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‘Your wish is my command,’ said the Goddess of Fate to a young woman with ink-black curls whose mouth dropped open. 
‘Wait, what?’ Marina’s head shot up. She had come to give her two goddess friends an earful about leading her grandfather Kaj astray with his wish and now she was being granted one? She hadn’t made a wish, had she?
What Fate, who preferred to be called Faith, had said was: ‘So, given the track record of relationship failures in your family, what is it that you want?’
What had she replied to this? Something to the extent of, ‘I want what everyone wants. A proper family, a man who is single, not just a borrowed specimen every once in a while, a daughter, to see my granddaughters grow up…’ or something to that extent.
The Goddess of Fate had somehow concluded that this was a wish.
Marina was about to protest, except Fate plowed on. ‘If you think I screwed up with Kaj and Gerda, then at least let me make amends. Would you say forty years would work? If you have a daughter soon and she has a kid before twenty?’ Faith tap-tapped the frame of her gilded mirror and muttered something.
Marina looked at Fate like she was deranged. ‘Yeah, that could happen in forty years, sure,’ she said with venom.
The mirror blinked static and then warped into a wormhole.
Marina squeaked, ‘Did you see that?’
‘Oh, it works!’ Fate looked like she was about to clap her hands together. ‘Now, darling, you pop over to the Magic Kingdom. To get back, you will need this.’ The goddess produced a tiny vial of purple liquid that started glowing when Fate held it near the mirror. ‘Wonderful.’ The closer the purple vial in Fate’s hand got to the mirror, the more it increased in size and Marina felt her body physically drawn closer to the artefact.
‘Why are you doing this, Faith?’ Marina asked, not really believing Fate would be so reckless as to dispatch her to some alternate dimension all by herself.
‘To thaw your heart.’
‘My heart?’ Marina blinked.
‘Yes, yours. With your family history and curses flying about, somehow you’ve convinced yourself you don’t deserve to be loved the way you really want to. And here’s your chance. Don’t worry, after forty years, you’ll get back here the day after you left. Ready?’ Faith asked.
‘For what?’ Marina gulped, finding the bottle in her grasp.
‘For your new life, silly!’ Fate said. As Marina felt her insides twisting, the goddess shouted something after her and then everything turned black.


When Marina came to, she was lying on something bumpy and it smelled like she was in a pine forest.
Where am I? Am I even alive?
Marina patted herself down, refusing to open her eyes until she knew she was corporeal. I’d better be corporeal. I can’t have a family if I’m a ghost.  By her tactile sensations, Marina realized she was still wearing the same clothes she had worn when she had gone to visit Faith and Dita in London. Her favorite skinny jeans and flyaway silky top. As far as she could tell, her head didn’t have any huge bumps. As for bruises, she’d have to be near a mirror to check. She was breathing fine and nothing hurt. Concluding she was alive and somewhere oxygen-enabled, Marina turned sideways and took a deep breath. Next thing she knew, she was coughing up the dust billowing around her.
Still coughing, she got on her knees and only then opened her eyes. 
Wooden log walls, unkempt hearth with a hanging cauldron and what looked like a small kitchenette were what immediately caught her attention. Marina turned her head and saw a long bench under a huge, dusty oak table. She used the bench to prop herself up, turned and spotted the bronze, gilded mirror.
The mirror.
Marina cringed.
Faith had shoved her through the mirror.
‘This better not be Wonderland ‘coz I’m not goody-two-shoes Alice,’ Marina muttered, quickly checked her face for bruises and tapped the mirror like Fate had done. The surface was solid. No wobbly bits there.
It was only then that Marina noticed the purple glowing vial in her other hand.
As if through a fog, she recalled Faith’s famous last words. ‘When the forty years are up, drink one capful of the potion and you’ll get back the day after you left.’
‘Forty bloody years? She has to be joking,’ Marina cursed and eyed the vial. ‘What if…’
She unscrewed the cork and gulped down a good dose of the liquid.
At first, nothing happened. Then a script appeared on the side of the bottle, ’Try again in forty years.’ When that text evaporated, another one appeared: ‘Or when you age and want to feel beautiful again.’
Marina howled, plonking herself down on the bench. ‘When I get my hands on you, Faith, you’re so going to regret this!’
She didn’t notice that the bronzed mirror in the corner wobbled, emitting a whisper of a laugh.


Marina put the potion bottle down and glanced outside. A pine forest as far as the eye could see. That would explain the smell.
‘Great. I’m in a log cabin in the woods. Either I’m in a fairy tale or the feds are about to charge in, thinking I’m the Unabomber.’ Marina sighed and inspected her temporary abode. ‘Please let it have en suite, indoor plumbing; please, let it have plumbing!’ She chanted when entering the bedroom. ‘Phew!’ She sat on the bed with a patchy quilt and stared at the tiled recess equipped with a shower, a toilet and a sink. ‘Now, if there was a restaurant nearby, it’d be like camping, but with amenities.’
She heard tapping from the other room. When she went back, she saw a tattered table cloth on the now clean oak table. ‘You weren’t here before.’
The table cloth tapped one of its corners.
‘Hang on, you’re sentient?’ Marina’s eyes goggled.
The corner of the cloth paused mid-tap and fell still.
‘I spoke about restaurants. Food. Are you… ooh, are you skatert samobranka, the magical dinner cloth?’ Marina asked.
The cloth didn’t move.
‘Aw, come on. Please feed me. I haven’t had a morsel since this morning.’ With that, Marina remembered the early hours of that very same morning when she had sat her 103-year-old Grandmaman into her town car. 
Grandmaman! I won’t see her for years. Decades!
Fate had promised to return her a day after she left, so at least Gerda would still be alive when she went back. Then Marina remembered the reason Grandmaman had been at her place to begin with.
Mother. They had buried Mama at Novodevichye cemetery just yesterday. A lifetime ago. No wonder she had forgotten to eat.
Marina stroked the cloth. ‘I’d be happy with anything, really. Tea and sandwiches would be nice, thank you,’ Marina told the cloth.
A steaming pot and a porcelain cup materialized out of thin air, followed by a plate with two ham sandwiches on black bread and a small pot of porridge.
‘Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!’ Marina said and started stuffing her face.
Licking the last morsel of porridge off her spoon, Marina was done berating herself for falling into Fate’s wishing trap and went into planning mode. Fate had shoved her through a portal. Presumably into another dimension. Where Fate thought she could have a chance at her wish of a normal family.
Which dimension? Is it safe here? Oh, I hope Fate wasn’t serious about forty years… If I get a taste of what it is like to have a family, surely Fate will transport me back to my comfy Moscow apartment, right?
The most important question being - how am I supposed to go about meeting the man of my dreams and getting the family Fate promised me? There’s nobody bloody here!
With her hunger sated, Marina sighed. ‘Well, at least I don’t need money for food. But I do need money for other stuff. I can probably find fruits and veggies in the forest. Or buy seeds and plant some pods. Firewood, matches, grains and seeds, other necessities, books - those things I’ll need to buy.’
She inspected all the cupboards and found one roll of toilet paper, one pan, one pot and one mummified mouse. Cringing, she threw the rodent out the window. Maybe something in the forest wanted a snack. ‘Time to go shopping,’ she decided, making a satchel out of a pillow case and heading out the door.


After walking rather aimlessly through the forest for a time, Marina happened upon a road that took her straight to a tiny village. When she reached the main square, she noticed that the villagers were giving her a wide berth. The worse news was, there weren’t many desirable men around. The baker had a paunch, the butcher was married and the cobbler was lame. Finally, one of the local women edged closer and handed her a long cotton dress. ‘Cover up your shame, honey. If you walk around in underpants, Madame might think you want to join her flock.’ The woman nodded towards the second floor above the bar where ladies of different ages and various stages of undress were propping up the balustrade, surveying the street below.
Marina bit down her retort and took the dress. Given that the inhabitants of this village looked like they belonged in the Middle Ages…well, ish…then her hip-hugging, curve-bending clothing could very well be seen as indecent.  ‘Thank you,’ she told the woman. ‘If there is anything I can do to repay you; if you need…I don’t know…herbs, then I live in the woods.’
The woman made the sign of the cross and hissed, ‘Witch!’
‘Erm…not as far as I know. I’ve just moved here and that was the house…’ chosen for me ‘that appeared to be vacant, so I took up residence,’ Marina explained, already to the woman’s back. It could very well be that they didn’t particularly like witches in the Middle Ages across dimensions. ‘Too bad, that means the only one looking out for anyone’s health around here is the vet,’ Marina mumbled and shut up. Talking to oneself was never a sign of excellent mental health, especially if you talked to yourself in the middle of the street in plain sight of the entire village. She’d cement her reputation as the crazy witch in minutes. Clutching the dress, Marina sashayed her indecent bum outta there.


An hour later, after her trip to “town”, Marina was back at her hut and she was livid. She was sprinkling Russian swear words like fairy dust. Borough was a village. A medieval freaking village. She had been taken for a floozy, a couple of local boys had even dared sic their dogs on her. When the boys trailing after her started their taunts again, she turned around and growled, ‘Zagryzu! I’m gonna maul you like a grizzly!’ One of the boys ran off yelling, ‘Grizelda! Grizelda! The witch said her name is Grizelda!’
Now she was Grizelda the witch. Excellent.
How am I supposed to get by when nobody is willing to help me? And where are all the gorgeous men?
Marina stomped to the bathroom to wash her face.
Well, at least my hut has plumbing.
Back in her living room, Marina took a long, hard look around. The potion bottle in the corner, the cauldron on the fire and a few knickknacks and bottles made the sparse space look mysterious. She looked at her long cotton dress. The woman had called her a witch. ‘I do have a log house in the middle of the woods. If the hut grew chicken legs like in the Russian fairy tales and if I brewed a few potions myself, I could totally pass off as a local witch. They suspect I am one anyway, might as well cement the rumors,’ Marina mused, remembering she didn’t see an apothecary’s shop in Borough. Brightening at her prospects, Marina started dusting off her temporary abode, whistling a peppy tune from her glamorous pop-band past.

Marina eyed her array of bottles and her herbs strung up from the ceiling rafters. She adjusted her crows nest of hair and checked her apron pocket for that satchel of mustard seed powder she was relying on to scare off any aggressive husbands who were unhappy she’d helped their wives. She was ready for business. Herbs - gathered. Potions - brewed. Notes - handed out, which meant the villagers knew for sure there was a new witch in town.
Bring it!

When by sunset nobody had “brung it”, Marina’s lip started trembling. The magical tablecloth whipped up a lavender brew and a cinnamon scone. ‘Nobody came,’ she wailed, biting into the scone.
Nobody came to see her the next day either. Or the day after that.


Thirty-nine days passed. ‘Give me vodka. And gherkins. And maybe some cured meats. Please,’ Marina asked the magic cloth. Everything but the booze appeared on the table. ‘Oh, come on. Don’t be that way. I’m not planning to get plastered just because nobody likes me. It’s been forty days since Mama’s funeral. I know I’m not in Moscow, but I still want to say grace and let her soul go. It’s tradition. Vodka is tradition. Now, gimme. Please.’
A sparkling crystal carafe appeared with two tiny shot glasses.
‘You’re quite right. One for me. One for Mama. In her memory.’
The door creaked and Marina’s head shot up. A customer? Truly?
‘Well, well, well, who do we have here?’ said a rumbling male voice that made tingles run down Marina’s spine. ‘Ink-black locks, mind-melting curves; just my kind of woman.’
How the heck did he see any curves? I’m sitting down, Marina thought, eyeing her visitor. Tall, olive-skinned, dark and handsome. Just the way she hated them. Out loud she said, ‘If you’re the big bad wolf, I’m fresh out of Grannies.’ 
The man threw his head back and laughed. The tingles multiplied and Marina had to slap her back to calm the ant farm down.
A third shot glass materialized on the table.
‘Are you expecting company?’ the man asked, moving towards the table. Marina noticed there was salt and pepper in his hair.
‘Are you ever going to introduce yourself?’ Marina countered and earned a smirk.
‘Is that really necessary? I’ll be gone tomorrow morning. No reason you should bother learning the names of random people you’re never going to see again, don’t you think?’
Marina shrugged.
‘To be honest, I haven’t used my given name in eons. Everybody just calls me Boss.’
‘Boss? What are you the boss of?’ Marina asked.
‘Nothing much anymore. I’m on vacation.’
‘Vacation? And you decided to start with these backwaters? Wow. Your life must have been quite insane if this is what vacation means to you.’
Two piercing, black eyes stared through her and Marina shivered. ‘You have no idea.’
‘Well, Boss-man, come on in. Honor my mother’s memory with me.’
‘My condolences,’ the man said and sat down, taking up the carafe and pouring them both a shot.


A few carafes later, Marina was sitting in the stranger’s lap, telling him her life story. ‘And then…pict…picture this. Fate, you know, the goddess, she shoved me through the mirror and…gluck…here I am.’
Marina felt strong arms on her waist and hot breath on her neck. When the man lifted his head and looked at her, Marina gulped. The wolf looked hungry. She hadn’t seen that kind of heat and adoration ever since she had first met Oleg. 
Oleg!
The memory of her first time with the love of her life made Marina lean back from the grabby grip of the stranger.
‘If you won’t stop wriggling, you know what will happen,’ the man said with a growl.
Marina stopped moving and breathing.
‘You understand that I won’t do anything unless you’re ok with it?’ A statement, not a question.
Marina nodded.
What would it be like to let this wolf kiss me? She had only been with Oleg for the past five years. All the kisses that had come before him had faded into oblivion.
What would it be like to kiss this wolf? Marina thought and leaned in.
When his hot mouth met hers, Marina lost herself in that kiss, melting in his embrace. It felt nice to be wanted, desired even. If Oleg still sleeps with his wife, why am I not allowed this one little fling? Marina thought. With one final thought of Oleg, she decided that the best way to fight temptation was to give in to it.


When Marina opened her eyes, she hissed. Damned sunlight! ‘Water…aspirin…brine…lots of brine…please,’ she begged her magic cloth while she dashed to pray to the white porcelain god. Half a liter of something murky in a pickle jar was waiting for her on the table in her living room when she reappeared, looking a bit worse for wear. Marina gulped the green stuff down, sighed in relief and surveyed the surroundings. The wolf was nowhere to be seen. The bastard had had left without so much as a goodbye, leaving her with the memory of their mind-melting kisses. Marina was a bit fuzzy on what had happened after that. Hell…what happens in Magic Kingdom, stays in Magic Kingdom, right? Or so she thought.


Two weeks later, Marina was frog marching to the village. They’d better have a semblance of hygienic products here or else… I’m NOT going to meddle with using, washing and re-using stinking linen strips, thank you very much!
As she kept marching, she made a mental note that in the future — a very distant future, oh forty years give or take a few weeks — she was so cancelling her gym membership and just plain walking for exercise instead. She had been in this place for eight bloody weeks and couldn’t picture spending forty more days much less forty years in it.
That’s when her feet came to an abrupt halt.
She had mourned her mother’s passing forty days after the funeral, just as she was supposed to. That was roughly six weeks after she ended up here. Since then, two more weeks had rolled by.
Marina felt sick and doubled over, exhaling slowly.
Spying wild strawberries by the side of the road, she reached out to pick them, cursing herself for only having tea for breakfast. Since the nausea refused to go away, Marina sat down into the dust by the side of the road and then laid back in the field for good measure.
Could it be the wild mushrooms I ate for dinner last night? She had gone mushroom-picking with Grandmaman often enough to know the bad sort of mushrooms from the good ones. No, it can’t be...
Eight weeks.
She had just had her period before Fate shoved her here and sure, her times of the month were patchy and even occasionally tended to disappear in times of severe stress, but two times in a row?
What if?
She tried to remember all those Louis XIV series and how they determined in the dark Middle Ages — oh, pardon, during the Renaissance - that a woman was up the duff.
The good doctor added a lot of white something to the morning pee to turn it milky, didn’t he? White…white…could it have been salt?
Marina sat back up and waited for the world to stop spinning. ‘Missed period - check. Nausea - check. Let’s go ask the cloth for salt and see tomorrow morning, shall we?’
She got up, dusted her bum off and trudged back to her hut, at half the speed she had been legging it in the other direction.
‘Just my luck. Well if it is what I think it is, at least I won’t need hygienic products for nine months,’ Marina mumbled, gnawing on a grass stalk.


A little salt, a whole lot of pee and a few bedpans later Marina was wailing into her tablecloth that tried to crawl away from her and failed. Marina held it by the corner and dabbed her eyes with the other end. It produced a plate of gherkins, a few cinnamon buns and a box of tissues for good measure. When Marina cradled the box, the cloth snaked off, wringing itself out in the process.
‘I’m going to have a babyyyy!’ Marina wailed. ‘Aloooone!’ She hiccoughed and gnawed on a gherkin. ‘And I don’t even know who the faaaather iiiiz.’ She sniffled and added thoughtfully, ‘At least not until the munchkin is born.’


Three months later, when she had bested the nausea and drowsiness, Marina had come to terms with her form getting softer and rounder and the fact that it might not be Oleg’s baby she was carrying. ‘Your daddy could totally be the slimy cad, aka, ‘kind stranger’ who happened to come by the night I was mourning my mother.’ He might be a cad, but he kisses like a god, her inner voice whispered. Marina puffed a lock out of her eye and huffed. ‘God or not, if this random dude IS the father of my child and he is out there somewhere and if he is feeling even a smidgen guilty or slimy about that night and taking advantage of me and skipping out on me the next morning, then I wish that that ounce of ick in his soul may multiply so much so that it turns his slimy ass into a frog!’
With those words Marina patted her belly. She never saw the handsome stranger standing under a pine tree across the meadow suddenly vanish.
A few hours later, Marina had happily made one of the poppy curtains into a flowing skirt and was twirling in front of her bronze, gilded mirror when she noticed a frog on the window-sill. One of its webbed feet was outstretched across the frame and its belly pressed flat against the windowsill.
‘Kamikaze frog. Nature muscling in, uh-uh,’ she said and flicked a finger at the frog’s forehead and sent the critter flying. ‘I don’t like frogs.’
After she had cleaned and aired the hut, Marina sat down for a well-deserved cup of tea when she spotted the frog at the window again. 
‘Croak, croak, croak, crrrrrroak, croak, croak…’ it said.
Before it could say anything else, Marina uttered, ‘You again! Buzz off,’ and then she slammed the window shut. That was quite enough  airing for one day. She wasn’t going to go to sleep wondering if there was going to be a frog or something worse on her pillow.
The next day, the frog was back at noon. As soon as it caught her eye, the frog became spastic. Its movements could have been lewd if a man did them, but maybe for the local fauna that was just morning gymnastics. ‘Oh, no. Not you again. Stop with the funny dance. Go find a frog to romance. I’m sick and tired of you and your theatrics. Shoo! Get out! Or do you want me to try some French cuisine tonight? Fried frog legs, yum!’ This time, Marina flicked the kitchen towel at it, which sent the frog flying again. 
The frog croaked and scampered off.
A strange notion crossed her mind that she had hurt its feelings somehow. Maybe that frog needed help and I just scared him away?
When she tried to trek across the meadow to find it, Marina discovered a wilted, long-stemmed red rose on top of a rather familiar assortment of men’s clothes under a pine tree. She had a strange feeling that something magical happened here and wondered why a man had been stalking her hut and where he had run off to, buck naked.


Weeks passed. Months.
The entire summer Marina had to get by with what the forest and the cloth offered. She had no fire, but spring and early summer were kind. She tried planting herbs and even a few new concoctions. After a profound bout of begging and only after she swore she would drink none herself, the cloth gave her alcohol which she used in tinctures.
None of the villagers were willing to sell her bread or eggs on credit and she had no money. When she tried to set up a stall with food for sale, nobody bought a single thing. When she turned her back for just a second, a cart rammed into her stall and all her goods went flying onto the street.
It wasn’t until her belly started showing that things changed.
First, a basket of eggs appeared on her doorstep. Then a baguette of bread. Then a visitor. By the time her daughter, Melisandra was born, Marina had a steady string of customers coming for beauty potions and gout ailments, love spells and rubs to soothe baby colics.


At five to midnight on a lovely, wintry night, Marina felt a pang of pain in her abdomen. Seconds later, she felt a trickle of liquid down her leg. 
It’s started! 
I’m about to welcome my child into this world! 
With another contraction, Marina doubled over and grabbed the table for support. She started doing the breathing exercises she had read about in a women’s magazines a lifetime ago.
What seemed like weeks of ‘aaaa’s and ‘uuuuuu’s later, the child finally plopped onto the throw laid out on her living room floor as Marina towered over it on all fours. She snatched the body up and held it by the leg, letting the fluid drain from the babe’s lungs until a wail broke the morning’s silence.
Checking to make sure the baby had ten fingers and toes, Marina realized it was a girl she was holding. 
I have a daughter!
‘Hello, Melisandra!’ Marina cooed.
As the babe’s eyes blinked to adjust to the light and focused on her, Marina’s aching heart went out to the little girl. ‘Oh, my precious. You’re so gorgeous. And I don’t care who your daddy is, I’ll raise you like my Mama and Grandmaman raised me. As a strong, independent woman.’
Wiping the goo off her daughter’s face, Marina felt a pang of longing for her late mother and wished her Grandmaman were there to see the birth of her one and only great-grandchild. Sadness enveloped her when she realized that neither her Grandmaman nor her father would ever know her child or any of her progeny when she would go back to Earth in thirty-nine years. Because Fate had said she would go back after experiencing an entire lifetime of events. She, but not her progeny. Marina cradled her newborn in her arms, knowing the girl would forever remain part of the Magic Kingdom.


Mellie was six months old when she started teething. Marina only got to sleep in forty-five minute increments, between having to calm the crying baby. ‘Opium, now I know why they gave kids opium. At least I have clover and chamomile, thank the goddesses,’ Marina muttered, holding a finger against Mellie’s gums. ‘Shhh…sleep, my precious.’
Mellie’s teething took eight months, during which Marina was going out of her mind. She was dazed and confused, the burrows under her eyes stretched half across her face and winter was, once again, coming.
‘Did I say I wished to be a single mother? No! Did I wish I’d have the joys of midnight feeds and an hour of sleep per night without any prospect of sleep because there is nobody to watch the baby? Definitely not. What I wished for was to have a family. A fa-mi-ly. Mama, daddy and baby. Not a lonely, unsatisfied mama and a wailing baby without a smidgen of testosterone or other kinds of relief in sight,’ Marina growled towards the mirror, hopping a howling Mellie on her hip. 
‘Any help would be nice!’ she yelled at the ceiling and saw the table cloth crumple in on itself. She hastened to pat the magic cloth. ’I’m not yelling at you dear, you’re doing a great job. I just wish there was something else besides myself that could rock Mellie to sleep. On Earth, we had those wonderful baby chairs…’ As Marina proceeded to tell the cloth about the miracles of Earthen baby gear, she didn’t think twice that it was weird that she was speaking to an inanimate object or the fact that it was listening.
When she finished her explanation, she felt the floor move and grabbed the table for support, clutching Mellie with her other hand. ‘What the…?’
The floor wobbled as did the entire hut. The broom in the corner fell, but the mirror remained where it was, albeit swaying from side to side. When the moving stopped, Marina exhaled. Then she felt a gentle sway.
‘Hut? Are you doing this?’ Marina asked, and the swaying stopped. ‘If you’re swaying to rock Mellie to sleep, please continue.’ I did say ANY help.
As the hut swayed and the curtains swished and the pots clinked, Mellie quieted down.
At the witching hour, when Marina fell backwards into her bed not bothering to change out of her clothes that stank of soured milk and baby spittle, she felt like she had been unloading wagons all night. The last fleeting thought she had was, It wouldn’t be much different if I had a baby with Oleg. He’d be with his family and I’d still be alone. At least I have a magical cloth and a hut that rocks my baby to sleep.
In the morning light, when Marina tried to figure out what was wrong with the perspective vista she was seeing out of her window, she went out on the porch and looked down. The hut had grown chicken legs overnight. Or maybe they had always been there.


‘Mellie, if you paid attention, you would know that that kind of dose of mug wort would be toxic, not healing,’ Marina told ten-year-old Mellie. If it hadn’t been for the bookshop owner who had moved to Borough this year, Marina would have also been none the wiser. In the village, besides Belle, another and more recent interloper, Marina was the only other person who was allowed to borrow books from the shop owner. She thanked her stars for his love of medical books. A few of those she even bought, given that the money stream was now steady. Nobody minded that her status as a local healer was self-proclaimed. As long as they received help, she was a healer. A healer, not a witch.
‘But Mama, I didn’t make the potion to take inside, I made it for the skin. If it worked on the baker’s wife’s pimples, imagine what coin the aristo ladies with poor complexions passing through our village will pay us! Say, what if we made this into a facial crème? We could sell it in tiny, luxurious and very expensive glass jars. They’ll pay gold for stuff in glass jars,’ Mellie said and crinkled her brow.
‘When you grow up, young lady, you can become a potions master all you want. Right now, what the villagers need are healing remedies and they know what mixing a few herbs is worth. They can’t give us gold. The villagers who are our main customers don’t have gold. They have matches and linen…’
‘And other stuff we need,’ Melisandra muttered. ‘But salves for boils and tinctures against sweaty glands are so boring! Why can’t we put things into pretty baubles and sell them for more? If they paid more, maybe you could buy me that dress we saw in the shop in Ailmsworth! Why can’t we have a shop in Ailmsworth?’ Mellie pouted.
Marina eyed her ten-year-old daughter. Goddesses, grant her strength. Where had the girl taken on the notion of entitlement and a taste for posh life? ‘I know you loved our trip to the seaside, Mellie, but our main customers are here; we can’t just up and leave!’
Mellie pouted some more, but Marina saw the cogs in her head turning. ‘You can’t! But I will. When I’m old enough, I’ll go to Ailmsworth, put up my own shop and be a…a…’
‘Witch?’ Marina offered.
‘No! A fairy godmother! The godmothers from children’s stories always have magic wands and potions and such. I’ll manufacture potions, glam them up, use tiny glass jars and ask a lot of money for them. Not like you!’ Mellie scrunched up her face.
Marina smirked. Well, the brat wasn’t even a teen, but she had gumption. It occurred to her that if Mellie already had a contrary streak at her tender ten years, goodness knows what her teenage years were going to be like.


Two years later, on a summery evening, Mellie threw the door to the hut open and doubled over, panting heavily, her rich, dark-brown hair wiping the floor.
‘What happened? Are you alright?’ Marina asked, motioning for the magic cloth to produce a glass of water that she handed to Mellie.
The twelve-year-old took the glass and gulped its contents down in one go. ‘Mama, there’s a castle in the woods. On the other side of the village! A whole castle!’
Marina looked pensive. Magic Kingdom hadn’t been very magical so far. It was as if magic had hibernated here, somehow. A castle appearing as if from thin air was certainly a sensation. ‘A castle? Is it inhabited? How did it just appear?’
‘Overnight! Can you imagine? I need to send a few village boys to…’ Mellie clamped her mouth shut.
‘Oh, you have village boys doing your bidding now, have you, young lady?’ Marina smirked. ‘Just don’t offer them anything they truly want, only what you can give without pain. You know what I mean.’
‘Mama!’ Mellie looked scandalized. ‘I’m twelve, not twenty, and I’m not an idiot! They are younger than me and don’t even think about such things.’
‘Yet. But they will.’
‘And when they do, I will only give them hugs and kisses. I’m waiting for my one true love.’
‘Aren’t we all,’ Marina mumbled and asked, ‘You think your one true love is in that castle?’
Mellie’s shining eyes gave her the answer she was seeking.
‘Oh, Mellie. Even if there is a prince in there, somewhere, you’re twelve. And what if he’s enchanted?’
‘I’ll wait,’ Mellie said and drew her chin up.


‘I shouldn’t have waited!’ Mellie wailed.
‘Mellie, honey…’
‘Don’t call be that! My name is Melisandra, not Mellie. I’m not a pet!’ Mellie spat. ‘Damn Belle, damn the prince and damn that castle!’
‘Are you not happy there was a royal wedding and that you’re not the one who was made a princess?’ Marina asked, stroking her daughter’s arm.
‘Why did it have to be Belle who met the prince? Why did they have to have a secret rendezvous in the woods? Our enchanted woods! Why couldn’t it have been me?’ Mellie huffed. ‘I’m much prettier than she is!’
‘You’re fourteen. That’s underage. The prince is twenty. You’re too young for him!’
‘I don’t care! It should have been me!’ Mellie wailed, and Marina thought that she might have spoiled her only child a bit too much.


One year later, Marina was yelling after a slamming door. ‘You go ahead and try to get by all by yourself and see how you like it! You don’t know how mollycoddled and spoilt you are, Mellie! You’ll be back. With bells on.’
Marina sat herself down, noticing how her behind now fit into her favorite armchair rather snugly. ‘Goddammit, Mellie.’ The healer sighed. ‘What’s wrong with being a healer? You could have continued what I did, but no, miss hoity-toity wants a better life, richer friends, tinier jars. More attention is what you want.’ Where the heck did she get that from? Maybe having a father in her life, like I did, would have disciplined her to be a bit less selfish?
Marina smirked at the thought that she had to pass the forty mark to appreciate the parent she had always blamed for the untimely death of her other parent.


Six months later, Mellie was back. ‘Can’t you do something about it?’ She pointed at her stomach.
Marina rolled her eyes. ‘You’re five months along. No. You know the drill. Do I need to give you the spiel I give all of my other customers? If you had come to me in the first month…’
‘I know the spiel. I don’t want it.’
‘It’s not an it. It’s a her. Or a him.’ Marina said.
Mellie narrowed her eyes at her mother. ‘Will you raise her?’
Marina sighed. The million-dollar question for grandmothers. ‘No. I’ll let you back in. You can live here. I will help you raise her. Or him. But you’ll find work. Or do what I do. You’ll help out. I doubt the man who left you this lovely present bothered to provide any means of sustenance, am I right?’
Mellie bit her lip. ‘That’s true. I’ll make sure the next time Oz is here, he will know of his paternal obligations and I will make him provide for me. For us.’
Marina looked at her sixteen-year-old and her belly and thought, Well, I did want to be a grandmother, but at forty-two?


When Elizabeth was born, things settled down for about four years. Mellie never gave up on her dream of opening up a shop in Ailmsworth and being a fairy godmother. She left Ella with her mother quite a lot, claiming the business needed her and so did Ailmsworth. It wasn’t until Mellie started feeling nauseous in the mornings that Marina realized her deceit.
‘You’re pregnant again,’ Marina told her daughter who tried hopelessly to get Ella to wear a pink princess dress she had bought on her last trip. Ella looked more interested in the morning porridge than in the sparkly dress. ‘Who’s the father?’
‘Oz. Do you think me a floozy, going after different men?’ Mellie shook her head and stopped abruptly, clutching her hand to her mouth. She exhaled slowly. ‘Ufff. When this kid is born, Oz promised he’d marry me and we’ll live together. He even bought us a house! It’s not at the seaside.’ Mellie made a face. ‘In fact, it’s on the outskirts of Borough, but at least it's in the posh end.’
‘I didn’t realize Borough had a posh end,’ Marina muttered. ‘And where, pray tell, is Oz? Why isn’t he here, asking for your hand in marriage, promising to take on all responsibility for you and your two joint kids?’ Marina demanded.
Mellie looked down. ‘He went to take care of some business. But don’t you worry. I’m here to pack up all my stuff and I’m moving to the house immediately! He already handed me the deed to it. I’m a home-owner, Mama!’
‘Your stuff and Ella, you mean,’ Marina specified.
‘What? Ella? Yes,’ Mellie said, her eyes darting to her daughter. ‘But could you maybe have her over for when this child is born? You know how much help I needed with Ella. I can hire a nanny for this next one, Oz left me money, but maybe it’s best if Ella is with you for a while?’ Having never seen Shrek, Mellie looked suspiciously like that cat making goo-goo eyes at the ogre.
‘If you have money to hire a nanny, then either the same nanny can look after two kids or you can look after one of them yourself,’ Marina said.
‘But Mama…’
‘You always call me Mama when you want something, Melisandra.’
Mellie bit her lip. ‘I have to work. I can’t look after kids.’
‘Then maybe you shouldn’t have any more kids?’ Marina suggested. ‘I worked as well, when I had you, remember? And when you had Ella and I was helping out.’
‘You call this work? You’re a local witch!’ Mellie spat.
‘Healer. And I’d be careful if I were you, dearie. I’m still your Mama and I can still tan your hide, no matter that you’re twenty and all.’
‘Twenty-one soon.’
‘Then you should act like it!’
‘Like what? I’m only following in your footsteps! I have no father! At least my kids have one and they have the same one! And they will be loved. We will be a proper family when Oz comes back! Just you see!’ With that, Mellie marched off to the landau she had arrived in.
‘You deserve better!’ Marina shouted after her, wishing someone had told her that very same thing about Oleg decades ago.


If Mellie’s words were wishes, no goddess was listening. Oz didn’t come back. The twins, Hans and Greta, were born in Ailmsworth with none of Marina’s help. Mellie was so mad at her mother that she never let Marina see her youngest grandkids. She hired a nanny, but as Oz’s money ran out, Mellie started using Ella more and more to look after the twins. Her flailing fairy godmother business didn’t bring in enough to support Mellie’s luxurious endeavors, so by the time the twins were five, all she had was the house, three kids and nothing in her pantry.
‘Hans, Greta, we need firewood! The fireplace is about to go out. Quickly, dash to the forest, gather some dry branches.’
‘Mama, it’s dark out there.’
‘Pfff, Hans, you’re not afraid of the dark, so don’t start! Off you go, take your sister with you,’ Mellie ordered, cuddling into a chenille throw and leaning into the fireplace that was still ablaze.
‘I can’t find my rabbit-fur coat, Mama,’ Greta complained.
‘I sold it for food. You want food more than a coat, right?’ Mellie asked and Greta nodded.
‘But how am I supposed to…’ the girl started when her mother waived her off.
‘Just go. The woods are not that far. You’ll be able to see the house. You only need to dart around and find one heap of branches each. I know it’s a bit cold out there, but it’ll take you no time at all, you’ll see!’ Mellie said and pushed the twins out the door, clad in scarcely more than wooden jumpers and scarves.
When Hans and Greta turned back to see the bright spot that was their house, they didn’t see anything but snowy trees shrouded in darkness.
‘Our house was just there! Where did it go? Did the trees move?’ Greta whispered to Hans who tugged on the sleeve of her sweater.
‘I don’t know. They say this part of the woods near the marshes is enchanted. Berry and mushroom pickers often get lost and come out in a completely different part of the forest. Look, I see a light in the forest! Let’s go, maybe we can get help there. It’s not like there are any logs or branches to gather anyway…’ Hans kicked at the snow underneath his boots.
When the twins made it to the hut with the chicken legs, they were coughing and half-delirious, one from fever, the other from trying to tell reality from dreams.
Marina took one look at them and ordered the magic cloth for vodka to break the boy’s fever and lavender tea to put the girl to sleep. She’d known who they were the minute she saw them. Greta was a miniature copy of Mellie while Hans had fiery hair; probably his dad’s doing. For ten days, Marina nursed the kids back to health. When they were conscious again, she told them to call her Granny.
When the children were fed and healthy, she left them sleeping in the hut, huddled her furs close and went to see her daughter.


‘How could you have sent them to the enchanted woods wearing practically nothing?’ Marina yelled at Mellie who was munching on foi gras, looking dressed for a ball. ‘You are sitting pretty and eating healthy, why couldn’t you have bought them overcoats instead of indulging yourself?’
‘I earn enough for good food, but not enough for winter coats of various sizes. Do you know how fast they grow?’
‘You do know that these kids are yours?’ Marina parried. ‘Why did you send them into the enchanted woods?’
‘I forgot.’
Marina was so surprised she sat down, unbid. ‘You forgot?’
Mellie blinked at her, looking innocent, but her attire changed from ballroom gown to a simple cotton dress.
‘Don’t you try glamouring me to change the topic! You’ve lived in these woods for almost twenty years and you just ‘forgot’ the trees switch around and you should take precautions when going in? Are you serious, Mellie?’
Mellie shrugged, her face now devoid of the previously fine makeup. ‘I tend to avoid the bad memories.’
‘Bad memories? Is living with me a bad memory?’ Marina’s eyes were like slits. Where did I go wrong? How could I have raised a selfish, silly, vain creature like her?
Mellie shrugged again.
‘If you so light-handedly get rid of your own kids, maybe you consider them to be bad memories as well?’ Marina hissed.
‘Don’t you dare say that!’ Mellie said and looked her mother up and down. ‘If you even insinuate that kind of thing in the village, my business here and elsewhere is finished.’
‘But you’re not denying it. You sent them into the wintry woods at night, wearing nothing. You haven’t even asked if they are alive. You…did you really want to get rid of them?’ Marina’s jaw fell.
Mellie’s eyes were slits. ‘So, they are alive? You found them and nursed them back to health, did you? Fool! Didn’t you yourself drill into me since childhood that there is always a reason for even the most atrocious behavior? Always.’
Marina was so shocked she kept opening and closing her mouth. ‘Why? What did those kids ever do to you, Mellie?’
‘I don’t want to talk about it. Get out. Just get out. I need to think about how to do damage control now that you’ve gone and done this.’ With that, Mellie pushed her mother’s overcoat into her hands and pushed Marina out the door.
Marina didn’t know how to react when Mellie came the next day for the twins and refused to speak to her. She still didn’t know how to react when, instead of respectful nods from the villagers, she started getting angry hisses coupled with a hateful ‘Witch!’ By the time she realized what kind of damage control Mellie had done, it was too late to react or change anything
Every night for the next five years Marina wondered where had she gone wrong for her only daughter to label her a cannibalistic witch.


As Marina’s usual patrons took their business instead to Mellie’s fairy godmother shop and she was left with fewer, and certainly darker requests, Marina’s life returned to what it had been before Mellie was born. She was the wicked witch instead of a healer, the town outcast, only twenty-six years older and not thinking about her married Moscow lover so much anymore. After all these years, Marina finally understood why Oleg had to have her. At twenty-five, like Mellie was now, Marina had also been a carefree social butterfly, not bothered by family and coulda-shoulda-wouldas. She liked Oleg, she wanted Oleg, she had to have him and she did have him. To him, she was freedom. For her, he was someone fun to spend time with until it became serious and she wanted more. She also finally understood why Oleg didn’t want to leave his family. Marina knew that if Mellie came through that door and offered an olive branch, she’d take it, no matter what. No labels, feuds or drama could eliminate family ties. Marina now realized that Oleg had been a folly. Her folly.
With all the gained wisdom, Marina wondered what she would do for the rest of the fourteen years that she still had to spend here.


It wasn’t until Ella turned fifteen that things started looking up. With the arrival of the man claiming to be Ella’s father, who came with his new family in tow, stories began coming to life in Magic Kingdom and nobody was ever the wiser as to why.


With only four years to go until her escape, Marina decided that at sixty-plus, she was going to enjoy the rest of her stay and not bother about old feuds. Which is why she was at the marshes with her new friend and Ella’s stepmother, Grace, looking at an old frog sitting on a tuft of grass.
‘Come here, you ugly thing,’ Marina told the frog, who croaked in surprise.
‘I think you offended him,’ the younger woman offered.
‘Shut it.’ Marina winked at Grace. ‘He should be grateful he’s getting any help. It didn’t go too well with the maidens you lured here, did it?’ she asked the frog who puffed out his chest.
‘They all ran screaming, didn’t they?’ the witch asked.
‘Do you have to goad him?’ Grace asked.
‘I have my reasons,’ the older woman said.
The frog smirked.
‘Do you think it’s ok to get a woman drunk, have your way with her and leave her pregnant to raise the kid by herself?’ the old witch asked the frog. 
‘I don’t think that’s how you tell someone he’s a dad.’
‘Shut it.’ Marina leaned down, puckering her lips. ‘Come here, darling. Kiss me quick and let’s be done with it, shall we?’
As soon as her lips touched the frog, a blast of light threw them both back several feet.
Flying through the air, the frog’s appendages turned to limbs that morphed into a rather handsome olive-skinned man. A rather handsome, naked, olive-skinned man.
‘Now we know for sure wishes are like curses and kisses from the right person are more powerful than anything. Even if it isn’t a True Love’s Kiss.’ The former frog sighed, stretched on the ground in his birthday suit and said, ‘Finally.’
Next thing they knew, Grace started stripping.
As her breeches fell, the woman’s limbs elongated, with her bones visibly sticking through the skin. Next, a black wolf was barking at the man, ‘Hel-lo. Boss-man.’
‘What do you mean finally?’ Marina’s hands had gone to her hips. ‘I should have let you rot here some more. You owe me an apology.’
‘You owe me one first. Come on. A frog? For thirty-six years? For a brief night of hanky-panky that wasn’t even the best I’ve ever had?’ the former frog accused.
‘I’ll show you not even the best you’ve ever had…’ Marina said, narrowing her eyes at him.
‘Put. On.’ The wolf nudged the clothes towards the witch who threw them at the man’s face in one swift motion.
He put on the proffered clothes and then pointed his finger at Marina. ‘You cursed me.’
‘I did no such thing!’ The old woman huffed and mumbled. ‘Not on purpose anyway. Well, not entirely on purpose. I made a wish that if there was an ounce of ick in your soul over what you did, that your body would follow that sentiment. So, I guess you did feel icky.’
The man tried to pat his old flame on her rump. She swatted him away. ‘Darling, I always knew it had to be you who broke the spell.’
‘Yeah? So why did you lure young virgins into the swamp then?’
‘Don’t make a mockery out of it. Do you even know what it takes to persuade one human to persuade another human to help a frog? It’s hard work, you know.’
‘One could hope,’ the weathered witch shot back.
‘So, I have a…son?’ The Boss started cautiously.
‘A daughter. She glamours people into seeing what she wants them to see.’ The witch said.
That startled him. ‘She has one of my…angelic abilities?’
Marina smirked. ‘I guess, although there is nothing angelic about her. Your granddaughters are a bit better. Ella married into the royal family and Greta is running a restaurant almost by herself at age fifteen. Your grandson, Hans, is hacking at trees and bringing wooden things to life, so I don’t know if he’ll become a warrior or a warlock, but one does not necessarily preclude the other. And you have a great-grandchild as well,’ the woman added viciously.
‘Whoa,’ was all the former frog could say. ‘Never in my travels across all the millennia did I produce offspring and now I’m a granddad?’
The witch spread her arms wide. ‘Hello, Magic Kingdom? Anything can happen here.’
The wolf nodded. ‘It. Can. And. Of-ten. Does.’

The former frog invited himself for a wash and a spot of lunch at the witch’s hut. Mellie popped by and the man grew fatherly instincts, promising to go to the Emerald City to kick Oz’s ass. Learning he had acquired one daughter and four grandkids, the Boss promised to bring Oz back to Magic Kingdom to face his obligations and earnt a calculatingly adoring gaze from Mellie. When a cocoon of silvery light formed around the man and he disappeared in a gust of wind, looking rather surprised, Marina didn’t know whether he went to make good on his promises or just legged the hell out of there.


A few months later, an associate of the former frog paid Marina an unexpected visit.
‘Hello, may I come in?’ A tall, blond hunk of a man said, looming in the doorway. ‘I’ve come to ask you about…’
‘Grace.’
‘Yes,’ the angel said.
‘Fold your feathery appendages, Gabriel. The hut isn’t big enough for the three of us - me, you and your wings.’
There was a whooshing sound and bright sunlight emerged from behind Gabriel. As a halo of rays above his head faded and his wings molded themselves into his back, she could spot a sword hilt sheathed between his shoulder blades.
‘I do like an obedient man,’ cackled the witch. ‘Close the door.’
Marina started pouring tea onto the table cloth, but before the first drop fell, a cup materialized. ’Tea?’ She motioned for the angel to sit down and he squeezed himself onto the bench at her table.
The gentle giant sighed, ‘Grace, she is…’
‘She isn’t going to abandon her family and come serve at your beck and call at the Agency of Guardian Angels. Stop waiting for her,’ Marina said, certain her only friend in this dimension was happily married and confident in her choices.
The angel rose to go. ‘Thank you. I think I needed to hear that.’
‘Sit your big hulk down. You haven’t finished your tea. It’s rude to leave before you’ve had your tea.’ The witch pointed at the cup of herbal infusion still steaming on the table. Now, let’s discuss your options,’ the witch said.
‘Options?’ Gabriel blinked, sat back down and took his cup. In the man’s giant hand the cup looked as if it had come from a toy set. ‘What options do you think I have? Besides losing hope.’
Marina’s eyes lit up. ‘Well, I’m going back. To Earth. Soon. In a few years. You could come with me. I live in Moscow. But I travel lots. Daddy always insisted that I should have bodyguards. Hell, he’d settle for one bodyguard.’ The old woman chuckled. ‘With Oleg - my married lover - and his bodyguards always around, I never felt like I needed one, but I think Oleg is going to find himself ditched. I’ve had a lot of time to think about our relationship and I think I deserve better than constantly being someone else’s second best. So, come with me.’ The witch smiled invitingly at the angel.
The angel looked confused. He looked at the witch, who was inspecting the strands of her silvery hair and humming something as she gently swayed on her feet. ‘You want me to come to Earth with you and be your bodyguard? Why would you…’
‘Oh, don’t you worry, you wouldn’t be guarding a grandma. Back home, I’m a gorgeous pop princess.’ Marina put a hand on her hip. ‘The Goddess of Fate promised to return me to my life as it was on the day after I left. I’ll be twenty-five again,’ the old woman said.
’Twenty-five? I’d give good money to see that,’ Gabriel said and the witch thought she saw a sparkle in his baby blues.
‘You’ll see soon enough.’ The old woman smacked his arm. ‘One dose of that potion,’ she motioned to a vial with purple liquid on her window-sill, ‘and I’m a beauty. So, are you coming with me?’
The angel smiled, ’Tempting...’
The mirror in the corner crackled with static and a voice said, ‘Well, it’s really obvious, isn’t it?’
They both turned towards the looking glass.
‘You!’ Marina said as a tall brunette wearing a tiny golden tiara stepped out of the looking glass.
‘Stop using my mirrors like they are your own, Morgana,’ the witch huffed. ‘Or should I call you Faith?’
The Goddess of Fate masquerading as the Fairy Queen shrugged. ‘Like I said, the answer to your problems is glaringly obvious. I couldn’t help overhearing… Who am I kidding, I was listening in as soon as the new Boss of the Agency of Guardian Angels walked through your door. The solution is staring you right in the face. You,’ Fate pointed at Marina, ‘are going back to Earth and are taking him,’ she pointed at Gabriel, ‘with you while someone else can take their turn at being the Boss of the Agency.’
‘Pimp,’ Marina hissed at her.
‘I would never. Then again, I never arrange for a worser fate.’ Morgana winked at her.
‘I love the way you ladies speak as if I’m not in the room. We used to call it dividing up the bearskin before the kill,’ Gabriel intervened. ‘Care to explain why you think the Goddess of Fate has a say in who runs the Agency, Morgana?’
‘Oh, I don’t have a say,’ Fate said. ‘The decision is entirely up to you, of course. If someone else agrees to become the Boss, you can hop-skip and jump to your freedom,’ she told Gabriel and made goo-goo eyes at the old witch.
‘Now you…’ the lady stared at the witch. ‘Care to have my job?’
Marina gaped. ‘What, be Fairy Queen? Me? Are you joking?’ 
Morgana tsk-tsk-d. ‘Always so rash. I meant my other job. My main job.’ The woman of many names and trades closed her eyes, waiting for the penny to drop.
‘You want me to be the Goddess of Fate? What, are you dying?’ Marina blurted out.
‘Imagine if you could have all of my powers. Be Fate. Meddle even more than you could before.’
‘I would never toy with people’s lives the way you do, going around cursing everyone!’ The corners of Marina’s mouth were pointing downward.
Fate clucked her tongue again. ‘Not toy. Arrange. There’s a 
difference
.’ 
‘I’m not going to be dishing out any curses,’ Marina protested.
‘Give it a few thousand years; you will get bored of simple happily-ever-afters,’ Fate assured her. ‘You raised a child by yourself, you survived being stigmatized for years, managed to patch things up with your grandkids and turn into a witch after losing your herbalist business to your own daughter. You’ve had your dream, your wish came true and then some. Today, you didn’t even blink when a battle-transformed guardian walked into your hut. Now, do you understand why I sent you here?’ Faith asked.
‘Stamina?’ Gabriel offered.
‘Curiosity?’
‘Experience,’ Fate said.
Marina narrowed her eyes. ‘Tell me, why would I help you after you sent me here to rot for forty years?’ Marina sat into her armchair and crossed her arms. ‘Forty years, Faith. Forty!’
‘Thirty-six. And you wished for a life-time. You got a life-time. You got a daughter and four grandkids.’
‘And a one-night stand and zero lovers for thirty-six years!’ Marina said as Gabriel raised an eyebrow.
‘And whose fault is that?’ Faith threw up her arms.
‘You try finding a man when you’re miles away from civilization and feared to be a cannibalistic witch, thanks to your own child’s lies no less,’ Marina growled.
‘Plenty of Russian fairy tales are about the witch luring young men to her hut,’ Fate pointed out. ‘To give them guidance. Who says the witch didn’t give them more than guidance?’
‘Yeah, well fairy tales are just starting to come alive again in the Magic Kingdom, so I think we’ll have to wait awhile before the stories where men fall for witches instead of princesses come true. And now I’ll never know.’ Marina sighed.
‘Now, you can go and have a proper chance at your own fairy tale in a world that has plumbing and cryptocurrency. Not to mention desirable, single, immortal men.’ The Goddess of Fate smirked and stole a glance at Gabriel. ‘And like I said, I never arrange for a worser fate.’ Morgana smiled and looked Gabriel in the eye this time. ‘You don’t have to agonize about your decision. Do you want to go along with miss popstar…oh, do drink up Marina, the time has come, haven’t you realized?’
Marina gave her a haughty stare and retreated to her bedroom.
‘Do you want to go with her and live a human life? Or remain an angel?’ Morgana asked Gabriel. ‘When your humanity starts to weigh on you too much, you can always pop back to the Agency to restore your venerated, neutral bliss.’
Marina emerged from her bedroom, twirling the strands of her now ink-black tresses in her fingers, barely recognizable to her guests. In mere minutes, the old witch everybody knew and loved had dropped the forty years she had spent in Magic Kingdom. Gone were the lines in her face, the wispy white hair, her saggy breasts and her baggy clothes. In skinny white jeans and a loose, off-the-shoulder top she looked young and thin and carefree with all the right curves in all the right places. 
Seeing everybody’s reaction, Marina twirled around. ‘What? This is what I really look like. These are the clothes that I arrived in. Now, are you coming or not?’ She inclined her head at Gabriel who looked utterly stunned.
Fate chuckled. ‘Before you go into your happily ever after, dear… I need an answer.’
Marina gave her a curt nod.
The goddess beamed. ‘Excellent!’
The former Granny flashed a smile, flipped her black tresses off her shoulder and nestled herself into the crook of Gabriel’s arm. When she felt the angel tense up, she ran her hand over his back to reassure him. Marina looked at Fate and said, ‘Well, if an angel wants to be a bodyguard, sure, I can be a goddess administering everyone’s Fate. I’m game! Beam us up, Scotty!’
	‘Your wish is my command,’ said Fate as she pushed Marina and Gabriel through the ornate bronze mirror.


***

	If you want to know what became of Marina and Gabriel, you’ll have to wait until October 2022 when Charm and Mayhem releases as one of 45 books in the Realm of Darkness anthology (on pre-order from Amazon for 99c: https://amzn.to/3CiYMaW).

	If, while you wait, you want to read up on Mellie, Hans and Greta, read Cinders: Necessary Evil (available on Amazon: https://amzn.to/3tybsa3).

