because as you and I well know, you’d have just ignored her, and I’d have had to come up to pull you out of bed eventually. This way, I thought I’d cut out the middle man.”

      Jenny had been my nanny since I was a baby. Each of the princesses had our own, and Jenny was mine. When I was too old for a nanny, she took on an admin-type role within the palace, and whilst she had no official control over me, she still had the ability to rule with an iron fist. I loved her fiercely, and I knew the feeling was mutual. Despite my moaning, I was happy she was by my side. I don’t think I could have gotten through this alone.

      One of the palace beauticians came in and strode over to the pair of us purposely. Grace would have known her name and said something nice to her. I could only sit there open mouthed, staring at her in the mirror as she picked up my limp hair and sighed.

      “This will not do. Not at all.” She was talking to herself. It was as though Jenny and I were not in the room, just this woman and my hair. She let go of my hair and wrote something on her clipboard. A beautician with a clipboard? She was wearing a smart black tailored suit, and I had the feeling this was the type of thing she usually wore and had more to do with fashion than mourning. With a severe black bob and blood red nails that matched the slash of scarlet on her lips, she reminded me of a sleek black panther. I expected her to growl like one any second.

      I stayed silent as she eyed me up and down, her face contorted into an expression of obvious disapproval.

      Jenny pursed her lips. “Will this take long because I’m sure Her Highness doesn’t want to sit around here all day?”

      Yep, I loved Jenny! She might have been a whole head shorter than this woman, but she took no nonsense from anyone.

      “Beauty cannot be rushed, and in this case, we will need longer than usual. I’ve gathered my elite team to work on her, and they will be up here momentarily. I suggest you go and get yourself a coffee or something.”

      Jenny looked like she was just about to suggest something of her own in retaliation, but just as she opened her mouth to bite back, a group of about twenty people all walked through the door and stood in a line.

      The woman walked down the line, kissing each one on the cheek in turn.

      Why did I need twenty people? They looked like an immaculately dressed firing squad. I took hold of Jenny’s hand.

      “I am Xavi,” said the woman, finally turning back to me, “and this is my team. They will turn you from a caterpillar into a butterfly.”

      “I only thought I’d need a dress,” I replied in a small voice.

      “Nonsense,” Xavi replied. “Chanelle here will be taking you to the marble room with her team first.”

      I had no idea what the marble room was. I’d walked every corridor in this palace, and even though it housed over a thousand people, I knew every nook and cranny of it. I was yet to find a room made of marble. I was just wondering if she meant the great hall with its marble staircase, when Chanelle pulled me up out of my seat and, along with three others, escorted me to the back of the room. Along the back of the room were three huge sets of double doors painted in gold. I assumed they were full of dresses and royal attire.

      The first set of doors opened, and I found myself staring into a room made out of marble. The marble room! How could I not have known it existed before?

      “You won’t be needed in here,” said Chanelle to Jenny and shut the door in her face. I could only imagine the look on Jenny’s face. She didn’t stand being talked to like that.

      Chanelle flicked a switch, and the room came to life. Where there had been only a room with a huge marble table in the center and a channel in the floor around the edge, there now was a waterfall. A huge water fall that covered three of the walls. I wondered if it was caused by Magic or technology. I flicked my eyes to the trim of Chanelle’s uniform, but she only wore white. She, like the others, was non-Magic. Water gushed down the channels in the floor and then drained out somewhere. Along each wall were a number of large stone urns. Set against them and to the side of me next to the doors, was a marble bench and some hooks. I noticed a white robe hanging on one of them.

      “Strip off and put your clothes here.” Chanelle indicated the bench. “I can assure you they will remain perfectly dry.”

      I gawked at her, wondering what exactly she had in store for me.  Because I’d taken so long to move, she clicked her fingers and the other three girls moved forward and began trying to remove my pajamas.

      “It’s fine! I can do it myself!” I was going to have to be naked in front of these strangers! Had Grace ever had to go through this? It was certain she must have, and yet, she’d never mentioned it. Was this the palace’s best-kept secret or just one of many?

      Once my clothes had been removed, I was told to hop up onto the marble table. One of the girls fetched three sponges filled with soap from the first urn and passed two of them to the other girls. Under Chanelle’s watchful eye, they washed me down, soaping me from head to toe, missing not a single crevice, from behind my ears to between my toes.

      When I thought it was all over and I couldn’t possibly be any cleaner, they put away their sponges and brought back brushes. Chanelle herself poured a bucket of water over me to wash away the bubbles and then the others got to work, scrubbing my skin until it was red.

      My cries of pain went unheeded as they roughly scrubbed off any dead skin.

      By the time they had finished with me, my skin felt like it was on fire, and yet, I’d never felt as clean in my whole life. Chanelle handed me the white robe I’d seen earlier and after turning the waterfalls off, instructed me to go through a door I’d not seen earlier.

      The next room was bland compared to the marble room. It looked a little like an office, although it too had a table in the center. This one was not made out of marble, however. It was padded leather and looked like it had moveable parts.

      Judging by the huge double doors to my right, this room was right off the main room.

      I perched on the edge of the table and waited for something to happen. I didn’t have to wait long before a young woman walked in. She gestured for me to lie on the table.

      Just like the others in the room before, she worked silently. Her job, it seemed, was to cover me in sticky brown stuff that looked a little like treacle. I wondered for a second if it was some kind of moisturizing substance until she added a small strip of fabric to the stuff she’d applied to my leg and yanked it off, pulling the treacle stuff and what felt like half my leg with it.

      I yelled and pulled my leg towards myself protectively.

      “It’s for hair removal,” she said in a foreign accent.

      I looked down, and sure enough, there was a strip of hair missing from my leg.

      “I like the hair on my leg!” I replied defensively. It had never been a problem before. I usually wore trousers, and in the few times I’d been forced to wear a skirt or dress, my legs had been covered with thick tights.

      “I have orders,” she said, wrestling my leg back into a straight position and applying more of the treacle stuff. “Legs, underarms, upper lip, eyebrows, and bikini line. I make you look like a princess!” She smiled as if she’d just told me something wonderful instead of the horrific torture she was about to put me through. I was just about to argue when she spoke again.

      “King tell Xavi, who tell me.”

      So my father had put them all up to this. Did he know how much it hurt?

      “My father would not expect me to go through this...Ouch!”

      She pulled another strip from my leg. A stinging sensation hit me for the second time.

      “His Majesty gets waxed twice a month.”

      My father got waxed too? Part of me wanted to know exactly what he got waxed, but a much bigger part didn’t want to know. If my father had ordered it, I had to bear it. With each pull of the wax strips, the pain became worse and worse until she finally declared she had finished. I’d been naked in the last room, but now, without any body hair, I had never felt as naked in my life. She wiped me down with a cloth dipped in some strong smelling solution which she told me dissolved any remnants of wax and then rubbed a sweet smelling pink lotion over my whole body. After all the pain I’d endured, the cooling lotion was bliss to my skin. She handed me a simple thin white dress and pushed me through the double doors. As I had assumed, they led back to the large dressing room. As soon as Jenny saw me, she ran over, a look of concern on her face.

      Xavi had also seen me.

      “Bring her over here,” she demanded from across the room.

      “Are you ok, child?” asked Jenny under her breath.

      I was about to answer how awfully I’d been treated and how painful it had been when I realized my skin had never felt so good. My arms were softer than a newborn’s, and I felt amazing. Maybe Xavi and her team knew what they were doing after all.

      “I’m good,” I replied.

      The chair Xavi had indicated was next to a sink. A young man was waiting to wash my hair.

      “Jon here will wash and dry your hair. Then Alezis will take over and create a style for you.” She indicated another man. This one had long black hair tied in a ponytail and was wearing more makeup than any woman I’d ever met.

      Jon carefully put my head back over the basin and began to wash my hair with careful hands, massaging my scalp with practiced strokes. I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensation of his fingertips caressing my hair, shampooing, and conditioning until my hair was spotless. It was so much more pleasurable than anything else I’d had to endure that day that I was almost sad when it came to an end. Jon moved me to another chair and dried my hair until it hung down in shiny waves. It looked so amazing that I wasn’t sure exactly what Alezis would be able to do to improve it.

      “Everybody leave!” He shouted as he examined my hair. “I need total silence while I work, and I cannot have anyone disrupting me as I create my masterpiece.”

      I watched in the mirror as Jenny opened her mouth to argue, but she was swiftly removed by Xavi, who dragged her from the room and slammed the door behind them.

      “Jenny isn’t going to stand for that!” I mused out loud.

      Alezis didn’t answer. He was too busy examining my hair, strand by strand as though he might find buried treasure in there somewhere. After half an hour, he was still to pick up a pair of scissors or comb, and I was beginning to get impatient.

      “Are you going to cut my hair?” I inquired eventually.

      “Hmmm,” was his reply. I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant, but he finally picked up his scissors and began to chop at my hair. His work was delicate and deliberate. I could see him agonizing over every cut, and when he did snip, he did it slowly.

      How could anyone care about hair so much? I’d have happily tied it up at the back with a ribbon and been done with it.

      After what felt like hours, he put down his scissors. It looked exactly as it had before except it had a life to it that it had never seen. He’d glossed it and yet it was not heavy. It was difficult to put my finger on what exactly he’d done, and yet, it looked magnificent. I was pleased to see that he’d not changed it drastically. I still looked just like me except somehow better.

      “When there is a royal engagement I’ll sculpt your hair into something much more magnificent,” he said, “but for now, you can wear this.”

      He picked up a simple golden hair band and slipped it into my hair.

      “Thank you,” I replied, gazing at myself in the mirror. The next step was the one that scared me the most. Makeup. I hated the stuff, and up until now, I’d gotten away with not having to wear any.

      Xavi strolled back in with the rest of her team and gave me an appreciative glance.

      “Wonderful job as always Alezis,” she kissed him on each cheek. “I’ll send the royal tiaras to you next week so you can decide what to do with her for the ball.”

      “Magnifico!” he replied before leaving.

      Jenny ran over to me and clapped her hands. If she was still angry, she didn’t show it. Instead, a grin spread across her face.

      “You look stunning, child!”

      “Not yet, she doesn’t,” remarked Xavi, “My team of artists will transform her. The first three will create a blank canvas, and then Louis will perform a miracle on her.”

      Four more people to beautify me. Who knew that being beautiful was such an effort? Unlike Alezis who let me watch what he was doing in the mirror, this time, the chair I was in faced the middle of the room.

      The only mirror I had was Jenny’s face which was alternating between concern and pride, before breaking into a huge grin which stayed on her face throughout the rest of the session. The three people working on me applied all manner of creams and powders to my face. They took it in turns to use a multitude of brushes, and I heard words being thrown around like “contouring” and “highlighting,” none of which I knew what they meant. As they worked, I counted all the people that had worked on me so far. The three in the marble room, the woman with the accent who waxed me, Jon, Alezis and now the three make-up artists. With Louis and Xavi herself that only made eleven. I’d counted twenty when they had all trooped in at the beginning. What were the other nine for?

      When the three had finished, they spun my chair around until I could see myself in the mirror. I looked back at me, version 2.0. I looked exactly like I always had, and yet, I was beautiful. How had they done it? Just as Alezis had done with my hair, they had made me something better than I always had been but without seemingly changing me at all. They had put so much on me and yet it looked like I’d just stepped out of the bath, naturally flawless and makeup free.

      I’d never known just how beautiful I was. Beauty was not high up on my agenda, and yet, I couldn’t help but look at myself in awe.

      When Louis came over with a huge case that opened to show a whole rainbow of colors, I almost asked him not to bother. I didn’t want to change a thing about my face. And yet, I knew it was fruitless. The people who had gone before had done an amazing job; I had to trust that he would too. He was short and blond, and unlike the exuberantly dressed and made up Alezis, he wore no makeup. Instead, he had a small mustache that sat almost square on his top lip and wore jeans and a t-shirt. He could have been a plumber or mechanic. A small purple elongated star was pinned to his top. His way of showing he was a Magi without going overboard about it. Nothing about him said make-up artist, and yet, Xavi was fluttering around him in obvious excitement.

      “Will you make me up using Magic?” I asked, eyeing up the pin.

      “I always perform Magic sweetie.” He winked at me, but instead of bringing out a wand, he pulled out a full set of makeup brushes.

      Despite his looks, I had the feeling that he knew exactly what he was doing. He was much quicker with his work than Alezis had been, and he even let me watch in the mirror as he applied more powder to me, this time, around the eyes, layering up subtle shades of beige and browns. He made my eyes appear bigger, bringing out the hazel shade of them to perfection. When he’d finished on my eyes, he moved to my cheeks, sweeping the faintest shade of pink before applying gloss to my lips. It had taken him less than a minute, but he’d made me into something stunning. He’d turned me into a princess. I was assured, he’d do something spectacular on the night of the ball, but I wasn’t sure how he could improve on the perfection he’d created.

      Two more people were ushered in, and it turned out, they were to do my nails. One applied a subtle shade to my fingernails, and the other worked on my toes.

      All the while, Jenny danced around, clapping her hands and grinning; the anger at her being ordered around had obviously left her. She was enjoying this.

      “Charmaine, you look stunning!” she kept repeating, over and over again, between grinning at everyone around her. When the two nail technicians had finished, she hugged them both before hugging a rather rattled looking Xavi.

      The last seven turned out to be my dressers. The last set of double doors opened, and they paraded out, each with a dress in their hands to show us.

      They stood in a long line, waiting for inspection. By now, there was only Jenny, Xavi, and I left.

      The dresses were extravagant and horrible, each more poufy and fluffy than the next.

      “Nope!” I said. I was expecting Xavi to argue with me, but instead, she ushered them all back to the room from where they had come. A minute later, they all trooped back out with seven more over the top gowns.

      “Didn’t you hear what her highness said last time?” Xavi shouted over at them. “Nope. I agree with her. They are a whole lot of nope. Do better!”

      “I think they are beautiful,” said Jenny.

      “Hmm,” I replied noncommittally. They were beautiful, but they weren’t me. Not that I could think of any style of dress that would be me.

      Finally, after six or seven attempts, Xavi went into the dressing room with them. When they all lined up the next time, the styles of dresses they brought out were much simpler. I had to hand it to her; she knew what she was doing.

      “These are much better,” she said, taking a place by my side. “I think the white one for your official introduction to the press today. It’s understated but regal. The pale yellow for tomorrow. It will go nicely with your hair, and the paparazzi are bound to want lots of pictures of you. After that, I think the pink, then the blue, then the beige. From then on, we’ll keep you out of view until the big day. Do you agree?”

      The ball! I’d almost forgotten about it in all the excitement.

      “I agree,” I said. I didn’t much like any of the dresses, but at least they were simple. The white one was brought over and the others taken away. It had navy blue piping on it and reminded me of a sailor dress, with pleats along the skirt. A matching jacket was brought out along with a pair of plain gold studded earrings and a simple thin gold chain.

      “Now, I know you don’t like fuss, but it will be expected that you wear the insignia of the crown.”

      Grace wore hers as a diamond broach. She wore it at every official occasion and had even been wearing it as she was buried. I waited for Xavi to pin something similar onto the jacket, but instead, she told me that my mother would give it to me later.

      The seven women helped me into the dress and Xavi guided me to one of the full-length mirrors. She handed me a pair of white shoes to match, and I slipped my feet into them. They were not as flat as I would have liked, but the heel was small enough for me to feel comfortable in. Before me, stood a princess. For the first time in my life, I looked like the woman I was supposed to be. Despite myself, I smiled. Beside me, Jenny bawled.
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      My mother’s eyes lit up when she saw me in the parlor later that afternoon. Perhaps she’d forgotten for a moment and thought I was Grace. I looked more like her than I cared to admit now that I was dressed up. The light didn’t die as I sat down opposite her, so perhaps, I was wrong. Maybe she was just pleased to see me looking so well turned out for a change. One of the servants brought in a tray with platters of tiny sandwiches and cakes. She also placed a couple of teacups down with a pot of Earl Grey – my mother’s favorite.

      “I must say, you are simply sparkling today. Xavi and her team have done a wonderful job with you. Did you enjoy it?”

      “Not at first,” I replied truthfully, “but I feel wonderful. I enjoyed the head massage when I was having my hair washed.”

      My mother laughed. “That’s my favorite part too.”

      I took a sandwich and nibbled on a corner of it, waiting for my mother to continue. The ball was less than two weeks away, and I was woefully unprepared. A nice dress and hairdo was one thing, but knowing how to act was a whole different ballgame.

      “I’ve drawn up a schedule for you. You are to have intensive etiquette lessons, and lessons on deportment and speech. I’ve asked for the young men to send photos, so you will study them in great detail and try to learn as many of their names and titles as possible.”

      “I thought there were a hundred men coming?” I asked, feeling overwhelmed at the prospect of remembering so many names.

      “And so there are. They may be bringing family members with them, so I’ve asked that photos be found of those people too. Many young ladies from the finest houses in the district have also been invited to even up the ball somewhat, and some of the ladies of the staff will make up the number. It would be strange to have a hundred men and just one woman to dance. They have all been instructed only to dance with the young men until you cut in on a dancing couple if you so wish; however, your teacher for the next week will show you how to do this delicately.”

      “Teacher? Who is going to be my teacher?” I asked in horror. I was never going to be able to learn all the things I needed to in less than a fortnight, and the thought of a stranger teaching me all these things filled me with dread. I remembered my horrible teacher that attempted teaching me etiquette throughout my schooling. Needless to say, she failed.

      “Jenny has said she’d do it, but I’ve also hired a dance teacher to show you the basics. Grace has...” she caught herself and then like the queen she was, carried on “had been having lessons for four months
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