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“The wildfires in California are currently being exacerbated by the two large dragons flying overhead. Officials are attempting to find their nesting grounds in order to deal with them, but residents are encouraged to take cover if a dragon flies overhead. Some officials are calling for the governor to enact an evacuation order…”
I watched the TV in front of me with little interest. The news anchor still looked the same level of bewildered he’d been for a while now. It was pretty much the same as it had been for the past two weeks. Beside me was a buzzing sound somewhere, and I waved my hand to flick it away. The buzzing grew in irritation but faded away.
Outside, I could hear someone lay on their horn. Probably another unicorn in the road. They were everywhere, worse than deer. Someone shouted angrily, and the horn went off again. I sighed.
From the kitchen came the sound of cans being moved around. “My love, what are…Vienna sausages? And how are sausages from Vienna different than sausages from here?” A pause. “They are not even made in Vienna, according to the package.”
“Don’t open it and don’t eat it,” I said automatically. “It’s probably a couple of years old.” I had never bought the tiny canned hot dogs in my life, which meant my mom had. Which meant they were inedible.
“But why call them Vienna sausages if they are not, in fact, from Vienna? Are they a delicacy? And if they are not to be eaten, should we not remove them hence?”
The buzzing started up again, and this time I grabbed a nearby magazine. The pixie flying near my ear growled at me but dodged my swing effortlessly. He also left, heading towards the kitchen. “You’ve got that pixie on the way,” I called.
“I will deal with the foul pest!” I heard the sound of a sword unsheathing.
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “No swords in the house, Christopher. You know the rules.”
The sword sheathed again. “Then I shall use my other weapon. Though flimsy, it seems to do the job.”
“Yeah, you do that,” I muttered to myself. Let the prince use a fly swatter; it had to cause less damage than a broadsword. 
From down the hall, I heard a shriek from Tanisha. “Mags, there’s a tentacle in the toilet! Maggie!”
A hearty smack was followed by the sword coming out again. “Let me assist you, Lady Tanisha!” Christopher said, and he hurried out of the kitchen. I watched him go, noting that at least he’d worn the jeans instead of tights today. Progress.
Of all the things I’d expected when I made my wish, this world was not it.
###
Two weeks before, I’d been having a pretty normal day with normal problems. Everyone had been normal. Life had been its usual level of frustrating but I’d been dealing with it. 
Work was dismal. My job wasn’t anything glamorous: I clocked in, sat at a desk and moved papers where they needed to go, clocked out, and went home. It was within walking distance, and I got a paycheck. It was a living. It didn’t leave much time for anything else, but I didn’t need anything else. Or anyone else.
It would’ve driven my mom nuts. “You need to go for what you really want,” she used to say. “Don’t sell yourself short, Margaret. You are extraordinary and enchanting. Remember that.”
I’d put those words on my mother’s headstone, because if anyone was extraordinary or enchanting, it had been her. Even up to the very end, when her heart had finally given out, she’d been my extraordinary parent. 
Two years of missing her hadn’t dulled that ache. Nothing had. It was pretty much my normal since she’d died.
Anyway, the job let me keep her house, at least. The tiny little place I’d grown up in was almost paid off. My best friend Tanisha had moved in and started paying rent, and between us both, we had everything covered comfortably. But I couldn’t deny that living in my mom’s old house, the one with her touch everywhere, wasn’t hard. Just another thing I dealt with.
Like the rain. The West coast was getting hammered by wildfires every day but the Midwest and East coast? We were nothing but rain day in, day out. It always seemed to come out of nowhere, as it did that fateful Friday when I’d walked home from work. Of course, I didn’t have an umbrella that day, which meant I was soaked through in pretty much an instant.
It hadn’t been a general misting or even a downpour, either. No, it had to be the gushing sort of rain that made cars put their flashers on. Between them splashing rain up onto the sidewalk and the gusting winds, I was drenched in seconds. Blindly I hurried for the closest store and made my way inside. The pounding sound of the rain dulled as the door shut behind me, and I stood, gasping a little, trying to shake myself off. I was wet from head to toe.
And cold. Of course, I was cold.
“You poor thing. Can I get you a towel?”
It was only then that I registered where I was. The scent of incense hit first, then the dim but warmly lit store. Crystals hanging everywhere caught the light, and the air seemed to crackle with energy. The rug beneath me was full of vivid designs and was currently absorbing every inch of water I was dripping off.
The woman in front of me looked like she belonged there amongst the crystals and smoke. Her black hair curled just so around her vivid blue eyes, and her headwrap was the brightest colored thing I’d seen so far. Her red skirt swayed as she moved towards me with a massive pink shawl, also ornately decorated. She was a sight to behold, and I found myself gaping. Anyone else would’ve looked ridiculous, but for some reason, she made it work. 
“My goodness is it coming down outside,” the woman remarked, and began to wrap the shawl around me. “Here, let’s get you dried off.”
“I’ll ruin it,” I managed to say. It was thicker than it looked, and it absorbed most of my drowned-rat effect in an instant. “You won’t be able to sell it.”
“I wouldn’t sell it anyway, it’s mine,” the woman said in a no-nonsense tone. “Come, come! It’s warmer towards the back.”
How the heck it could get even warmer, I didn’t know. The flames from the various candles lit everywhere brushed against my skin as I passed them. My cheeks almost felt like they were burning from the heat. This had to be a fire hazard, but every time I looked, they were spaced out and gently flickering in the air.
The woman led me to the back of the shop and settled down on a chair behind a large glass counter, skirt fanning out perfectly. She pulled another folding chair out of what seemed like thin air and handed it to me. “Sit, sit,” she offered.
Well, it was better than being outside in the rain. “Thank you, ma’am,” I said, years of etiquette kicking in.
“Call me Vivian,” she said in a kind but direct tone. “And you’re more than welcome. I don’t get many new guests, just familiar favorites. The rain brought you to me; who am I to deny such a gift?”
For some reason, it made me think of my mother and one of the last things she’d said to me. “You are the greatest gift I’ve ever been given. Treat my gift well.” I shivered under the shawl and drew it tighter around me. The incense stung my eyes a little, and I blinked against it and the sudden swell of emotions that threatened to gush out. I needed something else to focus on, and fast, before I wound up breaking in front of a stranger.
My eyes landed on the glass case. There were a few pieces of jewelry inside, but it was mostly gems and stones, each one nestled in a cushion or satiny cloth. They were all beautiful, a kaleidoscope of colors, and the candles and lights made each one shine.
“Ah, my glass case of pretties.” Vivian chuckled and ran her hand over the top. “Each one is so very unique. Do you have a favorite?”
“I hadn’t really looked,” I admitted. “I’m not usually one for precious stones or even jewelry.” 
“The case catches everyone’s eye. Don’t be shy! Look inside. I’m curious what you’ll find.”
If I’d had more of a brain, the words would’ve caught my curiosity. As it was, I was recovering from a rotten day and getting splashed, and the warmth of the room felt so good. My eyes strayed across the case, taking in each gem and jewel and stone. 
A purple one cut in a triangular shape was intriguing, if just for the aesthetic, but I moved on to a green jewel that seemed to have sharp points everywhere. It made my skin prickle just looking at it. I kept looking, not particularly interested in the rest. They were pretty, sure, but that was about it.
And then my eyes moved to the farthest edge of the case and stopped. There was a round pink gem, almost colorless, sitting off in a single corner, and I couldn’t take my eyes off of it. There was just something about it that kept my attention.
Following my gaze, Vivian almost seemed surprised. “The heart’s stone, hm? It doesn’t usually catch anyone.” She deftly slid the case open and reached in. The gem was less circular than I’d originally thought and more curved inward at the top. It did look like a heart. Before I could say anything, she slid the gem off of the cushion and into my palm.
The color changed in an instant, going from a pale pink to a deep red. I stared, watching the blood red color swirl through the gem. What the heck was that about?
“Well,” Vivian said, and she seemed startled herself. Then she smiled, a half sort of smile, and it was far softer than before. “I think the rain really did send you my way, Margaret. I’m glad I was here for you.”
Even as the colors continued to swirl, even as I tried to make sense of her words and the strange gem in my hand, Vivian spoke again. “Tell me, for I’m curious: if you could wish for anything in the whole entire world, no matter how impossible or wild, what would it be?”
A million things flew through my mind. One of them was a warm smile under graying hair, one I hadn’t seen since I’d buried my mom two years before. It surged through me, the urge to have her hold me one last time. A hug from my mom would’ve been the best thing ever.
I shook myself. Not attainable. What would I really wish for?
For some reason, my friend Tanisha’s words from last night floated through my head. I’d joked that she had more dates than a calendar, and she’d immediately fired back with, “At least I try. When’s the last time you got out and tried to find anyone, huh, Mags? Prince Charming won’t just come find you.”
I loved her like a sister, but it was harder to be honest with Tanisha. We’d become fast friends in high school, and sometimes it felt like she knew everything about me just by looking at me.
My mom had done that, too. And my mom had always told me to not be alone, to find someone. The way she’d talked about my dad, gone long before her, had always sounded like a fairytale. She’d even called him her ‘Prince Charming’ with a grin and a roll of her eyes. But she’d always said it with such love in her voice.
It would be nice to have someone that was just mine. Someone that looked at me like I hung the stars, who’d be there to lean against, someone to connect with. But between work and a lack of applicable candidates, what was I supposed to do?
I glanced at the stone in my hands. “I guess I’d wish for a Prince Charming,” I said with a snort. “I don’t even know where to start anymore, or if I’d want to even try, but I…I don’t want to be alone anymore.”
The gem glowed in my hands and then went back to the red. I shook myself. Just the candles flickering around me, most likely.
Vivian glanced up above the counter. “I do love the sunshine after a storm.”
It was really sunny now, which meant the rain had passed. I blinked, startled: I hadn’t thought I’d been there that long. But I felt dry and warm, the signs of having been out of the rain for quite some time. That meant it was time to get going with dinner waiting to get started at home. “Thank you for letting me hang out here,” I said, handing the shawl back to her. Somehow, it was also dry, like it had never been wet.
“It was a pleasure, Margaret,” she said with a smile as we stood. I gave the gem back to her, or tried to, and she waved me off. “Consider it a gift for spending time with me.”
“I couldn’t just take it,” I sputtered. Who knew how expensive it really was? I definitely didn’t have the cash for it. “Vivian—”
“Please, from me to you, to remember that the sun comes out after a storm,” she insisted. “And that sometimes, wishes do come true for those who need them.”
She wasn’t going to be deterred. “I don’t even know that I have enough to buy incense,” I admitted. “I don’t get paid until next Friday, but I’ll be back to get something. My roommate would love the crystals.” Tanisha wasn’t the new age sort, but the crystals dangling everywhere would catch her attention.
Vivian chuckled. “You do that if you like. But the stone is still your gift to keep. Let me know what you choose to do with it.”
Besides set it on a shelf? Well, I wasn’t actually sure I’d do that. I stepped outside into the humid after-storm air, the stone still in my hand. It continued to swirl a beautiful red, and I found myself mesmerized. Maybe on my small desk at home, next to my laptop: that would be a good place to look at it. The weight was oddly comforting in my hands. I almost wanted to talk to it.
Okay, Tanisha was right: I definitely needed to get out more. Maybe she’d help me find a date. I could swallow my pride and ask her for help. Knowing her, she’d be all over it.
It was only after I was almost home that I realized, despite my never having told her, the woman from the shop had known my name. 
And it was only when I arrived home that I found him waiting on my front porch.
###
I blinked for what had to be the fourteenth time in the past five minutes. “So, you’re a prince,” I said again.
The man, the prince, in front of me nodded, as if my repeating myself wasn’t bothering him. “Verily, my princess, I am well met to meet you,” he said. “For I am a prince who has long sought his true love, and I have found you at last. I was tossed from realm to realm but I am here—”
“Yeah, I got that,” I said. I was starting to think nothing fazed him. Not him, with his pale skin, bright green eyes, and shining smile. He tossed his hair back from his forehead, the rest of the honey colored locks mostly reaching the nape of his neck. Locks, I thought, pinching the bridge of my nose. Now I’m talking like him, too.
He sat back on his knee from where he knelt, the picture of patience. It was dawning on me that the guy in front of me, the one who looked like he’d been picked up outside a renaissance faire with tights and leather boots and golden vest, probably wasn’t a prank from a coworker or a hookup attempt from Tanisha. No, he was very sincere. And he was currently kneeling in front of me in some seriously tight tights.
My eyes widened. Kneeling in tights in front of my porch, where the neighbors were bound to see. “Come with me,” I said quickly. I grabbed his hand and started pulling him around to the back of the house.
He went with me easily, his boots barely making a sound. At least he wasn’t wearing chainmail. “I would go anywhere with you,” he swore. “Say but the word and I would be with thee.”
“Okay, how about talking a little less formal?” I asked. I opened the metal gate and pushed him past the chain link fence. It clanged shut behind us as I went straight for the back door.
Then I stopped. Why on earth was I letting him into my house? I knew next to nothing about him, except that he said he was a prince who’d apparently traveled across various realms, whatever that meant, to find me. I didn’t even know his name.
He’d mentioned it, I thought, once upon a time. I snorted at my word choice. “Well, Prince…?”
“Christopher,” he said eagerly. “I am Prince Regent of the land of Devesheer, but to you, I am simply Christopher, the man whose heart you have ensnared.”
“Right,” I drawled. “Listen, Chris, I don’t know how to break this to you, but I’m pretty sure you’ve got the wrong gal.”
He didn’t even so much as frown. “I know without a doubt that I have found the right woman. For I have made many a wish for one such as you—”
Wait. “Wish?” I asked, eyes growing wide. It couldn’t be. It couldn’t.
“I would be so lucky to have you,” he said, smiling broadly. “Why wouldn’t I wish for someone like you?”
I found my face flushing without my permission. It’d been a long time since someone had so boldly said anything close to that to me. I think the last time was Daryl in second grade. Who the heck said stuff like that anymore outside of television dramas?
“Mags?”
I turned towards the back door, where Tanisha was coming out. She was watching us both with a frown. “Um, you wanna introduce me?” she asked, brow still furrowed.
“Is this fair maiden your sister?” Christopher inquired. “For she hath a beauty much like yours, albeit from perhaps a different mother or father.”
“Oh wow, you know how to pick them,” Tanisha drawled, but her frown was shifting into a grin. “Though this one knows how to compliment a lady.”
I buried my head in my palms. “No, he was waiting here for me when I got home. Christopher, this is my best friend Tanisha. Tanisha, Christopher, Prince Regent of some place not near here.”
“Prince, huh?” Tanisha said, still amused. “Well, how’d’ya do, Your Majesty.”
Christopher reached past me to take Tanisha’s hand in his, where he bent forward to place a kiss on her knuckles. “The pleasure is distinctly mine,” he said, and he really meant it. Charming came naturally.
A real Prince Charming. But it couldn’t be real, could it? There was no such thing as a gem that grants wishes. And if it existed, it wasn’t going to be in our town at a small shop.
“Wait.”
I turned to Tanisha, who was suddenly giving Christopher the side-eye. “You were waiting for her?”
Oh, no. “No, it’s not like it sounded,” I assured her. “He’s not stalking me or anything.” At least, I didn’t think he was.
Christopher looked taken aback by the accusation. “Stalking? Nay, not a whit! ‘Tis a foul deed done by a nefarious being! I came falling through several realms and landed on her doorstep. I did not ask to be flung here but am grateful for the magic that occurred all the same.” He glanced at me and smiled that same bright grin. “For I have found the one my heart has yearned for all these years. She is the one for me.”
“This is one of those times you might want to call the cops,” Tanisha said bluntly.
“It’s not like that,” I said again. “It’s not.”
She put her hands on her hips. “Okay, you know more than you’re telling me. Spill. What’s going on?”
Oh, how to put that into words. My mind sputtered to a stop. Tanisha’s gaze only narrowed further. Christopher stood, still smiling at me. The heart-shaped gem sat in my pocket.
How do you tell someone that you got a magic gem from an old woman that apparently granted wishes?
Something suddenly flew at me, hitting me in the nose and sending me reeling backwards. I rubbed my face and blinked. Then I blinked again. No, the miniature, sparkling, very purple being in front of me did have wings. And two fangs, both of which were brandished at me as it hissed in my general direction.
What the hell? 
“What the hell?” Tanisha asked out loud for me.
Christopher reached to his hip and pulled out something very long and shiny. “Woah,” I said, backing away even further as he brandished an actual sword at the flying and hissing thing. The weapon looked long enough to reach me even where I stood, and I didn’t want to be a kebob. 
“Back away, you cursed pixie!” Christopher shouted. “Begone with thee!”
A screeching sound came from behind me towards the road. I turned and found a car stopped in the street, the driver staring at the green creature lumbering across the road. It glared at the driver as it continued ambling slowly onward, a massive wooden club hoisted on its shoulders that had to be as wide as the car.
“Is that…a troll?” Tanisha asked numbly. “That’s, that’s a troll. What’s a troll doing here?”
“The beasts of my realm are many,” Christopher said. “Fear not, for as your prince, I won’t let any harm come to you! That’s my duty: to care for the one I love,” he added with a blinding smile in my direction. And he took off past the chain link fence straight for the troll.
“What the actual crap is going on?” Tanisha asked. “Mags!”
Above, a neighing reached my ears. Dumbfounded, I looked up to find a horse flying through the air, massive wings somehow keeping it aloft. Glitter trailed behind it and fell, almost landing in my eyes.
“Away with you, beast!” Christopher shouted, hitting the troll with his sword. The troll didn’t even seem bothered, just kept on walking down the street towards town.
My hand found the gem in my pocket. It felt warm, like it was almost pleased with itself. If it had had a neck, I would’ve throttled it. 
First things first: grab the prince waving a weapon around. “He needs to not be doing that,” I told Tanisha.
“Nobody should be doing that,” she agreed. “I’ll help you get him inside.”
Even as we coaxed Christopher away from the unbothered troll, even as the small winged beings—pixies, sorry, actual pixies—kept flying around like winged rats, even as the flying horse nearly got caught on a nearby telephone wire, I knew I had far bigger fish to fry.
That started with figuring out what was going on. And I knew just the person to talk to.
###
As it turned out, I never got the chance to get down to Vivian’s shop that night. One, it was far too late, and downtown was bound to be closed. And two, I was too busy with Prince Charming, trying to keep him entertained and preventing him from going out to protect us. 
Thankfully, it made explaining a prince with a shiny sword all that much easier to Tanisha. “See, this is why white people are always the ones that die in horror flicks,” she said, smacking me on the back of my head. “I wouldn’t do stupid crap like make dumb wishes with a gem I’d gotten from suspicious characters! Maggie, honestly!”
Then she glanced at Christopher, who was sitting at our kitchen table and gazing around the room in wonder. “Though he is hot,” she admitted. “So as far as wishes go, you did good.”
“You have a fine home, my princess,” Christopher said as he stood, wandering around the kitchen. “’Tis a marvel of your hard work and beauteous touch.” He smiled at me, and it looked like it came so easy, him smiling at me. I found my lips turning up to match it.
“Wow, who knew you remembered how to smile,” Tanisha said, grinning at me. “Proud of you, Mags.”
“Mags?” Christopher asked, raising an eyebrow. “An interesting and unusual name for a princess.”
“Wait.” Tanisha’s grin turned into a glare in an instant, and I instinctively ducked away from another head smack. “You didn’t even tell him your name?”
“We’ve been busy!” I snapped. Between him suddenly showing up and the pixie flying through, it had slipped my mind. This, I figured dryly, was exactly why I hadn’t been able to find and keep a date up to this point.
But Christopher didn’t seem like he was bothered by it. Instead, he seemed to be patiently waiting for me to tell him. It was…nice. I cleared my throat. “I’m Margaret. I go by Maggie, but Tanisha calls me Mags. You can, um, call me whatever you’d like.”
He stepped towards me, and I’ll admit, my breath caught a little at the intense gaze he gave me. “Margaret is a beautiful name. But Mags clearly belongs to a cherished friend; nay, I shall not take that name. I shall use Maggie, if that pleases thee.”
“It, uh, pleases me,” I said. I could feel my stupid face heating up again, and Tanisha was back to grinning. I glared at her. It only made her grin wider.
“Like I said, Mags, you did good with your wish. Though next time, wish me up a prince too.”
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, well, I’m not so sure about my wishing being so great.” I paused, then pulled out the little red gem. It caught the light from the windows and seemed to sparkle. Troublemaker. “Then again…”
“Are you about to do something stupid again?”
I held up the gem for Tanisha and Christopher to see. “If those creatures all showed up because of my wish, then shouldn’t another direct wish make them leave?”
Tanisha made a face. “Maybe? Mags, I just don’t know. I guess try, right?”
Right. It was absolutely worth a try. I held the gem in my palm like before and gazed at it. “I wish these creatures weren’t here anymore,” I said. Then I paused.
It didn’t glow. It didn’t do anything.
Tanisha glanced out the big front window and made a face. “There’s still a lot of not normal going on outside.”
I sighed. Well, it’d been worth a shot. “There’s also a troll out there…somewhere. And a flying horse.”
“Pegasus,” Tanisha corrected me. “And did he call that little purple thing a pixie? I thought they were supposed to be sweet and cute.”
“They’re a foul pest,” Christopher piped up. He’d moved to the fridge, frowning at it. “But a minor pest, in the end. What is this?”
“It’s a refrigerator. It keeps food cold.” Pixies and a flying horse—sorry, pegasus—and a troll. That was a lot to have to deal with. And who knew how much devastation they would wreak in town along the way.
Hopefully not much. “How dangerous are these creatures?” I asked. Christopher had opened the fridge and was staring inside in awe. “Christopher?”
“The troll is unlikely to do damage unless he is upset. The Pegasus, as Lady Tanisha rightly called him, will only be a menace to fields and grasslands and trees. None of them are what I would call dangerous. Not nearly as dangerous as a dragon.”
I froze. Tanisha stared at me. As one we turned to Christopher, who had pulled out a tub of cream cheese. “This smells wonderful,” he said. “May I try it?”
“Dragons?” I managed to get out. “You have dragons?”
“Oh, the creatures of my realm are many,” he said cheerfully. “Truly, this smells delightful. I must try it.”
Well, I hadn’t seen a dragon. And it would’ve made the news by now for sure. “Maybe we dodged the dragon,” I said. “And whatever else there might be.” My mind started moving through the various fantasy books I’d read, the movies I’d seen. There were a lot of possibilities on my hands that could’ve come through with Prince Charming.
But I hadn’t wished for those. I’d only wished for Prince Charming. So how come they’d shown up with him?
I realized Tanisha hadn’t said anything. I turned and found her staring at her phone, eyes wide. “Tanisha?”
“Yeah, that’d be a no on dodging,” she said, voice a little high.
My heart lurched in my throat. “There’s a dragon here in town?”
In response, she turned her phone to show me. A video played, a shaky hand still capturing what looked like a massive green dragon flying overhead. The dragon let out a ferocious roar and kept on flying over what looked like—
No. No way. “Is that the Hollywood sign?” I asked dumbly.
Tanisha didn’t answer. I grabbed my own phone and started looking for news reports. It didn’t take long to find what I was looking for—mostly because everything was front and center.
It wasn’t just here. It wasn’t just in Hollywood. No, it was everywhere.
Another dragon had flown over a small town in Norway. Japan had unicorns galloping through Tokyo. There were mermaids off the coast of Brazil, and a troll had settled down and taken a nap in the middle of the road in India.
Somehow, my wish for a prince had done all of this.
I pulled the gem out of my pocket. In my other hand, the news feed could barely keep up in documenting the invasion of fantasy creatures. Tanisha made a squeaking sound, and I didn’t bother trying to ask her what it was now. I didn’t want to know.
I glanced up and found Christopher with the tub of cream cheese in one hand, a spoon in the other. He beamed at me and spooned out another bite. “This is marvelous,” he said. “Have you tried any?”
I just sat down at the kitchen table. Yeah. Definitely going to have to talk to Vivian in the morning.
###
Thankfully, the next morning was a Saturday, which meant I didn’t have to try and deal with work and an onslaught of fantasy creatures and a prince. Though honestly, Christopher was the least of my problems.
He was nothing but a gentleman that night, insisting on taking the sofa. Before that, it had been to stand and pull my chair out. Before that had been the offer to walk me to my bedroom door. My presence, apparently, left him “beyond joyful”.
Which, well. That wasn’t something I typically got. The last date I’d been on, it had been a disaster. Between being told I was “out of touch” and “unapproachable” as well as “that outfit makes you look old,” I’d decided to hang it up. I wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea, got it.
But apparently, I was Prince Charming’s cup of tea. Which…well. It was sort of nice. Especially because he was a prince. And a really nice-looking one to boot.
So, when he said his good night to me, wishing me copious amounts of sweet dreams or something, I wished him the same. Our eyes locked for just a brief moment, and I realized how stupidly green his eyes were up close. He leaned in and I unconsciously followed, taking in an expectant breath.
Someone cleared their throat.
I leapt back and found Tanisha in the doorway, eyebrows raised. “You sure you want him out here on the sofa?” she asked bluntly. “I’ve crashed on that sofa before. It is not particularly nice to the lower back.”
My face got incredibly hot, but Christopher didn’t so much as blink. “Nay, I would not dare disturb her slumber,” he said. “Besides, the, ah, sofa, as you call it, rests beneath the large window, allowing me to better protect you from the creatures outside.” He gave me another bright smile, and it almost made up for the fact that I’d nearly gotten a real fairytale kiss. 
Which pulled me up a little because honestly, I hardly knew the man. He’d fallen into my life not even a few hours before and here I was, ready to plant one on him. Was this what just inevitably happened around princes? It explained a lot about fairytales and animated movies, that was for sure.
And normally, this kind of behavior would’ve made me roll my eyes, except that he was so sincere. It was kind of adorable. No, not adorable, charming. I kept coming back to that word. He was, in every sense of the word, charming. Almost perfect, but just enough normal that I wasn’t put off by it. 
The next morning, that almost-perfect was on perfect display. His smile was still bright and perfect, but his eyes crinkled when he really beamed. His hair went three different directions after having slept on the sofa. 
And it turned out, nobody could make tights look good. Not even Prince Charming.
“I’ll grab you some clothes on the way back,” I promised him as I snagged my shoes from the door. The sun was already pretty high, which meant the store had to be open by now. “Until then, Tanisha, keep him inside.”
“You’re going outside with that troll on the loose?” Tanisha asked, nearly dropping her coffee. “Woman, I thought you were stupid before, but—”
I held up the little red gem. In the light of the sunrise peeking through the windows, it seemed to glow. “Look, Vivian is the only one who can fix this. She gave it to me, she knew what it could do. So, she’s got to be able to help get rid of all these things that showed up.”
“I shall accompany you,” Christopher said immediately, rising in an instant. 
“Not in those tights you’re not, and definitely not with the sword.” So far, there’d only been creatures. If people saw a person that was clearly Not From Here, then they’d start demanding answers. Or worse, start filming. The last thing I needed was to be in a viral video.
He hesitated, seemingly at war with himself. It took me a minute to realize why. “Honestly, I’ll be fine.” It’d been a long time since I’d had anyone that protective of me. It was sweet. “Look, if I get kidnapped by a troll, I’ll make sure to get a note sent to you, okay?”
“Trolls do not kidnap, they stomp on,” he warned, but the corners of his lips turned up. “Perhaps simply avoid the troll all together?”
In spite of myself, I found myself grinning. “That, I can do.” Then I headed out, hurrying into town.
Of course, the store was still closed when I got there, but by that point, I wasn’t going away until I had answers. Not with Prince Charming and his entire fantasy cast living in my world where they absolutely did not belong.
“Vivian!” I shouted, banging on the door. Something that sounded like a wasp flew dangerously close to my ear, making me shy away. When I turned to look, however, it was another pixie, this one soft and pink. Its feminine face was just as pink as the wings behind it, and any beauty was instantly marred by the being hissing at me and exposing two tiny fangs.
She flew on to somewhere else, leaving me gaping behind her. Yeah, past time to talk to Vivian. I resumed my banging. “Vivian! Vivian!”
The door opened, just enough for me to see a familiar headscarf and dark curls. Somehow, the scarf was even more colorful than before, and I could’ve sworn there were now silver strands in her hair. None of it mattered more than her nonplussed face. “Vivian!” I said in relief. “I need your help! I think my wish came true!”
Somewhere behind me was a startled car horn. I spun around and found a car trying to wind its way around something in the road. In front of it, slowly walking across the street like it didn’t have a care in the world, was a genuine unicorn. It found a weed sticking out of the pavement and began nonchalantly chewing on it. Above me, the pixie flew past again, with a green and yellow one right beside it. 
“Yes,” Vivian drawled in a deadpan tone. “I can see that. I have to say, it’s been a while since I’ve seen a wish go like this.”
I stopped. No, I hadn’t been imagining it: she was almost bored about the fact that not only had my wish come true, but that there were pixies and unicorns and all sorts of fantasy creatures wreaking havoc across the globe. “Been a while?” I asked. She seemed to be watching the unicorn with a measure of amusement. “I thought you said the gem didn’t catch anyone’s eye.”
“I said it usually does not,” she corrected. “Do try to listen a bit better, Margaret.”
“And how do you know my name?”
“Are you coming in for something warm to drink?” Vivian asked, completely sidestepping my questions. And my anxiety. And everything else that was making my mouth fall open in shock.
I took a deep breath. This was going nowhere, and I needed answers. “How do I undo this part?”
She raised an eyebrow. “This part?”
“Yes! I think they all followed my, uh, literal Prince Charming,” I explained. “I tried wishing again with the stone but it wouldn’t let me. Or at least, it didn’t work.” This was hands down the craziest conversation I’d ever had, but there was a literal unicorn behind me, holding up traffic, and somewhere else there was a troll wandering around. I figured I’d left ridiculous behind a while ago.
Vivian sighed and leaned against the door jamb. Her skirt today was a brilliant emerald green that flowed against the floor, and I could’ve sworn I saw fireman’s boots underneath it. Why would she be wearing those? 
“That’s because you can’t undo a wish by wishing like that,” she said, pulling my attention back. “You can only make new wishes. No, the only way to undo a wish is to destroy the stone that made them come true, and that takes them all away.”
“Wait, what? It takes everything back?” Even Christopher? I paused because that wasn’t at all something I’d been prepared for. Dragons flying overhead, not in my plans.
Losing the guy that I’d become strangely attached to in just the last 24 hours? Especially one who looked at me like I was an extra cherry on top of an ice cream sundae, in a way no one else had ever done before?
Vivian seemed to soften, and her smile was kind. “Look, I gave you that stone not just because you came in and spent time with an old lady like myself. That stone doesn’t often react to anyone; it’s certainly never reacted to me. It gets passed over by just about everyone. But you saw it, and it saw you back. That tells me it’s in good hands with you.”
“Did you miss the dragon flying over Hollywood earlier?” I asked incredulously. 
She actually chuckled. “I’m sure it’ll give the news something to talk about. But you’ll have to decide for yourself what to do, moving forward. Is he worth the consequences?”
That, I wasn’t sure. But I wasn’t about to go smashing the rock. Its weight sat nestled in my pocket, resting comfortably against my leg. For now, things could stay the way they were.
“Let me know what you choose to do with it,” Vivian said yet again. “And what you choose to do with the new world you’ve essentially created. Either way, it should prove very interesting this time around. Very interesting indeed.” And she closed the door. 
I had way more questions than answers, and I was starting to get the feeling that this was how it usually was with Vivian. I sighed and headed back down the street towards my house.
A world with real magical creatures in it: that couldn’t be too terrible, could it?
###
It turned out, it could be pretty terrible.
The pixies were worse than termites. They kept getting in everywhere, and when they bit, it hurt. It was never enough to bleed out, but enough to make you yelp and reach for the nearest thing to hit them. The first time, Christopher had turned to his sword and taken it to the pixie. Not only had he missed, he’d cut a bookshelf nearly in half. That was the day we enacted the rule about No Swords in the House.
And as it turned out, a flyswatter was just about the right size to send a pixie packing. We stocked up. Christopher was particularly impressed by the durability.
But maybe the worst part of it all was that on Monday morning, I still had to go to work. “Must you go?” Christopher asked as I pulled my hair back into a bun. He was wearing the t-shirt I’d bought him, but he’d ignored the slacks in favor of keeping his tights. The combination was, well, pretty special.
“Yeah, well, trust me, I don’t want to go either. But it pays the bills. I’d rather do anything else.” There were days that being a crash test dummy sounded more appealing. This morning was one of them.
“How come you didn’t wish for that?” Tanisha asked around a slice of toast. “I mean, Chris is great and all, but how was the job not the first wish, given how much you don’t enjoy it?”
I paused from where I was pouring coffee into a thermos. Why hadn’t it been? Was I that lonely? I’ll admit that Christopher was, well, actually pretty awesome. And I wasn’t going to get tired of his smile. I glanced over at him and met his gaze. He smiled brightly at me. My own lips turned up to match his.
Tanisha just huffed but with a grin of her own. “Okay, I’m kind of glad you were never heavy into dating if this is what you’re like all the time.”
“I don’t know why I didn’t wish for a better job,” I told her honestly, steering the conversation back to something less invasive. A memory of my mom floated past, her lips turned up in that fake-innocent way. He’s far better than any old job, she would’ve told me. But I’m sure you already know that.
“Maggie?”
I blinked and found both Tanisha and Christopher watching me, concerned. “I’m fine,” I said automatically, even while my chest went tight and my tongue went dry. “I just didn’t wish for it, I guess.”
“Chris mentioned maybe trying again,” Tanisha said. Ever patient, ever willing to give me my moments and a chance to breathe. Her attempts to interject normalcy were admirable and had been since the day my mom died.
Then the words registered. “Try making another wish?”
“Why not?”
I scowled at them both. “Didn’t you see how poorly this one came out? It totally took my words and manipulated them.” In a very world hazardous way.
“Then be more specific,” Tanisha insisted. “C’mon, make another wish.”
Well, what did I have to lose? I pulled the gem out from my pocket and held it out. The sunlight from the kitchen window caught on the stone, making the red all the bolder. I took a deep breath in. “I wish I had a better job.”
None of us dared to breathe. The gem stayed where it was. My shoulders fell. “Well?” Tanisha asked.
“I don’t think it worked.” Had the gem gone really red again? I couldn’t tell. “That’s okay. Be careful what you wish for, right?”
“Ain’t that the truth,” Tanisha muttered, looking out the window. Outside, a pegasus nearly got caught in the electrical lines again. I was pretty sure it was trying to sit on the wires like the birds did. 
I sighed. “I’ll be back before you know it,” I promised Christopher. “But really, feel free to try the slacks on. Or the jeans. You might find a new favorite.”
“Are you not impressed by my tights?” he asked. “They are standard attire for any prince.”
Tanisha snorted. “I’m here to tell you there’s nothing standard about any of that.”
“And with that, I’m going to work,” I said loudly. I didn’t need to hear anything else. “I’ll be back this afternoon.”
It turned out, I wasn’t back that afternoon. I was back about an hour later.
“They fired you?”
“Completely out of the blue,” I said faintly. I set my box of things down on the table and all but fell into a chair. Across from me, Tanisha looked furious. “I don’t know what I did. They couldn’t tell me. Just said that I was no longer the right fit and that I needed to gather my things.” My boss had been polite but firm as he’d read off the email. He had also declined to say why I was getting the boot.
So much for employee loyalty.
If Tanisha looked mad, Christopher was ten times worse. “How dare they treat you this way?” he said incredulously. “I shall speak with them at once!” And he reached for his sword.
“No, no, no. You’re not doing anything like that,” I told him, shooting forward with my hands up. “And we’ve already talked about the sword. No swords inside. Or outside. Got it?” Forget fired, I’d get arrested if Christopher decided to take them on with a sword.
Something shifted in my pocket as I sat up, and I realized it was the gem. I pulled it out and set it on the table. It seemed even redder than before, like it had been after my first wish.
My eyes went wide. Wait a minute. Had the gem actually granted my wish and messed it up again?
“What is the matter?” Christopher asked, seeing my face. “How may I help, my love?”
“I…I made a wish for a better job.” 
Tanisha narrowed her gaze at the gem on the table. “And now you’re jobless for no damn reason. That thing is a menace.”
“Hey, you told me to make another wish,” I said tightly. “And it got all messed up like my first one.” 
Tanisha rolled her eyes. “Whatever. We need to get rid of it,” she said, reaching for the gem. 
“No!” I shouted, grabbing it up. In my hands, it seemed to pulse, almost as fast as my heart. But it was safe, and it wasn’t getting smashed. I let out a shaky breath.
It was only then that I realized the rest of the room was silent. I glanced up and found both Tanisha and Christopher watching me. “Um,” I said eloquently.
“So, I just want to know: is the crazy infectious or something?” Tanisha asked. “Or do you have a reason for why you just pulled a ‘my precious’ moment?”
I made a face. “If I destroy it, Vivian said everything goes away.” My eyes darted to Christopher. “Everything.”
Obnoxious as my best friend can be from time to time, she’s not stupid. Her eyes widened a bit and she pulled her hands up. “No destroying it. Got it. We’ll just, uh, be careful with wishing for stuff.”
“Would that we were back in my kingdom, I would give you gold beyond measure,” Christopher assured me. “You would never have to toil another day in your life. You would be well kept with plenty of desirable fabrics and the creamiest of cheeses.”
I raised an eyebrow at him. “Is there any cream cheese left?”
“Yes,” said Christopher.
“No,” said Tanisha. She scowled at Christopher. “If you’re going to eat the whole container, at least put it on the grocery list.”
Prince Charming could lie: who knew? It made me grin a little, before I realized that groceries were maybe about to get sparse for a bit. “I’ll get another job as soon as I can,” I told Tanisha. “I’ll pay you back for groceries.”
That earned me an eye roll. “Don’t even start with me. You didn’t have to let me stay with you after Adrian and I broke up. I got this.”
Christopher frowned. “Ah, ‘broke up’?”
“Adrian cheated on me. He slept with his ex-girlfriend and then had the nerve to kick me out of our joint apartment.”
I watched Christopher put a hand to his sword again. “Tell me where I might find this Adrian, and he shall taste steel for his impudence.”
Tanisha began to grin. “Absolutely not,” I insisted. “That was a year ago, first of all. And again, no swords in the house or outside! I’m making it a new rule: we solve problems without swords.” Maybe I was going to have to draw up a rules chart like I had kids in the house or something. Even when Tanisha had moved in, we’d never had to draw up a roommate agreement. We’d just gone forward together. It had helped, after Mom. Besides, Tanisha’s drama had sort of given me something else to focus on.
And oh, had there been drama.
“Besides, Tanisha’s family’s lawyers buried him.” I’d almost felt sorry for Adrian, in the end. There were lawyers, and then there were lawyers with money behind them. Specifically, families with lots of money, like Tanisha’s. I still didn’t know what her parents did for a living.
Tanisha’s grin turned feral. “Then justice has been served,” Christopher declared. 
I had a sudden vision of what the world was going to look like with Tanisha and Christopher teaming up, and it was a very dangerous one. “I’m still going to start applying to jobs as soon as I can,” I said.
“Take the day off,” Tanisha insisted. “You and His Majesty can, I don’t know, go wander around. Take a walk. Put him on a bicycle.”
My eyes went back over his attire and I winced. Yeah, not in those tights. “Let’s, uh, get you into something better than tights. I still think you’d like the pants I got you.”
“If it be a way to spend time with thee, then I shall wear whatever you please,” Christopher agreed cheerfully. “Though I shall miss my tights, for they are very close to me.”
“How could they be anything but?” Tanisha muttered incredulously. 
I resisted rolling my eyes and dragged Christopher down the hall. If the gem was determined to give me lemons, I was going to make lemonade out of each one. It gave me a bundle of fantasy creatures? I’d take the prince that came with them. It took my job away?
Well, I’d take the day and spend it with my own Prince Charming.
###
After getting him into pants, which made him honestly cut even more of a nice figure, we headed out. The day was nice, and we only passed three unicorns milling by the side of the road, along with two satyrs, as we walked. On impulse, I took Christopher’s hand, and was rewarded with a blinding smile.
This was actually pretty nice. My hand fit, of course, perfectly in his. It wasn’t too warm or too cold: no sweaty palms here. Just a guy who kept pace with me as we wandered into town.
“I am grateful.”
I glanced up at him. “Grateful?”
“That you protect the gem so. For I would not be here if you were not so cautious.”
So, he’d picked up on my sort of silent conversation with Tanisha. “Well, the pixies aren’t too bad. And the unicorns are sort of cute.”
He just smiled. I bit the inside of my lip. “And so are you,” I admitted. It felt weird to say.
“You must know that the emotion is mutual. For I, too, find you ‘cute’.”
“I’d sort of picked up on that,” I said with a wry grin. “I’m not entirely sure I know why.”
Christopher turned to me, eyes bright. “You are my princess, my one true love. How could I not admire you?”
Yeah, I figured that was about as far as I’d get. “Pretty sure you’re suffering from fairytale-love-itis, but I’ll take it,” I said.
A firetruck came blaring down the street and stopped not too far ahead. Several bystanders were gathered around a tree, and it looked like there was a pegasus stuck up in the branches. It made me think of Vivian and her boots. Was she actually with the fire department? Was she helping with the mess I’d made? And if this sort of wishing had happened before, how come she hadn’t warned me?
“I fear our path has become rife with those who seek to help the helpless,” Christopher said. “As much as I yearn to aid them, their experience in this matter outweighs mine. Come, let us find another way to go.” He turned to the right, down near the park and—
“Uh, not that way,” I said quickly. I jerked his hand in the other direction, my pulse suddenly pounding. “How about I show you this, uh, other street? There’s a bakery down this way. I bet you’ve never had a donut.”
He glanced at me curiously but went willingly. “Nay, I have not had many of the treats of your land. I look forward to trying them all.”
“That’s going to take a while.”
“But we have the time, my love. All the time in the world.”
It made my mind spin a little harder. How long would he really be here? Another week? A month? 
…a lifetime?
“Was there danger?”
I shook myself and looked up at Christopher. For once, he seemed very serious. “Danger?” I repeated.
“Down the other way. You were frightened; know that you have naught to fear with me by your side. Even without my sword, I will defend you.”
My chest tightened. “There wasn’t anything bad down there. Not…not really.” I paused. He paused with me.
It made the next words easier to say. “I don’t go down that way. It’s the memorial garden. Graveyard,” I clarified when he looked confused. “My, um. My mom’s buried there. I haven’t been back since her funeral.” Just the thought of the cold headstone was enough to make my skin crawl. It wasn’t her. It was never going to be her. Not the warm figure I missed so much. I hadn’t even touched her bedroom or her things yet, and it’d been almost two years.
“That is a pain not oft felt by many. I do know well how you feel.”
I blinked. Christopher had his head held up in a very regal manner, but the look in his eyes looked a lot more familiar to me. It was the same look I saw in the mirror sometimes. “You lost a parent?” I asked.
“My mother,” he said, and my heart clenched so tight I couldn’t breathe for a second. “Long has she been gone from me. My father married again, my step-mother.”
I found myself snorting before I could restrain it. Because of course Prince Charming had an evil step-mother. “Is she wicked?”
His lips turned up. “I thought so for many a year, as a child. But now, full grown, she is a friend. And she loves me as if I were her own.”
“Who knew the fairytale could get an update,” I said. When he looked confused again, I just waved him off. “Never mind. Inside joke. I’m glad she’s not a wicked woman.”
“You and I both. I have heard many a tale of wicked step-mothers. I was lucky, to have such a good woman join my family.”
My mother had never remarried. I wondered how I would’ve taken a step-father. I couldn’t imagine anyone replacing my dad, even though I had so few memories of him. And I definitely couldn’t imagine anyone taking my mom’s place.
He lifted my hand to his mouth and gently kissed the back of it. “Change can be frightening. But I am grateful, even in this wild and incredible new world I have found myself in, that I have also found you.”
Our eyes met. His smile began to pull one at my own lips. As if we were magnets, I found myself taking the few steps to drift towards him. His hair was a shade darker than I’d thought, now that I was close enough to look. My focus turned to his lips, inches from mine.
A neighing made us stop, then spring apart just in time to not get plowed over by a unicorn. “Pony!” a little girl squealed in hot pursuit, followed closely by her very harried mother.
We watched them go. “She is mistaken,” Christopher said with a frown. “That is not a pony.”
With a sigh I tugged us down the road again, our moment long gone. “C’mon, I promised you a donut.” I totally deserved some fried dough, too.
My phone dinged. I glanced down at it and found I had a new email. “Does your magic device summon you?” Christopher asked. “Tanisha attempted to explain it to me but this sorcery is far past my comprehension.”
“It’s an email. A message from…the Parks and Recreation Association?” What? Since when did I get emails from them? Bewildered, I opened it, then stared.
It was a job offer for an events coordinator. I’d never done events coordinating. And I didn’t think I wanted to.
Another ding. The next email came from a cooking school, offering me a place in a culinary class with a guaranteed job placement upon completion. Oh no, they did not want me cooking. No one wanted that. There was a reason I was on a first-name basis with several take-out places.
Another ding. And another. And another and another. My eyes went impossibly huge as my inbox began to fill.
Christopher read over my shoulder and let out a pretty loud, “Huzzah!” When I turned to him, eyes still wide, his smile was blinding. “Now you no longer must seek out a job, for many seek your talents!”
Yeah, I definitely deserved a donut. With an unholy amount of sprinkles.
###
I spent the next week looking through the job offers that kept coming into my inbox. I never sent out a single resume. They just kept coming, each one stranger than the last. Grizzly bear photographer. Professional football mascot. Unicorn wrangler. 
Meanwhile, I turned my attention to the rest of the world. After a while, the news got tiresome and repetitive about the fantasy creatures, and hearing political commentators arguing about the nuances between a mermaid and a selkie wasn’t much better than their usual bickering. I mostly kept it running in the background in case something new happened. Otherwise, my first focal point was Christopher.
His speech was so old-timey that it sometimes made me wince, but he was sincere about it, and even happy to learn new phrases, too. Trust me, you’ve never heard anything as odd as a prince in royal regalia using “foul beasts” and “ratchet” in the same sentence. (Thank you, Tanisha.) Slowly but surely, I taught him the more modern grammatical nuances of our time. And, in turn, I learned some of his more formal language.
We shared a lot of things with each other. He told me about his kingdom, how there was a staircase in the castle that was great for sliding down, and how much he’d always wanted a sibling. He shared his love of protecting “the innocent and helpless” with me, along with his hobbies of knitting and archery. “They are not difficult at all to learn, particularly for someone of your intelligence and stature,” he assured me.
I told him about the modern world, the internet, vehicles, all sorts of things that I figured he should know about. He listened diligently, then one day asked, “And what of you?”
I stopped. “Me?”
He rested his arms on the kitchen table top. “Yes, you. What of you and your family? Your hobbies? Your favorite things to do?”
I began to answer, then stopped. Because for the first time in a long time, I realized I didn’t know what the answers were. “Um,” I said, displaying the intelligence and stature I supposedly had.  
Christopher sat next to me, waiting patiently. Prince Charming had his weird ticks, but his genuine sweetness and sincerity made up for a lot of it. I sort of adored his patience, particularly with me. It gave me the confidence to keep going. “My dad died when I was young. My mom was sort of my everything. Best friend, mentor, parent, y’know. I don’t have any siblings either. Tanisha’s the closest to family I really have anymore. I’ve got aunts and uncles out of state. But at the end, when my mom died, it was just me and her. And now it’s just…me.”
He kept listening. I kept going. “I used to do things like go on hikes. My mom loved the outdoors, and she shared it with me. She encouraged me to do everything, try anything. Even when my hobby was weird and sort of expensive.”
“Oh?” He leaned forward with a smile. “And what was it?”
I found my lips turning up. “I love photography, but not the instant stuff or the electronic kind. I love the older photography, the kind you need a dark room for.” How to explain old-time photography? “You have to take the film out of the camera and develop it. They don’t just show up on your phone, you don’t even know what the photos look like until they come out.”
His smile grew. “A mystery! An exciting mystery. It sounds a great deal like a quest.”
“I guess, yeah,” I agreed. I’d forgotten how much I’d enjoyed photography. “I’ll have to go dig out my camera. I’ll show you how it—”
Suddenly Tanisha came barreling into the room, nearly making me fall out of my seat. Dramatic, much? “What the heck?” I exclaimed. 
Then I saw her face. My stomach churned. “Tanisha, what’s wrong?”
“Have you been watching the news at all?” she asked. “I mean, I mostly ignore it, but you need to see this.”
I hurried and followed her into the living room, Christopher right behind me. Together we all watched the latest breaking news.
“…third ship to disappear in the Atlantic Ocean this week. Experts are blaming the large sea creature that was captured on film this Thursday. The footage documents a large creature that some are calling a kraken; the video ends ominously with a large tentacle reaching for the cameraman. The ship is still to be recovered—”
Tanisha changed the channel to another news station.
“…devastating crops. The flying horses, known more commonly as a pegasus, have left very little behind in fields across the plains. The effects are likely to be felt in grocery stores across the nation—”
Another channel.
“…new fires sweeping down from the mountain peaks are causing more than just forest fires. Thanks to the heights that the dragons are living on, the snow-capped mountains are melting, causing flooding and run-off everywhere. We are told the governor is likely to call a state of emergency—”
Tanisha muted the television. I watched the anchor speaking urgently to the camera, the same as the others before him. Who knew how many other stories there were running through the news? I’d started avoiding my phone thanks to the myriad amount of job offers I kept getting.
Vivian had mentioned wondering what I’d do with this new world that I’d created. I hadn’t thought of it at the time, but now, it was all I could think of. This was all my fault. I’d done this with my wish. And I was only making it worse every day that I didn’t undo my wish.
I had to do something. There had to be something I could do.
I pursed my lips. “I’m going to talk to Vivian again,” I said. “I’m going to figure out what to do.”
###
Vivian wasn’t there.
I stared at the store front, then banged on the door again. “Vivian!”
“The sign says that they are open only until six in the evening,” Christopher said. He was wearing one of the pairs of slacks I’d given him, but I knew for a fact that the tights were underneath them. He’d said that he felt too odd without them. Who was I to argue with the man?
I glanced at my phone and sighed. 6:07pm. Of course. “We’ll come back tomorrow,” I told him. “What’s the next opening hours say?”
“Friday at two in the afternoon.”
I spun to where he pointed at the sign. “That’s two days from now,” I said incredulously. “What the hell is she playing at?”
Sure enough, the hours sign innocently stated that the shop was, indeed, closed for the next two days. “Perhaps she wished for time away,” Christopher said.
She had to know that I’d come back to talk to her. She had to. “Vivian!” I shouted again. Around me, people skirted around us, like I was somehow the strangest thing they’d seen today. I knew for a fact I wasn’t, because there were five unicorns on the other side of the street, eating the flowers out of the hanging baskets of a nearby store. 
A pixie buzzed around my head, and I swatted at it. It hissed angrily at me. “Foul beast, you shall taste steel,” Christopher warned, reaching for his sheathed sword.
“No, Chris,” I warned. “You know you’re not going to hit it with a sword. Remember what happened last night?”
“Verily, I do,” Christopher admitted. He rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. “I wreaked havoc and brought bad mojo upon the house.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I have got to tell Tanisha to stop teaching you phrases,” I muttered.
“Aye, ‘tis sus.”
“Please don’t say ‘sus’.”
I didn’t get an answer for that. I looked around and found more pixies buzzing nearby. A satyr ran across the street, a woman’s purse in his clutches. “Stop, thief! You are sus!” Christopher shouted, pulling his sword out and running after him. A pixie quickly fluttered off to join the race.
I cursed and took off after them all. Fine, if Vivian wasn’t here to talk to, then I was going to have to figure it out myself. And I would.
###
I didn’t.
###
So, we waited for Friday. And I watched the news. I watched a lot of news, which never does anything good for anyone’s mood.
Friday came, leaving me still sitting in front of the television. In front of me, the newscaster talked about dragons causing fires. Somewhere in the hallway, Christopher was doing battle with whatever was coming up out of the toilet. Tanisha kept making high-pitched sounds. The pixie that had followed us home kept buzzing around.
Two weeks. Two weeks of this and the world wasn’t getting any better. It was just getting worse.
I glanced at the gem, sitting on the coffee table beside me. It seemed to twinkle in the afternoon light, as if begging me to make another wish. “Don’t even start,” I said out loud. “You’ve caused enough problems.”
“I’m almost afraid to ask who you’re talking to.”
I looked up to find Tanisha coming in, drying herself off with a towel. The towel was mostly covered in green gunk. “Is…it dead?” I asked hesitantly.
“Oh yeah,” Tanisha said, almost proudly. There was a glob of gunk in her hair. I didn’t tell her. “It’s not going to come up through the toilet again. Let me just say, I’m so glad I always look before I sit down.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Are you typically expecting something in the toilet?”
“I’m not usually expecting a tentacle, no, but there could be spiders or centipedes!”
“Centipedes are more often found on ceilings.”
She scowled at me. “Great. Now I’ve got another place to look before I can pee in peace.”
I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Can you just tell me what time it is?”
“It is coming up on two in the afternoon, my love,” Christopher said, panting. He was soaked and also covered in green slime and seemed particularly pleased with himself. His sword looked like a hot mess.
Great. Who knew what the bathroom looked like. “Okay, we’re going to get to Vivian and see if we can clean all of this up. Tanisha, get yourself a shower, and if more things try to come up through the pipes, smack them with something. Me, I’m going to put the gem somewhere safe.” My room, for starters, and I even had the pouch it’d come in. 
Before I headed down the hallway, however, I pointed to Christopher. “Leave the sword here. Remember the rules for outside.”
Disappointed, he sighed and went to leave the sword in my closet. I rolled my eyes and kept on moving. 
###
Tanisha insisted on coming with us before she snagged a shower, insisiting, “Someone had to get answers out of this woman and clearly you won’t.” I didn’t argue with her. Nobody should argue with someone who’s covered in toilet water and angry about centipedes and monsters in pipes.
Together we found ourselves outside of Vivian’s shop, and this time, the doors were propped open. I led the charge inside and almost immediately stopped.
If possible, there were even more candles, making the inside almost brighter than the outside. “Woah, fire hazard,” Tanisha said from behind me. “Also, it is disgustingly hot in here.”
“Verily, it is a bit much,” Christopher agreed, already wiping at his brow. “But why is it so hot in here?”
“Maybe I just like making people uncomfortable.”
I whipped my head towards the back. There, standing by the glass case, head still done up in that incredibly colorful headscarf, was Vivian. Her skirt had been exchanged for waders, and they seemed to be covered in a familiar green slime, one that Tanisha and Christopher were both wearing.
I swallowed hard and pushed myself forward. “You’ve been cleaning up my mess, haven’t you.” It wasn’t a question.
Vivian leaned against the glass case and crossed her arms. “Someone has to. You won’t. Just like all the rest.”
“Hey, not cool,” Tanisha snapped, even as my mind spun with the implications. “Who gave her the damn gem in the first place? You didn’t tell her it was going to grant her wish in a messed-up way.”
“Aye, not cool,” Christopher echoed. “Though I am still pleased by the luck in finding my one true love.”
“Are you?” Vivian turned her gaze to Christopher and I didn’t like the look on her face in the slightest. It was way too knowing. “Pleased enough to not miss your family, to miss life as you know it?”
Christopher didn’t say anything. I shifted uneasily. Of course, he had to be missing his family. True love at first sight was only good for so long, especially without anyone to share it with. And I knew too well the way you could pick up a phone to call someone and remember they weren’t there to answer anymore.
I wish my mom were here, I couldn’t help but think. She would’ve known what to do. I just knew it. 
Vivian suddenly turned to me, eyes narrowing. “There’s only so much longer I can hold things off. You need to make your decision, now.”
“The decision for these creatures to leave?” I asked. “Because I’d do that in a heartbeat.”
“No. The decision to do what needs to be done. To decide that sometimes you don’t get what you truly want, even when you wish for it.” Even as she stood before me, her curls whipped around her headscarf, and her eyes seemed to change colors. 
I swallowed hard. “Who are you?” I asked.
“A witch,” Christopher said decisively. “You are a sorceress, are you not?”
“I’m a fixer,” she said. “My goal is to protect the world, one piece of it at a time. Right now, the next piece is here. Specifically, at Margaret’s house.”
I crossed my arms, refusing to let her see just how freaked out I was that she knew exactly where the gem was. “Then if you know how to protect us all, you do it. Show me how to fix this.”
“I already told you how. The decision of when must be up to you.” She shook her head. “I can’t break it for you. You made the wishes, you have to deal with how they were answered. Just like everyone else before you.”
“And what did they do? How did they do it?”
“You assume they did,” Vivian told me sharply. “Believe me when I say that the world would be a far different place if they had.”
It left me staring in shock. How many more wishes had been made before me? How many world changing events were because someone refused to give up what they’d gotten out of their wish? I met her knowing gaze and resisted the urge to flinch.
“So, don’t make another wish is what you’re saying,” Tanisha summed up.
The hard stare ended, and Vivian was the older, sweeter woman I had met that very first day. “It might be wise. But sometimes we don’t learn by being wise. We get wise by learning.”
“Oh, so you’re the riddle sort of witch that I can’t stand whenever I read a fantasy book,” Tanisha said disdainfully. “Got anything actually useful for us?”
Stunningly, Vivian didn’t protest Tanisha’s words. She actually smiled enigmatically. Because why not. It only served to irritate Tanisha more.
Not that I completely cared. Because Vivian was telling me there was only one way for me to stop fantasy from becoming a barren reality, and I was going to have to be the one to do it.
I was going to lose Christopher.
It stole my breath, and for a minute, I wanted to scream at the unfairness. I was going to lose someone else I was ridiculously close to? My mom wasn’t enough, now him? If I wound up losing Tanisha somehow, I was going to toss the proverbial towel in and go sit on a beach somewhere.
Vivian sighed slightly. “Go home, Margaret. What you seek most of all isn’t here. No, the answer to your problem, the answer to the question I asked you two weeks ago, it’s not here. You’ll find your impossible answer elsewhere. And good luck, for I do not envy you the choices.”
“You’re not helping,” I said. “That’s it, then?”
“That is all I can do,” she told me. “You have to do the rest. Believe me, my interference will only make things worse.”
Personally, I wasn’t sure how she could make it worse, but I wasn’t going to argue with the woman. Not when she’d clearly seen so many wishes made over the years. It made me realize she was far older than I’d originally thought. Who knew how old?
Slowly we trudged out of the shop. “Am I going to see you again?” I asked Vivian as she began closing the doors.
She smiled, a little thing at the corner of one mouth. “Perhaps. That’s up to how you handle this. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got things to do. Go on, Margaret.”
The walk back was miserable. Between the random troll snore I could hear from further down the road, then the unicorns and several deer fighting with each other, I was more than done. And that was before Vivian’s questions that spurred more questions than answers.
So now what? What was I supposed to do? How could I stop mermaids and dragons and trolls?
Preferably without having to destroy the stone itself?
The wind suddenly blew through, making me shiver. “It got dark fast,” Tanisha noted. “Stupid time change. Is daylight so much to ask for?”
“In my kingdom, daylight is constricted to sixteen hours a day exactly. Then we have sunrises and sunsets.”
“See, that makes more…”
I glanced at Tanisha as she gradually slid to a halt. “What? What is it?” I followed her gaze to the porch and saw the figure that had caught her eyes. 
There, turning slowly from our front door, was an older woman. She seemed to be facing towards the door, as if waiting for the person who usually comes at a knock. Always patient. She’d always been so patient.
I stared. I couldn’t believe it. I just couldn’t.
Tanisha saw her as well and pulled Christopher up to halt. “Is that,” she began, then stopped.
I swallowed hard. My pulse thundered in my ears, enough that I barely heard myself speak. “…Mom?”
It had to be. It couldn’t be anyone else. That hair styled as I’d seen it last, the dress one that I’d stared at for hours before finally choosing it for burial, even the simple white sneakers she’d jokingly told me to bury her in. It was her, and she was standing on the front porch where she’d stood so many times before.
My impossible wish had come true, the wish that I hadn’t dared to dream. The wish that had been so impossible that I hadn’t even spoken it out loud. I had my mom back.
Slowly she turned, almost staggering, as if her legs couldn’t hold her. I moved forward quickly, only to find Christopher’s hand wrapped tight around my arm. “Chris, let me go,” I insisted, surprised, but Christopher’s eyes were wide and locked on my mom. “That’s my mom!”
“That creature is not your mother,” he said lowly. “At least, not anymore.”
I turned back to my mom and felt my heart freeze in my chest. Hair, dress, shoes, they were all there.
Skin, eyeballs, muscles? They were pretty much gone, leaving just a ragged skeleton that was somehow upright. Even the hair was barely hanging on, hovering over hollow eye sockets that glowed red.
“No way,” Tanisha breathed beside me. “Mags, your mom…she’s a zombie.”
From somewhere in the distance, I heard someone scream. It was far away enough that it barely registered, but it didn’t help the feeling in my chest. Neither did the next shout of terror that followed, one that was far closer. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end.
For a long moment, the remains of my mother stared at me. I stared back, my heart pounding in my chest. This was nothing like what I’d wished for. When I’d wished for my mom back, I’d imagined a soft smile and a hug, just like I’d had before she’d died. Not…not this. This was like a joke but nowhere close to funny. My eyes burned at the mockery of what I’d wanted the most for the last two years.
“Someone help me! Oh god, someone help!”
“Maggie,” Tanisha whispered in horror, and I finally tore my eyes from my mother’s visage. Tanisha had her arm held out, finger trembling as it pointed at what was behind me. A man was running down the street, still begging for help, and right behind him were three people. All of them were stumbling along, arms outstretched, and all of them were the same type of decomposed as my mother’s remains.
Oh no. 
Oh, please no.
More screams filled the air from down the street, and I realized we weren’t horribly far from several graveyards, including the memorial park. They were probably all empty. And that meant a lot of zombies.
My wish had come true with horrifying consequences again. Somehow, I hadn’t just brought back my mom: I’d brought back the dead everywhere. Zombie apocalypse starter: that was me.
Christopher suddenly shoved me back, sending me stumbling into Tanisha. My mom’s corpse had started moving, stumbling down the stairs of the porch, empty eye sockets somehow locked on me. Then her arms came straight up, skeletal fingers reaching for me.
Tanisha let out a shriek. “My sword is inside,” Christopher said, almost helplessly, and it was enough to galvanize me into action. 
“Go, the back door’s unlocked!” I grabbed Tanisha with one hand and Christopher with another and ran, giving my mom’s corpse a wide berth. “Go!”
Something had to be done. Someone had to stop this because this wasn’t just one world colliding with another anymore. This was the end of the world about to come crashing down on our heads.
And the only person who could fix this was me.
The corpse (it wasn’t Mom, I had to stop thinking about it like it was Mom) immediately changed course to lumber after us. We cleared the side of the house easily and moved around to the back, where the back door was, then stumbled to a stunned halt. Three more zombies were in the backyard, moving steadily towards us.
“We’re surrounded!” Tanisha yelled. “Maggie!”
“The door!” I shouted back, and we made it to the stoop. I gave the door a hearty shove and we burst inside. Then it was a mad scramble to close the door behind us. Tanisha pulled the curtains down around the small window while I frantically threw every single lock. Christopher darted away, only to return with a kitchen chair, which he rammed under the handle. The handle suddenly rattled ominously, making the three of us jump back, and a pounding noise made the door shake, like something had fallen against it. The handle rattled again.
Then it stopped. I let out a shaky sigh of relief. They weren’t getting in that way, at least.
“Front door, we must secure all entrances,” Christopher said. He turned and grabbed another chair, Tanisha and I right behind him. All the locks were already thrown, but Tanisha and I grabbed the curtains of the big window and pulled them closed while he put the chair under the door knob. If they couldn’t see potential people to eat, they might leave us be for a bit.
I shut my eyes for just a second and let myself savor the ridiculousness of the sentence. My reality was sort of a little skewed these days.
“Oh my god,” Tanisha said faintly, and I realized she was staring out the little side window in horror. I hurried to her side and found that several zombies had cornered a unicorn. It neighed and kicked out, but the zombies were going to get it in the end. I quickly pulled the curtains closed before we could watch the carnage.
Tanisha finally cleared her throat. “Do you think…do you think it’ll turn into a zombie unicorn?”
Yeah, that was about all of this that I could deal with. “We need to get this to stop,” I said. “And we need to do it fast before they figure out how to get in.”
A crashing sound from somewhere below made us all freeze. “I think…I think that was the basement window,” Tanisha said faintly. “Mags, if you have an answer, you gotta do it, like, now.”
“My room,” I said tersely, and we all took off down the hall. Even as we passed the basement door, there was the unmistakable creaking sound of someone making their way upstairs. Oh, we were beyond out of time.
I got us into my room and slammed the door shut. Christopher hurried to the closet and pulled out his sword with a triumphant sound. I dove for my nightstand and reached in, fingers scrambling like mad for the jewel. Tissues, old cassette tapes, measuring tape, the photo frame of my mom and I—
“Where the hell is it?” I said, panic driving my voice up.
“Where’s what?” Tanisha asked from the door. Something thudded against the door, making her squeak and push back harder. “Maggie!”
“That red jewel! My wishing stone!” My fingers still hadn’t touched the fabric, and I peered desperately into the drawer. I know I’d left it in there, so where—?
“It’s here, Margaret.”
I spun around to where Christopher stood. In one hand hung his sword, but in the other, held in his outstretched palm, was the jewel, nestled in its usual bed of fabric.
I stared at him. What had Christopher been doing with it?
He gave a small smile. “I had hoped to make a wish upon it for, well. For you. But alas, it won’t work for me. I did try, though.”
The enormity of what I was about to do finally came crashing down on me, and my eyes filled with tears. In order to undo the damage being wreaked on the world, I was going to have to destroy the jewel. I was going to have to undo my wish.
Undo all my wishes.
None of it had come out according to what I’d wanted or planned. In wishing for a man who seemed devoted to me, I’d wound up with magical chaos across the planet. In wishing for a better job, I’d lost the one I’d had and been inundated with job offers that were all sorts of varied and wild. And now, in wishing for my mom, I’d started the zombie apocalypse.
It was just terrible that I was going to lose Christopher. Of everything that had gone wrong, one thing had gone sort of right, and it had been Christopher.
“Chris, if I do this,” I began, but he shook his head. 
“It has to be done. We both know this. I cannot let your world fall into disarray and death.” He handed me the jewel, only so he could have a free hand to cup my cheek. I leaned into his touch, the burn in my eyes threatening to roll down my face.
His smile got a little bit stronger. “I cannot let you fall into that darkness, my love.”
The pounding against the door actually rattled the windows. We turned to where Tanisha had her back shoved against the door, heels dug into my carpet. “I got it,” she said, a bit breathlessly. “I got this, Mags. Get your goodbye, girl.”
“Tanisha,” I began, and she just grinned.
“I didn’t say I had it forever, but you got a minute and a half. Don’t waste it.”
I wasn’t going to. I caught Christopher around the neck and pulled him in. The kiss was just as sweet and perfect, but it tasted of salt. I tried to memorize his scent, the way his lips felt against mine, the way our noses brushed when we finally parted. It was like cramming for an exam but the most important exam I’d ever have. I didn’t want to lose this memory, ever.
I couldn’t even think about the other memory that was being destroyed that night, the one whose corpse was probably on the other side of my bedroom door. I was never going to remember my mom the same again.
I took the jewel and set it down on the edge of my bed. The large bookend from my shelf would do the trick. I caught hold of it, then held it out towards Christopher. “Together?” I said, voice not as solid as I would’ve liked.
He smiled and wrapped his hand over mine. “Together.”
I took a deep breath in and rested the bookend above the jewel. The red shimmered brightly, swirling like a tiny storm inside.
“Thank you.”
I glanced up at him and found him still smiling, albeit with a deep sadness in his eyes. “I’ve lived in a world with magic for my entire life,” he continued. “But it was here with you that I found something truly wonderful. You, Margaret, are extraordinary and enchanting.”
My lips parted in both surprise and grief. “And that thing out there? She is not your mother,” he continued. He reached over and caught the picture frame I’d tossed onto the bed. Her smile was bright in the photo, her arms wrapped around me. “This is your mother,” he said. “Do not forget that. Promise me.”
“I won’t forget any of this,” I swore, the first tears finally escaping my eyes. “Thank you for just…being you, Christopher. The best Prince Charming I could’ve asked for.”
He kept smiling, that same smile that was going to fill my dreams and haunt my what-ifs. I inhaled sharply and lifted the bookend over the jewel. The pounding on the door actually shoved Tanisha forward, making her gasp and shove back as hard as she could. Screams of terror echoed from outside.
I locked eyes with him. Just one last time.
The bookend came down on the jewel.
In an instant the jewel disintegrated into thousands of pieces. Red smoke and clouds swirled out, billowing into the air, blinding my sight. I winced as it whipped past me, growing in ferocity, a tiny tornado building in my room, and then—
It was gone. Slowly I blinked and blinked again.
The bookend was in my hand and my hand alone. Tanisha was slumped against my door, staring wide-eyed at where the jewel had been. There was nothing left, not even a single shard or a speck of red dust, to show what I’d destroyed.
There was no Christopher either. And the pounding on the door had stopped.
Slowly I moved to the door. I waited until Tanisha was ready, and, at our mutual nod, we flung the door open. There was nothing in the hallway.
There was nothing in the house, either. One peek out of the curtains showed an empty street: no zombies, no unicorns anywhere. No buzzing pixies, no roaring dragons. The sunset shone through, the sky empty of any flying horses.
It was all gone. The wishes had been undone.
Tanisha pulled the chair away from the front door, undid the bolts, and headed out. While there were people in the street, no one seemed hurt. Just bewildered, every single one of them, but no one was dead or hurt. One guy a few houses down scratched at his head. “What the heck happened?” he asked in utter confusion.
I slumped into a porch chair and hung my head.
###
The days following were interesting.
The media for one was pretty wild, with theories ranging from full conspiracy to the tried and true method of Just Keep Going. Eventually the news shifted back to the mundane of politics, fall festivals, and the latest in some Wall Street executive’s scandal. 
People did much the same. Where they’d begun to sort of live alongside magical beings, they were now quickly shifting back to what life had been before. Most people had accepted that, for some reason, reality had been thrown a loop for two weeks, and there was a general attempt to deal with it. I said most, not everyone. There were definitely outliers.
Some seemed sort of convinced it was a drug experiment from the government. Others were just as convinced that everything had really happened, but that it had been aliens who’d come down and taken everything away. It made as much sense as any other guess, and honestly, it was closer to the truth.
Not that I was going to tell them that. Neither was Tanisha, which was honestly probably far more than I deserved. But like every part of her, Tanisha’s friendship and loyalty remains stalwart and stubborn. I sort of adore her for that.
I saw Vivian exactly one more time. She actually came to me, knocking at my house a few days after everything was put back together. “You did well,” she told me in what honestly sounded like relief. “You did better than I could’ve hoped or dreamed for, Margaret.”
“Um, thank you,” I said.
“No, no,” and she held out her pink shawl. “Thank you.”
“I couldn’t take it,” I insisted, but she wasn’t listening again. Hesitantly I took it, the weight familiar. 
She smiled, that same knowing smile, and stepped away. “Goodbye, Margaret.” And then she was gone. 
I wasn’t even surprised by the crystals I found inside. I just simply handed them to Tanisha. “For you. I thought you’d like them.”
“Oh, sweet! Best thanks-for-helping-me-save-the-world present ever.”
I never did get my job back, but the offers did stop. Eventually I chose one, a photography studio that had been looking for an assistant, and asked if my camera was okay. Turned out, the guy was enamored with the idea of someone being into older film cameras and immediately hired me on the spot. It paid the bills and then some, as it turned out, and it gave me something to do. It gave me a chance to see the world from a different view and rediscover a passion.
It was while I was getting coffee to do the thing I’d been avoiding for two years that I bumped into someone. “Sorry,” he apologized. “Sorry, I’m not usually so absent-minded. It’s been, well. It’s been a few crazy weeks.”
“Oh yeah,” I agreed. “I know that feeling.” I paused, and for some reason, I kept talking. “I actually don’t usually get specialty coffee like this, but I’m going to visit my mom’s grave today. I saw her, when. Well. You know. And I need to…”
“Move forward, but you don’t know how to do it when the person you wanted most came back in the world’s worst way?” he finished, and there was relief in his dark eyes. “Yeah, I hear you. My dad came back that night too. I haven’t had the balls to go see his resting place either. I just can’t.” He used his hand free of coffee to shove his dark hair away from his face.
He was nothing like Christopher. Yet at the same time, I realized he didn’t have to be. I could at least be the Margaret that Christopher had looked at with such fondness. He’d thought I was extraordinary and enchanting. So had Mom.
I took a deep breath in and held out my own free hand. “Maggie.”
He gave a quick grin and took my hand in his to shake it. His palm was a little sweaty from his coffee cup. “Jordan.”
It wasn’t much. But as I nodded towards a free table and he went with me to claim it, it felt a little like a connection. Someone else who understood what it meant to get your wish answered in the worst way possible. Someone who knew what it was like to lose someone you loved.
And at the end of the day, I guess that’s all I could really wish for. 
