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      The cold stone bites into my knees as I scrub the massive hearth, my raw hands aching with each pass of the coarse brush. Soot and ash coat my skin, turning it as gray as the fading embers before me. As I work, memories of my mother flicker through my mind like fleeting sparks—her gentle smile, the warmth of her embrace, the lilting sound of her voice as she sang me to sleep.

      A familiar tingle starts in my fingertips, spreading up my arms. I freeze, my heart pounding.

      Not now! Not here!

      I glance around the dim room, straining my ears for any sign of Isolde or the others. The mansion is quiet save for the scraping of my brush.

      I take a deep breath, willing the magic to recede. It pulses insistently, longing to be set free. Part of me aches to give in, to let it flow through me as it once did when my mother guided me. But I can't.

      I won't.

      That path leads only to ruin.

      Magic was outlawed in this land long ago.

      With trembling hands, I resume my work, focusing on the monotonous motion. Scrub, rinse, repeat. The magic slowly fades, retreating to that hidden place deep inside me. I exhale shakily, relief and regret mingling in my chest.

      Hours later, I slip out of the mansion's back gate, a threadbare cloak concealing my ashen disguise. The forbidden market beckons, humming with illicit energy. My heart races as I weave through the crowd, drinking in the sights and sounds—glittering trinkets, bubbling potions, whispered incantations.

      "Well, well. What do we have here?"

      I freeze at the familiar voice, turning to find Dorian leaning against a nearby stall. His emerald eyes sparkle with mischief as he looks me up and down.

      "I don't know what you mean," I say, deepening my voice. "I'm just a woman looking for some herbs."

      He chuckles, pushing off the stall to saunter closer. "Come now, Ella. Did you really think you could fool me with a bit of ash and some ragged clothes?"

      I stiffen. "How did you⁠—"

      "I'm a spy, darling. It's my job to see through disguises." He reaches out, brushing a smudge from my cheek. "Though I must say, this is a rather fetching look on you."

      Heat rises to my face, and I bat his hand away. "You shouldn't be talking to me. It's dangerous."

      "Danger is my middle name," he quips with a rakish grin. "Besides, I think you like a little risk. Why else would you be here?"

      I bite my lip, torn between the urge to flee and the desire to stay. "I needed supplies."

      "Supplies for what, I wonder?" He leans in close, his breath warm on my ear. "What secrets are you hiding beneath all that soot, little cinder girl?"

      A shiver runs down my spine. "Wouldn't you like to know."

      "Oh, I intend to find out." His fingers brush my wrist, igniting a spark that has nothing to do with magic. "Why don't you show me the real Ella? I promise I can keep a secret."

      I pull back, my pulse racing. "Sorry to disappoint, but this is all there is to see."

      He smirks, clearly unconvinced. "For now, perhaps. But I'm a patient man. I'll be seeing you around, Ella."

      As he melts into the crowd, I let out a shaky breath. Dorian is dangerous—I’ve always known that. I don’t know what it is about him, but all my senses come alive when he’s near. If he ever discovered the truth...

      I hurry through the rest of my errands, Dorian's words echoing in my mind. Part of me longs to trust him, to let someone see the real me after so long in hiding. But I know better. In this world, secrets are the only currency that matters. And mine could cost me everything.
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        * * *

      

      I slip back into the mansion, heart still racing from my encounter with Dorian. The thrill of defiance lingers, but it's quickly snuffed out by the scene that greets me in my tiny attic room.

      "Well, well. Look what the cat dragged in," Drizella sneers, dangling the remnants of my dress from her manicured fingers.

      My breath catches. Weeks of secret stitching, reduced to tatters.

      Anastasia circles me, eyes glittering with malice. "Did you really think you could go to the ball, Cinderella? In this pathetic excuse for a gown?"

      "It's not—" I start, but Drizella cuts me off with a vicious laugh.

      "Oh please. As if anyone would look twice at you." She tosses the shredded fabric at my feet. "Know your place, little cinder girl. You belong in the ashes, not at a royal ball."

      I clench my fists, fighting back tears. "You had no right."

      "We had every right," Anastasia hisses. "You're nothing but a servant. Our mother should have thrown you out years ago."

      They leave, triumphant in their cruelty. I sink to my knees, fingers trembling as I gather the remnants of my dreams.

      Don't let them break you, I tell myself fiercely. You are more than they know. More than anyone knows.

      But as I clutch the tattered silk to my chest, doubt creeps in. How can I possibly attend the ball now? Even if I could mend the dress, I have nothing fit for a royal gathering. No jewels, no fine shoes. Nothing but the ashes that cling to my skin and the forbidden magic that pulses in my veins.

      I drag myself to the hearth, seeking comfort in its familiar warmth. As I stare into the dying embers, a flicker of blue catches my eye. It grows, casting an otherworldly glow across the room.

      "Poor little cinder girl," a voice purrs, rich and seductive. "So much potential, wasted on scrubbing floors."

      I start, searching for the source. "Who's there?"

      "Someone who can give you everything you desire." The blue ember pulses, hypnotic. "Power. Freedom. A chance to show the world who you truly are."

      My heart pounds. This is fae magic—dangerous, unpredictable. Mother's stories flood back, tales of bargains gone wrong and prices too steep to pay.

      "What's the catch?" I whisper, even as longing wells up inside me.

      The voice chuckles. "Smart girl. There's always a price, of course. But isn't your freedom worth any cost?"

      I hesitate, torn between fear and desperate hope. "I...I don't know."

      "Think of it, Ella. No more hiding. No more serving those who are beneath you. You could have it all—starting with that ball tonight."

      The ember flares, and for a moment I see myself transformed. Radiant. Powerful.

      Free.

      "What do you say, little cinder girl? Are you ready to claim your destiny?"

      A warning buzzes in my mind, but I push it aside. I’m tired of always playing it safe. Tired of always putting up with my stepfamily’s treatment.

      Tired of all of it.

      I take a deep breath, steeling myself. "Yes," I whisper, the word barely audible. "Yes, I accept."

      The blue ember flares brilliantly, blinding me for a moment. When my vision clears, a woman stands before me—if you can call her that. She's tall, impossibly beautiful, with skin like moonlight and eyes that shine with ancient power.

      "Wise choice, little one," she purrs, her voice sending shivers down my spine. "I am Faye, and I will be your fairy godmother tonight."

      She circles me, trailing fingers that leave tingles in their wake. "Now, let's make you a vision they'll never forget."

      Magic swirls around me, a whirlwind of sensation. My rags dissolve, replaced by silk that caresses my skin like a lover's touch. The dress forms, hugging my curves in ways that make me blush, yet I've never felt more powerful.

      "How does it feel?" Faye murmurs in my ear.

      I gasp, overwhelmed. "Incredible. I can feel the magic, like...like fire in my veins."

      She chuckles, low and throaty. "That's nothing, darling. Wait until you try these."

      Glass slippers materialize, glowing with barely contained energy. As I slip them on, power surges through me, making me dizzy with possibility.

      "There," Faye says, satisfaction evident in her tone. "Now you're ready to break hearts and topple kingdoms."

      I turn to the mirror, and my breath catches. The woman staring back at me is a stranger—alluring, dangerous, magnificent. My dress shimmers with hidden constellations, and my eyes glow with newfound confidence.

      "Is this...really me?" I whisper, touching my reflection in awe.

      Faye's laugh is like dark honey. "It's always been you, darling. I just helped you find it."

      As I prepare to leave, excitement and trepidation war within me. "What if they recognize me?" I ask, suddenly uncertain.

      "They won't," Faye assures me. "But remember, the magic only lasts until midnight. Make the most of it."

      I nod, squaring my shoulders. As I step out of the mansion, the night air kisses my skin, full of promise and danger.

      I smile.

      I’m going to live—if only for tonight.
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