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      I have decided that I am going after her. I’ve sat back long enough. I’m tired of her meddling in everything and then always choosing to help others. Time and time again, she puts the needs of others above her own.

      No more.

      I am what comes after that. Year after year of swallowing my pride, keeping quiet when all I wanted to do was to speak up and stand up for myself. But no, she just swallowed insult after insult, and let everyone walk all over her.

      No more.

      A long time ago, we used to dream of a future filled with happiness and light. All we wanted was to be happy and to live our time out listening to the birds and taking walks in the forest.

      Neither of us wanted a lot.

      In fact, we only wanted some peace.

      But then our mother died and our father chose to remarry. The story of our stepmother is world renown. More concerned about her own status in society and of the well-being of her two uncouth girls, she spent all her time and all our father’s money on them.

      Although my stepmother had lots of faults, she did all she did for her girls. She knew that without status and money, their lives would be miserable.

      A woman’s path is straightforward, though limited, in today’s world—marry into wealth or go to a nunnery. That’s it.

      So with two girls of her own, we became the third wheel. And we were mocked and given the nickname of Cinderella. We cleaned the ashes up and the soot got all over our clothes.

      My half-sisters made fun of us day after day, but Cinderella allowed it all to happen. If she would have listened to me, I would have set the house on fire with my stepmother and stepsisters inside.

      And that would have been that.

      Our father would have come back from his journeys and he would have rebuilt our home. But this time, I would be the little songbird who would sing into his ear, and I would persuade him to marry better next time.

      A stepmother who cared about us and didn’t already have two girls. Someone who always wanted a child and would dote on us from morning until night.

      But Cinderella didn’t listen to me and now the world knows that part of the story.

      The ridicule and debasement that we were put through.

      Instead of looking inside and finding the strength to help herself, no, Cinderella prays for her fairy godmother to help her.

      And help she gets, but again, she’s blind to what really happened.

      If she only would have let me take control, I would have set things right.

      But she didn’t.

      She accepts the fairy godmother’s help, becomes infatuated with the prince, and supposedly lives happily ever after.

      Yet she discovered too late that the fairy godmother was just the Lord of the Fey, the Silver Fox, trying to possess her, and take control of our magic.

      And the prince?

      He only wanted her because she could do magic and made him look good. I lost count of how many women he had on the side, but still she didn’t leave him.

      What did it take?

      Temptation.

      Although I knew that Henri wouldn’t stay true to her, I did understand why Cinderella fell for him. Not only was he easy on the eyes, but he was tender, caring, and a good lover. If you’re going to throw away being a princess, you might as well enjoy it a bit.

      All this time, I whispered into Cinderella’s ear, but she ignored me.

      With her heart broken after Henri cheated on her with her best friend, she snapped, and that’s when I came out for the first time.

      I cursed him so that every waking thought he had, he would think of us.

      If I’m honest, I didn’t come up with the idea. It was Cinderella. But together, we cursed him, and from then on I bided my time, and slowly built up my strength so that she would listen to me more often.

      And now here I am.

      We’re free of each other.

      Where once we were two peas in a pod, now the pod has been split and there are two.

      Cinderella and me.

      The world’s a mess and there are splinters of realities scattered across time. What a mess Cinderella has made.

      She gets by through luck and then sits back and allows events to drive her forward. She’s reactive by always chasing after the next thing.

      But when we lost our powers, that changed things.

      I didn’t have to do much.

      Each day, she’d wake up and feel the ache inside. She longed to wield her magic again and to travel through the dreamline. But no matter what she tried and how hard she wished for it, nothing worked. The spark within her had died.

      Until she finally listened to me.

      I was patient and took my time. But eventually she fell to temptation.

      I convinced her to embrace the darkness within her. And when she did, she drank it like a sailor who hadn’t had a drink for weeks on end. She was thirsty for it.

      The raw power that I harnessed. Anger and hate bound up within us like a diamond—concentrated and pure.

      A little here and a little taste there, and before long, she couldn’t be without it.

      To be without her magic made her face the truth that she wasn’t anyone special. She was just one more person on this Earth, lost and lonely.

      But with the dark magic, that all went away and changed. She could reshape the world as she wanted and go places where she couldn’t before. Nothing could stop her. She could have had all the riches and any man or woman that she wanted. She could have had it all.

      She could have. She really could.

      Her guilty little conscience stopped her, and she chose to desert me and cast me off. When all she had was me to care for her and to listen to her insistent whining about how lonely she was, I sustained her. I was her friend.

      It was me who took care of her in the middle of the night.

      Now it’s my turn.

      I am no longer her.

      I am me.

      I am the Dark Queen, filled with righteous anger and an unending well of strength.

      It is my time to rise up, claim what is mine, and to have others do my bidding.

      My time of cleaning the ashes from the fireplace is over. No more.

      Now I will burn anyone who gets in my way.

      And what about love, kindness, and friendship?

      There will be time for those things later. But not now.

      First, I need to right what was wrong. I will clean house and burn away anyone who tried to stop us, and I will take Cinderella, and erase her from the dreamline.

      She’s meddled enough.

      She thinks her little trick has saved her and her precious Jeremiah, but she can’t outwit me.

      But I will give her credit. I didn’t see that trick coming. I expected her to go forward or backward in time and that I’d have to chase after her.

      What did she do?

      She jumped off the fairy tale and into an entirely different book. Literally leaped from this reality to another.

      That’s pretty impressive.

      How she did it, I don’t know.

      But I’ll find out.

      No matter how long it takes me, I will spend every second of every day working on it and I will figure it out.

      She’s no better than me. If she can do it, so can I.

      I am her and she is me.

      We are one.

      Or at least we once were.

      Now we’re separate.

      For me to be fully free of her, I’m going to find her and wipe that smile off her face. I’ll erase her from whatever reality she’s gone to and then do things my way.

      She cannot escape me.

      She’ll regret the day that she never listened to me from the beginning.

      And once this is all done, then I’ll reshape everything as I want.

      No one will stop me because I’ll be truly free.

      Just you watch me.

      Here I come.
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      Cinderella walked out into the surf and braced herself as a wave came toward her. The world had changed, as had she.

      When she had tried to save Jeremiah from the Dark Queen, the Golden Fox had helped her see a way to escape. And she had traveled to the in-between, a place beyond the dreamline that she had never considered before.

      “Elle, watch out.” Her friend came beside her and pointed at the wave that crested in front of them.

      Cinderella jumped, and the wave crashed against her shins, missing her midsection. She turned toward Clarissa and replied, “It’s cold.”

      Unbidden, her friend’s name came to her like looking at an apple and knowing the color red.

      “On the count of three, we’ll go under together.” Clarissa grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Ready?”

      Cinderella nodded and took in a breath of air. Above them, the sun shone bright without a cloud in the sky. A seagull flew high above and headed further out to sea.

      Beneath her, she felt the cool sand on the soles of her feet and a few broken seashells.

      The weather could not have been any better.

      “One, two, three.” Clarissa plunged herself beneath the water and Cinderella did the same.

      A rush of cold enveloped her, and like a shock to her system, this new world opened itself to her. Knowledge blossomed within her as she stayed under the water as a wave passed over them.

      The sound of the crashing wave filled her ears with a rumble. A second passed, then another and another until Clarissa pulled her up.

      They broke the surface of the ocean together and both gasped as a gust of wind rushed past them.

      “It’s really cold!” Cinderella knelt back down and let the water protect her from the wind.

      Clarissa shook her head. “It won’t be that bad once we get used to it. Come on, let’s go out a bit more.”

      Wearing a blue bikini, Clarissa took a few more steps forward and was careful to jump over the next wave.

      Not wanting to have the wave crash over her, Cinderella stood up and followed. She wore a black one piece bathing suit and knew that it fit her taste. Not as showy as Clarissa, Cinderella knew that in this body she wasn’t as confident as her friend.

      “What are you waiting for? Come on.” Clarissa waved her on and from the look of her friend, she couldn’t be more than 16 or 17 years old.

      Fighting against the tide, Cinderella followed and tried to put the pieces together on where they were and when.

      A loud noise caught her attention, and she glanced up to see an airplane pulling a long billowing sign advertising a local restaurant.

      Not being fast enough, the next wave caught her in the midsection and she stumbled over into the surf, but recovered quickly.

      “Are you okay?” Clarissa turned back to help her, but Cinderella waved her off.

      “I’m fine. That last wave was a bit stronger than I had expected.” She caught up to Clarissa, and she pieced together the bits of knowledge that came to her faster and faster.

      An airplane flew in the sky.

      Air and plane equaled a way to travel quickly from place to place.

      Like the ships of space in the future that Phoebe flew on, the airplane meant that she was probably not as far in the future as Phoebe, but something else felt different. She didn’t think that she had only traveled into the future.

      The Golden Fox had pointed to the in-between. A place she had never seen before. Not the past or the future, but somewhere off the page.

      “You looked spaced out. Are you okay?” Clarissa nudged her friend. “Are you still thinking about that boy who passed us earlier?”

      “No, I’m not. He wasn’t that handsome.” Cinderella surprised herself with her response.

      A loud whistle from the lifeguard caught their attention.

      They glanced back and saw the lifeguard standing up and motioning for everyone to come in from the water.

      “Why do you think they want us to come back in?” Clarissa turned back and hurried to get out.

      “I think it’s the riptide. The water’s pretty rough today.” Cinderella followed her friend, and they quickly came out of the water.

      The lifeguard cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted as loudly as he could. “There’s been a shark spotted a few blocks up. For everyone’s safety, we need everyone out for a bit. We’ll let you know when it’s safe to get back in.”

      A couple of parents grabbed their kids and led them away from the water while a few adults stood and glanced out at the ocean in the hopes of seeing a shark fin.

      “Well, you don’t hear that every day.” Clarissa wrung out the excess water from her long brown hair and then took a hair tie that she wore on her wrist and put her hair in a ponytail.

      “I wonder what kind of shark it is.” Cinderella pulled back her long blonde hair and let it fall naturally on her shoulders.

      “Why don’t you go ask?” Clarissa pushed her toward the lifeguard, who was facing the other direction, talking to a few beachgoers.

      “No, I’m not going to do that.” Cinderella backed away and shook her head.

      “He’s pretty handsome. I bet you could smile at him and get him to ask for your number.”

      “He’s working and way too old for me. I can’t do that.” Cinderella headed back to their chairs as quickly as she could.

      “I’m just kidding.” Clarissa followed and then plopped herself down onto her chair. She grabbed a towel and tossed it to her friend. “You know that, right?”

      “I do. I’m just not in the mood to talk about boys today.” Cinderella wrapped the towel around her and sat down in her chair.

      The warmth of the sun felt good on her face and on her legs. She pulled her sunglasses out from her bag and put them on.

      The more she stayed in this place, the more she knew about it. Sunglasses, lifeguards, airplanes.

      College.

      The word popped into her mind unbidden, and a burst of fear rushed through her.

      “You don’t have anything to worry about. You know that.” Clarissa leaned over and poked Cinderella in the thigh. “Come on, you promised me that you wouldn’t worry today.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t you ‘what?’ me. I know you too well. I can see that you’re worried about starting college in a few weeks.”

      “The thought hadn’t even crossed my mind.” Cinderella crossed her arms, huffed, and turned away.

      She tried to use humor to deflect how she truly felt, but apparently Clarissa knew her way too well.

      “I see right through you. You are worried about starting college. Admit it.” Clarissa poked her again.

      “And if I am, what about it?”

      ”No need to get all defensive. I’m just pointing out that sometimes it’s good to admit what you’re afraid of.” Clarissa leaned back and looked up at the sun.

      “Well, then I admit it. I am afraid.” Cinderella tapped into all the fears she had and let them come out in a long, rambling mess. “I’m worried that once I go away that I’ll be all alone and won’t make any friends. I’m worried that we’ll lose touch and won’t be as close any more. And I’m worried that my mom won’t be able to make it on her own.”

      She said the last sentence and the pain from the truth rose up within her. She had no way of knowing who her mother was in this world, but the memory of her own past stayed strong and the old fear rose up within her.

      Clarissa reached out and grabbed Cinderella’s hand in hers and squeezed. “You’re going to be okay. You’re the smartest person I know and no matter what you’re going through, I know that it’s something that you can overcome.” She squeezed tighter and said, “As for your mom, I’ll ask my mom to keep an eye on yours. You know that you can’t live your life through hers and it’s not your job to save her. She has to be willing to help herself.”

      Cinderella didn’t know the details of whatever struggles her mother in this world dealt with, but she had a guess. “She’s never been good on her own. She’s not confident in her own ability and she constantly needs someone to tell her that it’s going to be okay. If I’m not there for that, who’s going to do that?”

      “Sounds like you’re being codependent to me.” Clarissa let go of Cinderella’s hand and reached for a spray bottle of sunscreen spray. She liberally sprayed it on her legs. “She’s a grown up and needs to be responsible for herself. She’ll be okay.”

      “But will she?” Cinderella spoke without thinking and the words mirrored how she felt about her own mother. Careful not to give too much away about her own past, she said, “I’m afraid that something really bad is going to happen to her and that I won’t be there to save her.”

      “Well, that’s no way to live. We’re supposed to be kids and not the adults. If your mom needs help, then she should see someone and get it.” Clarissa offered the bottle to Cinderella. “Know what I mean?”

      Cinderella took the bottle and sprayed her legs. “Yeah, I do, but it’s not that simple.”

      She got quiet for a minute and let her mind wander. She didn’t know exactly where she was, or when, and she still needed to find out if Jeremiah was okay. Maybe she could just be honest and trust Clarissa? But as she thought through what would happen if she did speak the truth, Clarissa would probably only think something was wrong with her.

      And what about magic?

      Could she use it in this world? Did she have the power to open the dreamline? And could she turn it sideways and go back through the in-between?

      All good questions that she would need time to figure out and answer.

      With the Dark Queen being the worst part of her own self, maybe it would be best to stay out of sight and not bring too much attention to herself for a bit.

      Not only did it feel good to have a friend to talk to, but the sun and the sand helped relax her. She knew that she couldn’t hide forever, but after so many years of sacrifice, maybe she deserved a little relaxation. Just a little bit. As soon as she could get some privacy later tonight, then she could head out and look for Jeremiah, but in the meantime, she decided to relax.

      She could use the time to think.

      “Okay, enough of you getting all quiet and moping.” Clarissa motioned for the suntan spray and waited for Cinderella to give it back. “We’re supposed to be having some fun today. It’s our last trip down the shore before we head off to college. Have you decided about tonight?”

      Cinderella gave the bottle back and thought hard. She had no clue about whatever her friend meant. “I don’t know. What do you want to do?”

      Clarissa huffed and tossed the can into her bag. “You amaze me. I went on and on this morning about what we could do tonight. I asked you to think about the three options and let me know what one you’d like to do.”

      “I’ve had a lot on my mind and I really don’t care what we do.” Seeing the frown on Clarissa’s face, Cinderella quickly added, “It’s not that I don’t appreciate you putting all the effort into coming up with the ideas, but I’m just happy to get away and to not think about going away and all my other problems.”

      “Good save.” Clarissa smiled and tipped an imaginary hat at her friend. “If you don’t care what we do, then I think we should go to dinner and then go to the boardwalk afterward. We can go shopping and maybe I can find a nice summer dress on sale. And I wouldn’t mind seeing some of the concert at 8th Street. Does that sound good to you?”

      “Perfect.” Cinderella glanced back behind her and didn’t see any boardwalk. The beach stretched out for a bit and beyond the dunes she saw a row of houses. She closed her eyes and let her mind wander. What would she want to do here? Unbidden, an idea popped into her head. “And I would like to go on the Ferris wheel. It would be fun to go up at night and look out at the ocean and see all of the boardwalk.”

      “Now there you go. That does sound like fun.” Clarissa clapped her hands together. “Looks like we have a plan. She leaned over and pulled a phone out of her bag and put in two earphones. “I’m going to listen to some music, let the sun dry me off, and take a short nap. You look out for some cute boys and nudge me if you see any, okay?”

      “Will do.” Cinderella saluted her friend and smiled.

      Clarissa leaned back, closed her eyes, and rested her phone on her belly.

      Happy to have a few minutes alone, Cinderella leaned back in her own chair and glanced up at the blue sky.

      A barrage of questions popped up into her head, but she swatted them all back. Only two of them really mattered.

      Was Jeremiah okay?

      And was her daughter Phoebe also safe?

      Where she was and when, that would sort itself out soon enough. As would whether she could use magic here and if it would attract the Dark Queen to her.

      Better to play it safe and not try anything too rash. One mistake might draw unwanted attention her way and that’s the last thing she needed right now.

      Before she had escaped the Dark Queen, she had seen Jeremiah. He had received a fatal wound from the Queen’s magic, but Cinderella had stopped time. With the Golden Fox’s help, she had found a way to escape through the in-between, but she had no idea what had happened to Jeremiah.

      For all she knew, he could have died or been frozen in time while she had escaped.

      And Phoebe? She had been on the run. Hopefully, her granddaughter Aoife had found a way to get back to her mother.

      Too much was at stake.

      But it did feel good to not think about all of her problems for a bit and getting lost in the woes of her current self felt nice.

      What if she had had a chance to go off to school?

      And to learn, make new friends, and to enjoy life?

      Those things had never been options for her.

      To be fair, she had chosen to marry the prince and she couldn’t take that back. It would have made more sense for her to run away and start a new life than to think that the prince could save her.

      He never could and she understood that now, but much too late.

      All of that had happened years and years ago, but she still perseverated on it.

      It was hard to let go of the past. Of mistakes, things she could have done differently, and to be honest, to forgive herself.

      That was the hardest thing of all.

      “Excuse me, Miss?”

      Startled by the sudden interruption, Cinderella opened her eyes and stared at the young man in front of her.

      He wore a pair of baggy shorts, an orange tank top, and had golden-colored hair that went to his shoulders.

      When she didn’t answer him, he leaned closer and said, “It’s me.”

      A question formed in her mind and she replied, “Who?”

      “The Golden Fox.” He winked at her and smiled.

      A bit taken aback by his answer, Cinderella glanced quickly over at Clarissa and whispered, “Get out of here. I’ll meet you at the water in a few minutes.”

      He nodded and headed off without another word.

      Clarissa opened her eyes and asked, “Who was that?”

      “Just someone who wanted to know what time it was.” The lie seemed innocuous enough.

      Lifting her sunglasses up so that she could get a better look at him as he walked away, Clarissa said, “He’s cute. You should go talk to him.”

      “I am. I told him that I’d meet him by the ocean in a few minutes, but first I wanted to talk with you so that you didn’t think I went off with some boy.” Cinderella fidgeted with her hands and added, “Plus, I’m a bit nervous, so I could use some advice.”

      “Just be yourself.” Clarissa smiled and then dropped the sunglasses back down. “Don’t go off with him in case he’s a whacko and stay near the lifeguards. If he seems off, tell him that we have to go meet our moms and come get me.”

      “Thank you.”

      Cinderella got up and headed to the ocean. She could see the Golden Fox, or whatever his name was in this world, head to the spot right in front of the lifeguard stand.

      A bit of hope surged through her. She hurried to meet him and did her best to calm herself. She had a million questions for him, but her top two were the most important.

      Maybe things weren’t as dire as she feared.

      Soon she would find out.
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      Jeremiah opened his eyes and gasped. He ran his hands across his chest and glanced down, fearing the worst.

      Somehow, he appeared uninjured.

      The Dark Queen’s spell had pierced through Cinderella’s defenses and he nearly died.

      He had planned to sacrifice himself to stop the Dark Queen, but he had failed.

      Cinderella had fought her and then suddenly everything turned inside out. He lost consciousness and fell into the darkness and never expected to wake again.

      In those last moments, he knew what he had to do.

      Jeremiah sat up and pulled himself up to his feet. He wobbled a bit and walked toward a small fire in front of a church.

      On seeing him approach, a man standing by the fire came over to him with a rifle. “Who are you?”

      With thinning white hair and a beard, the man pointed his gun at Jeremiah.

      Answering in the best French he could muster, he replied, “I am a friend. I had come here earlier with the wounded from Mont Saint-Michel and then returned with volunteers to fight the Dark Queen.”

      “What happened there?” The man lowered his rifle and glanced in the direction of Mont Saint-Michel. “We saw mysterious lights and then a dark cloud descended over the entire area. We feared the worst.”

      “I don’t fully know. We went out to fight the Dark Queen but lost.” Jeremiah lowered his head in defeat.

      “Is she a witch or a demon? Who is the Dark Queen?” The man gave way and motioned for Jeremiah to walk toward the fire.

      “All of us must evacuate. We have to leave here before she decides to take this city, too.” Jeremiah stopped close to the fire and raised his hands close to the flames to get warm.

      “No, we’re not going to give up.” Virginie came up by the fire and put her arm on Jeremiah. “What happened to you? Why would you want to surrender?”

      “You’re feeling better.” Jeremiah embraced her and pulled her close. She hugged him back but then pulled quickly away, waiting for him to respond. “The Dark Queen is too powerful. We need time to regroup and then we can come back to challenge her.”

      “Don’t lie to me.” Virginie squeezed his arm and leaned in close to me. “Tell me the truth. What’s really going on?”

      Jeremiah glanced away and looked into the fire. He tried to find the words to have it all make sense, but he failed. “It’s her. The Dark Queen. She’s Cinderella and Cinderella is her. Something must happen in the near future that causes her to lash out and fully embrace the darkness.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. How is that even possible?” Virginie crossed her arms and shook her head. “I’m not afraid to fight. If you are, then you can leave, but I’ll go back there in the morning. The rest of the coven needs our help. We can’t just desert them.”

      Jeremiah smiled. “That’s what I like about you. You are pure of heart. You don’t give up and the world hasn’t beaten you down yet.” He turned back to look her in the eyes and said, “I’ve been fighting at my wife’s side for years. But now, with this new threat, I’m done. I can’t keep getting drawn back into the maelstrom. I barely survived our last attempt to defeat the Dark Queen and I—”

      Virginie didn’t let him finish. “Look, you can do what you want. A few days ago, you left me here to go back to fight and now you want to run away. Make up your mind.”

      “You didn’t see what I saw.” Jeremiah noticed that a few more people had surrounded them to listen to their argument. “I stood in front of the Dark Queen and resisted her as best I could. Not only did she defeat me, but she nearly killed me. I was seconds away from death’s door.” He opened his shirt and showed her his chest. “Dark magic had pierced through all our defenses and pierced my heart. I could feel my life slipping away, but then, at the last second, Cinderella pulled us away. We were separated, and I arrived here.”

      Virginie waited for him to finish and asked, “Where did Cinderella go?”

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head and lowered his voice. “I have traveled with her through the dreamline many times, but this time was different. She went somewhere else this time.”

      Virginie had heard enough. “Look, you can do what you want, but in the morning I’m going to get up on a horse and go back to Mont Saint-Michel. I’ll face the Dark Queen alone if I have to, but I’m not going to let my coven die without a fight. They took me in when I had no one. They are my family.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” Jeremiah grabbed her hands in his. “Aoife was there with them and if their defenses were breached, she would have helped everyone escape through the dreamline.”

      “Well, we need to find out what happened there, and running away isn’t going to solve the problem.” Virginie turned away, stopped herself, and turned back. “I know you brought me here to protect me so that I wouldn’t get hurt, but I can’t hide away forever. If the Dark Queen has taken Mont Saint-Michel, we need to know that.”

      “There are alternatives to rushing up to the gates and calling the Dark Queen out.” Jeremiah glanced over his shoulder in the direction of Mont Saint-Michel. Far off in the distance, lightning flashed across the night sky. “If the Dark Queen is Cinderella having turned evil, then I might know her better than you think. She’ll want a face-to-face confrontation because that’s how she thrives. But what if we sneak in when she least expects it? That would allow us to figure out if there are any survivors left in the abbey and we can figure out what she’s up to.”

      “How are we going to sneak into the city unseen?” Virginie looked at him and joked, “Wait until she’s sleeping and then walk in on our tippy toes?”

      “No, you’re going to use your magic and turn us into mice.” He took pleasure in her shock.

      “How am I going to do that? I don’t have that kind of magic.” She raised her hands up in the air and said, “I’ve never done anything like that before.”

      “Then it’s time you learn.” Jeremiah gently placed his hand on her shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Cinderella walked up to the Golden Fox, who looked like a teenage boy, and stood beside him looking out at the ocean. “Hello.”

      He smiled and leaned in toward her, but still faced the ocean. “I’m so glad that you made it here safely. I was afraid that you wouldn’t make it and that the Dark Queen would win.”

      Two lifeguards pushed a small rowboat into the ocean as they practiced for an emergency. The first lifeguard steadied the boat as the second jumped into the boat. She grabbed the oars and positioned them as the second lifeguard climbed in after her.

      In moments, they headed out into the ocean, expertly navigating the rough waves that crashed against the beach.

      Cinderella leaned closer to the Golden Fox and kept her voice low. “Thank you for teaching me how to escape. I never thought of going somewhere like the in-between.” She let a small smile break out on her face and added, “It’s really nice here. I like it.”

      “From the little that I could gather, we’re hundreds of years in the future, but in this reality, there’s no magic here.” Tall and lanky in his current form, the Golden Fox pointed down at his body. “And when I arrived here, I found myself in this boy’s body. I’m not quite sure why, but it works well enough for me.”

      “Oh, I thought you chose the bodies that we’re in.” Cinderella held out her hands and then asked, “Do you know how we came here at this moment in time?”

      “No, I don’t. And I’m still trying to figure out how things work here. There are so many things different from our world. I’ve wanted to try to use magic, but I’m afraid of attracting too much attention.” He took a few steps back as a large wave crashed right in front of them. He didn’t want to get knocked down by the surf.

      Cinderella moved along with him to avoid the ocean wave and replied, “I’m still trying to get the hang of things here too. There’s just so much to take in.” She pointed up at an airplane in the sky that pulled a large banner advertising a local restaurant. “It’s like living in the best of all places. It’s beautiful.”

      “It is impressive here.” He turned to look up at the sky. “But I think we should still be careful.”

      “Do you think the Dark Queen can find us here?” Cinderella glanced away from the plane and her right eyebrow arched up. “And how did you find me?”

      He shrugged and tried to keep things light. “I don’t really know if she can find us here. Maybe she can, maybe she can’t. But I think we should stay out of any trouble and don’t use any magic unless it’s necessary. But as for how I found you, it’s simple. I was able to track you down by your magic.” He motioned toward her chest. “Your heart is glowing a brilliant incandescent blue. I’ve been able to sense your magic from miles away. All I needed to do was to close my eyes and I could see where you were.”

      “I didn’t know I was broadcasting my magic that way.” She put her hands down at her side and clenched her fists, and willed her magic to die down within her.

      The Golden Fox nodded and said, “That’s better. It’s a lot dimmer now. And it’s probably a good idea that we both stay out of sight as we
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