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If the world was created with a bang, then magic began with a whisper.
The utterance of one word.
Bloomous.
That single declaration, articulated softly, started it all.
Bloomous.
It’s the reason I’m bound to a stake, fire licking at the tips of my shoes.
Know this. I didn’t ask to be a witch. Up until three years ago I had no idea witches really existed. Turns out they do, and I am one. And that’s not even the weirdest part of my story.
It all began with my best friend, Snow White. A Hunter bit her a few years ago. She was transformed into a revenant and finally became a vampire—the Vampire. Those events changed the course of not only her life, but mine as well.
Before her fateful night and consequentially mine, my life consisted of hanging out, working at a local Italian restaurant, shopping, boys, and more shopping.
No more though. Not since I went to Mizu to save Snow’s mother, Ariel, and had a vision… or a dream… or whatever you want to call it. In the dream, my “Fairy Godmother” told me about Polonias, a land I knew nothing about.
Now I’m in said land, framed by the vile sorceress Mizrabel for crimes I didn’t commit. Bound by enchanted chords and condemned to a fate there’s no escaping.
“Cinderella, by issue of King Loyalor, supreme ruler over the land of Polonias, you are hereby sentenced to burn at the stake until such time as you are dead.” The bulky guard reads from an unrolled parchment, his beefy fingers gripping it steadily. He glances at me. And through the billowing smoke, I hold his gaze. He clears his throat. “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”
Only one word pops into my head. “Merde.” A curse word in French. One of my favorites. Truthfully the one I remember most often.
The man rolls his eyes along with the parchment and steps off the podium into the noisy crowd.
Some of the people are crying. Okay, one person is crying: my Fairy Godmother. Beside her, dabbing her bright lavender eyes with a hanky is my friend Violet. She’s a talking cat, specifically a talking spotted leopard. Yeah, I know. Bizarre. But it’s a fact.
Next to her are two oversized brown bunnies with white ears. Each stands two-and-a-half feet tall. They also talk and spend some of their time as one five-foot-tall woodland fairy thanks to a spell gone wrong. At the moment they’re holding each other, bawling enthusiastically.
Seeing them here, knowing they care, lifts my spirits. A little.
The one person I wish was here isn’t and it breaks my heart. His name is Leo. He’s the king’s son. I’ll admit I have feelings for him, but never to his too-perfect face.
Everyone else, including the fairies, the water sprites, and the gnomes, is screaming obscenities and throwing rotten fruit. At me. A tomato smacks me in the forehead and its juices leak into my eyes.
Not my finest hour.
At least I look gorgeous. Or I did, before the dumb guard lit the wood piled around my feet on fire with that stinking magical word. Bloomous.
My Fairy Godmother, Quilla Templeton, created a strapless blue gown. The bodice fits perfect, and the gauzy skirts float around me like cotton candy. I magicked my favorite shoes, Manolo Blahniks, to Polonias so I could wear them with the dress. They match perfectly. I look perfect. Magnificent, in fact. Ready to go to a ball fit for a princess.
At least I did. Leo was supposed to ask me something. I think I know what. Or I thought I did. Now I’m not so sure.
I never made it. And I haven’t seen Leo since yesterday.
“Ugh,” I groan, searching beyond the upset crowd to the land beyond. Smoke washes out the landscape, but not enough to hide the colorful loveliness.
I’m a little afraid. I’m not ready to die. But I don’t see a way out of my situation.
Closing my eyes, I steady myself. If this is how it must end, then I’ll go gracefully. Frightened butterflies dance in my belly. Memories—some recent and some from long ago—careen across my mind. And I wonder if I could’ve done anything differently, something to prevent my demise. But as with any horrific event, my predicament is the culmination of many choices, each one pressing me forward to this fateful moment.
It all began six months ago…
I’d just changed into my periwinkle PJs and climbed into bed. My bedside table lamp still glimmered, casting shadows.
“Diminius.” With the magic word, it went out.
I tucked my sheet and comforter under my chin, the way I like it, and was about to close my eyes when a tiny red light flicked on above my head.
“What?” Startled, I sat up and scooted toward my headboard. The light grew bigger and bigger. As it grew it moved toward the foot of my bed.
An irritated female voice spoke. “Cinderella, it’s time. Polonias can’t wait any longer. The land needs you. All of its inhabitants need you.” She sneezed and the rosy light became the outline of a woman around my age. She had brown hair and an eclectic taste in clothing.
Without thinking I pulled the comforter up past my nose. “Revealith,” I whispered, hoping the magic would show me what she really was.
“Tut, tut,” she quipped, then sneezed. “Knock it off with the magic. I’m allergic.”
That made me laugh. “You’re allergic to what? Magic?” She reeked of it.
“Well, yes. No need to be rude.” She tapped on the light blue lampshade next to my bed and it illuminated.
I choked back more laughter. “Sorry.”
The light around her diminished and she dropped lightly to my carpet. I let the comforter fall slightly. There didn’t seem to be anything malevolent about her. She was obviously some kind of witch, like me. Her fashion sense was a bit over the top, unlike me.
She smoothed out her outlandish bright green dress. The sleeveless bodice sparkled with different colored gems, and the tulle skirt pooled out around her like an overripe tutu. Her legs were covered in black and lime green striped stockings, and she wore pointed black heels. Atop her curly brown hair sat a green and black hat, not pointed but fluffy like an old-fashioned artist’s hat. In front was a lovely gold and lime colored butterfly. It looked real, and I almost reached out to touch, but held back. The woman was tall, around Snow’s height. Her eyelashes were lined in green jewels that matched her eyes.
“So what do you want?” I asked as I watched her reorganize herself.
She sniffed but said nothing, then stuck her hands to her sides like she intended to walk on a tight rope. She jumped. When she came back down, her feet landed on the carpet with a thud.
“Twixit.” She jumped up again. Again her feet returned to the ground with a thud.
I was intrigued. Couldn’t help myself. She glanced at me from under her long, bejeweled lashes and jumped a third time.
“Oh, for the love of butterflies!” She stomped around in a circle and pulled at her thickly fluffed skirt. The funky black and green hat on her head danced around precariously. I thought it would fall off, but it didn’t.
“Is there something I can help you with?” I asked, trying to contain my giggles.
She huffed and said something, but I couldn’t understand her with her back to me. I watched her shoulders rise and fall. Then she turned. “Hi, I’m Quilla Templeton. Your fairy godmother. Maybe you remember me?” She stuck out one of fingerless gloved hands.
I got on my knees and moved toward the edge of the bed. “Um, Quilla, is it?”
She nodded, blowing her bangs off her forehead.
I took her hand. “You seem young for a fairy godmother.”
She rolled her eyes.
“It’s a title, Cinderella.” Her cheeks reddened. “I may be slightly older than you. We fairies age at a much slower rate than humans.” She pulled her hand away and stepped back.
“If you’re a fairy, where are your wings?” I didn’t mean to sound presumptuous, but fairies were supposed to have them. That much I knew.
Her cheeks got even redder. “Well, aren’t you just a tactless bundle of appalling manners?” She crossed her arms. I waited. “A mean and awful fairy by the name of Tinkerbell used magic to steal my wings.” Tears filled her eyes. “I haven’t been able to get them back.”
“Is that why you can’t fly?” I asked, sitting on the edge of my bed. At least I figured that’s why she kept jumping up and down before. Quilla’s brows burrowed. It was obvious this line of questioning made her sad, but she had come into my room. A few questions wouldn’t hurt.
Quilla growled, stomped around in another circle, and then stopped when she faced me. “I can fly just fine. Maybe not with my beautiful wings, but I’ve got magic nonetheless.”
I leaned back. “So Quilla. What’s up?”
She glanced at the ceiling. “A roof,” she said quickly.
“Why are you here?” I tried again. Obviously Quilla wasn’t familiar with regular Salem, Massachusetts jargon.
“Oh, right.” She snapped her fingers and sneezed. “You need to come to Polonias. It’s urgent, and only you can save the land and its people.”
The words sounded rehearsed. I wasn’t buying it. “Right. And you’ve got some great property to sell me in Florida too. Am I right?” I winked.
Her hands dropped to her sides. “Florida? No.” She shook her head. “Stop talking and listen.”
I shrugged. “Bossing me isn’t helping any.”
She glared. “May I?”
“Continue,” I said, sarcastic.
She put her hands on her hips. “Polonias is a land created by magic. It’s connected to this one, but doesn’t necessarily reside here. It’s Elsewhere, if you catch my meaning.” She looked at me hopefully.
“I have no idea what you’re saying.”
“Ugh, this is ridiculous. The Croswells should be ashamed of themselves. They should’ve told you the truth when you received the Eye of Abernathy.” Quilla gave me a pointed look. “You’ve never heard of Polonias?”
“The first time was when I had a vision or a dream or something a few months ago.”
“Yes, that was me. We’ve been waiting for you to show up ever since. When you didn’t, King Loyalor sent me to find you and bring you back.” She walked over to my bookshelves, pulled a book, and turned it over. It must’ve been dusty because she blew on it. Dust sailed into the air. She didn’t sneeze.
“Why me? How can I, a person who’s never heard of Polonias, been to Polonias, or knows a single thing about Polonias, be the one person to save it? Sound like a bunch of bull.”
She gasped. “It. Is. Not. Bull,” she enunciated. “It may sound odd, but it’s true. You and you alone possess the keys necessary to save our land.”
I snorted.
“Don’t snort at me. It’s very unladylike.” She shoved the book back in its place and stomped over. She leaned down so our faces were aligned. “Are you going to help us or not, Cinderella?”
I leaned in and touched her nose with mine. “No.”
She pulled back. “Well, that’s just unacceptable!” She sputtered and threw her hands in the air. Glitter seemed to shoot from her fingertips, and she sneezed. “People will die! Lots of people. And other fairies, water sprites, and gnomes. They’ll die too.” She was out of control, flitting everywhere at once. “Do you want that on your conscience?”
Of course I didn’t want anyone’s death on my conscience, but I didn’t believe for one second she was being serious. And the way the butterfly danced atop her head made me take her even less seriously.
She stopped suddenly and looked at me. “You’re a disappointment!” With a quick lightning crackle and a sneeze she vanished.
My light flicked off and I was alone.
Timidly, in case she came back, I made my way under my covers, tucked them to my chin, and thought and thought and thought.
Mostly I believed Quilla Templeton was nothing but a nuisance. Still a tiny speck in my brain wondered if she were telling the truth. The speck got bigger until I decided to talk to Professor Pops about it. Maybe he would know something about Polonias.
The dream that night was surreal. I stood in the middle of a misty meadow. It was dark except for a pink moon hanging against the gray-violet sky. Gigantic black trees surrounded me. But it was silent. There wasn’t a swish of the tall grasses tickling my bare legs. Not a single leaf rustled. There wasn’t a breeze or even the tiniest sound of insects.
Except my breathing.
But I sensed someone was out there. Just beyond the tree line. Watching me. Waiting for something. Or maybe he was stalking me. Maybe I was his prey. I didn’t know.
A figure stepped forward. Dark. Solitary. And I sucked in a breath. My heart rate sped up. I knew I should run. But my feet were planted to the spot. As though I were one of the tall grasses, unable to uproot myself.
Five feet away, the figure stopped.
I strained to catch a glimpse.
Arms reached out. Grasping. As though it wanted to touch me, but couldn’t.
A male voice whispered. “Come, Cinderella. I need you.”
I was still hazy from the dream, but at least I showered and dressed. Presentable, my mother would say. I walked downstairs to the smell of coffee, blueberry muffins and bacon. My three favorite things. I was in my work uniform. Black pants. White shirt. Burgundy and black vest. Bertilinis recently made me an assistant manager.
My mother was seated at the breakfast bar. She looked perfect. Her dyed blond hair done up in a twist. Fresh makeup. She wore a buttery satin, short-sleeve blouse, tan skirt, and nude heels.
“Hi Mom.” I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. She put a piece of grapefruit in her mouth and smiled, then gave me a once over with her hazel eyes.
“Why are you still working at that job, Cin? I thought it was decided that once you graduated you’d quit. You don’t need it.” She pushed the grapefruit away and stood.
And here we go, I thought, sitting on the chair next to the one she’d been sitting in. I sat my work apron on the counter and rested my chin on my palm. “You and dad decided. Not me. I like my job. It makes me feel…” I shrug. “Grounded. Normal. Like I belong.” The dream, and my visit with Quilla last night, seeped to the forefront of my mind. But I internally shook both away.
My mom pulled bacon from the oven and placed two pieces on a plate next to a blueberry muffin. Then she slid the plate in front of me. “Why would you want to be normal? You aren’t. Witch or not. You’re a Croswell. We don’t do normal.” Her face lit up with a smile.
I remembered what Quilla said last night. “The Croswells should be ashamed of themselves.” I was a Croswell wasn’t I? My aunt possessed magic. We had to be related, right? The thoughts tumbled around in my mind. Sure all families had secrets. But if I was adopted, well that was a big secret.
“Cindy,” my mom barked.
I glanced up, shoved my questions away, and took a bite of bacon. “Thanks for breakfast, Mom.” She hadn’t prepared it. I didn’t think my mom knew how to cook bacon, or muffins, or even coffee. She left everything domesticated to Alice, our housekeeper.
My mom shook her head and laughed. “Of course. How long is your shift?”
I chewed and swallowed. “It’s eight hours, so I’ll be home late.”
“Oh, what else do you have planned today? Going to hang out with Gabe?” She stuck the bacon pan on top of the stove with a hot pad and then looked at me.
I shrugged. I hoped so. Gabe and I spent as much time as possible together. “Probably. I need to talk to Profes—Mr. Henry about something too. So I’m going to go over to his house after breakfast.”
Mom nodded. “Alright. See you later.” She turned to leave the kitchen but I stopped her.
“Hey Mom?” I walked over and hugged her. Secrets or not, she meant the world to me.
My mom patted me lightly on the back. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” I said squeezing her. “I-I just love you.”
She sniffed. “Love you too, Cindy.” My mom pulled away and patted her arm before leaving the kitchen.
I took a deep breath. If she was keeping secrets from me they wouldn’t last long. I had a spell for that.
Professor Pops led me into his office. He closed the door and I sat in one of the lush leather chairs.
“How can I help you, Cindy?” He sat, resting his forearms on the edge of his large desk.
I suddenly felt nervous. Why did I think Pops would know about Polonias? He’d been around a long time. He seemed to know everything about the supernatural. But I wondered if I should’ve talked to Abernathy, the dragon, instead.
Professor Pops took his reading glasses from his sweater pocket and put them on the end of his nose. He began going over some papers on his desk. The longer I sat, the worse I felt. And I wasn’t sure I had a reason. Pops hadn’t ever been anything but kind and beyond helpful. Sure he was a human turned Hunter, turned kind of human again.
No, that was wrong. He was and always would be a vampire. Nothing could change what he’d become. Plus, I didn’t think he wanted to change. At least it didn’t seem like it.
“Cindy? You said you needed to talk to me. Was that true, or are you hiding from someone?”
I snorted. Why would he think that? Shut up, I shouted internally and cleared my throat. “Have you heard of a land called Polonias?” I blurted.
He pulled off his glasses and set them on the desk, then clasped his hands together. “Well, I don’t know. Where is this Polonias?” His bright eyes studied me, and I got the distinct impression he was testing me somehow.
Leaning back in the chair, I tucked my legs beneath me. “It’s a land. My…” Should I say fairy godmother? He might laugh, and I wasn’t in the mood to be laughed at. I decided on a different way to put her. “A woman by the name of Quilla Templeton told me about it. She said I needed to save it.”
Professor Pops leaned back, resting his hands against his stomach. “I see. And who is Quilla Templeton to you?”
Ah crap, he was going to make me say it. Out loud. “She says…” I paused, tucked some loose hair behind my ears. “She says she’s my fairy godmother.” I felt color rise to my cheeks. It was as embarrassing to say it out loud as I thought it’d be.
Pops sat up. “Okay, now we’re getting somewhere.”
“We are?” I asked leaning forward.
“Yes, because now you’re being honest.” He picked up his glasses and put them back in his pocket. “Don’t want to lose these,” he said once they’d slid into place. “So, when did Quilla first appear to you?”
“You know wha—who she is?” I was stunned. Did, like, all magical worlds belong to a club? Were there secret handshakes? Special codes? Did Snow know about Polonias? And why was it I always seemed to be the last person to know everything?
“I’ve met Quilla before. Yes.”
“I swear.” I stood, trying to control my temper.
“It’s okay, Cindy. I wanted to gauge how you know about Polonias, whether you dreamed it or if Quilla had actually spoken to you. Now that I know we can get down to business.” His expression was amused, and it made me angrier.
“Seriously. Why didn’t you tell me about this place before?” I sat back down in a huff.
“Well, my dear, because it wasn’t my place to tell you. I’m surprised she didn’t give you more details herself.”
I coughed. “Well, she’s sort of upset with me. Said I’m a disappointment.”
“Oh, I see.” He studied me for several long moments until I wanted to squirm like a disobedient child under his gaze.
“What?” I finally asked.
He leaned forward. “Polonias has some similarities to Sharra, but it’s different as well. It’s similar in that it’s connected to Earth. As you probably know, Sharra was created by the magic of a vampire. It exists within Earth, only on a different plane.” As he spoke he stacked one hand on top of the other. “Like the layers of your skin. You can only see the top layer, but we know two more layers exist. It’s the same with Sharra.”
“And Polonias. How is it different?”
He picked up a pencil and tapped it on his desk. “Polonias was created by magic, same as the others, but it wasn’t created with Earth’s magic.”
A sick foreboding filled my stomach. “What are you saying?” I asked the question, but was terrified of the answer. I didn’t even want to comprehend what he meant.
“It gets a little complicated, but the basics are that Polonias is a land you can get to from Earth, but it isn’t part of Earth.”
I felt my mouth fall open. Professor Pops hurried on.
“Polonias is its own world.”
I tried to speak but sounded like a gasping fish. “Like aliens?” I finally asked.
“Aliens.” Pops snorted. Actually snorted. I closed my mouth frustrated.
“Those who exist on Polonias are human just as we are. Or,” He shrugged. “In my case, once were. The magical creatures that dwell in Polonias are the same as the magical creatures you’ve seen here and in Sharra. They are part of the seven magics. But here’s the cool part.”
“Cool?” That wasn’t the word I’d use. Freaky. Weird. Effing terrifying. Those words came to mind.
“The seven magics are part of Earth, but they also exist everywhere. And Polonias used the magics from—”
“Stop. Holy hell. Just stop. Please.” I rubbed the sides of my head. This was too much. I didn’t want to hear anymore. But I had one more question. “Quilla said something that leads me to believe my mom and dad aren’t really my mom and dad. Am…” I trailed off. It seemed too impossible.
“That’s not a question for me to answer. You should ask Quilla. Better yet, your mom and dad. They have the answers you seek.”
I nodded. He was right. Of course if it was an easy answer, he would’ve told me. That meant my mom did have secrets. I sighed internally. There was no damn way I wanted to ask my mom now. “I need to get to work. Can you tell Gabe I’ll talk to him later?” I stood. “If you see him,” I added.
Professor Pops came around and patted my shoulder. “Of course, Cindy. Everything will work out. You’ll see. It always does.”
“Thanks.” Sure, things worked out, but that didn’t mean they worked out the way I wanted them to. Or the way that I thought was best.
I left Professor Pops’ house in a daze. Heathcliff waved and said hello. I think I raised a hand in answer, but I wasn’t sure.
I unlocked the door to my Altima, shut the door, and leaned my head against the steering wheel. My car. It smelled like vanilla and stale coffee. Safe. Real.
I put the keys in the ignition. A bunch of different key chains were attached to it. They jangled as I turned the car over. My keys.
My life.
This was where I belonged. Right where I was. Salem Massachusetts. With my mom and dad. And Gabe.
“Gabe,” I cried and checked my reflection in the rearview mirror. I saw a girl, wide-eyed. Freaked. With golden blond hair pulled tight in a ponytail. Bright blue eyes. A straight nose and pink lips.
Human.
I needed to talk to Snow. After work, I’d be sure to give that girl an earful about what Quilla and Professor Pops said.
The restaurant was extra busy. Bob, my manager, asked if I’d pick up a few tables and I happily complied. The harder I worked, the less my brain to mull over what Professor Pops said.
But I couldn’t help it. Random thoughts popped up. Like my magic. It came from the Eye of Abernathy, which came from Earth. And Abernathy was a dragon of the Earth. If my sinking feelings about where I was born were true… It just didn’t make sense. Several times I thought about quitting. Just tossing my apron on the counter in back and walking out. Like my mom said, I didn’t need the job.
But I loved it. All of it. The madness of the atmosphere. The garlic and pasta smell that permeated the restaurant continuously. Working until my feet hurt. Talking to people. It made me feel like I accomplished something. Even though I loved to shop, hang out with friends, and make out with Gabe, the job made me feel like I’d done something. I labored. Everyone except Snow thought I was crazy.
“Cindy. Table twelve. Can you take it? Haylee is on break.”
“Sure,” I mumbled, still lost in my thoughts. I glanced at the table. One customer. I grabbed a menu, filled a glass with ice water, and walked over.
Before facing him I took a deep breath. “Hi. I’m Cindy and I’ll be your waitress. What can I—”
He looked up from the newspaper he was reading and bluest pair of eyes I’d ever seen caught mine. He didn’t say anything, just waited patiently for me to finish.
“Get you,” I finally finished.
His eyes sparkled, and he smiled. The man had dimples. Damn dimples. “I’ll take that water, if it’s for me.” He inclined his head at the glass I’d forgotten I held in my hand.
“Oh, sure.” I let out an embarrassed laugh. First, I handed him the menu. Then pulled a white cocktail napkin from my apron pocket, set it on the table, and put the water on top. “The special today is basil baked chicken fettuccini.”
“That sounds delicious. I’ll take that.” He closed the menu and handed it to me.
“Great. Did you want anything to drink? Wine. Chardonnay?” He was staring at me with those exceptional blue eyes again. “Maybe a soda or chocolate milk?”
He chuckled at that and I felt heat rise to my cheeks. “Chocolate milk? It’s been ages. I’ll have a glass.”
“Excellent. Anything else?” My insides spun dizzily. I wanted to hide in a corner. Why the hell did I ask the beautiful man if he wanted chocolate milk? Lame.
He studied me, exploring the facets of my face. Then his eyes wandered down my shoulders to my hands holding a pad and pen. It felt as though he sculpted me with his eyes, as though I were coming alive under his intense scrutiny.
“That should do it. For now.” Abruptly he went back to perusing his newspaper.
I walked away, stunned. Or in a trance. I was gob smacked. In the years I’d worked here I’d given my number out at least two dozen times, but never in my life had I wanted to throw myself at a man.
At the thought, I berated myself. I shouldn’t have been having those feelings. I loved Gabe. My chayot warrior.
I took the ticket to the back.
“Hey Cin, who’s the hot guy at twelve?” Melissa popped her gum.
I glanced at Melissa. She was older. In her forties. A single mother. She wore too much makeup and too-tight clothes. She had ample cleavage and it exploded into the V on her button up white shirt. But we’d become friends.
“No idea. I’ve never seen him before.” It was strange though because as I said the words I realized it felt like I knew him.
“Well the way he was lookin’ at ya, he obviously wants to know ya better.” She blew a bubble.
“Melissa. Gum!” Bob shouted as he pointed to the trashcan. Bob had a thing about us chewing gum. He didn’t think it was professional. And the way Melissa chewed it, he was right.
Melissa sighed. “Dang. I got too excited. That was my last piece.”
I laughed. “I’ve got some in my purse. I’ll sneak you a piece later.”
She slapped my butt. “Thanks, babe. Now you’d better take that milk out to the hottie before I wiggle these,” as she said these she grabbed her breasts, “in his face and he forgets your skinny ass.”
“Fine,” I giggled. Melissa was a little crass, but she was nice. Seemed to care a lot about her kids.
I went to the large cooler for a carton of chocolate milk. Took a glass from the rack and poured the milk. Adjusting my shirt, I lifted my chin, pulled back my shoulders and went to his table.
“Here you go.” I smiled and sat the glass on another napkin above his newspaper and next to his water glass.
He glanced up. “Thank you.” He lifted the glass and took a sip. “Delicious.”
“Sure. Your food should be ready in a few minutes.” At that point I knew I should’ve walked away. There were other tables that needed my attention. Especially table four. The kid sitting there with his dad, who was on his phone, waved his cup trying to get my attention. I moved my back so I couldn’t see him. “Do you need anything else?”
The sparkle in his eyes returned and my breath hitched. “How about I tell you my name?”
“Okay.” I felt like an idiot, like a silly pink poodle with her tongue dangling from her mouth.
He chuckled. “My name is Leo. And as much as I’d love to chat more with you I think there’s a little boy over there who needs a drink.”
I turned in the direction he pointed. “Right.” I headed to the boys table.
“Cindy, I’m thirsty. Can I get a…” The little boy paused and glanced at his dad who was still deep in a conversation on his cell phone. “A Coke.”
“Sure.” I took the glass and ruffled his hair. It was the same color as Leo’s— sandy brown.
At the drink station Melissa showed up. “So?” She filled a glass with soda while I filled the little boys full of ice and then a small amount of Coke.
“His name is Leo.” I shrugged. “He seems nice.” My heart sped up as I thought about his smile and his dimples. Nice was an understatement, but I had Gabe.
“Uh-huh. He’s got you wishing you were single. Am I right?”
I choked. What was she, a mind reader? “Whatever,” I said and walked back to the boy’s table. The father was off the phone. I smiled, handed the soda to the excited kid. “Here you go.”
The dad eyed the drink. “Can we get our check, please?”
“Sure.”
I made my way over to the till and rang up their ticket. My eyes kept sliding over to Leo. The first time he was reading his paper. The second, his eyes were on me. I gasped and quickly turned back to what I was doing. Got the total, printed the receipt and placed it in one of our black bill holder.
Forcing myself not to look, I walked past him to the boy and his father. I placed the bill holder on the edge of their table. “When you’re ready I’ll be your cashier.”
The man pulled his wallet from his back pocket and set a credit card on top. “Now is great.”
I ran his card and hurried back. “Thanks for coming in,” I said.
“See ya, Cindy.” The little boy waved.
I had two other tables that needed attention so I stopped by each. Both needed refills. One needed more marinara sauce. I took care of that and checked on Leo’s food. It was ready so I took it out.
“Here ya go,” I said lightly, ignoring my rapid heartbeat. There had to be a spell I could use to deal with that overactive organ.
Leo folded his paper and checked over the food. “It smells delicious. Want to join me? There’s a lot here.”
I smiled. Bertilinis was known for their large helpings. “Thanks, but I’ve got work to do. Enjoy. I’ll be back in a little while.”
I hurried to the back. Melissa was eyeing me. “What?”
“Nothin’ Fancy-Pants. Except you’re crushing on that guy and it’s kind of funny.” She winked.
Leaning against the counter, I sighed.
Bob came in. “Cindy, table six looks ready for their check. Go see.”
“On it.”
Table six was ready and by the time I finished up with them, my other table was ready. The restaurant was thinning out and I was grateful. A quick glance at Leo told me he was about done as well.
“Need anything?” I asked him, standing further away from his table than I normally would.
Leo pushed away his food. “I’m finished. I’ll take the check.”
“Great.” I went to the till, got it ready and handed it him. As he took it from me our fingers touched. A jolt electrified my body and I stepped back.
“You feeling alright?” he asked, pulling his wallet out and placing cash in the bill holder. “The rest is for you,” he said.
I took the black holder, careful not to touch his hand. “Thank you. Have a good night.” I turned to leave.
“Cinderella.” The words floated to me like a crisp breeze.
I whipped around. Leo had risen and folded his newspaper.
“What did you say?” I asked, scrutinizing him carefully.
He glanced up, his eyes piercing mine. Come to me.
The words weren’t said aloud. At least I didn’t see his lips move, but I heard them, deep in my heart and soul.
“See you soon, Cindy,” he said, and walked out of the restaurant.
My shift was nearly over. I finished stocking the sugar packets and filling the salt and pepper bottles. Wiped them off and set them back on the tables. As I worked I fumed. My mind wouldn’t let go of Leo and what’d happened. What he’d said. Or didn’t say.
Come to me.
I’d heard the words inside my head. It seemed crazy, but I couldn’t deny it. I tried to think of something else though. Anything else. Like the day I saved Snow’s mother. Flying on Abernathy’s back. Using my spell book for the first time. Thinking about Gabe and I together—kissing him, loving him. The way he loved me. Nothing worked for long. But thinking about Gabe did make me hot for him.
I looked at the clock. Ten thirty. Melissa filled the catsup containers at another table. She still had a few left.
Finished, I pulled off my apron, checked myself out at the till and walked over to Melissa. “You working tomorrow?”
She glanced up. Her face was tired, some of her mascara smeared. “You know it.” She wiped off a catsup container and set it on the table. “I’m beat.”
“Me too.” I patted her back.
“See ya.” She waved as she moved to the next table.
Outside, the night air was thick with heat. Summer in Salem could be sweltering. I unbuttoned my vest and took it off. Unlocking my car door, I tossed my apron and vest inside and then slid in. Inside the car was a little cooler. The engine turned over and the lights flicked on. I shut the door and glanced up.
“Holy merde!” Leo stood in front of my car, his perfectly shaped form outlined by the lights. Streetlamps shone overhead and it was easy to see his dimpled smile. I took a deep breath and put the car in park. It’s always the ones that are too good looking for their own good, I thought. “Creepy stalker.”
I released the brake and the car moved forward. Leo didn’t move. I braked.
“Get out of the way.” I shouted at him through the windshield.
His smile got bigger.
“Fine!” I pushed on the gas and my Altima lurched forward. I braked, worried I’d hit the guy, but he vanished. “What the hell? Did I hit him?” I hadn’t felt the car hit anything, but I jumped out of the car and ran toward the front. Leo wasn’t there. I ran to the side and got on my hands and knees to see if he was somehow underneath. Nothing but paved road.
“Cinderella.”
I quickly rose and spun around, a stunning spell on my lips. If he thought he could mess with me, he better think again. He didn’t know who the hell he was dealing with. But there was no one there.
“Revealith,” I whispered. The spell would force him to appear.
And he did. His long legs, housed in faded jeans, sauntered forward. He still had that damn dimpled smile on his face.
“What are you trying to pull? How dare you scare me like that?” I breathed heavily, both relieved and angry to see he was okay.
“Your magic is impressive. Most times I can resist such a simple spell, but with you I couldn’t.” As he spoke he stepped closer. “Or maybe I didn’t want to,” he added, his eyes glittering mischievously in the light.
“I-I…” Magic wasn’t something I threw around. Just about everyone but Snow was uncomfortable with it, including my parents. My aunt didn’t mind, but I didn’t see her much. “Thanks,” I finally got out.
Leo was so close the tips of our shoes touched. My heart raced erratically. I was torn between running, lighting his hair on fire with a spell, and seeing just what the hell he would do next. When I’d been near him in the restaurant I didn’t get a sense of magic, but I could see his aura plainly now. He must’ve cloaked his power somehow.
“Who are you?” I finally asked.
He lifted his hand and an orb of magic flickered at his fingers. My breath sucked in. He dared to show me his magic, and out in public.
“You shouldn’t—”
“Shhhhh,” he breathed, and the orb grew until I could see within.
There was a castle, flags flying from each point. Beautiful landscape surrounded it. And it was circled in water. As the orb grew I stepped back so I wouldn’t touch it. Leo brought it between us. Six moons shown in various colors, gently lighting everything: cottages, cities, and farmland, mountains, valleys, and large bodies of water. When it finally stopped growing it was the size of a beach ball. Around the edges were gray mists, some darker than others. “What’s that?” I asked, pointing.
“The Sickness,” Leo said, his voice quiet, almost reverent.
“What’s wrong?” Without him telling me I knew the world within the orb was Polonias.
“She’s dying.” He looked at me, his beautiful eyes sad. “She needs your help, Cinderella.”
“No.” I stepped back. My legs bumped against the front of my car. Not him too. “Did Quilla send you?”
He shook his head. “I’ve come on behalf of the land of Polonias to ask you, respectfully, for your help.”
Even though I knew the land was Polonias, hearing him say the word aloud racked my body with shock waves.
“I can’t.” An uncontrollable terror made my body shake. I carefully stepped around the car and opened the driver’s side door. “Please leave me alone.”
Leo’s face fell. The orb vanished. “I’ll never stop trying.” His words were fierce, and I knew without a doubt I’d see him again. At the conviction that radiated from him I almost wavered. Almost. But I shook my head.
Leo stepped to the side, his posture proud, his chin lifted.
Yeah, I’d see him again. At the thought my heart rocked with excitement. “Merde.” I needed to see Gabe.
Gabe showed up at my window ten minutes after I was in my pajamas. I wore silk shorts and a matching spaghetti strap tank. I needed him. And I wanted him to take my mind off everything that’d happened the past day and a half. No more thinking about Quilla, or a land called Polonias, or a gorgeous guy with dimples.
Plus, my favorite thing in the world to do was kiss Gabe.
He seemed to understand exactly what I wanted. As soon as I closed the window, he pulled off his shirt and kissed me, his lips parting mine, his tongue exploring my mouth. Deepening the kiss. His hands caressed the skin under my tank. I pressed into him, enjoying the feel of his ripped stomach muscles against me.
“Take off your boots,” I whispered when he let me up for air. A hint of annoyance flickered across his face, but he pulled them off, unbuttoned his jeans. I slid to the middle of my bed.
“Luminous,” I commanded and hundreds of stars glittered around my bedroom, so it looked like the night sky.
Gabe glanced around. “Nice touch.” He climbed on the bed, placing one knee between my thighs. I spread them apart, grabbing at his hips.
“I want you, Gabe.”
“I’m here,” he answered, pressing his body down.
His lips brushed mine softly. I wrapped my legs around his hips and lifted toward him. “Gabe, take off your pants.”
I felt his body stiffen. “Slow down. What’s your hurry?” He asked. His emerald green eyes searched mine. It was easy to see he had something on his mind. He pushed my top up and kissed my stomach, his tongue flicking at the heart stud in my belly button.
A wave of heat swirled through my belly and thighs. I grabbed hold of his shoulders and held my breath as he kissed a hot trail along my waist and up my sternum. When I tried to take off my top, he stopped me.
“Don’t. I’ve got to go.”
I was shocked. “What do you mean? You just got here. I thought we were going to…” My eyes roamed his body. I knew he wanted to.
He uttered a curse and stood. “I have a meeting.” He wouldn’t meet my eyes as he pulled on his shirt and slid on his boots.
“Did I do something?” I sat up, confused. He seemed so into us a second ago, hot for me. Then he was cold as Alaska in January. “Why didn’t you tell me when you got here?” I worked not to sound whiny, but it wasn’t working. That made me angry, because I liked him. More than liked. I loved him.
Kneeling, I walked on my knees across the bed. My tank was askew, flashing cleavage.
Gabe’s eyes trailed my body. Lingered on my chest. Reluctantly, his green eyes found mine. I couldn’t help but smile. He wanted me. Every ounce of his body spoke of his need. For me. That was what I wanted. I was his. Always. At least that was the plan.
But something was wrong.
Instead of taking what I offered, he turned. “I’ll see you.”
Tears welled and tricked down my cheeks. I couldn’t stop them, but angrily wiped them away. When we first started dating I promised I wouldn’t use magic on him, and I intended to keep the promise. But at that moment I changed my mind. I had to know what was wrong. “Abreva Reveala.”
His body jerked at the words. A pained look crossed his face. “Don’t, Cindy. Whatever magics you’ve placed on me. No good will come of it.”
I wasn’t having it. “Tell me what’s wrong.”
His shoulders slumped and he fell into one of my chairs. “Fine. Since I don’t have a choice.” He glared, and I momentarily thought of removing the spell.
“Please, Gabe. I’m your girlfriend. You should be able to tell me anything.” I knelt in front of him, placed my hands on his knees.
He gritted his teeth. “I don’t love you anymore. Happy now?” He grinned, but it wasn’t one of joy or happiness.
I fell back like he’d slapped me. “You’re lying. I don’t believe you.”
He stood quickly. “I can’t lie. Your spell won’t let me. Right? Right?” Gabe towered over me, and for the first time I saw a hint of his father in him.
I covered my mouth with the back of my hand. Fresh tears rolled down my face.
“You promised you’d never do that. You lied. I don’t ever want to see you again.” Gabe’s face was red with rage.
Cowering, I turned on my hands and knees and slunk away. “Get out of here,” I shouted. My body shook with sobs and I buried my face in my blankets. How could he? It had to be a lie. But why? I wanted to ask him, but I heard the window open and he was gone.
My first thought after I slammed my window shut was that I needed to talk to my best friend, Snow. Taking a deep breath, I went to my bathroom and took in my reflection. My eyes were red and swollen. Haunted. Shocked. Horrified. At the memory, more tears fell.
“Mirror. Mirror. Made of glass. Show me Snow, do as I ask.”
Before I left Sharra, I enchanted all of Snow’s mirrors and promised her I’d do the same to mine so we could always keep in touch, especially since cell service didn’t exist in Sharra. The way it worked was whichever mirror was closest would cause me to appear and vice versa.
My reflection wavered back and forth until I vanished. In its place was a darkened room. I could hear kissing noises.
Damn. Snow and Dorian are doing it, I thought allowing myself a moment to gross out. The polite thing would’ve been to say the words that would stop the magic, but I was desperate.
“Snow.” I cleared my throat. “Snow. Um, sorry, but I need to talk to you.”
I heard Snow giggle. Dorian cursed. My ears started to burn.
“I said I was sorry,” I mumbled.
Someone got out of bed. It was Snow. She quickly slid on a robe, flipped on a light, and scooted a chair in front of the mirror.
“Hey Cin.” She sounded tired, but happy.
“Hi,” I responded, trying not to act embarrassed. She looked beautiful. Being the Vampire Queen suited her. She wore a deep burgundy robe, and her long black hair was in a mussed braid.
“I thought we decided not to speak to each other after eleven o’clock. You know, for certain reasons.” She glanced back at the bed. “I’m married now, you know.”
“Yeah, and I can’t keep my hands off her,” Dorian growled.
“I know but I really need to-talk-to-you.” I force out the words between hiccupped sobs.
“I’ll give you two some time alone,” Dorian said. He disappeared into their bathroom.
“Oh my gosh, Cindy. What’s the matter? What happened?” She touched the mirror and I instinctively leaned in.
“It’s Gabe,” I wailed, grabbing a tissue and blowing my nose. “I used a spell on him, and he says he doesn’t love me and I have a fairy godmother, and I might not even be from this planet.” My shoulders shook as all the stuff that’d been building up overwhelmed me.
“Hold it. One thing at a time,” she cooed softly.
I took a deep breath.
“Tell me about Gabe.”
I told her about the spell and how angry he got. I told her what he said and how he left. “It just can’t be. I don’t believe it.” I pressed my hand against the mirror. “Help me, Snow. Tell me what to do.”
Snow sighed heavily, flicked her bangs from her eyes. “First, I don’t think spells work on the chayot. At least, not unless it’s a really, really powerful one. He probably was lying.”
I sniffled. “Are you just saying that to make me feel better?”
“Did it help?”
“A little.” I grabbed a new tissue and dabbed my eyes.
Snow cleared her throat. “I think I might know what’s going on…” She trailed off, looked away.
“Snow, tell me.”
She nodded. “You know chayot are like angels—”
I blew out my breath. “Yeah, I know. So?”
Snow folded her feet under her seat. Readjusted her robe. It was obvious what she had to say was huge. I ground my teeth. Waited, but it nearly killed me. “It seems the Big Guy upstairs has demanded that the chayot no longer date, marry, or have relations with a being that isn’t chayot.” She cleared her throat again. “I’m sorry he didn’t tell you himself, but when he told me he seemed devastated by the news.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I slapped my forehead. That explained everything. The reasons why he acted like he wanted me one second and was an ass the next.
The weight that’d been crushing my heart lifted. A little.
“He asked me not to. Said he wanted to do it himself. But I figure since he was a total jerk to you he can suck it.”
“Glad you told me. Not that it helps my situation, but at least I know why.”
“Yeah, it’s stupid, and who knows how long it’ll last. I think,” she coughed, “it might be slightly my fault.” She lifted her thumb and first finger together.
“How?” I asked. Absently, I said the word to have my brush run its soft bristles through my hair. It was soothing.
“Well, I freed all magical creatures. Remember?”
I nodded. That I did remember. Right after the old Vampire Queen was no longer in power and Snow was.
Snow went on. “A lot of them have left Sharra and are roaming Earth the way they did thousands of years ago. It’s caused a few problems.”
I raised my eyebrows in question. “A few?”
“Ugh, okay a lot. And that’s probably why the chayot and the Big Guy are freaking out. Their first priority on Earth is humans, and some of the creatures may be inadvertently putting human lives in danger.”
“So what you’re saying is you didn’t think the decision through, did you?” I commanded the brush to stop and then put my hair in a ponytail.
“Yeah, I may have to go back on my promise and make the magical creatures return to Sharra.” She took a deep breath. “Ruling is hard.” She grimaced.
“Yeah, I bet.” Her words remind me of Quilla and Leo, and their request that I go to Polonias. “Have you heard of a land called Polonias?” I blurted.
Her features darkened. “Why?” She pulled her hair from its braid.
“I’ve talked to a couple of people from there. One claims to be my fairy godmother. The other…” I let the sentence drop as Leo’s electric blue eyes and perfect dimples entered my mind.
“A prince named Leo?” Snow finished.
“He’s a prince?” I was shocked, but it wasn’t surprising. The way he carried himself. His confidence.
Snow’s fangs grew and suddenly Dorian was behind her, stroking her shoulders. “He’s a pretentious pain in the nether regions. Whatever he has to say is either a lie or a ploy so he can get something he wants.”
“He showed me the land of Polonias. Said it was dying and that I’m supposed to somehow save it. What should I do?” I shrugged; slightly jealous of the way Dorian was stroking Snow’s back.
“Tell him to go to hell and leave you alone.”
“Sheesh, tell me how you really feel.”
Snow stood and Dorian’s arms surrounded her. “You can do what you want, of course. You always do, but I’m not a fan of Leolas.”
“Leo-las? Is that his full name?”
“Yes,” she spat the word disgustedly.
“But what about the world? Professor Pops said it isn’t like part of Earth.” I wouldn’t admit that was the most shocking part. That it was different than Sharra because it wasn’t part of Earth.
Snow stepped from Dorian’s arms. Grabbed both sides of the mirror and looked directly at me. “I’m a vampire, the Vampire Queen. I have fangs, for crying out loud. We’re friends with a dragon, and Dorian has become,” she looked back at him, and a sad smile formed on her lips, “something. We aren’t sure what yet. There’s a little vampire girl running about, growing faster than should be physically possible and I’ve released magical creatures upon the humans of the Earth. The fact that Polonias isn’t part of Earth is probably a good thing and should be the least of your worries.” She stepped back. “In our world of weird, knowing another world is inhabited by creatures similar to us is nothing.”
Laughter bubbled from my chest and exploded out with more force than the tears had. I held my sides as tears of joy leaked down my face. “You are so right. It’s nothing. Just another new and different twist to our crazy lives.”
Snow laughed with me. “I know. Just when we think it can’t get weirder, it does.”
Dorian joined in. “This is all great and fun, but can Snow and I get back to bed? I have unfinished business with the Vampire Queen.” His words were sultry, filled with innuendo, and I couldn’t help the slight blush that rose to my cheeks.
Snow and I stopped at once.
“Oh,” Snow said, giving me a sideways look.
Dorian traced his thumb along Snow’s jaw. A pang of sadness filled my heart because as much as I loved Gabe, what we had wasn’t the same as what Dorian and Snow had. It would be obvious to anyone that Snow and Dorian would do anything for each other, fight through Heaven and Hell to be together.
“Thanks, Snow. I feel much better. I’ll let you go. Night.”
“Come see us soon. We’d love to have you. Jasmine asks about you everyday.”
I smiled at the mention of Jasmine. The little vampire girl was amazing.
“I will.”
“See ya, Cindy,” Dorian said, bending so I could see his face in the mirror.
“Yep.” Then I said, “Mirror. Mirror. Made of glass. Bring back my reflection. Do as I ask.”
Snow waved as she and Dorian vanished.
My haphazard reflection was back, and I stared. “What’s wrong with you?” I stuck out my tongue at the stupid girl looking back.
After turning off the bathroom light, I flopped myself on my bed, burying my face in my covers. The comforter smelled like Gabe, which made me all the sadder.
I dreamt of fire. The smell of burning wood and smoke so thick I couldn’t see much of anything.
I tried several different spells to dispel the smoke and put out the fire, but my magic didn’t work.
Different shades of reds and oranges flashed above, burning the trees to ash, until all that was left was a gray world with soot that filled my lungs so I couldn’t breathe.
“Come to me, Cinderella.”
His words sank deep into my veins and sinews.
The next morning I woke with a single purpose: find out about Polonias. After I dressed in my favorite True Religion jeans and blue top, I stopped in the kitchen. My mother was there.
“Have you heard of Polonias?” I blurted it as she took a sip of her morning coffee.
Her eyes grew large. “Where did you hear that word?”
I decided to be honest. “From Quilla, my fairy godmother.” I walked to the stove and grabbed a piece of bacon.
My mom dropped the cup of coffee she’d been holding and the contents spilled across the counter and splashed onto her pink shirt. “You’ve seen Quilla?” She stood, knocking the stool to the floor with a clank. I stepped behind her and picked up the chair.
“Yes, I saw her. She came to my room the other night.”
Her hands shook. “I’ve got to go. I-I need to speak with your father.” She dashed from the kitchen so fast I didn’t even have a chance to say good-bye.
As I chewed on the bacon, I debated what to do, who I should talk to next. Finally I settled on Abernathy.
I went up to my room and placed bright blue candles on the floor in the shape of a seven-pointed star. Then I sat in the center, crossed my legs, and closed my eyes.
I knew immediately I’d arrived at Abernathy’s cave. The smell of sulfur and rotting flesh were instant clues. It was dark. “Lumos,” I whispered and a small light appeared in my right hand. As I walked toward the sound of Abernathy’s snoring, my skin started to crawl. It felt like I was being watched. I quickly glanced around, searching for the culprit, but no one was there. When I reached the edge of Abernathy’s cave, I stopped.
The dragon wasn’t there. In the center of the cave stood Leo.
“Hi Cinderella. I hope you don’t mind, but I sent Abernathy out for a snack. He agreed it’d be better if I answered your questions.”
I backed away, allowing the light in my hand to extinguish. I didn’t want to see Leolar. Not now. Snow didn’t like him. And I didn’t know if I liked him either.
“Go away,” I shouted.
“I can’t do that, Cinderella.” His voice was right in my ear and I screamed. A light like the one I held appeared in his hand. “We’re the same, you and I. And it’s about time you understood what that means.” He grabbed for my hand, but I pulled it away and ran and ran and ran until I was at the entrance of Abernathy’s cave. The air smelled better so close to the opening. I wasn’t in the greatest shape and I bent over, grabbing my knees, gulping in deep breaths.
I heard him in front of me and glanced up. “Just stay away from me,” I retorted, trying to think of a spell that would make him go away. Nothing came to mind.
“It doesn’t matter what sort of spell you throw my way. I’ll just counter it with one of my own and I’ve been doing magic since I was four.” He grinned, flashing his white teeth and adorable dimples.
“Stop smiling, dammit.” I stepped back.
His face grew serious. “There is something I need to show you. Someone I want you to meet. Would that be okay?”
I straightened. “Do I have idiot stamped across my forehead? Why would I go anywhere with you?”
Leo stepped closer, examining my forehead. “There’s a dirt smudge and part of a cobweb, but I don’t see a word.” He pulled the cobweb off my forehead, letting it drop to the dirt floor.
A gurgle of laughter erupted from my throat. Leo gave me a confused look. “Why are you laughing?”
I shook my head. “Merde, you really aren’t from around here are you?”
His eyebrows scrunched together. “No, Cinderella. You’ve seen my land.”
A very unladylike noise came from my nose. I covered it and my mouth.
Leo smiled, his eyes twinkling. “Are you alright?”
“Yes,” I said through my hand.
He reached out and grasped the hand covering my mouth. A shiver of exhilaration ran through my body. “Will you come with me?”
He seemed harmless, but the idea of going to another land with no knowledge on how I got there or how I’d get back didn’t fill me with warm fuzzies. And to top it off, Snow wasn’t a Leolar fan. It wouldn’t be the smart thing to do. Not even a little bit.
“You’re scared?” He released my hand and stuck his own in his pants pocket.
“No.” I lifted my chin. If he tried anything, I’d kick his ass.
From his pocket he pulled out a thin chain. It was long, and looked like it was made of silver. On the end was an hourglass.
“Here,” he said, holding it out for me.
I shrunk away. “I don’t want it.”
He took a deep breath. Obviously I was frustrating him. “This is a time charm.” He placed the small hourglass on the end of the chain between his thumb and first finger and held it up for me to see. The dust inside sparkled like diamonds. “If you hold this in your hand and think of where you want to be, the time charm will take you there.”
I stepped forward. “So if I wanted to go home, for example, I would just need to think of it and I’d be there?”
Leo grinned, showing off his dimples. “Almost. You must have the time charm in your possession. Also, it can be a little tricky. If you think of two places at once, you might end up in some random location.”
My eyebrows raised in question. That wouldn’t be good.
“Be specific.” He held the necklace in the palm of his hand. “Try it.”
I took it.
“Let’s try somewhere easy. How about the middle of Abernathy’s cave? I’m going to come with you, so I need to be touching you, okay?”
“Sure.” I licked my lips, nervous.
His warms fingers surrounded my forearm. My heart sped up and I shivered. To cover it up, I cleared my throat. “So, I just think about Abernathy’s cave?”
“Close your eyes.” Leo moved closer to me, so close I could feel his breath on my cheek. “Now think about the rock walls covered with moss, the dirt floor. The white bones scattered throughout and the bright sky above.” He paused. “Got it?”
I didn’t have to answer. The stench that abruptly filled my nose made it obvious we’d arrived. I opened my eyes.
Leo’s eyes were on me. “You’re brilliant.” He leaned in and I thought for a moment he would kiss me. Instead he took the necklace from my palm and placed the chain around my neck. “Will you come with me, Cinderella?”
“Yes.”
Leo grabbed me around the waist. “Don’t move,” he whispered, his voice intense. He pressed my body against his. I held my breath. Worried about the way my body so easily responded to him. It felt like I was cheating on Gabe, even though the jerk told me he never wanted to see me again. Leo took the hourglass between his thumb and first finger. “Ready?” he asked.
I looked away. “Sure.”
He pulled me closer. My body didn’t seem to mind one bit. In fact his body seemed made for mine. At the thought, I put my hands on his chest, trying to put a little space between us. Leo winked.
We began to move and as we did the dust inside the hourglass slowly rose. Like diamond dust, it slowly swirled from the bottom to the top.
If that wasn’t strange enough, as we moved we entered a misty fog. The air changed and I knew we were no longer in Abernathy’s cave, but somewhere else. It churned around us like it wished to claim us.
Whispers could be heard all around, tiny voices speaking in a language my mind tried to understand but couldn’t. Almost like the wind was speaking.
Dozens of feathery touches brushed against my arms, my neck, and even pulled at my hair. I glanced up at Leo, curious about what was happening. His features were focused. He concentrated on something beyond what I could see.
I turned so my back was against his chest. Leo’s hand held me tightly and his clean-shaven jaw pressed against the side of my head.
“Almost there.” He spoke through clenched teeth.
As we moved the air changed several times. From the clingy stench of Abernathy’s cave to wet mists to a dry heat, so hot it was hard to breathe. The landscape changed as well. Darkness turned to grayish-black mists to fiery lava. When we finally stopped, it’d changed again.
It felt like I’d arrived in Wonderland.
Electric pink and purple flowers grew from vibrant green branches. Poppy orange and lemon yellow blossoms sprang from the ground in droves. Overhead was a bright violet-blue sky. From Leo’s arms I could see two moons with bubblegum pink rings. Birds sang in the branches and insects buzzed in the lush foliage.
“What is this place?” I asked, stepping away from Leo.
“This is Polonias,” he said, coming to stand next to me.
“It’s beautiful.” A delicious breeze licked the back of my neck and my arms. It was the perfect temperature. “How many moons does Polonias have?” I pointed to the two I could see.
“There are six moons total.” Leo’s arm brushed against mine, and I shivered.
“What about those mists we passed through?” I bent and picked one of the orange flowers. Then brought it to my nose. The petals were shaped like pansies and smelled like tangerines.
“These flowers are called tigerpaw.” He plucked the flower from my hand and spun it between his fingers.
The color was that of a tiger’s fur. “Why tigerpaw?”
He turned the flower over and gently touched it against my wrist. “Its petals leave a paw print. See?” He moved the flower and sure enough it looked like a paw print.
“Cool,” I breathed.
Leo smiled, his eyes studying my features. “May I put it in your hair?”
My lips parted slightly and my heart lurched. I needed to be careful. It was obvious Leo knew how to say what a girl wanted to hear. “Sure,” I finally said.
He stepped close and slid the flower through my hair so that it rested behind my ear. “Beautiful,” he said.
“Thanks.” I rested a hand on his chest. “Now about the mists. What were they?”
Leo’s features darkened. “Those are the Witch Mists. Travelling from Earth to our land requires we go through them. Never do so without me, at least the first few times. Okay?”
“I heard whispering and something like feathers touching me as we passed through them.” Remembering made me shudder.
He gave me a sharp look. “You heard them? Felt them?”
“I-Yes, I think so.” I stepped closer to him, suddenly afraid. I knew nothing about where I was.
Leo placed his hands on my bare arms. “Those are the Fallen: creatures who turned their backs on Polonias, and the goodness of the magic in the land. They are like the demons of your world. Some are desperate for a way out of the darkness, while others seek to pull unsuspecting travellers in. They are the cause of the Sickness.” He shook his head. “Did you understand them?”
“No,” I answered firmly. No sense telling him it felt like I should’ve understood their language, that it felt like I was close.
“Good.” He nodded like that was the end of it.
The air was fragrant with flowers and I stepped to one of the blooms on a low hanging branch. Near the middle it had burgundy freckles. “These are beautiful,” I said, reaching out to touch one.
Leo stepped beside me, and put a hand on my finger. “Careful, they’re Huggers.”
“Huggers?”
“Watch.” He placed his first finger on one of the petals and it curled around his finger. The other petals lengthened and reached for his finger as well, wrapping around it until it was no longer visible.
I was momentarily scared. “Does it want to eat you?”
Leo chuckled. “No, the petals are drawn to warmth. But they won’t let go until you scratch or tickle it near the stem, like this.” With his other hand, he scratched the bottom of the flower like one would scratch behind a dog’s ears. The flower immediately released Leo’s finger and sighed. “I just thought you’d want to know before you thought it was attacking you.” He smiled, flashing one dimple.
“Yeah, good call.”
“Want to try it? The petals are soft.”
I shook my head. “Maybe later.”
He scratched a few more blooms the way he had the first. Each sighed in delight.
“They like you.” I laughed, thinking he had everything swooning at his touch, not just me.
“Nah, they just liked to be caressed.” He shrugged and started walking through the orange and yellow flowers. At first his steps seemed random, but almost like magic an ebony path appeared.
“How did you…” I began, then stopped. Of course he’d used magic.
Leo turned back and smiled. “Come on. There’s someone I want you to meet.”
We followed the ebony path for a long time through the forest. It almost seemed alive. The more we walked the deeper into the forest we went until the path barely allowed us room to get through on either side. Tall, skinny trees with furry silver trunks grew tightly on either side of the path. Or maybe they hadn’t grown there, but moved to make room for Leo’s magical path. It seemed possible.
“Where is this person?” I finally asked after more than thirty minutes of non-stop walking. Sure I had on my wedge sandals, the most comfortable heels around. Still. Enough was enough.
“In the Center,” he answered, but didn’t elaborate.
So I kept walking, admiring the vegetation, the colorful flowers, and the random animals and birds we startled.
Probably an hour later I was tired, hungry, and my feet hurt. Leo finally stopped.
“We’re here,” he said.
Here was truly magical. A mountain wall shot straight up so that I couldn’t even see the sky. About midway up tumbled five different waterfalls. The sound should’ve been deafening, but it wasn’t. Instead of a roar, it was like the sound of heavy rain. It slapped against flat rocks and meandered down until they all came together and emptied into a pool of aqua water. Colorful dragonflies flitted around the edges, landing on flowers in lavenders, pinks, bright yellows, and reds. The atmosphere was heady, making me feel relaxed and happy.
To the right of the pool was a gigantic rose. It seemed to bloom from the ground, not a rose bush, and was the size of a full grown golden retriever. Its petal coloring was a mixture of mauve edges, then buttery and cream.
“That. Is. Incredible,” I said moving toward it.
“That is Polly,” Leo said, almost reverently.
“The flower has a name.” The closer I got, the more glorious the flower became.
“She goes by many names. She is the heart and soul of Polonias.”
I stopped directly in front of the flower. “Well, she’s very beautiful,” I said, confused about why he would bring me all this way to see a flower, even if it was the biggest, most beautiful flower I’d ever seen.
Leo stepped next to me. “She is beautiful. And she needs you. See, she’s dying.” He sounded sad, and I glanced over. His eyes were filled with tears.
My heart melted. It was sweet he cared so much about the end of a flower. But that was how flowers worked. They began as a seed. Grew into a bud. Bloomed. Flourished a while. Then died. Hell, it was how life worked.
I patted his arm. “How can I help? Does she need more water? I’m confused,” I said shaking my head.
“Speak her name, and let her tell you herself.”
At his words, my head snapped toward the flower. “The flower can talk?”
“Yes, Cinderella. Because she’s more than a flower. Say her name.”
“Okay.” I wiped my hands on my jeans. They were sweaty and I was instantly nervous. “Uh, Polly.” I glanced at Leo and he nodded encouragingly. “Polly, would you mind speaking to me?”
The petals shuddered and shifted. Instantly a young woman, my height, with hair the color of cream and blush pink eyes stood before us. In her hair was a small rose, the color of the rose petals, and she wore a dress made of petals.
“Hello, Cinderella. Thank you for coming to see me.”
I tried to speak a few different times, but nothing came out. I’d seen a lot of strange things, but the term flower girl took on a whole new meaning.
“Hi,” I raised my hand in a lame wave.
She smiled, walked over to the edge of the pool, cupped her hand and lifted water to her lips. “Nothing better than drinking water,” she said in a voice that sounded like music from a music box.
The tips of her fingers looked bruised. Deep purples and navy. Polly followed my gaze and held her hands out in front of her. “Oh, dear. It’s getting worse.” She turned her hands back and forth, studying them intently.
“Why are they bruised? Did you hurt yourself?” I asked, abruptly filled with concern.
“The Sickness. It’s getting stronger. I can’t hold it off much longer.” Polly looked at me and my heart broke. Her eyes were filled with terror, sadness: the hopeless look of a person who knows they are going to die and can’t do anything about it. I’d seen that look once before in my grandfather as stomach cancer took him day-by-day, hour-by-hour, second-by-second. It was the most difficult thing I ever had to watch.
“What can I do?” I asked, taking her hand in mine without thinking. As soon as I touched her, the bruises left her fingers. I gasped and pulled away.
Polly smiled. “It is you.” She took my hands in hers. “Will you help me, Cinderella? Please?”
I glanced at Leo, who was standing to the side, his features rigid. Both he and Quilla had asked me to come and I’d turned them down. But Polly? I sensed her magic, her natural goodness. She needed my help.
“Yes,” I answered, and knew in that instant everything in my life was about to change.

Dear Journal,
Today I entered a new world and met a girl by the name of Polly. She’s a beautiful flower girl. I know that sounds kind of funny. No one is getting married. It’s just that she’s a girl who is sometimes a flower. She’s also the heart of the world of Polonias—the world I entered today. If she gets sick, Polonias gets sick. If she dies, Polonias dies.
She asked me to help her and I agreed. I’ve no idea how I’m going to do it, but I feel utterly drawn to her.
So I’m staying here. Leo put me up in a room in the castle. His family’s castle. It’s beautiful. Filled with thick tapestries, and a large four-poster bed.
Tomorrow, Leo’s going to give me a tour of the land and I’m nervous. Also excited. Because that means I’ll get to spend more time with him.
Yes, I’m still sad about Gabe. But there’s nothing I can do to change his mind. If he wanted me, he would’ve fought for me, but he didn’t. I’m not saying it doesn’t hurt.
It does!!!
And there’s no way in hell I’ll be dating another guy anytime soon.
But I can look. Admire the view that is Leo.
Right?
Right!
I’ve written a note to my mom and dad as well as Snow and Gabe telling them where I’m at. Quilla, my fairy godmother agreed to deliver them. Hopefully no one will worry. But I can’t just call from my cell or text them a message.
Hang on. Someone is knocking on my door…
Leo’s here. I’ll write more later.
Ciao,
Cin
xoxo

Dear Mom and Dad,
Hope you’re doing well.
I just wanted to let you know I’m going to be gone a while. I’ll be staying in Polonias. It’s a world somehow connected to Earth, but not a part of Earth… Yeah, it’s all very confusing. The thing is I mentioned Polonias to Mom at breakfast this morning and I’m sure from her comments she already knows about it, which means you probably do too, Dad.
If I’m wrong, talk to Adam Henry. He’ll be able to explain everything to you.
Please know I’m safe. Don’t worry.
And thank you so much for all the love and support you’ve given me over the years.
All my love.
Cindy

Hey Snow,
Just wanted you to know I’ve decided to stay in Polonias a while. I met someone. And before you freak, it isn’t Leo. It’s a girl by the name of Polly. She’s adorable. Weirder than you. She’s a flower and a girl. Like an actual flower. She grows from the ground. She’s also the heart of Polonias and I have to help her.
I don’t expect you to agree. I know you don’t like Leo. But keep your fangs retracted and chill.
Take care of Sharra and all of the magical creatures.
I’ll talk to you soon.
Hugs,
Cindy.

Gabe,
I’ve written several letters today. Yours is the hardest.
The reason?
For some reason you chose not to confide in me. Your girlfriend.
And that hurts.
Snow filled me in. Said you aren’t supposed to date anyone who isn’t chayot. I don’t get it, but I know being the chayot leader is important to you. So I’ll be supportive. I’ll stay out of your way.
In fact I’m not even on Earth anymore.
You freaked?
I know I was when I first learned of Polonias. I would’ve talked to you about it but you were too damn wrapped up in your own stuff to care about me… or my stuff.
Sorry, that was rude.
Just know I’m fine.
Take care of yourself and know I’ll always love you.
xoxo
Cindy

Thank you for reading Witch Magic, volume 1 in The Cindy Chronicles. Cinderella’s world is part magical, part otherworldly, and wholly fantastical. It’s a story full of life and the power of love. I hope you enjoyed the first volume and look forward to hearing from you.
If you liked Witch Magic, do me a favor and leave an honest review on Amazon. It only takes a few minutes, but means a great deal to me.
Sincerely,
RaShelle Workman

Blood and Snow: The Complete Season 1
Lips red as rubies, hair dark as night, drink your true love’s blood, become the Vampire, Snow White. Purchase Blood and Snow volumes 1-12 for $2.99, go HERE.
Cindy Witch
Magic is her birthright. Fashion is her forte. It's been dictated that her destiny is to help Snow White. But, Cindy is no sidekick. To purchase the short story, Cindy Witch, go HERE.
Indelible writers you might enjoy reading, and their purchase links, can be found by clicking HERE.

RaShelle Workman is the bestselling author of the Dead Roses series ("Sleeping Roses" is being translated into Turkish, and will be available in print wherever Turkish books are sold in 2014), the Immortal Essence series, Blood and Snow series and Touching Melody (A Forever First Novel). She's sold over three hundred thousand copies of her novels worldwide in the past year, including Japan, Canada, and Europe. You can find RaShelle all over the web.
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