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      Beauty couldn’t help but roll her eyes as Aquaria went on and on and on about how her parents hated her by giving her such a name.

      It was just the pair of them having lunch together in the tiny, dimly-lit cafeteria. But not because they had to, or because they didn’t have any other friends. Beauty had tons of friends. Just look at how many came to her birthday party the past summer when her parents rented the entire waterpark and everyone got to ride the rides for free. All sixty kids from her high school class had showed up.

      Besides, who was Beauty supposed to sit with? Aquaria also had AP history just before lunch. It was just convenient to go through the meal line together. They both avoided the mystery stew (why the cafeteria always had to serve stew was part of the mystery). Instead, Aquaria always had salad while Beauty would generally build herself a roast beef sandwich with cranberry sauce. Then the pair of them would go sit in their usual spot, near the hallway, close to the exit. A sea of kids stretched between their seats and the far windows that currently showed gloomy late-fall rain.

      Come spring, on nicer days, they’d sit outside, picnicking like most of the kids. Some of the class, like Little Red, always came with their own basket.

      Beauty actually knew most of the girls who went to AP history right before lunch. Like Bright. But Beauty wasn’t about to hang out with her, not since she’d started that godsawful goth phase. Who was Bright trying to kid? Though she had the right sort of pale skin for that sort of thing, if she wasn’t constantly dying her hair, her silver roots shone like the damned moon.

      And Beauty had way too much self-respect to sit anywhere near the Charmings or the other princes. You could smell them and that stinky body wash they seemed to bathe in half a block away. She could close her eyes and still point to exactly where they were sitting here in the cafeteria, even over the smell of burned crumpets.

      “Look,” Beauty finally said, interrupting Aquaria before she could go on any more. “I get it. Your parents gave you this name. Expected you to be some kind of water goddess or mermaid or something.”

      “They couldn’t even tie it to my star sign,” Aquaria grumbled. “I’m a Pisces.”

      Before Aquaria could get much further into that complaint, Beauty continued. “Have you ever thought about the moniker my parents tied to me? I mean, they could have at least named me Smartalica or Intelligencia or something. But no. They had to pour all their hopes and dreams into my physical appearance. Not one cares about the depth of my soul.”

      “But you are beautiful,” Aquaria pointed out.

      Beauty sighed. It was as much a curse as a blessing. Her soft brown hair fell to her waist in perfect waves. Her skin was naturally pale, and her lips and cheeks perfectly pink. She never had to use mascara or eyeliner around her blue-gray eyes. Her teeth had never had a cavity. She’d never had acne or BO, either.

      And she wore clothes well. Even the school uniform that everyone wore. They all had the same white shirt with a standing collar embroidered in black, red, and gold, the school’s colors. Girls could wear either a black, red, and gold striped skirt or pants with a stripe down the side, while boys could wear either a kilt with coloring similar to the skirts, or the same pants.

      Beauty knew she looked better than most of the kids did in the uniform. She could wear anything and make it look good. She’d even tried cutting holes in a black garbage bag and slipping it on. With the right belt and shoes, she’d made even that look chic.

      Still, it wasn’t easy being this pretty. People were so judgy! Everyone assumed that she didn’t have a single original thought because of her looks.

      “Yes. I’m pretty. But by naming me Beauty what did my parent do?” Beauty paused for dramatic effect, then continued on before Aquaria could actually respond and drag the conversation back to her. “My parents cursed me to always be attracted to the bad boys!” Beauty heaved a loud sigh.

      She was supposed to fall in love with a beast at some point, right?

      Well, there were a hell of a lot of them out there. And even from her mere sixteen years of age, she could tell that most of them would never change and would always be beastly.

      How could she ever find the right one?

      “It could be worse,” Aquaria said.

      Beauty raised one perfectly shaped eyebrow at her.

      “You could be waiting for one of the Charmings to grow up,” Aquaria said, nodding her head over Beauty’s left shoulder.

      One of the Charming boys had tilted his head back and was pouring milk into his mouth. Then he tipped his head forward and sprayed the milk out his nose, aiming it at the boy sitting across from him.

      “You know, you may be right,” Beauty said, turning back around to face Aquaria. “Though I don’t want to mock my fate. Not like Rapunzel and Sampson.”

      Both girls gave a spontaneous shiver. Rapunzel gained power by cutting hair. Sampson lost it. To say their relationship was icky was the understatement of the year. Beauty had actually heard parts of their most recent fight as they’d been shouting at each other from opposite ends of the main hallway in school.

      There was not enough brain bleach in all the lands after hearing the details of someone’s BDSM affair.

      “At least you have a fate,” Aquaria said. “I don’t even have a story to live up to.”

      Beauty knew that was one of the reasons why Aquaria wasn’t as popular as some of the other girls. She didn’t have a story or even a stereotype. Some of the kids looked down on her for that, though she was just as gorgeous as Beauty in her own way. She had dark skin, the color of oiled driftwood, black hair that curled in tiny ringlets that she wore just past her shoulders, and hazel eyes.

      “So make your own fate,” Beauty said.

      “But I don’t want to!” Aquaria said. “I want a guaranteed happily ever after!”

      Beauty rolled her eyes at that. “You know that doesn’t happen for everyone. Just look at the nastiness that Snow White and her dwarves have been going through in court.” The custody battle was truly epic, splashing across the pages of the local crier regularly.

      “I’d have a better chance at being happy if I had a fate like yours,” Aquaria said.

      Beauty thought for a moment. “And I’m sure that if I didn’t have a set fate, I could make it work. I could build my own happily ever after.”

      “Want to give me your fate?” Aquaria asked slyly. “Then you can go create your own.”

      “How would that even work?” Beauty asked.

      “I’m sure there’s more than one grumpy old fairy at the old fairies’ home who’d be happy to do it for some regular company,” Aquaria said.

      The bell indicating that lunch was over rang shrilly.

      Beauty rose slowly from her seat. “I’ll have to think about it,” she said.

      Did she really want to be in control of her own destiny? Admired for her brilliance and not just for her beauty?

      Or was this a sucker’s game? Like most of the them were, when it came to fate?

      She’d only know if she tried.
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      The old fairies’ home sat on the wrong side of town, too close to the Enchanted Forest. Sure, some hunky Woodsmen lived out there, but so did a lot of miscreants. The mayor was always vowing to clean up the place, but nothing ever really got done. It was too good of a tourist attraction, particularly around All Hallows Eve, when farmers gave kids rides on horse-drawn carts through the “scary” parts of the forest. They paid regular people to dress up as monsters and jump out at the carts along the way.

      Of course, now and again a real monster showed up. But that was good training for one of the Charmings, or some of the other men and women who were supposed to do good.

      The wind from the forest was cold that Saturday morning, tugging at Beauty’s long, brown wool coat, carrying the promise of snow later. She was glad for her fleece-lined black tights and soft brown leather boots. Under her jacket she had on a mint green turtleneck that made her eyes sparkle like emeralds.

      The garden out in front of the old fairies’ home seemed to be experiencing a warmer fall than the rest of the town: the lawn was still a magnificent green, late blooming roses filled the hedges and gave off a heady scent, and the leaves were just turning scarlet, while most of the trees in town were already bare.

      Aquaria came up the sidewalk soon after that, wearing a red wool jacket, black boots, and jeans. She had on a pair of white, rabbit-fur earmuffs that set off her black hair nicely. On one arm hung the basket of “goodies” that they’d prepared for the old fairies: finely milled soaps as well as hard candies and chocolates.

      Originally, Aquaria had wanted to give the female fairies the soaps and the sweets to the men. Beauty had chided her for being too gender specific. Besides, fairies got insulted easily. Let them choose what they wanted from the basket.

      Beauty did agree to wrap each gift up in pretty scraps of cloth and ribbons. Who didn’t like untying a present?

      “Ready?” Aquaria asked as she came up, sounding as if she’d been the one waiting.

      Beauty held back her sigh. Everyone always assumed that because she was so pretty, she would be late to all of her appointments, as if she believed her time was more important than others. It was one of the ways her name tied her to a stereotype that she constantly battled.

      “Let’s go charm the dragons,” Beauty said.

      Arm in arm, they walked up the gravel path to the faux-Tudor house. It was two stories tall, with an attic and several dormers. Dark brown beams stood out starkly against the white stucco. Rounded red tiles covered the high peaked roof. Beauty counted at least six brick chimneys. It looked like, well, a friendly witch’s house from a fairytale.

      Huge stone lions stood guard on either side of the door. At least they looked like stone. Who knew what they turned into at night. Did they come alive and prowl the grounds, keeping the sleeping fairies safe?

      Inside, under the scent of lilacs lay the strong odor of bleach. It didn’t smell like a hospital—the air in the house had an undercurrent of mustiness and old books that a hospital wouldn’t allow.

      Beauty crinkled her nose but looked around curiously. The home was a converted mansion. A glass chandelier with a hundred tear-drop shaped crystals still hung in the entranceway.  The floors were made of old oak, and silver-gray wallpaper covered the walls.

      Just to the left a long counter barred entrance to the rest of the house. A smaller desk stood behind in.

      Beauty would bet that the room past the desk had once had several smaller rooms, but the walls had all been knocked out to open the area up. Pillars stood where the corners of the rooms had been, supporting the upper floors. She couldn’t see any fairies from where she stood, though there were several nice couches as well as comfortable looking wing-backed chairs scattered across the floor and gathered in front of the warm hearth in the corner.

      A tall man sat behind the reception desk. He had a swarthy complexion, a sharp chin and nose, and a thin moustache. His black hair swept back sharply from his face, the result of too much product. The nametag on his desk read “Rick Sly”.

      Beauty scanned him and dismissed him instantly: a villain with a heart of gold, easily swayed by the right companion.

      Not a beast. Just a bad boy wannabe.

      “How can I help you?” Rick asked. He seemed amused.

      Beauty gave him her warmest smile, the one guaranteed to make a man at least swallow hard. “We’re doing a school project for AP History, and are here with gifts for the fairies, to give them in exchange for their stories.”

      Rick still seemed amused, but he appeared to believe them. “You’ll need to sign the visitor’s log,” he said, pulling a clipboard out from a stack of papers on his desk and sliding it across the counter toward them. “I’d start with the fairies on the first floor,” he advised as first Beauty, than Aquaria, signed their names. “They have the best memories. The oldest fairies live up in the attic and aren’t necessarily the most trustworthy.”

      At Beauty’s frown, Rick immediately assured them, “Oh, they’re quite safe. As part of
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