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        BIANCA

      

      

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Tick.

      Tock.

      Bianca stared at the clock. She bit her nails until she broke the skin of her index finger. She hissed in pain when she tasted the bittersweet, metallic bite of blood. She forced herself to give her nails a break, only because she still wanted to have her fingernails intact by the time she went back home.

      She tapped her pencil against her desk in a rhythmic pattern. A few more minutes and she would be free from the imbeciles that surrounded her on a daily basis.

      She had tolerated them for five long months. She’d promised her mother, Rose, that she would be on her best behavior and not use magic in public. That was the hardest part. No magic. Especially when she was getting picked on by the head cheerleader who seemed to hate everyone, including herself, or being accidentally pushed against lockers by some random force. Then there was the school jerk, Brandon Campion, who was currently throwing spitballs at her.

      Even when she complained to the teachers, all anyone would get was a warning, and nothing else ever came of it. So Bianca remained quiet and put up with it. All she wanted was to make it through the end of the day. Tiny droplets of sweat trickled down her temples, and she felt a single drop making its way down her lower back. Control was more difficult than she thought. Just thinking about everything she had endured so far made little white puffs of smoke flutter out of her fingertips.

      Crap.

      Bianca hid her hands underneath her armpits and closed her eyes. She did her best to meditate like Rose sometimes did. Her mom’s gentle instructions breezed through her mind. “Clear your thoughts. Think of pleasant things like the rain, the ocean, flowers. Basically, anything you like that makes you happy. You know, nice things.”

      “As long as it doesn’t make me fly off to Neverland,” Bianca had muttered.

      “Neverland?” Rose questioned.

      “You know that whole thing about pixie dust and happy thoughts and that’s how you can fly? Although I have it on good authority that Tinker Bell carried Peter Pan everywhere.”

      Rose arched an eyebrow.

      “Anyway, if you ever have trouble controlling your magic, just meditate and see if that works.”

      “All right,” Bianca had said.

      All calming thoughts vanished the moment Bianca felt a saliva-covered piece of notebook paper land in her hair. Then another one immediately afterward on the back of her shirt and several others that struck her on the cheek. It took every ounce of willpower she possessed not to set the whole school on fire. She took a deep, steadying breath and made herself think happy thoughts all over again.

      Fluffy kittens. Cotton candy. A quiet forest. Terrance . . . 

      She glanced at her math teacher, Mrs. Carpenter, who sat at her desk and did nothing. Magic would’ve solved her problem. Bianca could already imagine herself setting Brandon’s notebooks on fire.

      Stop. Don’t go down that train of thought. I can’t do that. Just two more minutes. Almost done with this place. Think happy thoughts. Fluffy kittens. Cotton candy. Gummy bears. Sour Patch Kids. Terrance. Terrance’s dark brown eyes. His smile . . . 

      Bianca sighed and wondered what Terrance would do if he were here right now. She was fairly certain that none of this nonsense would’ve happened in the first place. Her boyfriend would’ve stood up for Bianca and would’ve given Brandon a stern warning . . . since Terrance was a gentleman. And the second time around, because Brandon would’ve brushed off the first warning, Terrance’s wolf side would take over and Brandon would’ve learned the hard way not to mess with the grandson of the Big Bad Wolf.

      It was a shame that her boyfriend lived in a different dimension.

      Bianca drummed her fingers against her desk and did everything she could to push the thought of fire away, to stop her hands from literally bursting into flames and melting Brandon’s stupid, smug face off. Bianca jumped when she felt yet another spitball stick to her cheek.

      That does it. I’m so sick of this crap. Stupid teachers not doing anything to stop jerks like him from bullying people for being different.

      Bianca took a deep breath, got up, and walked to Brandon’s desk. He snorted and covered his mouth to keep himself from laughing. She gave him a fake smile and placed her hands on each side of his desk.

      “Miss Frost, I’m going to have to ask you to return to your seat,” Mrs. Carpenter said.

      Bianca looked over her shoulder and said, “In a minute.”

      She turned her attention back to Brandon. Her eyes locked with his muddy brown ones. Bianca felt the heat being generated by her hands. A fiery ocean rolled through her body. She needed to stop herself from setting stuff on fire. Little wisps of smoke fluttered from her fingertips.

      “Stop it,” Bianca said in a loud, clear voice.

      “Yeah, right.” Brandon leaned forward and narrowed his eyes at Bianca and shook his head.

      A dark shadow moved between them, and a cold breeze caressed her briefly . . . even though all the windows in the classroom were closed.

      Bianca frowned.

      What was that?

      He whispered, “Who’s gonna make me? I own this place, Freak.”

      Bianca hated that word. It made her stomach feel twisted and sick. She gave him a tight-lipped grin and pulled her hands away. It took a moment to free her hands; it was as though his desk had been covered with glue.

      “Whoa!” he cried.

      Brandon’s jaw dropped, and his eyes widened in shock. Bianca’s hands had molded the fiberglass desk. Every wrinkle and fingerprint on her hands were visible on top of Brandon’s desk. It made her think of the clay disc with her handprints that Rose kept on the mantel above the fireplace in the living room. She waved her hands to repair the desk before anyone else noticed. She snatched the straw from behind his left ear as well as the notebook he’d used to make the spitballs and tossed them in the trash can by the door.

      “Look at what she did,” Brandon cried and pointed at his desk.

      Bianca ignored the teacher’s beady little eyes and returned to her desk. She crossed her arms over her chest, grinned, and let out a happy sigh as she gazed at the clock.

      Five. Four. Three. Two. One.

      The clock struck three.

      Bianca didn’t wait for the teacher to dismiss them.

      She snatched her backpack and headed out the door.

      “Did you see what she did?” Brandon shouted as she walked down the hallway.

      Mrs. Carpenter yawned and dismissed the students. Bianca was already halfway to her locker when the bell rang. A few minutes later, she heard the familiar click-clack of Ming’s high-heeled boots.

      “B!”

      Bianca turned toward her best friend’s voice.

      “Hey, Ming.”

      She gave her friend a warm smile. She was the only person who was ever truly kind to her in school. How hard was it for other people to be nice? Was it really that complicated?

      “You ready for next week?” Ming smiled.

      Prince Ferdinand had invited Ming and Bianca to the Winter Ball although he mainly wanted Ming to attend. Bianca was fairly certain that Prince Ferdinand didn’t care whether Bianca joined them or not. He only had eyes for Ming. She had no problem with that. Bianca was going to the ball with Terrance and would spend every single moment of her vacation with him. She let out a sigh. She had gotten used to that sting in her heart every time she wished to see him. Bianca didn’t want to get used to missing her boyfriend. She wanted them to be together, like a normal couple.

      Sometimes, it sucked having a boyfriend who not only lived in another time period and dimension, but also shared a set of genes with the Big Bad Wolf.

      Complicated didn’t even begin to sum up their relationship.

      Bianca and Ming had been preparing for the Winter Ball by taking ballroom dancing lessons. They’d learned the waltz, quadrille, the spiral, and other traditional dances. Ming did well enough that she wasn’t stepping on her instructor’s toes anymore. Bianca, who was a natural dancer thanks to years of taking Irish step dancing and ballet lessons, had the steps down after a few lessons. She did her best not to rub it in since Ming often suffered from two left feet.

      “Yeah, I seriously can’t wait to get out of here,” Bianca replied.

      “I still can’t believe we’re going to an actual ball,” Ming said. She bounced on the tips of her toes. Safe to say she was excited.

      “Shh. We can’t let anyone know,” Bianca whispered.

      Ming rested her back against the metal gray lockers. “I know. I just . . . I wish I could tell someone. You should’ve heard Betty Rodriguez bragging about going to Disney World on her winter break. I wanted to say, ‘Oh yeah? Well, Bianca and I are going to a ball in another dimension, and my boyfriend’s the prince.’”

      Bianca giggled. “You know you can’t say anything.”

      Ming huffed and crossed her arms. “It sucks.”

      Bianca opened her locker. She was just about to reach for her coat when a book tumbled out of her locker and landed on the floor. Weird.

      She bent down to pick it up and saw that it was a copy of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. She had completely forgotten that she had that book in her locker. It had fallen open to the story of Bluebeard. Bianca cringed. It was her least favorite fairy tale, mostly because it was about a serial killer who had a thing for torturing and murdering his wives. She shuddered as she closed the book and put it back inside her locker.

      Bianca grabbed a few nonessentials, her coat, scarf, and gloves from her locker and slammed it shut. “Come on. We gotta go. I almost set Brandon Campion on fire in math just now.”

      “Seriously?” Ming arched an eyebrow.

      “Yep.”

      “Yikes.” Ming smirked and shook her head. “Never a dull moment with you, is it?”

      Bianca rolled her eyes and chuckled. Together, they walked out of school.

      “You wanna come over my place tonight?” Ming said. “We can order Chinese or pizza, watch movies, eat candy, and paint my nails.”

      “What about my nails?” Bianca examined her short, plain, and uneven nails. She was a notorious nail biter.

      “I know for a fact that I currently own one hundred shades of pink—which is your least favorite color.

      Besides, you hardly ever paint your nails. So I spoke correctly, thank you very much.”

      Bianca laughed. “Sounds great. Let me call Mom and see if she needs anything. I’ll see you at your place in an hour or so.”

      “Later!” Ming waved and walked away.

      Bianca stood by the front doors, put her dark purple coat on, and zipped it up. She wrapped her emerald-green scarf around her neck several times and put on her cherry-red mittens. She stepped out into the winter cold and shivered. It was at least twenty degrees outside. Bianca hated the cold. Winter was her least favorite season. She always preferred autumn—not too cold, not too warm. Just right.

      She braved the bitter wind and searched for her car in the school parking lot. It wasn’t hard to miss the oldest car in school: her lovable white VW Beetle. It was a classic. She had even bought a book on how to fix a few simple things. She was now able to change the oil, the brake pads, and the tires. Safe to say, her parents were impressed with her newfound skills. Bianca unlocked the car and was a second away from opening the door when she felt a hand on her shoulder.

      “Hey, Freak,” the male voice said. He spun her around.

      Her heart leapt to her throat, and she found herself face-to-face with Brandon Campion. Bianca narrowed her eyes and stared at him. She remained silent.

      “What did you do to my desk?” he demanded.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about. You are clearly losing your mind,” she said. She put on a brave face even though her heart hammered against her chest so hard and fast that she thought it would burst out of her chest.

      “What are you?” Brandon squinted as he studied her.

      She ignored his question and tried to get inside her car once more. The faster she got away, the better. She needed to get home.

      “Hey! I asked you a question.” Brandon put his hand on her shoulder and forced her to meet his gaze once more.

      Bianca placed a gloved hand on his chest and called the wind to aid her. A gust of air shot straight at him and slammed him into the car parked next to hers. The glass cracked. Brandon slid to the ground and gasped in pain.

      Bianca squatted down next to him, her hands clenched into fists. “Don’t you ever . . . ever put your hands on me again. Do you understand?”

      Brandon’s eyes widened in shock as he nodded. He tried to push himself away from Bianca but only managed to push himself further against the car behind him.

      “Touch me again, and I promise you it will be the last thing you do. Are we clear?” Bianca growled. Brandon remained speechless.

      “Understand?”

      “Y-yes, yes. I-I understand,” he stammered.

      “Good. Merry freakin’ Christmas, you big jerk.” With that, Bianca got in her car and drove away.
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      Bianca drove to the pharmacy through a blurry veil of tears. She was amazed when she made it there without getting into an accident. Her hands trembled as she pulled the keys out of the ignition. She felt her heart leap to her throat before she burst into a fit of sobs. Hot tears sprang from her eyes and down her cheeks. They landed with a soft splatter onto her blue jeans.

      The audacity of that guy! She still felt his hand on her shoulder. The ghost of an intruder still dancing upon her skin. No matter what she did, she couldn’t shake off the feeling.

      Will I always be a stranger in my own land?

      She couldn’t explain how she felt more at home in Everafter than in her own world. No one there made her feel strange or different. If anything, they welcomed her with open arms even when she didn’t understand what she was doing most of the time. She didn’t know if it had anything to do with the fact that she was a descendant of Snow White or not. But here? The place she called home? All she ever felt was strange and out of place. She was made to feel like she didn’t belong. Was this how Snow White had felt before she’d left Everafter for good? Maybe this was a way for everything to come full circle? Maybe life would get easier when she made the permanent move to Everafter. All she wanted was to feel like she belonged somewhere. To push that bubble of anguish down her throat and make it go away.

      She took a shaky breath and brushed her tears away. She forced a pleasant smile on her face and got out of the car. The last thing she wanted was to have a tear-stained face as she walked around the pharmacy. Or worse—bump into someone from school and have them see her crying.

      She walked into the pharmacy, grabbed a shopping cart, and headed straight to the candy aisle. She grabbed a package of licorice, Sour Patch Kids, Swedish Fish, and Nerds. She was trying to decide what kind of soda she wanted to buy when her cell phone rang. Her caller ID showed her mother’s picture.

      She pulled off her mittens and touched the ANSWER button on the touchscreen. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hey. Are you still at the pharmacy?”

      “Yep.” She reached for a two-liter bottle of Dr. Pepper and put it in the little blue shopping cart.

      “Good,” Rose said. “Can you grab me some antacids, ginger ale, and saltine crackers?”

      “No problem. Anything else?”

      “Stamps. Ooh and a Big Mac with large fries and a Coke.”

      Bianca smiled. Her mother was seven months pregnant with her second baby, and Rose was gassy, forgetful, and hungry—sometimes in random order. It was adorable to watch her mother waddle in and out of the kitchen as she tried to remember what she wanted in the first place.

      “No worries. I was thinking about spending the night at Ming’s house. Is that okay?”

      “Yeah. I can let you celebrate being ungrounded with your best friend. Consider it an early Christmas present.”

      It had been a rough five months. Rose had grounded Bianca ‘for the rest of her life’ for disobeying her and running away to Everafter with Cinderella’s glass slipper. Sure . . . it had been to save her parents’ life and keep her newly pregnant mother safe . . . but still Bianca had disobeyed her mother. Bianca thought it was a minor technicality, especially if you stepped back and looked at what had been at stake.

      “Does Daddy want anything while I’m running errands?”

      “Hang on, let me ask him.”

      Bianca heard them mumbling for a moment, and then Rose said, “Same as me.”

      “So, he wants antacids, ginger ale, and saltine crackers?”

      Rose giggled. “No, silly. From McDonald’s.”

      Bianca smirked. “Okey dokey.”

      “All right. I’ll see you soon, and drive safe.”

      “See you later, Mom.”

      Bianca hung up and put her cell phone back in her pocket. She picked up cherry lip balm and dark purple nail polish. Because no matter what Ming said, she would paint her nails, too.

      She felt a faint cold breeze caress the back of her neck, similar to what she’d felt earlier at school. Bianca froze for a moment, unsure of what to make of it. She looked around, and for a split second, she saw a shadow flicker in and out of view at the far end of the pharmacy. Just as quickly as it appeared . . . it vanished without a trace.

      Whoa . . . what the heck was that?

      After a few moments, the feelings of unease went away, but she still looked over her shoulder before she left the pharmacy. It was as though someone . . . or something was watching her every move.
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      Bianca did her best to balance all the bags in her hands while trying to unlock the front door. Her father, David, must’ve heard her struggling because the door opened.

      “Here, let me get that,” he said as he took some of the heavier bags.

      “Thanks, Daddy.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      It was still strange to see her father in the house. After having been missing for ten years, he was back in their lives. Almost a year ago, Bianca had discovered that she was a witch, a descendant of Snow White, and that her father had been turned into a bear. He had been trapped in Everafter, a magical land where all the fairy tales originally took place. Bianca had managed to save her father and bring him back home. Now he was readjusting to life as a human man. Some of his “bear” traits resurfaced from time to time. He liked to use the tree in the backyard to scratch his back, he put way too much honey in his tea, and every once in a while, Rose would catch him sleeping on the floor beside their bed. Rose didn’t care though; she was just happy David was back. Bianca couldn’t remember seeing her mother so happy.

      “Bianca? Is that you?” Rose’s voice called from somewhere in the house.

      “Yeah, it’s me,” Bianca said as she closed the door behind her. She followed her father into the kitchen and placed the bags on the counter. “Where are you?”

      “In the basement. Hang on, I’ll be upstairs in a minute,” Rose shouted.

      Bianca took off her coat, scarf and mittens, and draped them over a dining room chair. Moments later, Rose walked in and joined Bianca at the table. David sat down next to Rose. Bianca wasn’t planning on staying with them for dinner. She was getting ready to go pack a few things to take with her to Ming’s house when her mother said, “How was your last day of school?”

      Bianca didn’t want to answer that question. The last thing she wanted was to worry her parents. “Fine, same as usual.”

      Bianca didn’t like lying to her mother, but the day wasn’t something she was in the mood to talk about, especially since she was so close to being free for the night. Rose arched an eyebrow and gave her a knowing look. Bianca remained calm and met her mother’s gaze. Hopefully she wasn’t able to read her mind, like she always suspected, and see everything that had happened that day. Luckily, Rose accepted Bianca’s answer and let it go.

      That was close.

      Bianca ran upstairs to her room before her mother corralled her and interrogated her about what had really happened at school. She threw a few essentials into her trusty black leather backpack and ran back downstairs. “I’m gonna go now. Bye, Mom. Bye, Dad. See you tomorrow.”

      Bianca gave each a kiss on the cheek and a quick hug.

      “That was fast,” Rose said.

      “Have fun, sweetie,” David replied.

      “Good night. Tell Ming and her mom we said hi,” Rose said.

      “I will,” Bianca promised. She gave Rose’s belly a gentle pat and whispered, “Bye, bye, baby. I’ll see you later.”

      Rose gave Bianca a warm smile and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. And with that, Bianca grabbed her backpack and keys and headed out the door.
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      Bianca knocked on the Lees’ door and waited. Moments later she heard Mrs. Lee’s soft footsteps, and the door opened wide. It was hard to imagine that Ming had come out of the soft-spoken woman. They were polar opposites, but they loved each other fiercely. Bianca knew that Mrs. Lee would do anything for Ming and vice versa.

      “Hello, Bianca,” she said in a gentle voice.

      “Hi, Mrs. Lee.”

      Ming’s mother smiled, then opened the door wide enough for Bianca to step inside. “You know you don’t have to knock.”

      “I know,” Bianca said, walking into the house. She breathed in the smell of cedar and pine; Ming’s house always smelled like an expensive candle. The house was pristine. Everything was always in the “right” spot. Bianca’s house was the exact opposite. It looked like people actually lived in it. Ming’s house always looked like it belonged in an architecture magazine.

      Bianca quickly took off her boots and slipped into her blue slippers. She set down her bags on the floor and carefully hung her coat in the closet, just as she had done numerous times before. This was a second home to her.

      “Ming is in her room. Let me know what you want and when you’re ready to order. Although I think Ming is in the mood for pizza.”

      “Cool. Thanks again, Mrs. Lee.”

      “When are you going to start calling me Michelle?”

      Bianca giggled. “It took me forever and a day to stop calling you Mrs. Ming’s Mom. I think Mrs. Lee is a step up.”

      “I remember.” Mrs. Lee smiled.

      “Well, who knows, maybe by this time next year, I’ll start calling you Michelle.”

      “Miracles do happen. My show is about to start. I’ll check on you girls in a few minutes. Think about what you want for dinner.”

      “Will do.”

      Bianca grabbed her bags and ran upstairs and into Ming’s room. “Hi!”

      “Hey! What took you so long?” Ming looked up from where she sat in the middle of her bed.

      “I had to stop at the pharmacy and drop off a few things at my house. Specifically, Mom’s dinner.”

      “How is she?”

      “Good. Bigger. She looks like she swallowed the moon.”

      “Any idea if the baby is a boy or a girl?”

      Bianca sat on the corner of the bed, opening a bag of Sour Patch Kids. “Nope. The baby keeps squirming. Won’t let the doctor get a good look.”

      “Bummer. I wanna buy baby stuff already. I don’t wanna get boring white or yellow clothes. Or green . . .  ewww.”

      Ming had several reasons to dislike the color green. Last summer Prince Ferdinand was kidnapped by Rebekah, also known as The Frog Queen. Rebekah had every intention of marrying the prince. When Ming found out she’d almost lost her handsome prince, she’d changed her tune about their relationship. She started calling him her boyfriend. Wrote letters to him and was doing everything in her power to make their long-distance relationship work. She was also reading books about Victorian royalty and polishing her language. She still had a long way to go, but it was the thought that counted.

      “Yeah, like that’s what we’re really worried about. Clothes. Mom has to take giant vitamins to make sure the baby doesn’t have some weird deformity or whatever you call it. She keeps telling me about things that can happen if she doesn’t take enough folic acid. I told her to take a Flintstones chewable vitamin, and I swear I thought she was going to set me on fire with her eyes.”

      “Yikes,” Ming said in a dry tone of voice.

      “Yeah . . . yikes. Anyway, your mom said you wanted pizza. It’s cool with me if that’s what you wanna eat.”

      “Cool. I’ll let her know.” Ming walked to the staircase. “Mom!” With no answer, Ming repeated her cry, “Mom! Mom! Mommy!”

      “Yes?” Mrs. Lee called from the bottom of the steps.

      “Pizza!” Ming roared.

      “All right. Wait ‘til the next commercial break, and I’ll place the order,” she replied.

      After years of visiting, Mrs. Lee didn’t have to ask them what toppings they wanted on their pizza. Ming liked pepperoni, and Bianca liked plain cheese with a side of breadsticks and dipping sauce.

      “Ooh. Wanna see something I learned this week?” Bianca gave Ming a big smile.

      “Magic stuff?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Awesome! Let me see.”

      Bianca closed her eyes and focused on what she wanted to create. Her thoughts were light and colorful. She saw fire ready to become something else. It burst into a shower of shimmering light . . . an unexpected spark in the dark. And with that thought in her mind, she released a glimmering ball of energy into the room directly above them. When she opened her eyes, she grinned. She’d created a miniature fireworks display right above them. Beautiful chrysanthemum-shaped bursts of light, blooming right before their eyes.

      “Wow,” Ming whispered.

      “Pretty cool, huh?”

      “Yeah, think you can do that for my birthday?” Ming asked.

      Bianca smirked. “Sure. I’ll just hide in the bushes and make sure no one sees fireworks shooting out of my hands.”

      Ming grabbed a fistful of Sour Patch Kids and nodded in agreement. “I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”

      “What are we watching?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well, I don’t care as long as it’s something funny.”

      For most of the night, Bianca and Ming ate pizza and candy, and watched movies. For the first time in a long while, Bianca remembered what it was like to be normal. A life without magic, witches, fairy tales, or Everafter. She enjoyed every moment of it because she knew that it wouldn’t last forever.
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      It was late. At least a little past midnight. But she couldn’t sleep. It wasn’t the first time Bianca had eaten too much candy. Her stomach groaned in protest. She heard the gurgles and gas bubbles moving around her belly.

      If my intestines could speak they’d say something like ‘Why do you eat so much candy? Why do you hate us?’ and my response would be—it was worth it.

      She burped and immediately felt better.

      “B?” Ming whispered in the darkness.

      “Yeah?” Bianca murmured.

      Ming giggled. “Good. You’re still awake.”

      She grinned. “What’s up?”

      “Not tired,” Ming said.

      “Too much candy?”

      Ming feigned a gasp. “No such thing.”

      Bianca snorted and giggled. In the darkness, she heard Ming stifle a laugh. Bianca said, “I’m just glad I didn’t set anything on fire when I showed you my new fireworks trick.”

      “Yeah, me too. Would’ve had a tough time explaining that to my mom.”

      “Getting caught using magic twice in one day wouldn’t have been good.”

      “That’s right. You almost set Brandon’s ass on fire. Don’t stress about that anymore. He’s a major jerk.”

      “I didn’t set him on fire. His desk almost went up in flames.”

      “Awesome.”

      “I thought so too, ‘til he confronted me in the parking lot.”

      “Less awesome,” Ming squeaked.

      “Used a wind spell, smashed him into the car next to mine, and I ran away.”

      “Back to awesome again. How do you do that?”

      “I dunno. Must be a special talent of mine.”

      “Don’t worry. He won’t bother you again.”

      Bianca nodded. She felt the sting of tears in her eyes. She didn’t want to cry. She didn’t want to think about what happened.

      “B, are you okay?” Ming’s voice was soft.

      A lump formed in Bianca’s throat as she opened her mouth to speak. Her voice wavered as she spoke. “I’m just . . . I’m just so tired of being here, Ming. Every moment I wake up here in the real world, it’s exhausting. Any time I have to go to school and deal with people like Brandon. I’m so tired of being pushed around and having to spend all my spare time at the museum or helping Mom and Dad around the house. I just, I don’t know . . . I feel trapped here. And like no one really sees me.”

      “You wanna be free,” Ming whispered.

      “Yeah.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t matter . . .  but just for the record, I see you. And I think you do matter. I know your parents would be devastated if anything happened to you. But I also know that what’s bothering you is that Terrance is in Everafter and you are here.”

      “Yeah, that sounds about right,” Bianca admitted.

      “I know I’m right. I’m thinking the same things you’re thinking about. I worry about these things too. I know how you feel. I get that way, too, sometimes. Not as bad as you since I don’t have that whole magic thing going on. Or pressure to stay and inherit magical items that may or may not be evil, but I know how you feel. I wish there was something I could do to help you out.”

      “Me, too.”

      “What are you thinking about doing after graduation?”

      “I don’t know,” Bianca lied. She knew what she was going to do once she finished high school. She was moving to Everafter to be with Terrance. She was going to leave everything and everyone behind just so she could get away. It was the selfish thing to do, she knew that much, but she was also ready to follow her heart. “Just be sure to let me know if you make any big life decisions. I’d like at least one chance to talk you out of doing something crazy . . . for once,” Ming said.

      Bianca chuckled and said that she would.

      Ming let out a loud, long yawn. “Good night, B.”

      “Good night, Ming.”

      Bianca rolled onto her back and looked at the window from where she lay. It was snowing. Little snow flurries dancing against the glass and wind.

      She closed her eyes and fell asleep to the gentle clink-clink of the snowfall gathering on the windowpane.
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      The following morning, Bianca and Ming made themselves breakfast in the kitchen. Bianca had scrambled eggs with ham. Ming had a bowl of Honey Nut Cheerios. Mrs. Lee had a cup of coffee and a bagel and then headed off to an early yoga class.

      “So they don’t celebrate Christmas in Everafter? Don’t you think that’s weird?” Ming asked.

      “I think lots of things are weird. But I don’t think that’s strange. Terrance explained it to me the last time we saw each other.”

      She told Ming that instead of Christmas, Everafter celebrated Yuletide from December 27th until January 10th. It was a fortnight celebration of winter and the arrival of Eirwyn, the Snow Queen. The moment Eirwyn sat on the throne in the Fairy Realm, replacing Queen Mab, it would be the first day of winter and fresh-fallen snow would cover all of Everafter.

      “No Santa Claus? No presents?” Ming wrinkled her nose at the thought of spending her favorite holiday without Christmas carols, Christmas trees, twinkling lights, and gifts. As if she didn’t have enough things in her room to keep her satisfied.

      “Everafter has different traditions, you know that,” Bianca said.

      “Yeah . . .  I know,” Ming said.

      “You can stay home if you want,” Bianca teased.

      “Yeah, right. And risk Ferdinand getting kidnapped again?”

      Bianca snorted and tried not to laugh.

      “It’s not funny,” Ming muttered.

      “Correction. It’s freakin’ hilarious. But then again, you had to be there to see it.”

      “Where is the Frog Queen?”

      “She doesn’t like to be called that anymore, so watch what you say when you meet her because she’s going to be at the ball. And to answer your question, she’s relocated. Prince Ferdinand kept his promise and placed her in a nice castle not too far from Queen Titania’s vacation home so they can keep a close eye on her.”

      Titania was one of the fairy queens in the Faerie Realm. She ruled over the Summer Season. Each season in Everafter was ruled by a different fairy queen. Mab was the Autumn Queen. Eirwyn was the Winter Queen. And Bianca was blanking on the name of the Spring Queen.

      I’ll have to ask Terrance to remind me of her name, she thought.

      “Good. She better keep her hands off my guy.”

      “I’m sure she’ll stay away from him once she sees you standing next to him.”

      Ming let out a wistful sigh. “I can’t wait to see Ferdinand. I miss him.” She got up and put her bowl in the kitchen sink. “At least we’re able to write letters to each other.”

      Bianca had asked some of Queen Titania’s traveling fairies to help them deliver letters between their dimensions. It was safer than traveling back and forth every couple of weeks and risking something getting through the portal. The last thing anyone needed was another wicked witch sniffing around the Museum of Magical and Rare Artifacts. They tried to keep from writing anything too personal since they were almost certain the fairies were reading their letters. But at least it was a way to stay connected to each other.

      “I still haven’t told my mom that I’m dating the future king of Everafter. I mean, we’re not exactly in the same zip code. Big decisions going on up here, ya know.” Ming tapped the side of her head a few times.

      “That’s good to know. Ferdinand is a sweet guy. He’s a lifer,” Bianca said.

      “Lifer?” Ming echoed the word.

      “You know . . .  one of those guys that is in a relationship ‘till death do us part.’ The kind of guy who will write you poems and leave them around the house just because. Flowers every day. That sort of thing.”

      “Yeah. I can totally see him doing that,” Ming said with a bashful smile.

      “If you decide to stay here, just know that no one will do any of those things for you,” Bianca said.

      “And Terrance will?”

      “Terrance hates flowers. He says the smell drives him nuts.”

      “Will he write you poems?”

      “Terrance isn’t the poetry kinda guy. But he’d sit still for hours if I wanted to draw a portrait of him,” Bianca said.

      “Now that’s true love,” Ming said.

      Bianca sighed.

      Ming frowned and studied her friend closely. “What’s going on in that head of yours? You’ve been staring off into space a little too often for the past couple of weeks. Talk to me.”

      Bianca opened and closed her mouth a few times, still unsure of how to start the conversation. It should’ve been easier to tell Ming, especially after they talked late last night. Why was it so hard to say the words out loud?

      It was time to tell her the truth. “Because . . . because I’m moving to Everafter.”

      Ming’s eyes widened in surprise. “What? When?”

      “After graduation.”

      Ming let out a nervous giggle and then covered her lips. She pulled her hands away and said, “You’re insane.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Does your mom know?”

      Bianca tucked her hair behind her ears and then shook her head.

      “Why haven’t you told her?” Ming sat down next to Bianca at the kitchen table.

      “Because I’m worried about what will happen to the baby if she’s upset. I don’t want her stressed out during her pregnancy. I want her to enjoy being pregnant, and I’ll keep bringing her cheeseburgers and french fries until the baby is born.”

      “And then you’ll tell her?”

      “By then I’ll have no choice. I wanna start a new chapter of my life on my terms.”

      “This is crazy, B.”

      “I know.”

      Ming parted her lips to ask Bianca another question, but they heard Mrs. Lee’s car pull into the driveway.

      Ming pouted. “To be continued.”

      Bianca smirked and said, “Okay, to be continued.”

      They spent the rest of the day wrapping their presents for their families in Ming’s bedroom.

      Even though they promised to talk more about Bianca’s impending decision, they ended up not talking about it, which was something that Bianca appreciated. She didn’t want to argue with her best friend. She wanted them to have a nice holiday together. Besides, they both knew that once Bianca made up her mind about something, she would continue full speed ahead.

      Once Bianca finished wrapping her gift for her baby brother or sister, she told Ming that she was going home to put her presents underneath their Christmas tree.

      “Okey dokey. Will I see you on Christmas Day?”

      “Of course. Haven’t missed a Christmas together since kindergarten so why stop now?” Bianca teased.

      Ming smiled and shook her head. “All right. Tell your parents I said hi.”

      “I will.”

      “Do you need any help carrying those presents?” Ming nodded toward Bianca’s gifts.

      “I think I can manage.”

      Bianca hugged Ming goodbye and made her way to the front door with all of her wrapped gifts in her arms. “Bye, Mrs. Lee,” Bianca said as she opened the front door.

      “Goodbye, Bianca,” Mrs. Lee said.

      Bianca had a hard time balancing the presents and unlocking the door to her car. But after a few minutes of struggle, and a few curse words, she managed to get everything on the passenger seat without breaking anything.

      The drive back home was uneventful. She parked her car in the driveway and noticed that her parents’ car was gone.

      They must’ve gone shopping for some last-minute things, I guess.

      Bianca shrugged and thought nothing else of it. It was like they were starting over. Making up for lost time. She tried not to let it get to her, but she couldn’t help but feel left out. There they were, reunited after being apart for ten years, and now there was a new baby on the way.

      Yet another thing that made her feel out of place. There would be another person in their house. A baby. What was that going to be like? Was she going to have to help with the diaper changes and late-night feedings? Her parents hadn’t discussed what Bianca’s responsibilities would be once the baby was born.

      She figured she’d talk to her parents about it before the baby arrived. She went inside the house and placed all the presents underneath the tree.

      I hope they like their presents.

      She hadn’t been able to get much, but she’d put a lot of thought into each gift. That was her favorite part about Christmas, seeing the look on their faces as they unwrapped their presents. Seeing their reactions and smiles was the one thing that brought her joy during this time of the year. Bianca had gotten her father a nice back scratcher to see if it would stop him from using the tree in the backyard. For her mother, she’d gotten a book on herbs and their healing properties. And even though the baby hadn’t arrived, Bianca had bought her new sibling a present: a white blanket with little snowflakes sewn into each corner. It was made of the softest fabric she had ever felt.

      She looked around her home and wondered . . . was this going to be her last Christmas with her parents? Would there be other holidays to look forward to? Bianca took a deep breath and did her best to remain hopeful.
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