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“You specimen of beauty,” said the wicked woman, “now you are finished.” And she walked away.


  —“Little Snow-White,” the Brothers Grimm, translated by D. L. Ashliman


1.

  Once upon a time, there lived three wicked women. An abusive stepmother who tried to keep Cinderella from her Prince Charming. An envious queen who tried to kill Snow White with a poisoned apple. And a kidnapping witch who locked Rapunzel away in a lonely tower.


  No doubt you’ve heard about these women—their villainy, their treachery, their evil. Everyone has. We definitely had. Their stories, after all, have been told time and time again.


  Except for this one. Which begins one nondescript day in the waiting room of Dr. Youngblood’s Miracle Spa, where these three women, known throughout our kingdom as the Wickeds, went each week to have their wattles sucked out, their wrinkles erased, their undereye bags lightened. Such flaws are unwelcome to any woman, but for the Wickeds, with their sullied reputations, they were a particular liability. Optics can be a bitch.


  The Wickeds knew of each other, but in all their years at Dr. Youngblood’s, they’d never spoken. Instead, they cast sidelong glances as they leafed through issues of Modern Princess or Her Majesty, skimming fawning articles about the daughters who had disavowed them.


  But on this particular day, as they were paying for their treatments, they saw the nurses giggling and pointing while reading an old issue of Today’s Royal. Now, the Wickeds had been on the receiving end of such cattiness on countless occasions, but this was the first time the laughter had been aimed at them collectively, so maybe that explains what happened next.


  “What are you sniggering at?” demanded Cinderella’s wicked stepmother, whose real name, by the way, is Gwendolyn. Queen Elsinora—whom you probably know as Snow White’s murderous stepmother—snatched the magazine, which was open to a feature entitled “Wickeds: Ugly Is as Ugly Does.”


  “Oh, this is beyond the pale,” Rapunzel’s abductress, whose real name is Marguerite, exclaimed. “My nose does not look like that. I had it reshaped by a piranha years ago—dreadfully painful,” she added, touching the small scars left by the fish’s sharp teeth.


  “If you think that’s bad,” Gwendolyn countered, “look at what they did to me. They gave me pockmarks and made my eyes bloodshot. Who has eyes that red?”


  “Ahagh,” answered Elsinora. Her mouth was still a bit paralyzed from the snake-bite treatment, and her lips were swollen from the bee stings, so her words were garbled, but Marguerite and Gwendolyn got what she meant: a hag.


  Villain was one thing. But hag? And after all the gold they spilled at Dr. Youngblood’s!


  “I need a drink,” Marguerite said.


  “Me too,” Gwendolyn agreed.


  Elsinora gave a thumbs-up, and so that afternoon, instead of retreating to their drafty castles, their decrepit homes, their remote towers, the three women went to the Bramble Inn. After a stiff round of spindle pricks—Elsinora’s sucked through a porcupine quill because her mouth still would not fully open—they pulled out the copy of Today’s Royal.


  “Maybe it’ll be less painful if we read each other’s?” Gwendolyn suggested. Marguerite and Elsinora agreed. Gwendolyn went first. “‘Looks like karma has caught up with Rapunzel’s Evil Abductress. While the notorious kidnapper was pardoned by her former captive, Mother Nature has shown the so-called Mother Gothel no such mercy. Her face is ravaged by time and evil.’” Gwendolyn shook her head. “Oh, heavens to beanstalk.”


  “Please. I’ve heard it all before,” Marguerite said. “I wish they’d stop calling me Mother Gothel, though. It makes me sound like a prison warden. Though I suppose that’s the point.” She reached for the magazine. “Shall I read yours, Elsinora?”


  Elsinora nodded. “‘The Crazy Catwoman of the kingdom continues on her surgery rampage.’” Marguerite paused to check in with Elsinora, whose grimace was a tad feline, a side effect of the pecking-crows eye treatment. “‘With a face like that, one wonders if she ever looks in the mirror.’”


  “Every single day,” Elsinora said grimly, the spindle prick having loosened her lips. “And my magic mirror tells me much worse.” She reached out for the tabloid, eager to switch to someone else’s misfortune. “Let’s see what it says about you, Gwendolyn.”


  “Have at it,” Gwendolyn said. “It’s nothing I haven’t heard.”


  “‘Too bad the birds didn’t peck out Lady Gwendolyn’s eyes,’” Elsinora read, “‘for it might have spared her the mortifying sight of all those chins she keeps growing.’” She paused to look at Gwendolyn, who, in spite of her bravado, looked quite pained.


  “My poor girls,” she said.


  “So it’s true?” Marguerite asked. “The birds pecked out your daughters’ eyes?”


  “Not the birds. It was Cinderella. They were doing her bidding. Typical! That girl was always enlisting animals to do her dirty work. Not that the stories mention it. No, it’s all about me, the abusive stepmother, who forced her daughters to cut off their toes and heels.”


  “Well, I saved Rapunzel from untold danger, gave the girl a loving home. I kept her safe!” Marguerite said. “But do those tell-alls ever mention that? No, they do not. They just paint me as a vain, childless crone.”


  “Oh yes, they do love to play up the childless bit, don’t they?” Elsinora said. “As if we weren’t the ones who raised the brats. That whole business of me trying to murder Snow White because I was jealous of her beauty is pure fabrication. I grounded her after I caught her sneaking out to meet a prince.” Elsinora sighed. “I was trying to set some boundaries—lord knows her father wouldn’t. But then she ran away into the woods and told everyone I’d tried to kill her.”


  “Believe you me, I know Rapunzel is behind my bad press. And for what? Because I made her cut her hair! And I’m the vain one?” Marguerite shook her head. “I tried telling my side of the story, but no one believed me.”


  “Nor me,” Elsinora added.


  “No one believes any of us,” Gwendolyn said.


  They were right about that. No one did. Certainly not us.


2.

  After that, the Wickeds started meeting regularly at the Bramble Inn. A few dates in, however, they noticed the horses all staring, the birds peering at them from the window ledges, songless and flightless.


  “If you ladies don’t mind a hike,” Marguerite said, “I have a nice bottle of briar rosé chilling at my place.”


  And so the three Wickeds decamped to Marguerite’s. It was quite a ways out of town, shrouded in a copse of oak trees. But the tower itself was in a sunny clearing, the air fragrant with wild jasmine. Marguerite yanked on an old rope ladder, and the three climbed up to the tower. Once inside, Gwendolyn and Elsinora gushed over the view, the light, the puffy white couches, the bowls of fresh fruit. “This place should be featured in Royal Home,” Gwendolyn said. “Not that it ever will be.”


  “Thank you,” Marguerite said. “I chose it so the girl would have expansive views, and I tried to make it as homey as possible.” She uncorked the wine and laid out a platter of spicy dragon cheese. “We used to have such fun, singing songs, making up skits. I’d spend hours brushing her hair. She’d cry when she was little. ‘Mama,’ she would protest, ‘I have a sensible scalp.’”


  Gwendolyn chuckled. “Cinderella used to line up all her stuffed animals and sing songs to them.”


  “Snow White was endlessly practicing her juggling,” Elsinora said. “Smashed apples all over the castle.”


  And for a moment, the women lost themselves in the nostalgia for an earlier, easier time, before their daughters, and the world, turned against them.


  “What age was Rapunzel when you brought her home?” Gwendolyn asked, remembering the day her husband had introduced her to Cinderella. Gwendolyn had been one of twelve sisters, and though this had contributed to the family’s poverty—and the offloading of several girls into miserable marriages to the highest-bidding lout—she’d loved that noisy sorority, and was glad for her own girls to add a new sister, and for Cinderella to gain two.


  “Just a few days old,” Marguerite said.


  “And is it true,” Elsinora said, “that she was payment for her father having stolen some lettuce from your garden?” She held up her hands. “No judgments. This is a safe space.”


  Marguerite rose and walked to the picture window, gazing at the setting sun. When she turned around, having visited a much less happy memory, her face was hollow, haunted. “Her father did steal into my garden one night and take something dear from me,” she said. “But it was something far more precious than rampion.”


3.

  They met the next time at Gwendolyn’s, a crumbling, two-story stucco house on a dusty plot of land. Gwendolyn apologized for the mess. “We used to have a handyman, but there’s no money for it, and heaven knows my husband won’t keep on top of repairs.” She gestured to a sitting room, where his snores rattled through the hallway. “His fondness for the grape is second only to his love of the dice.” She lowered her voice. “I’ve had to sell the last of my jewels to pay for my daughters’ tuition at Mr. Mole’s.”


  “Mr. Mole’s?” Elsinora asked.


  “A special school for the blind. Tuition is very steep. I’ve tried to get a job, but no one will hire a Wicked. I’d sell this place, but my husband won’t let me.”


  “Funny, that. I thought he was dead,” Marguerite said.


  Gwendolyn nodded ruefully. “Everyone does. Cinderella never mentions him. Few of the stories do. Because if her beloved papa had been there all the time, it doesn’t quite jibe with her tale of victimization, does it? The truth is, he’s weak-willed and self-indulgent, and I feared she would become the same, so I tried to be firm with her, to save her from herself. It’s what all the Tough Maiden books advised.”


  She led them into a dining room where they sat down to eat the meal she’d prepared.


  “This is delicious,” Elsinora remarked at the soup. “What’s in it?”


  “Lentils,” Gwendolyn replied. “Back when I was young and poor, I learned to do amazing things with lentils: stews, soups, fritters. Got myself a job at the town eatery. Good money too. Enough to move out of my father’s house and avoid being married off to some drunk farmer he chose for me.”


  “What happened?” Elsinora asked.


  “What happened? I fell in love, with a man of means, no less. Thought my lentil days were history, all happily-ever-afters for me. But then he died, and since I didn’t have a son, just two daughters, his estate went to his nephew, who gave us six months to move out. I tried to find work, but hard times had befallen the kingdom, and I was told that a job given to a woman was one taken from a man, and I should stay home with my children. But what home? I was about to move back in with my father, when I met my current husband. A widower who seemed to dote on his motherless daughter, a sign, I thought, of constancy and integrity.”


  She shook her head. “After we got married, I saw the error of my ways. He was always talking about how ‘hot’ Cinderella was, how if they weren’t related, he’d marry her,” Gwendolyn said to the other women’s groans. “I mean, Cinderella was very pretty. But girls like that do fine whether or not they can cram their feet into size-five glass slippers. It’s the less, shall we say, attractive girls who need a bit of extra help. And if fitting into a pair of tiny shoes would give my daughters a happily-ever-after, or even just some basic security, losing a toe or a bit of heel seemed a small price to pay.” She sighed. “But it didn’t work out that way.”


  “I guess happily-ever-afters aren’t meant for people like us,” Elsinora said.


  She didn’t know—none of us did yet—that there was no such thing as a happily-ever-after. Not for any of us.


4.

  It was on the visit to Elsinora’s castle that the idea took hold. Elsinora took them on a tour of the palace, which was most magnificent: domed ceilings etched in gold, grand cupolas, cavernous, empty rooms. The portrait gallery alone was the size of Marguerite’s tower. Elsinora led them past the paintings of stern men in military regalia, their epaulets and medals glittering like gemstones, to the portrait she visited every day: the one of her as a new queen with her handsome king, and, between them, his daughter—who, back then, she’d believed would be their daughter.


  “No one will ever be as beautiful as you,” the king had whispered into her ear that day. And she’d almost been convinced, letting his sweet words and jeweled gifts lull her into forgetting that before her, there had been another wife, also beautiful if the child was anything to judge by.


  “Is that you?” Marguerite asked, staring at the portrait.


  “That was me,” Elsinora replied wistfully. “When I was young and pretty. Which I no longer am. As my mirror reminds me every day.”


  “Oh, right. Let’s see this magic mirror of yours,” Gwendolyn said.


  Elsinora paused. She had never shown anyone her mirror. But she’d never had other Wicked friends before. Come to think of it, she’d never really had friends before.


  The mirror hung in her sleeping chambers. It was oval, gleaming with gold leaf—a wedding present from her husband.


  “How does it work?” Marguerite asked. “Do you just gaze into it?” She stood in front of the mirror and gasped. “Ugh, do I really look this terrible?”


  Elsinora glanced at her friend’s reflection. Her chin definitely seemed larger, her skin more wrinkled, and she had a faint mustache that Elsinora had not noticed before.


  “Let me try,” Gwendolyn said. She gaped at herself. Her hair seemed coarser, her eyes more bloodshot, and she’d sprouted several more moles. “Is this what I look like?”


  Elsinora stepped in front of the mirror and saw what she did every day: a face ravaged by time, by envy, by loneliness, not a speck of her former loveliness evident. She didn’t gasp. This was just her. She was used to it.


  “Mirror, mirror, on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?”


  Every morning Elsinora woke and asked the same question, and every day she swore never to do it again. But she did, hoping this time would be different, this time the mirror would say something kind.


  “Though you make this query day and night, my answer remains the same: Snow White,” the mirror replied, showing an image of Snow White, skin as white as snow, lips as red as blood, hair as black as night, with nary a gray strand in sight.


  “Your mirror’s kind of a dick,” Gwendolyn said, her voice laced with anger as she recalled with a fresh sting of humiliation the insulting things her husband had said about her daughters, and more recently, about her.


  “It reminds me of the snotty village children who call me Mother Awful and pelt me with stones,” Marguerite said. “Sometimes they make me cry. But other times, they make me so mad, I just want to . . .”


  “Kill someone?” Elsinora finished. The words hung in the air. “Not that I would,” she added quickly. “I don’t have it in me, and besides, it would just prove everyone right.”


  “So what?” Gwendolyn said. “I mean, the court of public opinion has long since convicted us, and frankly, I’m tired of trying to prove everyone wrong. Maybe we should prove them right. Be the villains everyone says we are.”


  “You know, the portrait gallery is full of paintings of men who’ve killed those who have wronged them,” Elsinora said. “But they’re not called villains. They’re called heroes.”


  “Heroines,” Marguerite amended, savoring the word. “But who would we kill?”


  “Well, who has wronged us?” asked Gwendolyn.


  The answer was so obvious, it hardly needed stating. But they did, all at once. “The princesses!” they cried.


5.

  According to Today’s Royal, the three princesses would be attending the annual all-state fayre taking place in the capital in three days. The Wickeds decided to kill them all at once. The journey to the festivities would take two days, and they’d obviously have to go in disguise, because if sharing a few rounds of spindle pricks had drawn attention, their trio out on the roads together would get all the birds tweeting.


  They puzzled for quite some time over what kind of getup would work. After all, they’d gone to Dr. Youngblood’s for years, not so much to retain their beauty as to disguise their wickedness, and look how well that had turned out.


  It was Marguerite who found the solution. If they were going to lean in to their wickedness, they had to lean in to the ugliness as well. Reaching for a pair of scissors, she hacked off her hair, long and black and shining, her finest feature—even the tabloids admitted that.


  Her tresses fell unceremoniously to the floor. “What do you think? Am I ugly?” she asked her friends. But Marguerite was beyond beauty. She was something else. Powerful.


  “Hand me those scissors,” Gwendolyn said.


  Once their hair was shorn, the Wickeds threw off their frocks and donned the clothing Elsinora’s husband had left behind when he’d moved in with a maiden half his age. They dipped their fingers into the fireplace and used the spent ashes to draw mustaches above one another’s lips. Examining themselves in the king’s mirror, they discovered that the features that had disgusted them all these years were perfectly acceptable in a man’s face, handsome, even. They’d known, of course, that the burden of beauty was carried by women—after all, there were never any men in the waiting room at Dr. Youngblood’s—but it was only when they’d relieved themselves of the weight that they understood how heavy it was.


  “I wonder what your dick mirror would think of us now,” Marguerite said.


  “Let’s go find out,” Elsinora said, leading them back to her chamber. “Mirror, mirror on the wall,” she began. “Who’s the fairest . . .” But before she’d finished the question, she found she’d plunged the ivory handle of her scissors into the mirror’s center. “Oops,” she said as a small crack opened. Gwendolyn took the scissors from her friend, and using the blade this time, stabbed at it; the crack spread like a flower opening to the morning sun.


  “Allow me,” Marguerite said, giving the looking glass a good thwack with the heel of her boot until at last it shattered. It is well known that a broken mirror carries a curse of seven years’ bad luck, but as the Wickeds stepped over the shards, none of them seemed to care.


6.

  They left at dawn, on shaggy steeds from Elsinora’s stables. It had been many years since they’d ridden horseback, and once they’d adjusted to sitting astride, feet in stirrups—so much easier than balancing sidesaddle—they galloped at full speed, whooping in delight. When other riders passed them, the men simply doffed their hats and nodded a “Good day, sir,” and that was it.


  As they rode, they honed the plan. They decided to spend the first night at the Leaky Pail, an inn of ill repute frequented by gamblers and mercenaries, the sort of place where they might hire a man or two to create a distraction so they could strike the princesses all at once, before an alarm could be raised.


  After arriving at the inn and paying for their rooms, they sat in the back of the tavern, nursing their bowls of stew and steins of foxwater and surveying the other patrons.


  “Who shall we hire?” Elsinora asked.


  “Let’s wait until the end of the night and find the losing player, for he will be the one in most desperate need of coin,” Gwendolyn said.


  The night wore on, the games petering out one by one until the only other patrons were a group of six men engaged in a rowdy game of three-pig poker. By this point, Gwendolyn and Elsinora were yawning, so Marguerite, who rarely slept more than a few hours a night, sent them to bed. After they left, she took her stein of foxwater to the bar where she could spy less conspicuously.


  “Wise move,” the bar maiden said with a winking smile. “We’re approaching the point of the night when fights break out, and you were right in the line of fire.”


  A dusty-haired man came out of the kitchen, carrying a rack of clean steins. “Here you go, Jill,” he said.


  “Thanks, Jack.”


  “Do you want me to close tonight?”


  “That’s okay,” Jill replied. “You closed the last three nights. And besides, I have company.” She nodded toward Marguerite. Jack said good night and headed up the stairs.


  “Hey, girly girl, another round,” shouted one of the men at the table, a skinny sort with mutton-chop sideburns.


  “Coming right up, good sir.” Jill filled a pitcher of foxwater and set down a stein in front of Marguerite. “On the house.”


  “Thank you.”


  Jill attended to the men. As she cleared the empty pitchers and overflowing ashtrays, the skinny mutton-chopped gambler pinched her rump. Jill’s smile didn’t falter until she was behind the bar again.


  “Do you know those men?” Marguerite asked.


  “If not them, specifically, their type. Why? Do they owe you money?”


  “No, nothing like that. I’m looking to hire a man or two.”


  “If you want to be cheated or deceived, they’ll do just fine,” Jill replied.


  It was only when the roosters began crowing that the game finally ended. The skinny one had to borrow a few coins to cover his tab, so Marguerite chose him as her mark. As the other men headed toward the town square, he walked in the opposite direction, toward a blind alley where Jill had gone to take out the trash. As she returned to the inn, he stepped right in front of her.


  “Oh, sir,” Jill said. “You startled me.”


  “Did I?” he replied.


  She stepped to the right, and the man stepped with her. She stepped to the left, and he did too.


  “If you don’t mind, good sir, it’s late and I’m tired.”


  “Don’t worry,” he replied, pushing Jill against a wall. “This won’t take long.”


  Marguerite watched, feeling the sickeningly familiar sensation of being stuck in quicksand, unable to move, as she had been that terrible night when Rapunzel’s father had climbed over her garden wall and attacked her. Afterward, as she’d lain in the dirt, weeping bitterly, another woman, heavy with child, wept along with her. “He does this all the time,” Rapunzel’s mother confessed to Marguerite. “The fairies say I’m having a girl. What if he does it to her?” That was when they’d hatched their plan: Marguerite would threaten to curse Rapunzel’s father unless he handed the girl over. She would raise her; she would keep her safe.


  Jill’s scream yanked Marguerite out of her fog. No! Not again! She ran into the alley, and with a sudden surge of strength, yanked the man off Jill and threw him to the ground.


  “What the—” he began, but she quieted his protest with the kiss of her blade.


  “Not another word or I’ll cut your throat.”


  “Please don’t,” he begged.


  Please don’t. Those were the very words she’d uttered to Rapunzel’s father. They had done her little good, so she had no reason to heed them now. Except for one difference: this time she had the power to decide.


  She ran the blade down his midsection, stopping at his crotch. “If you even think of hurting a woman again, I promise you, I will find you. And next time, it will not end so well for you.” She released him, and the man ran off, his exposed backside glinting in the early-morning sunshine.


  “Thank you, thank you,” Jill cried, embracing her. “I can’t believe I was so careless. Normally I wait until they are gone, but I was tired and eager for bed.” She shook her head. “I should have known better.”


  “No, he should have known better,” Marguerite said. “It’s his doing, not ours.”


  “Ours?” Jill said. “It’s happened to you?”


  Marguerite paused. “Yes, it’s happened to me too.”


  The dawn was quiet as the two women acknowledged each other and all that they shared. “If you still need a hired man to join you on your quest,” Jill said, “I will send my brother, Jack. He hurt his head quite badly as a boy, and people say he’s simple, but he’s not. He’s gentle and reliable and good with a secret. He would work for no money. To repay my debt to you.”


  “I will be glad to hire your brother, and pay him. But if you feel you owe me a debt, pay it on behalf of some other maiden.”


  Jill hugged Marguerite and promised she would.


7.

  Jack had already groomed, saddled, and bridled the horses when the Wickeds arrived at the stables later that morning. He wanted to leave early, as they were venturing through some unsafe areas with some unsavory types.


  “Unsavory types don’t scare me,” Marguerite bragged, surprised to find that the words were nearly true.


  They set off at a lazy canter, Jack leading the way and the three Wickeds lingering behind. As the afternoon wore on, the clouds rolled in, the air took on an electric tang, and Jack suggested they wait out the storm under a grove of trees.


  “Wouldn’t we be better off in that tavern?” Gwendolyn pointed across the way to a redbrick building. Several horses were tied up in front, and smoke was billowing out the chimney.


  “That’s not a tavern; it’s the Godmother’s headquarters,” Jack explained. “Seeing as we are not looking to borrow money or vanquish an enemy, there’s no reason to disturb her.”


  “Wait, are you talking about the Fairy Godmother?” Gwendolyn asked. Jack nodded. Gwendolyn leaped off her horse and strode into the pub. “I’m here to see the Godmother,” she announced, making her way through the smoky room.


  “What business you got with her?” asked the dwarf who was tending bar.


  “Tell her Cinderella’s wicked stepmother is here.”


  The bar went quiet as the men’s eyes turned to her. She could hear the chain of whispers carrying the news back, until suddenly the fireplace—which held no fire; the smoke up the chimney was from the cigars—swung open, revealing a secret back room.


  Gwendolyn walked through and found herself in a disappointingly drab office: a wooden desk piled high with scrolls, glass bowls filled with coin. But the woman sitting behind the desk and chomping on a cigar was anything but drab. She wore no finery, but she had the majesty of a queen. She did not disguise herself as a man, yet she had the command of a king.


  “Help you,” the Godmother said without looking up.


  “I’m . . .” Gwendolyn’s voice trembled. “I’m Cinderella’s wicked stepmother.”


  She waited for the usual look of disgust. But the Godmother’s face remained blank. “That s’posed to mean something to me?”


  “I believe you helped my stepdaughter marry a prince.”


  The Godmother blew a plume of smoke. “I help lots of girls marry princes.” She pointed to a price list on the wall. And right there, between “Procure a poisoned apple” and “Dwarfs for hire,” was “Bewitch a prince.”


  “You gotta date?” she asked.


  “Why, yes, it was just a short—” Gwendolyn stopped herself and counted, shocked to realize that fifteen years had passed.


  The Godmother rang a gong and ordered an ill-tempered dwarf to bring her all the bewitch-a-prince files from fifteen years ago. “Now, what was that name again?” she asked when the dwarf returned with the papers.


  “Cinderella.”


  Her ink-stained fingers flipped through the pages. “Ahh, now I’m starting to remember.” She rang the gong again and requested the gambling invoices from the same year, and when the dwarf returned with the files, she pulled out a bill and handed it to Gwendolyn. “Name ring a bell?”


  Indeed. The name on the paper, with a hefty balance owed, was her husband’s.


  “Terrible gambler he was,” the Godmother said.


  “Still is,” Gwendolyn said.


  “He got himself into some hot water, borrowing money he couldn’t repay and then doubling down on his debt by hiring us to bewitch a prince and not paying for that.” She whistled. “Think he thought the princess would pay his debts, but she didn’t. So we sent the birds after him.”


  “The birds?”


  “If you don’t pay up, they poke out your eyes. Wait a second.” She leafed through a few more pages and chuckled. “What a hustler. He bargained for his eyes too. Gave us his daughters’ eyes instead of his own.”


  “Those were my daughters’ eyes!” Gwendolyn cried. “He blinded them!”


  The Godmother shrugged. “These things happen. An eye for an eye. And we got four for two. Couldn’t turn that down. But look, to make things square, pick anything you want off the menu. On the house.”


  Gwendolyn found she couldn’t summon any anger at this woman. It wasn’t the Fairy Godmother who’d accrued the debt, or settled it at her daughters’ expense. Sighing, she looked at the offerings. “Can I take a couple dwarfs?”


  “Sure. Take three! Since the mines shut down, I’m drowning in dwarf labor. Three can fit on one horse, and I’ll throw the horse in at no charge.” They shook hands, and the door to the fireplace opened up again. As Gwendolyn walked through, the Godmother called after her. “If you ever need a job, come find me.” She grinned. “We always got work for a Wicked.”


8.

  Elsinora was not happy about the dwarfs. “What are they doing here?” she hissed when Gwendolyn returned.


  “The Godmother loaned them to me. I thought they’d help us create more of a distraction when we get to the princesses.”


  “As if they’d ever do anything to jeopardize their precious Snow White,” Elsinora said. “They’re completely on her side.”


  “We don’t know these are even the same dwarfs Snow White lived with,” Gwendolyn said.


  “But if any of them are loyal to Snow White, they could double-cross us,” Marguerite warned.


  “How about this? When we stop for the night, we’ll pour drink into them and get the real story out,” Gwendolyn said. “They’re so small, it won’t take much.”


  “Well, I won’t ride with them,” Elsinora said. “I won’t even speak to them.”


  “You can ride ahead with me,” Jack said, placing a gloved hand gently over Elsinora’s wrist.


  She and Jack set off down the path, followed by the dwarfs, with Marguerite and Gwendolyn bringing up the rear. When they arrived at the Raven’s Nest, Elsinora stayed behind with Jack to settle the horses. Not just to avoid the dwarfs but because she found his company soothing. He asked simple questions of her and listened intently to her answers.


  After they had unsaddled the horses, cleaned their hooves, and brushed their flanks and withers, Elsinora pulled a bright ruby apple from her satchel, sliced it in two, and handed half to Jack. He did not hesitate, lifting the fruit to his lips. “Have you not heard the rumors about me? How I tricked Snow White into eating a poisoned apple?” As soon as the words were out, Elsinora realized she had just given herself away.


  But perhaps not. For Jack did not seem at all surprised to discover who she was. He looked her in the eye as he bit into the apple, holding her gaze. “I judge by what I see, not what I hear.”


  Inside the pub, Gwendolyn and Marguerite waved Elsinora and Jack over to a corner table where the dwarfs were already visibly drunk. Gwendolyn prodded awake the one with a wart on the edge of his nose. “He knew Snow White,” she told Elsinora.


  The dwarf belched and said, “More like Schnorrer White.”


  “Schnorrer?” Elsinora asked.


  “Means mooch,” the bespectacled dwarf said.


  “Mooch?” Elsinora said.


  “Freeloader, parasite, squatter, sponger,” the bald dwarf clarified.


  “I don’t understand.”


  “Neither did we. We came home from work one day, and there was this girl, asleep in our house,” the warty dwarf said. “We tried to get her to leave, but she refused. Just sat around all day, pining for some boyfriend who never showed.”


  “We tried to tell her that guys don’t dig desperate girls,” the bald dwarf said. “They like ’em unattainable, so you gotta play hard to get.”


  “She wouldn’t listen. So we poisoned her so she’d seem dead,” the bespectacled dwarf added. “And wouldn’t you know it, as soon as the prince saw her in that glass coffin, he was all into her again. And she was out of our hair.” The three dwarfs high-fived each other.


  Elsinora stared at them agog. Could this be true?


  “There’s more,” Gwendolyn said, sliding over the takeout scroll the Godmother had given her. “Take a look.”


  Elsinora scanned the menu: gold-lending, security services, enchantments. And there, two-thirds of the way down, was this: “Magic mirror manipulations.”


  “What are magic mirror manipulations?” she asked.


  The bespectacled dwarf reached for another pint of ale, downing it in one gulp before replying. “You know, making a mirror say any old stuff.”


  “What kind of stuff?”


  “Sometimes it’s affirmations, for self-esteem. ‘I’m good enough. I’m smart enough.’ That kind of thing. But other times, it’s nastier business.” He hiccupped. “People believe anything a mirror tells ’em.”


  “I knew it!” Gwendolyn said. “Your mirror was gaslighting you.”


  “Gaslighting?”


  “Messing with your head. Making you believe things that weren’t true.”


  Could this be true? And if so, who had commissioned the enchantment? Was it the petulant Snow White, the so-called fairest of them all? Or her faithless husband, who wanted a divorce so he could marry his sidepiece? When exactly had the mirror stopped singing her praises and started whispering her doubts?


  And why had she gone back to it day after day? Why had she asked a mirror—or anyone for that matter—to tell her who she was?


  But then again, why do any of us?


  The dwarfs fell into a stupor, and Jack carried them upstairs, putting them to bed in the room he’d reserved. The innkeeper said there were no other vacancies, on account of all the travelers heading to the fayre.


  “I can sleep in the stable,” Jack offered. He seemed tranquil about this, unconcerned about where he slept, incapable of discomfort or offense or deceit or cruelty or any of the qualities Elsinora had learned to accept as the price of companionship.


  “You can stay with me,” she said. “If you like.”


  Jack bowed his head. “I would be most grateful.”


  The room was small and unadorned: a straw bed, a wood chest, a dusty mirror hanging on the wall. Elsinora gazed at herself for a long time.


  “What do you see?” Jack asked.


  She turned to him. “That’s just it. I don’t know how to see myself. Am I beautiful or ugly? Loving or vicious? Generous or stingy? Wicked or good?”


  “I can answer that for me,” Jack said, “but not for you.”


  She turned to the mirror. “What am I?” she asked not the mirror, but the woman whose reflection it bore.


  The answer that came to her was a surprise. She was neither beautiful nor ugly. Neither loving nor vicious. Neither wicked nor good. She was all of those things.


  We all are.


9.

  The next morning, they traveled amid the revelers to the palace grounds, carried along in a river of anonymous peasants and merchants and swindlers. The Wickeds were dressed for battle, swords sheathed, daggers hidden, resolve set.


  When they arrived at the wood next to the fayregrounds, they located the tent where the princesses would be sequestered before the ceremony. Only then did they pay Jack and the dwarfs and give them their instructions, sparing them details to preserve their deniability.


  “Make a distraction,” Gwendolyn said. “Shout fire. Pretend to brawl. Urinate in the middle of the green. Whatever works.”


  “What about throwing a stink bomb?” the warty dwarf asked.


  “Do you have a stink bomb?” Marguerite asked.


  He rolled his eyes. “What respectable dwarf doesn’t?”


  When it came time to part ways, Jack took Elsinora by the hand. “Will I see you again?”


  Elsinora knew that if they weren’t immediately slain by the guards, they’d likely be executed by the royal court. Best-case scenario, they’d get life in the dungeon. But maybe Marguerite and Gwendolyn would be in neighboring cells. In truth, that sounded kind of nice. A happily-enough-ever-after.


  “Probably not,” she said, and kissed Jack lightly on the cheek.


  Jack and the dwarfs set off. The three Wickeds stood together under a hazel tree, saying their farewells.


  “I just want to tell you,” Elsinora began, her voice thick with emotion. “These days with you . . .” She could not go on, as the tears had arrived. Gwendolyn took one of her hands, Marguerite the other.


  “Have totally changed my life,” Gwendolyn continued.


  “Whatever happens next, whatever they write about us, we know our truth,” Marguerite finished.


  The trumpets heralded the arrival of the princes. Now was the moment they had been waiting for. The stink bombs went off; the crowd began shrieking. The royal guards abandoned their posts and ran into the chaos. The Wickeds dropped each other’s hands, pulled out their weapons, and stormed the tent.


  And that’s when they saw us.


10.

  Perhaps we should introduce ourselves. We are Elizabeth, Fontaine, and Suzette, the daughters of Cinderella, Snow White, and Rapunzel, respectively. And as it happened, when the Wickeds charged in to murder our mothers, we were already wishing them dead.


  What had our mothers done to anger us so? Well, Rapunzel was adamantly refusing to let Suzette marry her boyfriend of three days, because, she said, binding yourself to someone you’d just met, no matter how thick his hair or great his fortune, was not a recipe for happiness. And Cinderella was forcing Elizabeth to work in the scullery—the scullery!—insisting that it was important for girls to have a trade to fall back on, because wealth could disappear as easily as beauty. And Snow White had pulled Fontaine from the Miss Kingdom pageant, claiming that no daughter of hers, no matter how pretty and fair, was going to compete for awards based solely on looks.


  “We have come to exact revenge!” the Wickeds announced after they entered the tent, but no one paid them any mind. So the Wickeds just stood there, listening to us scream at our mothers. They heard Suzette scoff at Rapunzel: “It doesn’t matter what you want, because Daddy loves me best and he’ll let me marry whoever I want!” They heard Elizabeth threaten Cinderella: “I’m going to tell all the kingdom what a wretchedly cruel mother you are for making me toil like a servant.” And they heard Fontaine accuse Snow White: “You don’t want me to compete in the pageant because you’re jealous that I’m young and beautiful, and you’re not!”


  The familiarity was jarring. But not as jarring as the sight of the princesses themselves—not fresh and perfect as the Wickeds remembered them, but older, wearier, as they remembered themselves being at that age.


  As they watched the girls rail and the mothers recoil, the Wickeds saw the scene for what it was: another chapter of the same old story, written, still, by someone else’s invisible hand. Their fury flared anew, but it was not aimed at the princesses, who they now understood were not the foes that needed vanquishing.


  “Stop it!” the Wickeds called, their voices somehow both imperious and kind. “Stop this at once!”


  The three of us finally noticed the interlopers. “Who are you?” we asked disdainfully, for, like most teenage maidens, we disliked being told what to do.


  Though the Wickeds were still disguised as men, our mothers, their eyes wide not with fear but with regret and, perhaps, hope, recognized them immediately. “Those are your grandmothers,” Cinderella said.


  “And our mothers,” Rapunzel added.


  “Mothers?” Gwendolyn, Marguerite, and Elsinora said at once, voices soft and tremulous. It had been so long since their daughters had called them that.


  “What are you doing here?” Snow White asked, a tear cutting a track through her face paint.


  “Have you come to save us?” Cinderella asked.


  “Again?” Rapunzel added with a knowing look toward Marguerite.


  “Again?” Suzette asked. “What do you mean, again?”


  “All in good time,” Marguerite replied, looking at Rapunzel with tears in her eyes.


  “Will someone please explain what the duck is going on?” Fontaine demanded.


  The stink-bomb chaos had died down, and the trumpets sounded again. A page poked his head into the tent. “Minor disruption. All cleared up now. Are Your Majesties ready?”


  “Are we ready?” the princesses asked their mothers.


  “I think we are,” the Wickeds replied.


  The nine of us stepped out of the tent. In one direction, we could see it all: the glittering castles, the adoring crowds, the distinguished kings, the handsome princes. Life as we had known it. Life as we had never thought to question.


  On the other side were open fields, unfamiliar woods, a world we hadn’t even conceived of until that very moment.


  “What’s going to happen to us?” we asked.


  Our mothers glanced at our grandmothers, and our grandmothers turned to us.


  “We don’t know,” our mothers admitted.


  “Only one way to find out,” our grandmothers said, grasping first our hands and then our mothers’, binding the three generations into a chain, bendable, yet strong.


  And then, together, we ventured off the page and into the unknown.
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